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Please do not  distribute.

(Testing/feedback is needed prior to widespread distribution.)



“Back o’napkin technique”
Close enough for government cleaning

(Assumes minimal familiarity with spreadsheet software)

Quick & easy, but with ~95% 
financial accuracy.


Results are presentable as 100% 
factual based on FEC filings.



This technique is for the second phase of finding 
“smurfs”* in the FEC database.

You should already have a list of high 
transaction names for your state.


There’s a completely different 
process for that initial identification. 


Ready?

*Don’t know what a “smurf” is?  See the video: Warning! Smurfs are in the FED FEC.



Once on the FEC Individual contributions page 

make sure you filter it to a 2 year election cycle of interest.


You can find filter adjustments in this panel.


Download the resulting comma separated value (CSV) file.

Import/Open in your spreadsheet software.


This example’s name has been 
redacted, but the data is from the FEC.

Begin by obtaining data from the FEC link:

https://www.fec.gov/data/receipts/individual-
contributions/?

two_year_transaction_period=2022&min_date=01/
01/2021&max_date=12/31/2022



Find the 
contribution_receipt_date 
column and sort ascending.


You can do this by right-
clicking on the spreadsheet 

column header. (In this case at 
AJ)


This must be done 1st.


The contribution_receipt_date is known as a field. Fields are tracked in 
columns, while every row is considered a record.  This guide will identify 

the field names (columns) as much as possible. 

Instructions are always in gold boxes.


Follow the yellow brick road…

Helpful information 
for the curious (why?), 

is in the teal green.



Next - categorize/group based 
on 2 columns: filing_form 
and committee _name


They must be in that order of 
grouping.


There are only 3 forms 
possible: F3X, F3 and F3P.


ActBlue will likely be the top 
committee after the initial sort.


The FEC has many more forms (of course!) but unless you’re investigating 
lobbyists, or other political creatures, you don’t need to worry about them.



Turn on your categories/group 
option to view your data.


Use the disclosure triangles (or 
+ boxes) to open up the 

categories/groups.


If you don’t see the F3X filing 
forms, close all the grouped 
rows and you should see it.




When you select a category/
group header cell, you should 
see group function options.


We want to count by filing_form how 
many transactions were filed with this 

individual contributor/donor info.


ACTBLUE, like all other PACs, has an FEC assigned committee_id.  The FEC was formed to regulate 
these committees. Individual contributors are secondary when it comes to FEC concerns.



With Apple’s Numbers it looks like this, 
but Excel has similar functionality.




All F3X form (conduit committee) 
transactions combined will total here.


Your results will vary based on individual 
contributors.


Next we need to find how many committees are present.

You’ll likely find ActBlue 
overwhelmingly has more transactions 

than every other committee.



Click in the category/group 
cell for committee_name and 

select the Count(unique) 
function.


This shows how many F3X 
(conduit) committees filed, 
but will also indicate how 

many F3 and F3P committees 
as well.

When looking for transaction 
counts, make sure you use a 
column that will always be 

filled in, such as 
committee_id.

Political Action Committees come in 2 major classes: Conduits and Campaigns.  
Conduits (F3X) are party & policy oriented, so they must serve multiple candidates. 

Campaign committees exist only for single candidates for Congress (F3) & the 
President (F3P). This is the major reason for filing_form differences.


The next step provides more 
insight as to why we need to 

carefully consider these 
transaction counts.



Right click in the contributor_id column and select 
the Count(blank) function.

You can select and hide columns to make your analysis quicker by reducing scrolling.

The contributor_id column will only be filled with the 
committee_id# of the PAC receiving earmarked funds after a 

$200.00 threshold has been met. 

The $200.00 threshold is to reduce paperwork, but it allows many transactions to occur 
without requiring the committee to report the original source of the funds. ActBlue will 

still pass funds along, but identifies the receiving committee elsewhere.



Now sum the 
contribution_receipt_amount 
but make sure you only do it for 

the committee_id group.

We are almost there - but 
we need a few more very 

important data points.

We need to know what ActBlue is keeping and what it is 
passing on as a conduit committee.



Locate the receipt_type_full column and 
right-click on it to create 2 columns after it.


You’ll need one column for earmarks and 
another for ActBlue’s “take”. 



It should look like this when you’re done.



Now find the first row/record of ActBlue’s 
committee receipt_type_full entry.

Click on ActBlue’s Take cell.



Enter the following formula:

= IF(COUNTIF(AG2,"=*ACT BLUE”),AN2,0)

In our formula AG2 refers to the 
receipt_type_full cell to the left.

And AN2 refers to the contribution_receipt_amount cell in the same row.

(Your actual spreadsheet cell references may differ.)

In English, our formula says that if the sentence contains “ACT BLUE” then 
copy the contribution_receipt_amount to this cell.  Otherwise put in a zero.



Here’s what this looks like in Apple’s Numbers App.


For  receipt_type_full ActBlue uses only: “Contribution 
to Act Blue” or “Earmark”.


After entering the formula and seeing the result, 
scroll down to the last cell of ActBlue’s F3X 

records, press the shift key and click to select it 
and use the table fill down command.

All we’re doing is separating Earmark (conduit) activity 
from ActBlue’s “fees”.



Do the same set of operations for the Earmarks column, 
but alter the formula to use the “EARMARK” 

receipt_type_full.  Then fill down for that column.



Add category/group Sums for both 
ActBlue’s Take and Earmarks, the same 

way we did earlier.

We’ve collected the financial data and the 
next step is to actually show frequency of 

transactions by looking at what the 
committee claimed were the contribution 

receipt dates.



Turn category/groups off and select the entire 
contribution_receipt_date column, but deselect 

the header column. Change the cell format to 
remove the useless time portion.

Next - add a new column after the 
contribution_receipt_date column and 

title it Days Between Contributions.


Distinguish between the original field 
names and your own by using Upper case 

for each word.



In your new column, select the 
second row down.


We need to know how many days 
between transactions, including how 

many were on the same day.

 We do this by using the following formula:

= DATEDIF(AL2,AL3,”D")


The DATEDIF function is for Date-Difference, so we compare the 
last transaction (AL2) against the current (AL3).  We use the “D” 

to indicate differences in “D”ays.


Add a conditional highlighting rule for your cell to ensure you can visually distinguish all 
transactions made on the same day.  Fill that cell formula all the way to the last row in your 

Days Between Contributions column.



In our committee_name subcategory, 
apply a Count(Unique) function for the 
contribution_receipt_date field and an 
average function in the Days Between 

Contributions.

Turn categories/groups back on.



“Sum-thin’s up!”
Create your own 


Report for Individual 
Contribution Oversight.


(RICO)

Revenge of the Nerds?



Now that the data has been generated, we need to create a 2-
part report for this individual: A summary like this one and a 

detailed breakdown of the transactions (shown on next page.)

Break “ActBlue” out separately.

Extensive analysis indicates it 

contributes to every other 
committee.

This number is wrong 
(almost double) because 

of all these earmarks.

These were summed  
independently, but indicate 

nearly 100% of the funds were 
earmarked through ActBlue.

Final finding:  ACTBLUE is responsible for 
handling 94.37% activity for this individual.

Extensive analysis lead to this method.

The only differences we can’t reconcile  

are due to FEC filing “gaps” under 
$200.00 threshold. 

By breaking out all contributions earmarked through 
ActBlue we’ve accounted for most of the transactional 
activity attributed to the individual. This is sufficient for 

asking them directly if this is true.



This detailed report indicates committees activities related to 
frequency of transactions. For instance over a 2 year election period 
of 730 days, ActBlue is claiming they saw 638 days of contributions 
from this individual. Given the transactions (17231) That’s an average 

of ~1 transaction per hour (that average of  .04 of a day in our 
example.)

If you successfully prepared your data using 
the instructions in this guide, you’ll be ready to 

move on to Creating an “Act Blue” Activity 
Report - Part 2



“SmurFini”
All necessary data is there.


Generate more details if needed. 

This technique is least intrusive as possible.

Ask the donor!

No cartoon Smurfs were harmed in the making of this document.


