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Abstract

This paper seeks to explore how political actors within the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) use
social media in their communication campaigns and how these social media platforms are
understood by citizens following the 2014 Indian General Election. This research attempts to
address the limited understanding of social media in the context of politics (Barnard and
Kreiss, 2013; Burton and Shea, 2010; Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez 2011; Ganz, 2009;
Gulati and Williams, 2007; Kumar 2009; Owen and Davis 2008). Furthermore, the limited
research on political branding and social media has predominantly focused a western context
negating eastern perspectives including the republic of India. This study will use the adapted
Kapferer’s (2008) brand identity prism developed by Pich et al. (2014) to a political setting.
This framework will ground the study and offer the opportunity to examine the role of social
media from an internal brand identity and external brand image perspective. The findings will
have implications not only for political parties but also for politicians, candidates and other
parties interested in social media. This study will offer organisations a mechanism that will
allow them understand how their social media is projected and understood and allow them to
investigate whether their projected brand identity is coherent with the understood external
brand image.
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Study Motivation

It can be argued that the use of social media platforms are important tools within political
communication campaigns to secure victory and encourage interaction between political
parties/candidates and voters (Austin 2008). According to Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez
(2011:208) the 2008 USA Presidential Election was a “watershed moment in the use of social
media for campaigning” in democratic elections. Furthermore, each electoral cycle presents
new marketing and communication tools aimed to strengthen the relationship between
political parties, candidates and citizens (Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez 2011,
Panagopoulos 2009; Shea and Burton 2006). Despite the growing relevance of research on
social media and political communication, there is still so much not understood compared in
this area (Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan 2013). Additionally, studies that focus on the use of social
media platforms in political branding research remain limited (Cogburn and Espinoza-
Vasquez 2011; Owen and Davis 2008; Kumar 2009; Burton and Shea, 2010; Ganz, 2009;



Gulati and Williams, 2007). More specifically, there is a paucity of social media and political
branding research from an eastern political context with the majority of research focusing on
a western perspective. The limited research tends to highlight a content analytical review of
the social media platforms used within election campaign periods (Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan
2013). For example, this content analytical view is evident in the work by Cogburn and
Espinoza-Vasquez (2011). The authors explored the communication strategy used during the
2008 Obama campaign with the aid of researcher-led content analysis. Cogburn and
Espinoza-Vasquez (2011) concluded that the social media tools used during the 2008 Obama
campaign were developed and supported at a grass-roots level and fully integrated with their
offline activities. Therefore, the existing research neglects the use and communication of
social media tools from the standpoint of internal political actors. This presents an
opportunity to examine the role of social media from an internal brand identity and external
brand image perspective. This will illustrate how internal stakeholders use social media tools
and highlight how these platforms are understood from the perspective external citizens in the
context of political branding. This is currently missing from the existing literature.

As the limited existing studies in social media and political branding have predominantly
focused on a western context, this research will focus on an eastern perspective namely the
republic of India. India has been described as an emerging economic and political power with
a population of over one billion citizens (Castells 2011). Furthermore, there are projections
that the population of India will surpass the population of China by 2030, which will increase
by an additional four hundred million citizens (Whitty 2010). This will make India one of the
largest democratic nations home to numerous political brands. This study will focus on the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is the current largest party
within the centre-right coalition; the National Democratic Alliance. After ten years as the
official opposition, the BJP-led coalition returned to power following the 2014 General
Election thereby electing Narendra Modi as the country’s Prime Minister (North 2014). The
BJP was successful in winning over young voters 18-30 and first-time voters compared with
their political rivals (Vaishnav 2014). The BJP attracted young voters making them the
largest supporting age group of their party by using social media as a major element of the
party’s election strategy (Ali 2014). Therefore, BJP successfully adopted social media
platforms as campaign tools to communicate and interact with young citizens. However, there
is little research on how the party uses social media platforms particularly following the 2014
General Election. Furthermore, there is a limited understanding of how young citizens
interpret the social media platforms used by BJP.

Ultimately, this study will use the adapted Kapferer’s (2008) brand identity prism developed
by Pich et al. (2014) as a framework that will ground the study and offer the opportunity
examine the role of social media from an internal and external perspective. Therefore, this
research aims to study how the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) uses social media platforms and
how this is decoded by Indian citizens following the 2014 Indian General Election campaign.

Research Objectives

This research focuses on two objectives. The first explores the role of social media of the BJP
political from an internal orientation with the aid of the adapted brand identity prism
(Kapferer 2008; Pich et al. 2014). The second objective involves generating a deeper
understanding of how Indian citizens understood the use of social media by BJP following
the 2014 Indian General Election. This will be supported by a focus on political brand image
(Pich 2012).



Research Method

Stage one involves conducting in-depth interviews with internal stakeholders of the BJP,
spanning the Parliamentary, Professional and Voluntary bodies. Stage two of the research
involves conducting focus group discussions combined with qualitative projective techniques
and netnographies with external stakeholders aged 18-30 years. The sample of 18-30 year old
citizens were chosen as they represented a third of the Indian voting population (Dasgupta
2014) and shaped the outcome of the 2014 Indian General Election (Virmani 2014).
Interviews and focus group discussions will be conducted between November 2014 and April
2015. Interviews/focus groups will be transcribed by the researchers and analysed using
Butler-Kisber’s (2010) two stage thematic inquiry analytical process.

Findings

The findings will add to the limited understanding of the role of social media in the context of
political branding. The findings will also highlight insight into how social media is used by
internal stakeholders of the BJP and assess its consistency with how it is understood in the
minds of external stakeholders (citizens). This study will also add to the growing body of
research that focuses on both internal brand identity and external brand image. Additionally,
the findings will provide an applied example of the adapted brand identity prism developed
by Pich et al. (2014) in action. This may result further adaption and refinement of the
political brand identity prism (Pich et al. 2014). Finally, the findings will provide a greater
understanding of the BJP, which will address calls for more detail and knowledge on political
brands (Baines et al. 1999; Rawson 2007; Smith 2005; Smith and French 2009).

Original Value

This research will add to the limited understanding of the role of social media platforms set
within political branding from an eastern context. This will go some way in addressing the
western dominated perspective that currently exists within the political branding literature.
This study will also generate deeper insight into the use and communication of social media
tools from the standpoint of internal political actors and assess how these messages are
understood from the perspective external citizens. This rich insight will compliment and build
on the existing research that tends to adopt a content analytical perspective (Cogburn and
Espinoza-Vasquez 2011). Finally, this study will present insight into the role of social media
platforms outside the election campaign period following the success of BJP in the 2014
Indian General Election. This will provide some understanding of a time period that is often
overlooked compared with the pre-election campaign period.

Theoretical/Managerial Relevance

The findings have implications not only for political parties but also for politicians,
candidates and other political entities. Organisations will be able to generate a deeper
understanding of their social media tools and communication from an internal and external
orientation. Furthermore, this will allow organisations to investigate whether their projected
message is coherent with their understood external brand image. In addition, this will
empower organisations to assess the suitability of the social media platform when
communicating with citizens. Inconsistencies between internal brand identity and external
brand image can then be addressed. This research could be used as grounding for an in-depth



comparative study with a western political brand to explore similarities and differences
between social media platforms and understanding of citizens across cultures. Finally, this
research will also highlight whether post-election communication warrants equal attention as
pre-election communication in the long term development of political brands.

Notes on contributors

Christopher Pich is a lecturer at Nottingham Trent University, United Kingdom. He
completed his PhD thesis at Hull University Business School and has published in a number
of journals including Journal of Marketing Communication and the Journal of Political
Marketing.

Varsha Jain is an assistant professor at MICA, India. She has written extensively on luxury
branding, mobile marketing, generation Y and consumers’ behaviour and published in
Journal of Consumer Marketing, International Journal of Mobile Marketing, Young
Consumers, Asia Pacific Journal of Business Administration, International Journal of
Emerging Markets, Middle East Media Educator, Marketing Insights and Marketing News.
She won two gold medals as outstanding researcher from Association of Indian Management
Scholars (AIMS) International in 2012 and 2013.

Guja Armannsdottir is a lecturer in Marketing Nottingham Business School, Nottingham
Trent University. She completed her PhD on marketing within SME’s in Iceland at the
University of Hull. Guja continues to focus her research on consumer behaviour, internal
marketing and projective technique analysis.

Ganesh is an F.P.M. scholar at the Mudra Institute of Communications, Ahmedabad (India).
He has a Master’s degree in English and has taught at the graduate and post graduate level for
seven years now. His areas of study include Philosophy, Political Theories, Theories of
Persuasion, Post Modernism, Cultural Studies and History. He tries to study all the areas of
his study with a cross disciplinary focus and interdisciplinary integration. His specialization
in Grammar and Linguistics has allowed him to develop a practical application protocol for
GMAT students that offer a very high degree of accuracy and speed. His last professional
engagement was with IMS Learning Resources Pvt. Ltd, Bangalore as the Academic Head,
English.

References

e Austin, S. (2008), Information technology and the presidential election. Retrieved
November 10, 2009, from www.seanaustin.com/IntrolT_ItElection.pdf

e Baines, P.R. Lewis, B.R. and Ingham, B. (1999), ‘Exploring the positioning process
in political campaigning’, Journal of Communication Management, 3 (4), 325-336.

e Barnard, L. and Kreiss, D. (2013), A Research Agenda for Online Political
Advertising: Surveying Campaign Practices, 2000-2012. International Journal of
Communication, 7, 2047-2052.

e Burton, J.M. and Shea, M.D. (2010), Campaign Craft: the strategies, tactics, and art
of political campaign management. ABC-CLIO, California.

e Butler-Kisber, L. (2010), Qualitative Inquiry: Thematic, Narrative and Arts-Informed
Perspectives, London: Sage Publications Ltd.



http://www.seanaustin.com/IntroIT_ItElection.pdf

Castells, M. (2011), The power of identity: the information age: economy, society and
culture. London: Wiley Publishers.

Cogburn, D.L. and Espinoza-Vasquez, F.K. (2011), ‘From networked nominee to
Networked Nation: Examining the impact of web 2.0 and social media on Political
Participation and Civic Engagement in the 2008 Obama Campaign’, Journal of
Political Marketing, 10: 1-2, 189-213, DOI: 10.1080/15377857.2011.540224
Dasgupta, K. (2014), ‘India elections: what young people want from a new
government’, The Guardian Newspaper Online,
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/14/india-elections-what-young-people-
want-from-a-new-government, Last accessed 26/09/14

Ganz, M. (2009), ‘Organizing Obama: Campaign, Organizing, Movement’. American
Sociological Association Annual Meeting .2-12.

Gulati, G.J. and Williams, B.C. (2007). ‘Closing the Gap, Raising the Bar Candidate
Web Site Communication in the 2006 Campaigns for Congress’ Social Science
Computer Review, 25 (4), 443-451.

Kapferer, J.N.(2008). ‘The New Strategic Management’. Kogan Page: London.
Kumar, J.M. (2009), ‘The 2008-2009 Presidential Transition Through the Voices of
Its Participants’. Presidential Studies Quarterly, 39 (4), 824-828.

North, A. (2014), ‘Hindu nationalists BJP win India’s general election’, BBC News,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-27450535. Last accessed 02/10/14

Owen, D. and Davis, R. (2008). ‘Presidential Communication in the Internet Era’.
Presidential Studies Quarterly, 38 (4), 658-673.

Panagopoulos, C. (2009), ‘Politicking online: The transformation of election
campaign communications’. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Pich, C. Dean, D. and Punjaisri, K. (2014), ‘Political brand identity: An examination
of the complexities of Conservative brand and internal market engagement during the
2010 UK General Election campaign’. Journal of Marketing Communications,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13527266.2013.864321. pp.8-10.

Rawson, E.A.G. (2007), ‘Perceptions of the United States of America: Exploring the
political brand of a nation’, Place Branding and Public Diplomacy, 3 (3), 213-221.
Shea, Daniel M. and Michael J. Burton. (2006), Campaign craft: The strategies,
tactics, and art of political campaign management. Westport, CT.. Praeger
Publishers.

Smith, G. (2005), Positioning Political Parties: The 2005 UK General Election,
Journal of Marketing Management, 21, 1135-1149.

Smith, G. and French, A. (2009), ‘The political brand: A consumer perspective’,
Marketing Theory, 9 (2), 209-226.

Stieglitz, S. and Dang-Xuan, L. (2013), Emotions and information diffusion in Social
Media — Sentiment of Microblogs and Sharing Behaviour. Journal of Management
Information Systems, 29 (4), 217-247.

Vaishnav, M. (2014), ‘India Election: Is there a surge of support for Narendra Modi’.
BBC News India, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-26167529 Last
accessed 02/10/14.

Virmani, P. (2014), ‘Note to India's leaders: your 150m young people are calling for
change’, The Guardian Newspaper Online,
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/08/india-leaders-young-people-
change-2014-elections, Last accessed 26/09/14



http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/14/india-elections-what-young-people-want-from-a-new-government
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/14/india-elections-what-young-people-want-from-a-new-government
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-27450535
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13527266.2013.864321.%20pp.8-10
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-26167529
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/08/india-leaders-young-people-change-2014-elections
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/08/india-leaders-young-people-change-2014-elections

e Whitty, J. (2010), ‘Population: The Last Taboo’, MotherJones.com,
http://www.motherjones.com/environment/2010/05/population-growth-india-vatican
Last accessed 02/10/14.



http://www.motherjones.com/environment/2010/05/population-growth-india-vatican

