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l. INTRODUCTION

The 2024 Indian general elections was the largest, and consequently, the most expensive election
ever held, in the world. Notably, social media emerged as a dominant theatre of political campaign-
ing, with parties spending large amounts of money on advertising, on platforms such as Meta, and on
running Google advertising campaigns. However, the large-scale embrace of “politicking” via social
media for high profile political events, such as general elections, underscores the need to discuss
the nature of political communication, advertising, and campaigning on social media in a way that
differs from traditional platforms such as physical media (news, hoardings, flyers, rallies), or other
electronic media (television and radio).

Social media offers a unique space wherein individuals can be targeted via algorithms, from fence-sit-
ters to political allies among voters, while also being the only platform without a conscious “buy-in”
mechanism. For non-social media politics, a voter is expected to turn on the television, read the
paper, or attend a rally—whereas, in the case of social media, the advertising becomes embedded in
the natural social media habits of an individual, with platforms having the ability to tailor the timing,
content and nature of the advertising to the individual’s preferences and behaviour. Thus, the seam-
lessness of social media advertising, coupled with rising reliance and globally increasing hours spent
on social media for news, entertainment and information, results in a unique opportunity for parties
to achieve a degree of last-mile connectivity of their political campaigns—a voter is accessible at all
times, without any explicit opt-in, and in a manner that is difficult to ignore.

It is no wonder, then, that parties whole-heartedly embraced this space, and the juggernaut of polit-
ical campaigning and information has created unique ways of leveraging this space to appeal to the
voters. As a result, the social media behaviours of parties also stand to shed a light on the attitude
of the party towards a certain political contest in the first place—an initial analysis reveals that wher-
ever a party has expected a fierce political contest, they have significantly increased their expense
on social media for that particular contest. However, the outcome of fierce political contests seem to
not be affected by the social media campaign and investment, possibly implying that social media
has emerged as a tool of rapid information competition, whose effects on political choice formation
remains unclear.
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Il. INFORMATION CHANNELS AND VOTER ATTITUDES

A discussion on political campaigning through social media and its reach underscores an exploration
for how individuals interact with information regarding politics at all. Information seeking patterns are
not monolithic, and a 2022 study done by C-Voter and SPRF India identified potential partisanship
driven biases in how citizens feel exposed to political information as well.

The author has conducted a national survey, along with C-Voter (an Indian international polling
agency headquartered in Delhi), to gauge citizen exposure to information regarding issues they
deem important for national elections. Respondents were also classified as those who voted for the
BJP/National Democratic Alliance (NDA) in the last general elections, and those who voted for any
opposition party. The goal of the study was to check the self-perception and exposure of voters to-
wards key issues, and any possible effects that partisanship may have on this exposure. The study
discussed the possibility of echo chambers in Indian politics, formed as a result of algorithmically
targeted advertising, driven solely by social media.

One of the questions in the study also checked the sources from which respondents believe they
get most of their primary information regarding election issues. Here, social media platforms and
television news channels emerged as the overwhelming source of information for most respondents,
regardless of partisanship, with almost 30 per cent of respondents (NDA, opposition and total) stat-
ing they got their information primarily from social media, while 30 per cent of all respondents saying
they get their information primarily from news channels (see figure below).

Which of the following mediums do you use the most to follow news and current affairs?

B can'tsay [TV news channels B Newspapers/ News magazines (Hardcopy & online) B Social media like WhatsApp, Facebook, YouTube etc W Friends & family @ Others/None

40

35.46

30.64

30.27 20.96
28.94

26.82
18.83
16.13
14.33
11.61
9.98
9.48
712 7.53 7.57
6.09
] ] I
0 l l

Opposition Voters NDA Voters Total

Figure 1. Survey responses to the question “Which of the following do you use the most to follow news and current affairs?”
Source: Calculations from Author’s survey data. The majority of the tobacco cultivated in India and the world consists
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Individuals were also asked about their information seeking behaviour, to assess how a voter felt they
interacted with information regarding politics. Here, significantly more NDA aligned voters appeared
to seek information regarding politics “very actively”, as compared to opposition aligned voters.

How actively do you try to seek informations and news through media sources like newspapers, TV etc regarding the actions taken by the national government
on the issues discussed in their party manifestos?

Bcan'tsay [ Notatallactively lNot Much actively ll Somewhat actively W8 Very Activey

39.96

40

29.76 30.21

21.81

18.87

14.43

Opposition Voters NDA Voters Total

Figure 2. Survey responses to the question “How actively do you try to seek information and news through sources like newspapers, TV
etc regarding the actions taken by the national government on the issues discussed in their party manifestos?”

Source: Calculations from Author’s survey data.

The study indicates that voter preferences (whether incumbent or opposition aligned), may play a
role in a voter’s exposure to political information, and the medium through which they engage with
the same. Incumbent aligned voters tend to rely more on television than opposition aligned ones,
and exhibit significantly higher levels of active information seeking. However, social media, as a
medium, remains second, only after television, and exhibits no such partisanship effects. This indi-
cates a homogenous playing field when it comes to social media as a platform for political parties to
disseminate information, and thus, as the remaining sections of the paper will suggest, social media
emerges as equally important for all key political players, regardless of their ideology or electoral
strategy.

Figure 3 shows the breakdown of the three major publicity expense overheads made by parties
during the 2019 general election (the figures for 2024 are not yet available at the time of writing this
paper). Here, media advertisements (which includes print, television, and social media), emerge as
the overwhelmingly highest share. The large share of media advertising, coupled with the growing
reliance of voters on television and social media, showcases how political campaigning has increas-
ingly taken on a digital nature.
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Breakdown of Publicity Expense Incurred During the 2019 General Elections.

Publicity Material

Public Meetings

Media

Figure 3. Publicity Expense Incurred During the 2019 General Elections

Source: Calculations from Author’s survey data.

lll. METHODS AND LIMITATIONS OF DATA

The remaining sections of this paper uses data from Google Ad Centre and Meta Ad data to track
the trends of political campaigning on social media by political parties. However, the aggregation of
such data comes with some difficulties—Meta only allows data for 3 months at a time, and the period
for which data was available during the writing of this paper was May to August. Data in the time
running up to the election is missing. Google groups ads under “political content” as determined by
its algorithm and keywords, and thus, may over- or underspecify the total number of such ads by a
small margin.

Most of the conversation on elections is normative, as rigorous studies of the same are not yet avail-
able. Thus, the perceptions are objective and formulated by the author based on generally available
discussion, instead of proven and hard metrics.

An electoral “upset’is indicated as an outcome that the party was not expecting, whereas an elec-
toral “success” is indicated as one where the party performed better than expected, by conventional
wisdom. This discussion has been for the General Elections of 2024 only, except for Odisha, which
had simultaneous Assembly elections.
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IV. META AND GOOGLE ADVERTISING

One of the main areas of social media advertising was advertising on Meta, formerly known as
Facebook. This involved the platforms of Facebook, Instagram and Whatsapp Messenger. The BJP
emerged as the leading spender in Meta advertisements, followed by the Congress. A substan-
tial portion of the campaign was orchestrated through proxy pages, predominantly aligned with the
BJP’s interests (indicated in Table 1 below by the orange coloured cells, while the opposition aligned
pages are coloured blue). This network of surrogate pages acted as a form of advertising that could
be more partisan, and push the limits allowed by the Model Code of Conduct, as the actions of the
pages could not be directly tied back to any party. Surrogate advertising also emerged notoriously
difficult to govern, as the owners of such pages were difficult to identify. As a result, surrogate pages
often had posts that vilified parties and communities, with a possible aim to polarise opinion in un-
ethical ways.

A Meta Ad Spend (In Electoral Ob: -
servations
Advertiser crores, INR) Outcome
Bharatiya Janata Part; . ne
(BJapr)a ya Janata Party 6.61 Success Success, in a coalition.
Indian National Defeat, emerging as the largest
Congress (INC) 1.62 Upset party in the Opposition.
N Success, in simultaneous Assembly

BJP Odisha 1.35 Success and General Elections.
Phir Ek Baar Modi Sarkar 0.53
Kharge Fan Club 0.42
Subarna Odisha

0.37
Modi S Bihar -
n’t;} ;m ang Bihar 0.31

Upset, with fewer MPs than
BJP West Bengal 0.25 Upset previous General Election.
L S Success, with more MPs than

All India Trinamool Congress 0.23 uccess previous General Election.
Double Engine 0.23
Deepender Singh Hooda 0.22
BJP Punjab 0.21 Upset
BJP Uttar Pradesh 0.19 Upset
BJP Bihar 048 Success
BJP Maharashtra 0.17 Upset
Aam Aadmi Party- Punjab 0.16 Success
Amaar Sonar Bangla - 0.16
SN GIATR et :
BJP Haryana 0.13 Upset
Lekha Jokha Maharashtracha o1
@ ST AgRIgrET .
Nationalist Congress Party-
Sharad Pawar o.n Success
India Wants Kejriwal 0.09
Aam Aadmi Party 0.09 Upset
BJP Jharkhand

0.08 Success
g1 faEré - Maha Bighadi 0.07 Success
BJP Mumbai 0.07 Upset
Indian National
Congress- Punjab 0.07 Success
Telugu Desam Party 0.05 Success

Table 1. Top Political Pages Advertising on Meta Between May 11 to August 9, 2024.
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Surrogate Advertising on Meta (in INR crores) for May 11-August 8, 2024 [ o Algned Pages (1] Opposition Aligned Pages

0.53

Phir Ek Baar Modi Sarkar

Kharge Fan Club

Subarna Odisha

Modi Sang Bihar - FIEH ST faER
Double Engine - 89R QB
Deepender Singh Hooda

Amaar Sonar Bangla - ST CTINIE 181

Lekha Jokha Maharashtracha - ST SiaT HERTPTET 0.11
0.09

India Wants Kejriwal

el farS] - Maha Bighadi 0.07
“,,‘o

14

Figure 4. Surrogate Advertising on Meta for May 11-August 8, 2024

Source: Calculations from Author’s survey data.

The BJP held an overwhelmingly large share of the money spent on Meta advertising, as seen in Fig-
ure 4. The second highest was by the Congress, which was about a third of what the BJP had spent.
This trend follows the patterns of the Electoral Bonds as well, where the BJP emerged as the highest
recipient of funds through electoral bonds, with Congress emerging second (however, almost a third
of the funds collected by the BJP), and the All India Trinamool Congress emerging third.

. NDA Aligned Pages Opposition Aligned Pages

Surrogate Advertising on Meta (in INR crores) for May 11-August 8, 2024

INC

BJP West Bengal - 0.25

All India Trinamool Congress 0.23

BJP Punjab . 0.21

BJP Uttar Pradesh . 0.19
BJP Bihar . 0.18

BJP Maharashtra . 0.17

Aam Aadmi Party- Punjab 0.16

BJP Haryana l 0.13

Nationalist Congress Party- Sharad Pawar 0.11
Aam Aadmi Party 0.09
BJP Jharkhand I0.08
BJP Mumbai I0.0'I

INC- Punjab 0.07

Telugu Desam Party ~ 0.05

N

Figure 4. Ad Spend by Political Parties on Meta for May 10 - Aug 9, 2024

Source: Calculations from Author’s survey data.
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YouGov Surveys indicate that in urban India, 76% attest to having been exposed to political adver-
tisements during this general election, with 14% reporting otherwise. Of them, eight out of every 10
acknowledge the visibility of advertisements affiliated with the BJP. Exploring the state-wise expendi-
ture serves as an indicator of the intensity of electoral competition within each respective state, and
the intensity of the contest.

For the BJP, the approach involved extending their influence into the southern and eastern regions,
while maintaining their prevalence in north and west India. Accordingly, their social media strategy
was tailored distinctively. While Figure 4 indicates the overwhelming spending power of the BJP on
social media, compared against those of Opposition parties, Figures 5 and 6 shed light on the state-
wise contests that the major incumbent and opposition party deemed important and close.

BJP spending on Meta Advertising; Top 10 States from Expense (in INR lakhs) from May 11-Aug 8, 2024

105.2

100 97.1
9.9
0.1
76.7
52.8
436
2.9 286
. us
0

West Bengal Uttar Pradesh Maharashtra Punjab Region Delhi Bihar Haryana Odisha Chandigarh Tm:{:hﬁl
rades

Figure 5 and 6. BJP (Fig.05) Congress (Fig. 06) spending on Meta Advertising from May 11-Aug 8, 2024

Source: Author’s calculations..
Congress spending on Meta Advertising; Top 10 States from Expense (in INR lakhs) from May 11-Aug 8, 2024

30

2.6 23

0
Punjab Region Uttar Pradesh Haryana Himachal Maharashtra Delhi Bihar Jharkhand Chandigarh Madhya
Pradesh Pradesh
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Figure 7 looks at the 6 states common to both the BJP and the INC, where the highest expenditures
were made on Meta advertising. In each state, the INC expenditure is only a fraction of the BJP’s ex-
pense. The data indicates that wherever the political contest was fierce, there were massive expen-
ditures on social media. The opposition, Congress, was chasing different dynamics. This year, their
highest expenditure was in states such as UP, Punjab, and Haryana-all states where the Congress
emerged to gain lost ground from previous elections, with the UP results being perceived as a nega-
tive shock by the ruling BJP. Notably, these states are where Congress aimed to drastically overturn
the political scenario. Furthermore, these states are scheduled for assembly elections immediately
following the general elections, where Congress aspires to stage a significant comeback.

BJP vs INC Spend on Meta Advertising in The 6 Common States in the Top 10 States by Expense (in INR lakhs): May 11- Aug 8,2024

B8P [INC

100 97.08

90.95
80.13

80
76.67

52.85

32.33

28.61

22.06

14.54 14.18 13.49

2.6

Uttar Pradesh Maharashtra Punjab Region Delhi Bihar Chandigarh

Figure 7. Comparison of Meta Spending by BJP and INC in Six Common States (May 11-Aug 8, 2024)

Source: Author’s own calculations.

While the BJP’s strategy was more state-specific, the Congress concentrated on maximising gains
from Northern and Western states. Notably, despite leading a costly campaign in Karnataka in 2023,
the Congress indicated a marked reluctance to expend resources to elevate its efforts in the state
during the general elections.

West Bengal emerged as a key political contest for the BJP and the AITC, with both parties aiming to
increase their vote share and seats in a significant way. This came against the backdrop of political
scandals in Bengal, which the BJP aimed to leverage. However, the prevailing opinion in favour of
the AITC lay in the women and minority voters, who sided overwhelmingly with the AITC.
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BJP vs All India Trinamool Congress Spend on Meta Advertising in West Bengal (in INR lakhs): May 11- Aug 8,2024

@&Jp @ Al india Trinamool Congress

105.15

100

23.26

Figure 8. Comparison of Meta Spending by BJP and Trinamool Congress in West Bengal (May 11-Aug 8, 2024)

Source: Author’s calculations.

However, the spending power of the BJP in Bengal remained quite large, with the advertising spend
of the AITC being just about a fourth of what the BJP spent, as shown in Figure 8. The BJP had been
making considerable inroads into Bengal over the last assembly and general elections, and thus,
perceived the loss of MP seats as a surprise.

Similar trends emerge for Google ad expenditure made in 2024, with Odisha topping the list, fol-
lowed by the larger states with tough political contests. Odisha seemed to have put more money
into Google advertising than Meta, whereas, other states saw a similar share of Meta and Google
advertising trend.
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States Ranked by Google Ad Expenditure Made on all Political ADs (in INR Crores): 1st Janurary to 30th May 2024.

Odisha
Andhra Pradesh

374

29.9

Tamil Nadu 28.9

Maharashtra

Uttar Pradesh

west engo!. N :5.5
Delhi 14.9

Bihar

22.9

13.1
Haryana - | 120
cujarat | 28

Telengana | -

Madya radesh [ :: 5
purjas | : :
rajesthan - |
Kamataka | ¢ :
Himachal Pradesh _3.9
Jharkhand | R 3 5
Chhatisgarh -1.9
Jammu and Kashmir -1.8
Uttarakhand -1.4
Tripura -IJ.B
Meghalaya IO.Z
Manipur | 0.2
Mizoram |o.z
Nagaland |0.1
Arunachal Pradesh |0.1
Sikkim 0

Figure 9. States Ranked by Google Ad Expenditure on Political Ads (Jan 1-May 30, 2024)

Source: Author’s own calculations.

Once again, the BJP emerged as the highest spender on Google advertising, with the following op-
position parties combined amounting to almost the same amount spent by the BJP. TDP, a key BJP
ally, spent relatively less in comparison with other parties on Google. Surrogate advertising played a
role in Google ads as well, with DMK and AITC using Populus Entertainment and IPAC respectively
as the firms through which they produced Google advertisements.

Top 6 Google Ad Expenditures by Political Parties (in INR Crores): 1st Janurary to 30th May 2024. @ o4 arties Opposition Parties

120

116

9.2
6.45

0

m DMK Proxy (Populus YSR Congress Party ~ Trinamool Congress Proxy ~ Telegu Desam Party
BJP INC Biju Janata Dal Empowerment Network (I-PAC Consulting Pvt Ltd)
Pvt Ltd)

Figure 9. Top Six Google Ad Expenditures by Political Parties (Jan 1-May 30, 2024)

Source: Author’s calculations.
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V. KEY TAKEAWAYS: FIERCE CONTESTS AND EMERGING
POLITICAL LANDSCAPE ON SOCIAL MEDIA

It appears that wherever the political contest was considered fierce, the social media advertising
campaigns proved to be more expensive, indicating that parties spent much more on ads and other
content. A close contest saw parties using social media to appeal to the non-aligned, or the fence-sit-
ters, as a few percentage of voters could turn the outcome significantly. Such was seen notably in
West Bengal and Odisha, both states where the BJP expected to make key gains. However, the
higher social media spending in Bengal did not improve the BJP’s outcomes, whereas the BJP came
to power for the first time in Odisha. This indicates that while social media spending accompanies
political campaigning, its effect on actual voter attitudes is ambiguous and remains to be studied.

The trend so far suggests a clear picture of an emerging culture of political campaigning and ma-
noeuvring via social media spaces. As discussed previously, social media offers much better tar-
geting of demographics via algorithms, while also allowing for significantly faster spread of news.
However experts have often cast doubt upon the quality of discourse generated on social media,
alleging that the nuances of facts and political realities may often get missed due to the nature of the
short-form consumable content. Additionally, there is a stress on “virality” upon which social media
campaigns- political and otherwise- hinge, which incentivises the creation of mildly controversial or
scandalous content to incite excitement among the audience.

The same was seen numerous times during the general elections of 2024, where various ads or
posts by surrogate pages aligned with the ruling BJP published content that vilified certain communi-
ties and members of the opposition party. These ads were subsequently taken down by the platforms
after being reported, but often kept coming back up through a vast network of surrogate pages.

2024 also saw the establishment of the first ever “National Creator’s Award”, in the months before
the election, where Prime Minister Narendra Modi was seen giving awards to nationally famous so-
cial media influencers, a move that was seen by many as a way to gain popularity through the vast
audience that these influencers held. The Prime Minister was even heard mentioning on stage that
his being there during the awards ceremony had nothing to do with the elections, a statement which
ironically made the political opposition further claim that the sudden awards were a way to leverage
social media audiences for the ruling party.

As a whole, the culture of “politicking” on social media can be seen as having fully arrived in India,
with the space becoming significantly sophisticated and adapting to the political needs of the coun-
try. Various political consultancies are beginning to offer expert analyses and services dedicated to
social media, indicating that parties find such resources to be increasingly important, and perhaps
critical to maintaining their relevance and communication with the electorate.
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