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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Why Opposition Unity Matters in Electoral
Competition
In a First-Past-the-Post (FPTP) election, a party can win a constituency without securing a majority of the votes
cast. How votes are distributed among competing parties therefore matters alongside aggregate vote share. This
paper introduces the Index of Opposition Unity (IOU) as a proposed analytical indicator of how concentrated the
opposition vote is behind its largest party or a defined opposition bloc.

T H E  F O R M U L A

IOU =
Vote share of the largest opposition party

Total vote share of the defined opposition-party group

Falls between 0 and 1 when the numerator is a component of the denominator.

IOU at a glance Illustrative

Fragmented opposition vote

IOU 0.32

Concentrated opposition vote

IOU 0.80
Largest opposition party Other opposition parties

“
Vote concentration is a useful
starting point for analysing
electoral competition—not a
substitute for constituency-level
analysis.

T H R E E  K E Y  I N S I G H T S

1

Vote concentration
matters

A fragmented opposition vote
may allow the leading party to
win even when the combined
vote share of its competitors is
larger.

2

Aggregate vote share does
not determine seat
outcomes by itself

Geographic distribution,
constituency margins,
candidates and local alliances
influence the conversion of
votes into seats.

3

Unity must be measured at
the appropriate level

A state-level or national IOU
can conceal substantial
constituency-level variation.

Status of the index. IOU is an analytical framework presented in this paper. It is not an officially established
Election Commission of India metric.
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T H E  F R A M E W O R K :  H O W  I O U  W O R K S

From Opposition Fragmentation to Vote
Concentration
In plain terms, IOU asks one question: of all the votes cast for the opposition, what share went to its largest party? A
high value means the opposition vote is concentrated behind one challenger; a low value means it is dispersed
across many parties. IOU describes how the opposition vote is distributed—it does not, on its own, explain election
outcomes.

Largest opposition party

The party receiving the highest
vote share among the parties
classified as opposition to the
relevant incumbent or leading
party.

Opposition vote pool

The combined vote share of the
opposition parties included in the
analysis.

IOU value

The largest opposition party's
share of that defined pool.

IOU = Largest opposition party's vote share  ÷  Vote share of the defined opposition pool

T H R E E  S T A G E S  O F  A N A L Y S I S

S T A G E  1

Identify

Define the election, geography,
principal competing party and
relevant opposition parties.

S T A G E  2

Calculate

Divide the largest opposition party's
vote share by the combined vote
share of the defined opposition
group.

S T A G E  3

Interpret

Examine the result alongside
constituency-level margins,
alliances, vote distribution and seat
conversion.

Illustrative interpretation scale

0.00–0.39 0.40–0.69 0.70–1.00

Low concentration Moderate
concentration

High
concentration

Illustrative analytical categories proposed for this
paper—not empirically validated thresholds or an
established political-science standard.

Worked example Hypothetical numbers

Defined opposition pool: 60%

Leading party Others 24% Largest 36%

IOU = 36 ÷ 60 = 0.60
The largest opposition party accounts for 60% of the
defined opposition vote pool—not evidence that 60% of
voters would transfer their votes under an alliance.

Methodological note: party-level versus alliance-level analysis. A party-level IOU names a single party in the
numerator; an alliance-level IOU names a defined bloc. Do not mix their denominators—state which parties
are counted in each calculation and keep numerator and denominator on the same definition.
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C A S E  S T U D Y  1   |   A N D H R A  P R A D E S H  A S S E M B L Y  E L E C T I O N ,  2 0 1 9

When a Closely Divided Aggregate Vote Produces a
Disproportionate Seat Outcome
In 2019 the YSR Congress Party (YSRCP) won 151 of 175 seats with 49.95% of the vote, while the Telugu Desam Party
(TDP) won 23 seats with 39.17%. The aggregate vote was closely divided; the seat outcome was not.

Vote share by party, 2019 (% of votes cast) Categories sum to 100.00%

YSRCP  49.95% TDP  39.17%

YSRCP: 49.95% Non-YSRCP vote pool: 50.05%

JSP 5.53% INC 1.17% BJP 0.84% Others / Independents 3.34%

Results, 2019

Party / group Votes Seats Seat shareParty / group Votes Seats Seat share

YSR Congress (YSRCP) 49.95% 151 86.3%

Telugu Desam (TDP) 39.17% 23 13.1%

Jana Sena (JSP) 5.53% 1 0.6%

Congress (INC) 1.17% 0 0.0%

BJP 0.84% 0 0.0%

Others / Independents 3.34% 0 0.0%

Total (175 seats) 100.00% 175 100.0%

Vote share versus seat share (%)

0

50

100

49.95

86.3

YSRCP

39.17

13.1

TDP

5.53 0.6

JSP

Vote share Seat share (of 175)

IOU indicator Descriptive measure

0.78 IOU = 39.17 ÷ 50.05
= 0.783
Largest opposition party: TDP

0 0.4 0.7 1

Illustrative bands (see page 3)

Non-YSRCP pool: 39.17 + 5.53 + 1.17 + 0.84 + 3.34 = 50.05%.
Under this definition, TDP accounted for about 78.3% of that
pool. The figure describes how the opposition vote was
distributed; it does not by itself establish the causes of the
outcome.

Alliance scenario Mechanical illustration

TDP alone

0.78
TDP + JSP vote shares added

0.89
Track = non-YSRCP pool, 50.05%

39.17% + 5.53% = 44.70%; 44.70 ÷ 50.05 ≈ 0.89 if the two
shares were simply combined. This is not a forecast: TDP and
JSP contested different numbers of constituencies (JSP
alongside BSP and Left parties in 2019), and vote transfer,
candidate selection, turnout and local competition could
change the result. Seat effects need constituency-level
counterfactual analysis.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y

The IOU helps describe how the opposition vote was distributed. Constituency-level data is necessary to assess
whether that distribution affected particular seat outcomes.

Sources: Election Commission of India results for the 2019 Andhra Pradesh Assembly election, as compiled by Lokniti-CSDS, “Andhra Pradesh Assembly Result 2019”
[4]; see also [1]–[3]. Seat shares (of 175 seats) and IOU values are calculations for this paper. “Others” comprises all remaining parties and independents.
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C A S E  S T U D Y  2   |   L O K  S A B H A  E L E C T I O N ,  2 0 1 4

National Opposition Fragmentation and the
Challenge of Measuring Unity
In 2014 the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won 282 of 543 Lok Sabha seats with 31.34% of the national vote; the Indian
National Congress (INC) won 44 seats with 19.52%. A national figure is a starting point for analysis—not a measure of
opposition unity on its own.

Vote share versus seat share (%)

0

50

100

31.34

51.9

BJP
282 seats

19.52
8.1

INC
44 seats

Vote share Seat share (of 543)

Party-level benchmark Party-exclusion measure

≈ 0.28
Non-BJP vote pool = 100 − 31.34 = 68.66%
Congress share of pool = 19.52 ÷ 68.66

A party-exclusion benchmark, not a definitive measure of
national opposition unity: regional parties operated in
different state-level contexts, and not every non-BJP vote
can be classed as support for a single opposition bloc.

How a divided vote can change who wins under FPTP Hypothetical single constituency

Fragmented opposition A 38% B 26% C 14% D 12% A wins with 38%

Opposition consolidated* A 38% B 62% B wins with 62%

Same ballots, different distribution. *Mechanical extreme that assumes all non-A votes transfer to B; real vote transfers are partial and
uncertain. Candidate labels are neutral and the numbers are illustrative only.

Party-level concentration Schematic

INC 19.52%

Other non-BJP parties, each counted separately

Non-BJP pool = 68.66%

One party in the numerator; every other non-BJP party sits
in the denominator. IOU ≈ 0.28.

Alliance-level coordination Schematic, not to scale
Defined bloc

Requires an explicit bloc definition, verified vote-share
inputs and the same denominator throughout. Vote transfer
within a bloc is not guaranteed.

Verification note. Figures are national shares of valid votes. Some publications round to 31.0% and 19.3% on a different denominator, so confirm
the basis against the ECI statistical report [1] before comparing sources. The alliance-level estimate (0.37) in the source material is not carried
forward: alliance composition, inputs and denominator have not been independently verified. A gap between vote share and seat share is not, by
itself, proof that opposition fragmentation caused the result.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y

National vote concentration provides context, but alliance relationships and constituency-level competition must be
analysed separately.

Sources: Election Commission of India statistical reports on the 2014 General Election [1], [3]; seat shares (of 543) and benchmark are calculations for this paper.

T H E  I N D E X  O F  O P P O S I T I O N  U N I T Y Political Metrics  |  politicalmetrics.in 05

https://politicalmetrics.in


P R A C T I C A L  A P P L I C A T I O N S  F O R  E L E C T O R A L  R E S E A R C H

Turning IOU into an Analytical Tool
Political researchers, psephologists and campaign analysts can use IOU as one component of a wider
electoral-analysis framework. Four applications follow.

1

Constituency competition
analysis

Calculate IOU constituency by
constituency to distinguish concentrated
opposition contests from fragmented
multi-cornered races.

2

Alliance scenario assessment

Compare alternative groupings of parties
using explicitly defined assumptions.
Treat vote transfer as an uncertain
behavioural outcome rather than a
guaranteed arithmetic addition.

3

Electoral research and polling

Use vote-intention surveys, previous
election results and constituency-level
data to assess whether opposition
support is concentrated or dispersed.

4

Seat-conversion assessment

Compare vote shares, seat shares,
victory margins, runner-up performance
and geographic distribution. Keep these
indicators separate from IOU rather than
combining them into an unexplained
score.

A N A L Y T I C A L  W O R K F L O W

0 1

Election data
0 2

Opposition grouping
0 3

IOU calculation
0 4

Constituency-level
validation

Official results on one
consistent denominator

Explicit, documented
definition of the pool

Party- and alliance-level
kept separate

Margins, runners-up and
local context

Analyst checklist

Is the opposition group explicitly defined?

Are the vote-share inputs based on the same
denominator?

Are party-level and alliance-level comparisons
kept separate?

Are constituency-level margins examined?

Are alliance scenarios labelled as assumptions?

Are the findings supported by documented
sources?

P R A C T I C A L  P R I N C I P L E

IOU is most useful when it initiates deeper electoral analysis, not when it is treated as a
standalone prediction model.
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L I M I T A T I O N S ,  C O N C L U S I O N S  A N D  R E F E R E N C E S

What IOU Can—and Cannot—Tell Us

Definition risk

The identification of opposition
parties can vary by state, election
and constituency.

Aggregation risk

National and statewide values can
conceal local electoral variation.

Vote-transfer
uncertainty

Alliance formation does not ensure
that all votes transfer between
parties.

Seat-conversion
uncertainty

The relationship between vote
shares and seats depends on the
geographic distribution of votes
and constituency margins.

Causal limitations

A high or low IOU does not
establish why a party won or lost.

Comparability
limitations

Changes in party participation,
alliances and methodology can
make comparisons across elections
misleading.

C O N C L U S I O N

IOU offers a useful descriptive lens for examining opposition-vote concentration within India’s multi-party
electoral system. Its analytical value increases when paired with constituency-level results, alliance histories,
candidate information, polling data and explicit scenario assumptions. It does not show that unity always
matters more than vote share, that a higher IOU guarantees electoral success, or that the index can
independently predict seats.

R E F E R E N C E S  A N D  S O U R C E  N O T E S

[1] Election Commission of India — election results and statistical reports.
https://www.eci.gov.in/statistical-reports

[2] Election Commission of India — general election to state legislative assembly resources.
https://www.eci.gov.in/general-election-to-state-legislative-assembly

[3] Election Commission of India — publications and historical statistical reports.
https://www.eci.gov.in/eci-publication/

[4] Lokniti-CSDS — Andhra Pradesh Assembly Result 2019: party performance.
https://www.lokniti.org/media/PDF-upload/1586438220_90583800_party_performance.pdf

Data verification. Andhra Pradesh 2019 vote shares and seats were cross-checked against the Lokniti-CSDS compilation of ECI results [4] and reconcile
to 100.00% and 175 seats. Lok Sabha 2014 national shares (BJP 31.34%, INC 19.52%) were cross-checked against published secondary reports and
should be confirmed against the ECI statistical report [1] before external release. All ratios, shares and scenarios are calculations for this paper.
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