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Abstract

This paper explores the dynamics of political campaigning in the 
2024 Indian General Elections, a pivotal moment that represents 
both continuity and evolution in electioneering practices in India. 
Drawing upon longitudinal survey data collected by Lokniti-CSDS, 
it examines the shifting patterns of voters’ exposure to diverse 
sources of campaign communication and political information. 
Despite appearances of a lacklustre campaign, the 2024 election 
marks the maturation of a more professionalized campaigning 
trend ascendant in India over the last decade. This mode of elec-
tion campaigns, which first became visible in the run-up to 2014 
general elections, is centred on an axis defined by both new content 
and a new style. Religious polarisation has routinized hate speech 
to the extent of it appearing banal and taken for granted. This de-
velopment runs parallel to the BJP’s ideological dominance and its 
central position within a new party system. Digital media toolkits 
and professional campaign strategists, once novel, have become 
entrenched features of political campaigns. This paper shows that 
the rise of specialized campaign professionals necessitates a new 
research agenda for scholars of Indian politics, one that captures 
the nuanced, and often hidden, mechanisms by which campaign 
professionals shape democratic processes and voter engagement 
within a complex media ecosystem.
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Crónicas de una Campaña Anunciada: Campañas 
Electorales en las Elecciones Lok Sabha de 2024

Resumen

Este artículo explora la dinámica de las campañas políticas en las 
Elecciones Generales de la India de 2024, un momento crucial que 
representa tanto la continuidad como la evolución de las prácticas 
electorales en India. Basándose en datos de encuestas longitudina-
les recopilados por Lokniti-CSDS, examina los patrones cambian-
tes de exposición de los votantes a diversas fuentes de comunica-
ción de campaña e información política. A pesar de la aparente 
falta de brillo en la campaña, las elecciones de 2024 marcan la ma-
duración de una tendencia de campañas más profesionalizadas, 
que ha estado en ascenso en India durante la última década. Este 
modelo de campañas electorales, que se hizo visible por primera 
vez en el período previo a las elecciones generales de 2014, se cen-
tra en un eje definido tanto por un nuevo contenido como por un 
nuevo estilo. La polarización religiosa ha convertido el discurso de 
odio en algo rutinario, hasta el punto de que parece banal y se da 
por sentado. Este desarrollo corre paralelo al dominio ideológico 
del BJP y su posición central dentro de un nuevo sistema de parti-
dos. Las herramientas de medios digitales y los estrategas de cam-
paña profesionales, antes novedosos, se han convertido en elemen-
tos esenciales de las campañas políticas. Este artículo demuestra 
que el auge de profesionales de campaña especializados requiere 
una nueva agenda de investigación para los académicos de la polí-
tica india, que capture los mecanismos sutiles, y a menudo ocultos, 
mediante los cuales los profesionales de campaña configuran los 
procesos democráticos y la participación del electorado dentro de 
un complejo ecosistema mediático.

Palabras clave: Elecciones parlamentarias indias de 2024, campa-
ñas electorales, comunicación política, profesionalización de cam-
pañas, efectos de campaña, política india

预言中的竞选纪事：2024年印度人民院选举中
的竞选活动

摘要

本文探究了2024年印度大选的政治竞选动态。这一关键时刻
既代表了印度竞选实践的延续性，也体现了其演变。本文基
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于Lokniti-CSDS收集的纵向调查数据，分析了“选民接触各
种竞选传播和政治信息来源”的模式变化。尽管2024年的竞
选活动看似乏善可陈，但这场选举标志着过去十年来在印度
兴起的更加专业化的竞选趋势的成熟。这种竞选模式在2014
年大选前夕首次显现，其核心是新的内容和风格。宗教极化
使仇恨言论变得常规化，甚至显得平庸和习以为常。这种发
展与印度人民党(BJP)的意识形态主导地位及其在新政党体
系中的核心地位是一致的。数字媒体工具包和专业的竞选策
略师曾经是新鲜事物，如今已成为政治竞选中根深蒂固的特
征。本文表明，专业竞选人员的崛起促使印度政治学者制定
新的研究议程，以描述那些微妙且往往隐藏的机制，竞选专
业人员通过这些机制在复杂的媒体生态系统中影响民主过程
和选民参与。

关键词：2024年印度议会选举，竞选活动，政治传播，竞选
活动专业化，活动效果，印度政治

Introduction

Discussions surrounding the 
2024 Lok Sabha elections have 
been marked by contradicto-

ry interpretations and polarized view-
points, as seen in both journalistic re-
portage and political commentaries. 
On the one hand, in the weeks leading 
up to polling some tended to portray 
the campaign as a largely muted affair, 
lacking the energy and excitement that 
defined previous elections (Sharma 
2024b; Mehta 2024; Gupta 2024). In 
some parts of the country, it was not-
ed that there was a marked absence of 
grassroots enthusiasm and a noticeable 
decline in the presence of party work-
ers actively canvassing voters (Banerjee 
2024; Kapoor 2024). That this was in 
stark contrast to the fervour of the 2014 
and 2019 general elections lent cre-
dence to the perception that the 2024 
campaign was a largely lacklustre affair.

The 2014 election, after all, had 
been defined by technological innova-
tion—3D hologram rallies, hashtag wars 
on Twitter, the famous chai pe charcha 
(discussions over tea) initiative, to name 
a few. It was also a moment when politi-
cal consultants like Prashant Kishor first 
gained prominence, heralding a new era 
of professionalized campaign manage-
ment (Sharma 2024a; Sardesai 2014). 
The 2019 campaign was equally nota-
ble for the BJP’s advertising blitzkrieg, 
most notably in the wake of the Balakot 
airstrikes, when the party’s messages 
saturated everything from street-side 
hoardings to WhatsApp groups (Jaffre-
lot and Verniers 2020; Sardesai 2019). 
The concerted efforts by all parties to 
expand their digital footprint was a de-
fining feature of that election. In 2024, 
by contrast, those expecting exciting in-
novations were left with little more than 
sporadic stories of AI-enabled deepfake 
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videos and AI-generated memes circu-
lating on Facebook (Christopher 2024). 
Arguably, even the slogans of the two 
leading parties felt recycled and dull im-
itations of the past. The BJP’s “abki baar 
400 par (this time, cross 400 [seats])” 
was a straightforward riff on their victo-
rious 2014 rallying cry “abki baar Modi 
sarkar (this time Modi’s government),” 
while Congress’s “haath badlega halaat 
(the hand [the voting symbol of INC] 
will change our conditions)” had echoes 
of the earlier “Congress ka haath, aam 
aadmi ke saath (Congress’ hand with 
the common man)” line from 2004. Per-
haps, this too contributed to the senti-
ment that this election was a rerun of 
the past and produced a sense of politi-
cal fatigue.

Among those who were in-
clined to see the campaign as lacking 
dynamism, the most common expla-
nation tended to foreground Narendra 
Modi’s status as the most popular and 
seemingly unrivalled pan-India lead-
er (Daniyal 2024). His pre-eminence, 
it was argued, created an air of inevi-
tability around the BJP’s victory. This 
supposedly rendered it unnecessary 
for the party to engage in an aggressive 
campaign, all the while demoralizing 
the opposition from mounting a spirit-
ed fight. As a result, for some, the 2024 
election became an “unexciting” and 
“themeless” election, where waiting for 
the final results seemed analogous to 
“the anticipation of a one-sided cricket 
match between two vastly unequal ri-
vals” (Gupta 2024).

On the other hand, despite these 
perceptions, the campaign was far from 

inconsequential.  At multiple campaign 
events, Prime Minister Modi appeared 
to up the ante in his public rallies when 
he directly drew upon classic Hindut-
va tropes. In one of his most infamous 
speeches in Banswara, Rajasthan, Modi 
referred to Muslims as infiltrators and 
took a swipe at the community’s high 
fertility rates. This was combined with 
claims that if Congress were to come to 
power, it would appropriate the man-
galsutra (ceremonial necklace) worn by 
married Hindu women along with their 
gold jewellery and redistribute it to the 
minorities. Supplementing the public 
rallies was a carefully planned social 
media campaign. A video shared wide-
ly through BJP’s official social media 
handles depicted a caricaturized Rahul 
Gandhi “feeding” a skullcap wearing 
bird to the detriment of other birds—
thereby invoking tropes of Muslim 
appeasement. The deliberate decision 
to invoke such overtly communal ref-
erences and stoke religious sentiments 
indicate that the party’s leadership was 
not taking its popularity for granted. 
Furthermore, the unexpected outcome 
on the result day—with the BJP losing 
its majority in parliament—suggests 
that the campaign period was decisive 
in producing certain last-minute re-
alignments among the electorate. It has 
been widely reported that the bombas-
tic abki baar 400 par slogan backfired 
insofar as it played a major role in rais-
ing fears among lower caste voters that 
an imminent super-majority in parlia-
ment would pave the way for the BJP 
to dismantle the reservation system 
through constitutional amendments. 
The opposition parties, for their part, 
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certainly made much of this theory in 
their campaign. Seen in this contrast-
ing light, the campaign period was in 
fact a decisive battleground after all.

How is it, then, that a campaign 
which seemed to break many taboos 
and arguably had a decisive impact on 
some section of voters was also dubbed 
lacklustre? This Rashomon-like cam-
paign—at once communally aggressive 
yet subdued, uninspiring yet pivotal, 
digitally saturated yet lacking in inno-
vation—belies a deeper reality of a new 
era of electioneering that has finally 
matured in India. This phase of election 
campaigns, which first emerged circa 
2013–14, is centred on an axis defined 
by both new content and a new style. 
In terms of content, the routinization 
of hate speech has become a hallmark 
of this new era, running parallel to 
the BJP’s ideological dominance and 
its central position within a new par-
ty system (Chhibber and Verma 2019; 
Palshikar 2017). While such rhetoric 
occasionally grabs headlines (such as 
in some of Modi’s speeches), much of it 
now flows under the radar, normalized 
to the point of being banal. In terms 
of style, the digital media toolkits and 
professional campaign strategists, once 
novel, have become entrenched features 
of political campaigns. Their ubiquity 
means that their presence is now taken 
for granted, no longer worthy of spe-
cial mention. Although opportunities 
of shock and awe are less frequent, the 
break from the past is certainly unde-
niable. 

Past and Present: Stabilization 
of the Trends

The shift to professionalized elec-
tion campaigns in India marks 
a break from the past not only 

when we study campaign communi-
cation from the “production” side—
viz. how campaigns are produced and 
which actors produce them—but also 
when studied from the “consumption” 
side —viz. people’s participation and 
interest in these campaigns. The data 
from successive rounds of the Nation-
al Election Studies (NES) conducted by 
Lokniti-CSDS, show that the propor-
tion of respondents claiming to have a 
“great deal” of interest in general elec-
tion campaigns has increased markedly 
in the last decade—from merely 9 per-
cent in 2009 to 29 percent in 2024. As I 
have argued elsewhere (Sharma 2024a), 
professionalized campaigns are unique 
not only due to their highly skilled staff, 
advanced techniques, and specialized 
division of labour, but also because they 
create a more dialogic interface with 
voters and, in many ways, expand their 
opportunities of participation. Through 
their capacity to foster greater interac-
tive engagement between voters and 
politicians, such campaigns stand in 
contrast to previous styles of election-
eering which largely treated voters as 
passive spectators at rallies and or as 
readers of printed material. 

A more granular picture pertain-
ing to the trends in citizen’s participa-
tion in specific campaign activities is 
harder to discern because the wording 
of the questions and options used in 
successive NES surveys has changed 
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over time. However, available data 
does point towards a certain degree of 
evolution in how citizens engage with 
campaigns. In the 1970s, respondents’ 
participation in different types of cam-
paign events ranged from a measly 2 to 
5 percent. For instance, only 3 percent 
of the surveyed voters claimed to have 
joined a procession or demonstration 
during the 1971 General Election.1 By 
1999, this figure had climbed to every 
tenth voter. And now, roughly a quarter 
of the surveyed voters claimed to have 
attended an election meeting or rally, 
while over a tenth have participated in 
activities such as processions and nuk-
kad natak (street theatre), door-to-door 
canvassing, and distribution of printed 
publicity material. 

It is notable that in the recent 2024 
NES, approximately one in every five 
respondents has claimed to have partic-
ipated in the campaign process by send-
ing messages associated with a party 
and/or candidate on social media plat-
forms like Facebook and WhatsApp.2  
This is a striking development since it 
suggests that sharing messages on so-
cial media is now the single most active 
form of citizen participation during 
elections. This shift is no doubt driven 
by the fact that forwarding social media 
messages is a relatively low-effort task 
and can be done easily from the conve-
nience of one’s home or workplace. 

Looking at these trends in voters’ 
engagement in campaigning is instruc-
tive for another reason. Longitudinal 
data show that it was only in the 2024 
elections that uptake of social media 
among voters had reached a level where 
parties could gain a clear strategic ad-

vantage by dominating conversations 
on these platforms. In 2014, more than 
90 percent of the surveyed voters did 
not have either a Facebook or a Twitter 
account (see Table 1). While the num-
ber of respondents who had an account 
on social media platforms increased 
significantly in 2019, more than half 
claimed that they did not use the plat-
forms to express political viewpoints, 
share political content, or access news. 
This casts doubt on the grand narra-
tives that framed the 2014 and 2019 
general elections as the social media or 
WhatsApp elections respectively—the 
role of these platforms in being deci-
sive for shaping electoral outcomes was 
largely overstated (Verma 2024). Given 
this fact, it is surprising that political 
parties, particularly the BJP, invested 
heavily in digital campaigning even 
when the reach of these platforms was 
so limited. One explanation for this 
could be that the BJP (and other early 
adopters) wanted to secure a first-mov-
er advantage—it was reasonable to as-
sume that those with an active digital 
presence would be in a pole position to 
benefit as social media use grew (Ver-
ma 2024). Additionally, parties may 
have realised that India’s hybrid media 
environment allowed for significant 
crossover between social media and 
traditional news outlets. Discussions 
and controversies that originated on 
platforms like Twitter (now X) and 
WhatsApp were often picked up by 
mainstream news media, which ampli-
fied their reach and this fed into offline 
conversations among voters. Such link-
ages suggest that the investment in digi-
tal platforms before 2024 was not solely 
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about directly reaching voters on social 
networking platforms itself, but also 
about shaping the broader media nar-

rative that would ultimately influence 
public opinion across both online and 
offline spaces.

Table 1: Social Media Penetration among Indian Electorate

Source: Lokniti-CSDS Post-Poll Survey (2019 and 2024)

Facebook Twitter WhatsApp Instagram YouTube
2019 2024 2019 2024 2019 2024 2019 2024 2019 2024

Many times 
a day 13 30 2 6 21 35 5 18 15 32

Once/twice 
a day 10 12 3.8 10 8 13 4 10 10 15

Rarely/Never 35 27 40 36 32 26 40 36 35 28
No account 34 22 47 35 33 17 44 26 33 17
No response 6 9 7 12 6 9 7 10 7 8

By 2024, the picture looks sub-
stantially different. That there has been 
a growing penetration of new media 
technology in voters’ everyday life. 
What is also significant is that social 
media is facilitating not just private 
communication and entertainment, but 
it has also become one of the primary 
sources for accessing a range of politi-
cal material. In 2014, approximately 20 
percent of voters reported to have been 
contacted by a party or a candidate via 
a phone call, recorded voice message, 
or an SMS (which, it should be noted, 
did not even necessitate possessing a 
smartphone). By 2024, however, almost 
half of the voters reported to have been 
contacted by the BJP and the Congress 
through phone calls, text message, or on 
WhatsApp and Facebook—a clear indi-
cation for the possibilities to craft per-
sonalized and narrow-casted messages.

It is important to add two clar-
ifications here. First, Indian voters are 

not passively being bombarded with 
political propaganda by parties on the 
internet; many are also actively seeking 
out political content online. The per-
centage of voters using the internet to 
access news first doubled between 2014 
and 2019, and then tripled by 2024 (see 
Table 2). This surge in the consumption 
of digital news sources has not come at 
the cost of the frequency with which 
TV news is consumed (which has re-
mained steady), but there has been 
some dip in newspaper readership 
(Verma 2024). 

Secondly, online and offline 
modes of political communication are 
complementary and not substitutes 
(Sheikh 2024). Lokniti-CSDS data 
makes it clear, techniques like door-to-
door canvassing are still a strong ele-
ment in the repertoire of campaigning 
in India.3
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Table 2: Consumption of News Media among the Indian Electorate

Source: Lokniti-CSDS Post-Poll Survey (2014, 2019, and 2024)

  2014 2019 2024
Watch TV 
news

Daily 46 35 42
Sometimes 25 28 24
Rarely 12 10 13
Never 15 25 13
No response 3 2 5
       

Read  
newspapers

Daily 25 18 17
Sometimes 19 16 21
Rarely 11 11 19
Never 40 53 29
No response 5 3 9
       

Listen to 
radio news

Daily 9 7 7
Sometimes 12 7 10
Rarely 15 10 14
Never 59 72 48
No response 5 4 14
       

Access 
news on 
the  
internet4 

Daily 5 10 29
Sometimes 7 10 18
Rarely 6 8 12
Never 72 67 22
No response 10 5 9

A Paradox and the Lingering 
Questions

Despite the growing interest of 
the Indian public in the cam-
paign process and the new 

channels of political communication, 
and the massive investment by political 
parties in professionalized campaign-
ing, thus far scholars have struggled 
to deduce whether (and how far) such 

campaigns have a meaningful impact 
on voter behaviour. Theoretically, one 
might expect that professionalized 
campaigns thrive in an environment 
where a substantial section of the elec-
torate makes its voting decision during 
the peak of the campaign and in the 
days leading up to polling (as opposed 
to having made up their mind well in 
advance). After all, many political con-
sultants and pollsters of various shades 
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and hues derive their raison d’être for 
their alleged ability to help politicians 
understand the psychology of swing 
voters and to mobilize them.

However, determining the actu-
al influence of these campaigns in In-
dia remains difficult because of limited 
availability of data and certain method-
ological challenges (see below). A use-
ful datapoint for this is provided, once 
again, by the CSDS-Lokniti NES, but 
here in addition, it is difficult to parse 
through longitudinal trends cleanly 
since the wording of the survey ques-
tions and the number of options includ-
ed has changed over time in the survey 
questionnaires. Nevertheless, Table 3 
highlights some noteworthy patterns. 
Although the proportion of voters who 
finalize their voting decision on the 

day or a few days before polling has 
declined since the 1970s, over the past 
15 years—precisely the period when 
campaigns in India have undergone 
professionalization—these figures have 
remained remarkably stable (Sardesai 
and Mishra 2017). The phase of cam-
paigning has been consequential for no 
more than 20 percent of the total re-
spondents since 2009. The largest share 
of the voters (ranging between a quar-
ter and a third) seem to have made up 
their mind before the campaign even 
began. This then reveals a strange par-
adox—even as voters’ interest in cam-
paigns has grown over time (especially 
as facilitated by new media), there has 
been an absence in the ability of these 
campaigns to have a discernible impact 
on voting intentions, as self-reported by 
voters themselves.

Table 3: Time of Vote Choice in Indian Elections

Source: Lokniti-CSDS National Election Study (multiple years)

1971 1996 1998 1999 2004 2009 2014 2019 2024
On the day of 
voting 34 22 17 16 16 15 14 15 14

A day or two 
before voting5 - 35 37 25 16 13 13 14 13

During the 
campaign 30 - - - 15 25 18 18 21

After the 
announcement of 
candidates6

- 11 12 18 - - - 12 21

Before the 
campaign started7 34 24 29 35 50 37 47 36 28

Indian politicians themselves 
also frequently express doubts and mis-
givings about the efficacy of campaign 
progressions. Having conducted field-
work across multiple election cycles, it 

was not uncommon for me to encoun-
ter senior party members who, despite 
being responsible for engaging the ser-
vices of political consultants, pollsters, 
and social media influencers, were not 
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always convinced of the effectiveness 
and value addition of hiring these ac-
tors. Often these campaign profession-
als were hired simply because of the 
perception that opposition parties were 
using their services, and this produced 
a fear of missing out.

While we need not be entirely 
pessimistic or dismissive of the impact 
of campaign professionalization, signif-
icant methodological challenges com-
plicate efforts to evaluate the effect of 
these new modes of campaigning. First, 
surveys like the Lokniti-CSDS NES de-
pend on voters’ self-reported recollec-
tion of when they finalized their vot-
ing decision. This approach presumes 
respondents have accurate recall and a 
clear sense of when their preferences 
solidified, both of which are far from 
straightforward. In post-poll surveys, 
responses may also reflect post-hoc ra-
tionalizations in light of the final result. 
While survey responses premised upon 
self-reflexivity can provide interest-
ing insights, it would be misleading to 
try to distil an objective assessment of 
campaign effects from these subjective 
measures. 

Second, the effects of campaigns 
manifest not just in who one votes for, 
but also in their motivation to vote at 
all. Campaigns can sometimes foster a 
sense of complacency that dampens the 
levels of turnout or, conversely, spurs 
voters to turn out in greater numbers. 
In such circumstances, we need to 
measure how campaigns affect the pro-
pensity to vote by comparing observed 
voting behaviour with a counterfactual 
scenario where such campaign exposure 
did not exist. Experimental research de-

sign attempts to address this by testing 
how voters respond to “get-out-to-vote” 
campaigns and other types of targeted 
messaging. However, the short-term 
exposure to messages used in these ex-
perimental settings differ fundamental-
ly from the prolonged exposure voters 
experience during election campaigns. 
Equally, voters tend to react differently 
to overt and direct campaign commu-
nication than to more subtle and covert 
propaganda that presents itself as part 
of the ideological common sense (Shar-
ma 2023).

Third, attempting to gauge vot-
ers’ views on the process runs up against 
the problem that the boundaries of the 
campaign period itself are rather am-
biguous and not bookended by a clear 
start or end date. In an era of profes-
sionalized campaigning, most parties 
and many candidates operate in a per-
manent campaign mode—agenda-set-
ting and controlling the discourse has 
become an around-the-clock endeav-
our, largely detached from the elec-
toral calendar. Consequently, two sets 
of voters may believe that their voting 
decision was finalized “before the cam-
paign” began, but this may be due to di-
vergent notions of when this campaign 
period began in the first place.

Fourth, there is an attribution 
problem—namely, voters’ ability to 
distinguish between campaign com-
munication and non-campaign com-
munication is not always accurate. 
When reflecting on the period of cam-
paigning, most voters tend to subsume 
within it only those forms of political 
communication that are issued by and 
seem to emanate directly from politi-
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cal parties and candidates. Thus, public 
rallies, election meetings, door-to-door 
canvassing, leaflets and posters, social 
media posts from a party or candidate’s 
accounts are all identified as campaign 
communication. However, as noted by 
Sircar and Aiyar (2024), in the 2024 
Indian general election figures such as 
social media influencers—who are not 
officially affiliated with any political 
party or candidate—exerted consid-
erable sway over digitally connected 
voters. Popular influencers like Dhruv 
Rathee and Ranveer Allahbadia (“Beer 
Biceps”) have assumed an overwhelm-
ing influence in shaping how some vot-
ers consume political news and form 
their opinions. This is of course con-
nected to a larger trend where social 
media cells in political parties secretly 
finance and patronize existing social 
media influencers to disseminate fun-
ny memes, reels, and posts of a political 
nature (Mollan 2024). These seemingly 
non-partisan influencers are as much 
a part of the campaign machinery and 
shape and influence voter decision 
during an election cycle, though this 
is not always clear to voters themselves 
who may consume them under the 
guise of “infotainment.” 

Given the ambiguity surround-
ing what constitutes a campaign and 
the increasing tendency of partisan po-
litical communication to be hidden and 
concealed, relying on voters’ subjective 
assessment of campaign will necessar-
ily underestimate the power of profes-
sionalized campaign. Voters make their 
decisions after masticating information 
gathered from a wide array of sources, 
many of which do not fit neatly within 

a monolithic definition of a “campaign.” 
This dispersion of influence compli-
cates any clear attribution of their de-
cision-making to a singular or direct 
campaign effort.

It is useful to conclude this sec-
tion by briefly considering how cam-
paign professionals reflect on their im-
pact and efficacy. While in public they 
often market their services with bold 
claims of their ability to influence elec-
toral outcomes, in private conversations 
they tend to be more circumspect and 
tempered. In my interviews conducted 
with political consultants, for instance, 
many express a critical awareness of 
the limitations inherent in their line of 
work. They frequently acknowledge the 
unpredictability of voter behaviour and 
the myriad factors that ultimately shape 
electoral verdicts. According to them, 
their most significant contribution is 
not necessarily in changing voter pref-
erences, but in enhancing the internal 
dynamics and operational efficiency of 
political parties. 

Fieldwork conducted with a 
polling firm during the 2024 general 
election provides an interesting illus-
tration of this point. During the elec-
tion, the pollsters in this firm were 
working with a major political party to 
assist them in candidate selection and 
ticket distribution. After undertaking 
extensive polling and ground-level as-
sessment, they were able to compile 
a list of the most viable candidates 
and forward them to the senior par-
ty leadership. However, much to their 
dismay, the decision-making was hin-
dered by intra-party “power dynamics” 
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and considerations that went beyond 
mere competitiveness—local factional 
leaders, political dynastic leaders, and 
other independently wealthy ticket as-
pirants exerted considerable pressure 
over the candidate nominations pro-
cess and the party leaders often needed 
to accommodate and assuaged them as 
well. Announcement of the candidates 
took place in staggered tranches. Ac-
cording to these pollsters, candidates 
nominated in the first few rounds were 
those that they had recommended to 
the party bosses—they were the clear 
front-runners, the most “meritorious,” 
and thus most valuable for the party. 
Whereas those nominated in the final 
few rounds were the least likely to win 
since “other” ancillary considerations 
had entered the picture. Thus, my in-
formants explained that for anyone 
studying the impact of campaign pro-
fessionalization, one needed to be privy 
to such internal dynamics first.

This vignette underscores the 
importance of re-evaluating how the 
impact of campaign professionals is 
measured. Rather than solely focus-
ing on their ability to alter voter pref-
erences, scholars should investigate 
the subtler, often hidden mechanisms 
through which these professionals en-
gage with political parties. By mapping 
out the internal logics of intra-party 
decision-making, we can better under-
stand how campaign professionals exert 
influence at the margins. This shift in 
perspective allows for a more nuanced 
assessment of their contributions to the 
electoral process, revealing that their 
power and influence may be substantial 
even when it falls short of guaranteeing 

total victories. The power of campaign 
professionalization need not be lim-
ited to estimating average treatment 
effects of campaign messages on voter 
behaviour. There is a need for a broad-
er conversation about the role of cam-
paign professionals within the evolving 
landscape of Indian politics and its im-
plications for the democratic process.

Conclusion

In light of the foregoing discussion, 
it would not be unfair to argue that 
the 2024 general election campaign 

was “dull” and “boring” for a certain 
commentariat class within Indian me-
dia, but that the electorate at large may 
not have shared this sentiment widely. 
While some have rightly decried the 
lack of novelty in campaign slogans or 
obvious technological innovations used 
by parties, longitudinal data, despite 
all its imperfection, reveals a changing 
landscape of how the Indian electorate 
consumes political communication and 
news. While the changing techniques of 
electioneering have been mentioned for 
at least the last decade, it is only by the 
2024 general election that we can find 
that a significant section of the elector-
ate is now clued into the new commu-
nication infrastructure. This constitutes 
a definite crystallization of the trend 
that began in 2014 and can no longer be 
treated as a mere flash in the pan. To be 
sure, this is not a story of older “retail” 
forms of campaigning being displaced 
by “new” forms of cyber-politics. In-
stead, both online and offline channels 
are actively reshaping one other. Public 
rallies, door-to-door canvassing, and 
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social media campaigns co-exist and 
feed into each other, creating a complex 
hybrid media environment.

The ways in which these forms of 
communication are produced and con-
sumed have changed dramatically, with 
a specialized cadre of professionals now 
mediating in the interface between vot-
ers and politicians, on the one hand, 
and senior politicians and grassroots 
party members, on the other. This shift 
points to an important consideration 
for scholars of Indian politics—to de-
velop new frameworks and method-
ological approaches that account for 

the professionalization of campaigning. 
Traditional analyses centred around 
the party systems, voting behaviour, 
or campaign outcomes must now also 
consider the role of campaign profes-
sionals as intermediaries who not only 
shape voter perceptions but also influ-
ence the internal machinations of po-
litical parties themselves. Charting this 
evolving landscape calls for a research 
agenda that investigates the expertise, 
influence, and tactics of these profes-
sionals, offering a more holistic under-
standing of political communication in 
contemporary India. 

Notes

1     For further details, see Lokniti-CSDS 1971 Post-Poll Survey. 

2     Lokniti-CSDS 2024 Post-Poll Survey.

3    See, Shivani Choudhary and Ganesh Ramesh Kulkarni, Campaigns play key role in 
shaping choice. The Hindu. June 07, 2024.

4    There are subtle variations in the wording of this option in the NES survey question-
naires across the years: “Read/watch political material on WhatsApp, Facebook, Twit-
ter, and YouTube etc.” in 2024, “Read news on internet” in 2019, and “Use internet/
Facebook/twitter [for news]” in 2014.

5     The wording for this option was “a few days before polling” in the 1996 and 1999 NES 
and as “a few days before voting” in the 1998 NES.

6    The wording for this option was “as soon as the candidates were announced” in the 
1996 and 1999 NES and as “when the names of the candidates were announced” in 
the 1998 NES. 

7   The closest analogous counterpart for this option was phrased as “even before an-
nouncement of candidates” in the 2024 NES. 
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