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Transformation of Election Campaigning in India:
The Role of Social Media and Digital Marketing

Nikita Singh*, Prof. Asha Rana**

ABSTRACT

Social media and digital marketing have become central component of modern political
strategy. It has fundamentally changed the landscape of election campaigning, influencing
how candidates communicate, mobilize voters, and shape public opinion. Campaigns have
transitioned from relying heavily on door-to-door canvassing, community-based outreach
to leveraging sophisticated tools that allow for precise targeting and efficient message
dissemination. By analysing recent election cycles, particularly in context of the Indian
Lok Sabha elections of 2014, 2019 and 2024, this paper explores the growing influence of
social media platforms and digital marketing in the arena of politics as election campaign
medium. First the paper specifically concentrates on the strategies utilized by the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) and its rival, the Indian National Congress (INC), during the Lok Sabha
elections. Secondly, this paper also investigates whether traditional election campaigning
methods have been supplanted by the emergence and growth of new media, specifically
social media and digital marketing. This research can help refine electoral strategies, inform
policy decisions, and contribute to a more informed and engaged electorate in India.
KEYWORDS - Elections, Social Media, Politics, Digital Marketing, Lok Sabha

INTRODUCTION

Social media are dynamic platforms that allow users to generate, distribute, and
collect content within online communities and networks. Social media is not only used
by corporations to manage their public relations but has also evolved into a crucial
tool for advertising during elections. It has become a powerful platform for expressing
opinions globally.

As the world’s largest democracy, India conducts elections on a massive scale
involving millions of voters spread across vast and varied geographical regions. Election
campaigning in India is a vibrant and multifaceted process that plays a crucial role in

*Research Scholar, Department of Political Science email- nikitasingh0298@gmail.com
**Department of Political Science

Society and Politics Vol. 15 / No.1 /2025, ISSN : 2248-9479 15



the country’s vibrant democracy. From traditional methods relying on massive rallies,
roadshows and door-to-door canvassing to the integration of advanced technology
and data-driven strategies, the evolution of election campaigning mirrors broader
transformation in society and the progress made in communication and information
technology. With the advent of technology, Indian election campaigns have adapted to
include digital and social media strategies.

Before the 2000s, political campaigns relied heavily on mass mobilization, large
rallies, and print media advertisements, reflecting the socio-political context of that era.
Studies of election data from before 2000 show a link between the level of on-the-ground
campaigning and electoral success. For instance, during the 1979 election, Indira Gandhi’s
campaign was strategically organized to maximize her interactions with voters across as
many constituencies as possible. She spoke at 1,515 public events in 384 constituencies,
reaching an estimated audience of around 90 million people through her appearances
and broadcasts.' Therefore, consistent visibility is not just a strategic advantage but a
fundamental aspect of effective campaigning and voter relationship-building because
regular interactions and a noticeable presence in the community not only keep a candidate
at the forefront of voters’ minds but also demonstrate their commitment to addressing
local issues and concerns.

The 14" Lok Sabha elections which were held in 2004, led to the formation of
Manmohan Singh Cabinet as the analysts concurred that NDA s India shining campaign
did not appeal to the rural poor. Zoraand Daniel (2004) was of the opinion that the India
Shining campaign was just a pitch to big businesses. Masses found the party campaign
calls on landline and mobile phones a nuisance.?

A clear contrast can be seen between the 2004 and 2014 Lok Sabha elections. In 2004,
the public perceived the BJP’s use of landline calls and mobile phones for campaigning as
a nuisance. However, by the 2014 elections, the BJP made a significant comeback, largely
due to their adept use of social media and technology, which was well-received by the
electorate. In this new landscape, viral memes and trending hashtags began to play a
crucial role in shaping public opinion and impacting electoral results. Thus, by the end of
the first two decades of the 21* century, Lok Sabha elections saw a significant rise in the
use of social media in shaping voter perceptions and mobilising support from all political
parties. This shift towards digital campaigning reflects broader integration of technology
into the electoral process, enabling more targeted and real-time engagement with the
electorate.

METHODOLOGY

This paper relies exclusively on secondary data sources. The author has predominantly
utilized information from books, research articles, official government websites, and
newspaper reports. Using this secondary data, the paper constructs arguments to examine
the impact and function of social media in the Indian Lok Sabha elections, particularly
in 2014, 2019 and 2024.
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THE 2014 GENERAL ELECTIONS: THE DIGITAL BREAKTHROUGH

The 2014 general elections in India stand as a landmark event in the nation’s political
history, symbolizing a profound shift in how political campaigns are conducted and
how electoral strategies are shaped. This election marked the dawn of a new era where
digital technology and social media played pivotal roles in influencing public opinion,
mobilizing voters, and ultimately determining the electoral outcome. It was the second
most expensive campaign in history, following the 2020 U.S. presidential campaign.

In the 2014 general elections, the scale was unprecedented, involving over 815
million eligible voters—making it the largest electoral exercise in history. This voter base
surpassed the combined electorates of the United States and the European Union. The
election was held to choose 543 representatives to the Lok Sabha, India’s lower house
of Parliament. The key political parties like the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Indian
National Congress (INC) skillfully utilized their social media platforms to manage and
promote their campaign activities.

In 2014, India had about 200 million internet users, with about 100 million users
active on social media networking sites. Despite the digital divide, the mainstream
media’s dedicated coverage of social media conversations made the role of social
media platforms one of the talking points of the election.? This indicates that, despite the
increased use of social media for election campaigning, it was the mainstream media—
such as newspapers, television news networks, radio, and cable news—that played a
crucial role in bringing social media discussions and political party conversations to the
attention of a broader audience. This demonstrates that traditional media methods were
key in amplifying the impact of social media in the political landscape. While traditional
campaigning methods like rallies were still used, technology played a much more central
role in the campaign efforts, particularly for the BJP.

Top of FormBottom of Formit was the BJP and its prime ministerial candidate
Narendra Modi who best utilised social media platforms to engage with the educated,
networked, middle-class Indians, including 150 million first-time voters. Although
both the BJP and Indian National Congress (INC or Congress) party extensively used
YouTube as their own television channels during the 2014 national election campaign,
the Congress party could not compete with the BJP’s three-dimensional hologram
rallies, gamification of political messages.* In political messaging, gamification refers
to the application of game-like elements and principles to engage and motivate voters
or supporters and holograms refers to virtual three-dimensional images created by the
interference of light beams that reflect real physical objects.

Parties now use Twitter, a micmblogging service, to reach out to voters. Twitter
has been a novel microblogging platform that politicians utilise to entice people during
elections. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has been using Twitter since 2009 when
he was the chief minister of Gujarat (Chaturvedi 2020). While his opponent Rahul Gandhi
started using Twitter after his defeat in the 2014 Lok Sabha election. Rahul Gandhi finally
realized the significance of Twitter in engaging with the audience.” The Congress party
has fallen behind the BJP in Twitter engagement and activity. This discrepancy might be
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