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T
he hundreds of  millions of  vot-
ers whose collective actions will 
determine the course of  India’s 
16th general elections represent 

an electorate that is changing in many 
complex ways which we are only begin-
ning to understand.

To better understand these changes, 
the Center for the Advanced Study of  
India (CASI) at the University of  Penn-
sylvania, in conjunction with the Carn-
egie Endowment, partnered with the 
Lok Foundation to conduct a survey of  
a cross-section of  the population. CMIE, 
on behalf  of  the Lok Foundation, con-
ducted face-to-face interviews of  68,500 
randomly selected Indians across 24 
states and union territories between 
September and December 2013. The 
“Lok Surveys” aim to track the atti-
tudes of  individuals from these house-
holds over the next several years, as 
part of  a new effort to understand the 
social and political reconfigurations 
taking place across India today. Because 
the majority of  our sample is urban, we 
use 2011 Census data to reweight our 
sample to ensure representativeness of  
various social groups.

The Lok Survey was conducted in 
the final quarter of  2013, and things 
have obviously evolved since then.  
Last September, when it was launched, 
AAP was still a curiosity and Telan-
gana had not yet become a reality.

While our aim is to understand the 
deeper trends that will shape the forth-
coming polls, we cannot ignore the big 
questions around partisan performance.

Turning to the electoral horse race, 
we focus our attention on 15 large states 
comprising roughly 51,000 respondents 
(accounting for 87% of  LS seats). Our 
data found the BJP-led NDA occupying 
a much-improved position (graphic on 
top). Our analyses suggest that, as of  the 
start of  2014, the NDA was poised to cap-
ture nearly 31% of  the all-India vote. 
This is a significant improvement upon 
the alliance’s 21.5% vote share from the 
2009 elections and considerably greater 
than the BJP’s own best performance in 

1996 when 
it garnered 
25.6% of  the 
vote. The ruling 
Congress-led UPA, 
on the other hand, 
was set to win 23% of  the 
vote—a sharp fall from its 
31.5% vote share in 2009.

Our numbers for the NDA are 
broadly in line with other leading sur-
veys. The Centre for the Study of  Devel-
oping Societies (CSDS) estimated vote 
shares of  29 and 36% for the NDA in 
their July 2013 and January 2014 track-
er polls, respectively. Given the timing 
of  our survey, our estimate is squarely 
in line with these projections. Our esti-
mate for the UPA is somewhat lower 
than CSDS’ but virtually identical to 
the January 2014 ABP-Nielsen survey.

The data suggests NDA has gained 
significant ground in West and North 
India—places where it has already had 
a presence (below). In Bihar, we estimate 
that the BJP’s vote share shot up by as 
much as 23 percentage points by end 
2013. In UP, the BJP has the most support 
with 29% vote share, five and nine per-
centage points over the Bahujan Samaj 
Party and Samajwadi Party, respective-
ly. In other regions, the BJP has made 
impressive strides although usually 
from a relatively low base. Without pre-
poll alliances, these gains may not trans-
late into a large share of  seats.

The BJP has made a strategic bet that 

Modi would ener-
gize three key demograph-
ics: youth, urban dwellers, and individu-
als belonging to the Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs)—a group to which Modi 
belongs. Our data suggest the BJP has 
not only succeeded in mobilizing these 
groups but has gone beyond. The NDA 
holds a lead over the UPA in cities and 
towns (30 to 24%) as well as in rural ar-
eas (31 to 23%). The gains to the NDA 
appear to be driven largely by the better 
off: while the NDA is leading UPA among 
literate voters in both urban and rural 
areas, the race is much closer among il-
literates (chart on top).

And what about the vaunted youth 
vote? Young voters between 18 and 34 
years favor the NDA over the UPA but 
not significantly more than older voters. 
In the Hindi heartland states where the 
BJP vote swing is the most pronounced, 
the party has succeeded in bringing vot-
ers across all age groups into its net.

In terms of  social groupings, the 
NDA continues to struggle attracting 
support from Muslims, who prefer the 
UPA by a margin of  nearly 3 to 1. UPA 
retains its traditional lead over the NDA 
when it comes to Scheduled Tribes (31 
to 23%) but trails the NDA when it comes 
to Dalits (21 to 25%) (chart on top). When 
it comes to the pivotal OBC category, 
however, the NDA lead widens; it is poll-
ing nearly 15 percentage points above 
the UPA (35 to 21%). The support of  the 
Upper Castes remains solidly with the 
NDA: 42% versus just 19% for the UPA.

Even if  the BJP does as well as this 
and other surveys are predicting, getting 
the coalition math right remains a chal-
lenge.  The BJP will have to win over at 
least a few of  the most significant re-
gional players, several of  whom have 
opened up commanding leads in their 
strongholds. These include Mamata 
Banerjee’s Trinamool Congress, which 
is dominating the Left Front (41 to 25%) 
in West Bengal and Jayalalaitha’s AI-
ADMK in Tamil Nadu, which is leading 
the opposition DMK 27 to 20%.

The groundswell of  support for the 
BJP and the corresponding weaken-
ing of  the Congress are two unmistak-
able trends emanating from our data. 
This change in the overall balance of  
power begs the question why Indian 
voters are reassessing their loyalties 
in such a stark manner.  This is the 
subject of  our next piece.
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NDA makes gains with  
urban, OBC voters

Bihar | Karnataka | Kerala | TN | Odisha | W Bengal
Punjab | Rajasthan | UP | Gujarat | MP | Maharashtra
Haryana | Andhra Pradesh | Chhattisgarh

Andhra Pradesh | Karnataka | Kerala | Gujarat
Punjab | W Bengal | Chhattisgarh | MP | Maharashtra
Bihar | Haryana | Rajasthan | UP | Odisha  | TN

Projected 
change in  
vote share 
since 2009

vote share 
estimates (%)
l UPA l NDA

Gain/nil/Low 0-5%

medium loss 6-10%

high loss >10%
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Muslims prefer UPA by 
a margin of nearly 3 to 1
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