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In the appropriations bills, there is a way for legislators to direct spending towards a specific 
district, locality, or institution. Known as earmarks, congress first banned them in 2011, but legislators 
brought them back for 2022, albeit renamed as "community funding projects" in the House and 
"Congressionally directed spending" in the Senate, and with rules to boost transparency. This report will 
continue to use the old term, earmark, to refer to both.  

Earmarks are now capped at 1% of discretionary spending and they cannot be directed toward for-profit 
entities. Additionally, not every subcommittee can allocate funding towards earmarks, and the agencies 
and departments whose funding can be allocated are limited as well. This year, 10 of the 12 
appropriations subcommittees were eligible for earmark requests in the House and 9 of 12 in the 
Senate, though not all contained STEM-relevant items.  

The rules vary between the House and Senate; for example, Representatives are capped at 15 
submissions while Senators are not. For a full list of the rules, refer to these Congressional Research 
Service reports on the House [PDF] and Senate [PDF].  

The number of earmarks increased in the 2023 budget, with a 45% increase in earmarks signed into law 
compared to 2022, and a 70% increase in the value of the earmarks that made it to the omnibus, as can 
be seen in Table 1.  

AAAS read through the earmarks for each bill and identified those with a science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) focus. This includes, among others, the purchase of new equipment, 
development or expansion of education programs, funding facility renovations, increasing job training in 
STEM-heavy fields, and the establishment of entirely new programs or institutions. A full list of each 
STEM-related earmark can be found in our interactive map.  

The STEM-related earmarks that AAAS identified similarly saw an increase over the two years since 
earmarks have returned, with 80% more unique earmarks approved in the final omnibus for FY 2023, 
and more than doubling of their monetary value.  

Table 1: Earmark Submission Over the Years (billion USD) 

 FY 2022 FY 2023 

 House Senate Omnibus House Senate Omnibus 

Unique Earmarks Submitted (overall) 2739 2,236 4,962 4,386 3,123 7,234 

Unique Earmarks Value (overall) $4.2 $5.5 $9.0 $8.2 $7.8 $15.3 

       

Unique Earmarks Submitted (R&D) 183 202 364 305 285 656 

Unique Earmarks Value (R&D) $0.30 $0.78 $0.74 $0.73 $0.94 $1.57 

 
The following report will be diving deeper into who submitted STEM-related earmarks – looking across 
the impact of party affiliation, seniority, and geographic region on the topic and value of the earmarks 
we coded.  
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https://www.rollcall.com/2021/02/26/house-appropriators-to-cap-earmarks-at-1-percent-of-topline/
https://www.rollcall.com/2021/02/26/house-appropriators-to-cap-earmarks-at-1-percent-of-topline/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/RS22866
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/RS22867
https://www.aaas.org/news/tracking-stem-earmarks-2023
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A Breakdown of Trends by Party Affiliation 
It has long been said that the submission of earmarks is not even across the parties. A study by the 

Brookings Institute1 on earmarks submitted by Members of Congress in the FY 2022 appropriations cycle 

noted that Democratic members tended to submit an average of 10 earmarks for each Republican’s 8, 

though when comparing the dollar amount of each submission, Republicans evened it out by requesting 

larger dollar amounts per earmark. Utilizing our dataset of the STEM-related earmarks from the FY 2023 

cycle, we wanted to test if these trends held true for the sciences.  

For the purposes of this analysis, we will distinguish between earmarks submitted – in which co-

sponsored earmarks are treated as two separate earmarks so that the breakdowns can be performed 

based on the submitter’s characteristics and not that of the earmark itself, and unique earmarks – in 

which the earmark exists without co-submitter duplication. Prior reports on trends of earmarks by this 

program have primarily focused on the latter, but this report will be performed largely on the earmarks 

submitted, as this will be a study of the submitters more so than the earmarks themselves.  

An analysis of STEM-related earmarks submitted mirrors the trend noted above, with 2.4 times as many 

Democrats submitting STEM-related earmarks as Republicans, compared to Brookings’ estimate, which 

finds double the number of earmarks overall (see Table 2). While dollar value and requests per member 

varied due to STEM-related earmarks being a subset of their dataset, the trend held, showing a larger 

number of submissions for Democrats, and a larger dollar value for Republicans. 

Most validating is the finding that the average dollar value per earmark submitted is nearly the same as 

the Brookings study, for both Democrats and Republicans. Members of Congress value R&D earmarks 

the same as their other priorities, on average.  

Table 2: Summary Statistics by Party (million USD) 

 Democrat Republican Independent 

Number of Individuals (R&D) 173 71  3  

Percent of party members that submitted earmarks (R&D) 64.3% 26.7% 100% 

Number of Individuals (overall)* 218  107    

Percent of party members that submitted earmarks (overall)* 81.0% 40.3%  

    

Value of CFPs per Member (R&D) $5.44 $14.65 $17.78 

Value of CFPs per Member (overall)* $16 $37  

    

Requests per Member (R&D) 3.4 3.3 8 

Requests per Member (overall)* 9.8 7.8  

    

Value of CFPs per CFP (R&D) $1.61 $4.43 $2.22 

Value of CFPs per CFP (overall)* $1.7 $4.7  
* Numbers pulled from Brookings Institute study.   

 
1 Casella, Chris, E.J. Fagan, and Sean Theriault. 2022. “Partisan Asymmetries in Earmark Representation.”  APSA Preprints. 

doi: 10.33774/apsa-2022-vzx8f.  

https://www.aaas.org/news/stem-earmarks-2023-senate
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The final omnibus included a total $1.57 billion in STEM-related earmarks, and there was a strong focus 

on boosting workforce and education-specific projects, especially around cybersecurity and healthcare. 

University and higher education-related earmarks took up 47.4% of approved submissions in the 

omnibus, by far the largest category. The next highest was environmental research projects, with 16.2% 

of the approved submissions.  

By breaking down STEM-related earmarks by topic categories –which were binned based on the 

description of the project, not its originating committee –we can see a strong representation of 

university and higher education earmarks. The majority of the projects were submitted by Democrats, as 

the Brookings study would predict. The Brookings analysis of earmark topics found that Democrats are 

much more likely to submit education, healthcare, and labor and job training earmarks. Democrats are 

also more likely to submit environmental earmarks, which is true of the STEM-related earmarks as well.  

The study projects that Republicans are much more likely to submit defense-related earmarks, which is 

corroborated by our findings, though by a slimmer margin than the study would suggest.  

 

Figure 2.1: The number of earmarks submitted per designated topic area. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
individuals with each party affiliation that submitted STEM-related earmarks.  

When looking at the dollar value of the submitted earmarks, a different pattern emerges, consistent 

with the Brookings study’s findings. While Democrats submit more earmarks, they are not requesting 

more dollars than their Republican counterparts. In fact, outside of environmental, economic 

development, and other science research (populated primarily by the physical sciences, engineering, 

and computer science projects), Republicans outspend Democrats in every category.  
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Figure 2.2: The total value of the earmarks submitted for each topic area. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
individuals with each party affiliation that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 

The same analysis was performed across earmarks divided by subcommittee, with a similar trend 

emerging. Democrats submitted more earmarks to nearly every committee except Military Construction 

and Defense, the homes of traditionally Republican priorities.  

The Brookings study identified that transportation and infrastructure projects are a more typically 

Republican topic, but our limitations on selecting projects that are specifically research or capacity 

building-oriented flipped that to be a Democrat preference in the case of STEM-related earmarks. This 

might be an example of the study’s assertion that Republican earmark submissions are needs-based – 

rebuilding a bridge or highway, while Democrat submissions tend to be more want-based – a study on 

the impact of autonomous vehicles or a training facility for high school students.  
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Figure 2.3: The number of earmarks submitted to each appropriations subcommittee. The number in parentheses is the total 
number of individuals with each party affiliation that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 

Consistent with the above findings of earmark spending by topic, Republicans outspend Democrats in 

most subcommittees that contained STEM-related earmarks.  

 

Figure 2.4 The total value of the earmarks submitted to each appropriations subcommittee. The number in parentheses is the 
total number of individuals with each party affiliation that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 
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Analysis by Member Seniority 
We also analyzed trends in the STEM-related earmark submissions based on the seniority of the 

members submitting them, with the hypothesis that more senior members may feel more comfortable 

with submitting larger projects for consideration. Seniority was evaluated by the number of years since 

the member’s first election – in any chamber – and grouped based on decades served.  

The most senior members did submit larger earmarks based on the average dollar value (see Table 3 

below), but it is not a linear increase by seniority; the 30-40 years group had the lowest dollar value per 

earmark of any grouping. The most senior members average nearly 7 STEM-related earmarks each while 

the most junior members average a little over 2. 

Table 3: Summary Statistics by Seniority (million USD) 

Years since Member of Congress’ 
first election 

1-10 
Least senior 

10-20 20-30 30-40 40-50 
Most senior 

Number of Members submitting 
earmarks in each tier (R&D) 

118 74 37 13 7 

Number of earmarks submitted by 
tier (R&D) 

277 293 154 74 47 

      

Total value earmarks per Member 
(R&D) 

$5.00 $6.36 $14.30 $8.86 $47.02 

Average requests per Member 
(R&D) 

2.3 4.0 4.2 5.7 6.7 

Average value of earmarks per 
Member (R&D) 

$2.13 $1.61 $3.44 $1.56 $7.1 

 

When it comes to the topics of the STEM-related earmarks submitted, there is no clear differentiation 

by seniority. Regardless of seniority, members submitted to the different topic areas roughly 

proportionally, though seniority tiers with more members did logically submit more total earmarks, as 

can be seen in Figure 3.1.  
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Figure 3.1: The number of earmarks submitted per designated topic area, and their proportional submission by tier. The number 
in parentheses is the total number of individuals within each seniority tier that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 

Looking at the topic distribution, every group submitted mostly educational and environmental 

earmarks, with defense spending mostly requested by the less senior members.  

In terms of the dollar value of the earmarks submitted, the most senior members had an overwhelming 

bent towards education related projects, as can be seen in Figure 3.2. That number is likely skewed due 

to the inclusion of earmarks to construct 7 new university buildings totaling $267.4 million. Five of those 

earmarks were submitted by Sen. Shelby (R-AL). In fact, of the 18 $10+ million education facilities 

expansion projects, the two senior appropriators, Senators Shelby and Leahy (D-VT), sponsored seven.  
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Figure 3.2: The total value of the earmarks submitted for each topic area. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
individuals with each seniority tier that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 

When one looks at submission by subcommittee, the same submission pattern can be seen, with the 

total requests by seniority tiers totaling more since they have more individuals. As can be seen in Figure 

3.3, the dollar value of earmarks submitted by the most senior members across Labor HHS and CJS 

generate a large footprint. 

 

Figure 3.3: The total value of the earmarks submitted to each subcommittee. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
individuals with each seniority tier that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 
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Analysis by Geographic Region 

Finally, we performed an analysis by 

geographic region. Each earmark 

submission was assigned to either 

Northeast, Southeast, Southwest, 

Midwest, West, and Other based on the 

map below, with Other including DC and 

U.S. territories. 

Our analysis showed that Members of 

Congress from the Northeast were 

more likely to submit R&D earmarks, as 

the region had the highest proportion of 

Members submitting R&D earmarks out 

of any of the geographic regions. 

Northeast members also submitted 

slightly more earmarks per individual, 

but those did not add up to more funding 

on average than the other regions. 

Instead, the most ‘expensive’ region per member was the Southeast, as can be seen in the descriptive 

statistics below.  

Table 4: Summary Statistics by Geographic Region (million USD) 

 Northeast Southeast Southwest Midwest West Other 

Number of Members 
submitting earmarks in each 
region (R&D) 

61 66 24 44 50 4 

Number of Members in 
region (overall) 

94  153  63  109  114  6 

Proportion of Members who 
submitted R&D earmarks 

64.5% 43.1% 38.1% 40.4% 43.9% 66.7% 

       

Number of submissions per 
region (R&D) 

220 245 83 119 172 6 

Total value earmarks per 
Member (R&D) 

$6.55 $11.80 $6.23 $9.36 $5.63 $3.25 

Average requests per 
Member (R&D) 

3.6 3.7 3.4 2.7 3.4 1.5 

Average value of earmarks 
per Member (R&D) 

$1.82 $3.18 $1.80 $3.46 $1.64 $2.17 

 

Figure 4: A map detailing the geographic regions that were used in the analysis.  The 
map was produced by National Geographic.  
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We can also see some expected geographical patterns; agriculture-related earmarks are clustered in the 

regions with the most farming, environmental earmarks are requested most often where there are 

increased impacts of climate change, and economic development programs are requested on the coasts.  

 

Figure 4.1: The number of earmarks submitted per designated topic area, and their proportional submission by geographic 
region. The number in parentheses is the total number of individuals within each region that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 
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When looking at the dollar values of these earmarks, members from the Southeast dominated the 

funding, which makes sense as it is the most populated geographic zone. 

 

Figure 4.2: The total value of the earmarks submitted for each topic area. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
individuals with each region that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 

Examining earmark requests by appropriations subcommittee in Figures 4.3 and 4.4, the regions are a 

little more evenly distributed across the subcommittees. Members from all regions submitted to the 

Agriculture, Rural Development, and FDA Subcommittee, though the Northeast mostly submitted for 

educational programs and expansions instead of agricultural research. Earmarks for the Military 

Construction Subcommittee were clustered in the south as well.  

 

Figure 4.3: The total number of earmarks submitted to each subcommittee. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
individuals with each region that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 
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Figure 4.4: The total value of the earmarks submitted to each subcommittee. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
individuals with each region that submitted STEM-related earmarks. 

Conclusions 
There were a couple of major findings of this analysis. First, Members of Congress that submit earmarks 

treat STEM-related earmarks the same way they do for earmarks at large, and commit to roughly the 

same level of funding per earmark on average. Democrats submitted more earmark requests than their 

Republican counterparts, and Republicans outspent Democrats in total earmark value.  

When it came to seniority, there was no clear trend. While the most senior Members submitted more 

requests at higher funding levels than any other tier, the second most senior Members were 

exceptionally thrifty in their earmark spending, having the lowest dollar value of all the seniority tiers. 

There was no trend in topic or subcommittee submission across the tiers, with all groups submitting 

earmarks in similar patterns.  

Geographic region, however, did see a difference in earmark submission patterns by topic, with more 

rural regions submitting the bulk of the agricultural projects, the coastal regions submitting slightly more 

environmental earmarks, and the East Coast submitting the bulk of the requests for economic 

development projects. There was no trend, however, with respect to which appropriations 

subcommittees the different regions submitted earmarks, with the exception of Military Construction 

earmarks being clustered in the South.  

Though some of these findings may not be seen as surprising, it should be noted that earmarks are 

designed to allow Members to cater to the needs of their districts, and therefore the submission 

patterns should match those expected needs. And these findings imply that Members are indeed 

submitting STEM-related earmarks as expected.   
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