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A B S T R A C T  

In the era of digitization, the Internet and technology have become a pivotal part of all our lives. The term "digital divide" refers to the disparity in many nations 

between individuals who have easy access to information and communication technologies, the associated knowledge, and those who lack access or skills in this 

area. Despite the growing significance and usage of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), the digital divide persists at a concerning pace. The 

digital divide in India is a huge challenge, reflecting the country's wide socioeconomic differences. This socioeconomic challenge is most apparent between urban 

and rural communities, worsened by issues like lack of education, insufficient infrastructure, and economic inequalities. This paper offers a detailed analysis of the 

digital divide, exploring its impact on different aspects such as economics, education, and infrastructure. It shows that access to digital technology is not just about 

technology but is shown to be closely connected to wider social factors like income inequality, education levels, and regional variances. The paper highlights the 

importance of specific strategies to tackle these inequalities by improving digital skills and technology access in less privileged areas. Ultimately, closing the gap 

in digital access is crucial for promoting inclusive growth and guaranteeing that the advantages of digitalization are fairly shared among every sector of the 

population in India.  
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1. Introduction 

The digital divide may be defined as "the issue of digital divide extends more broadly than merely that of direct access to technology” (World Economic 

Forum 2002). Instead, it can be conceived of as the disparity between how different nations use information and communication technologies for social 

and economic development. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) defines the digital divide as the “gap between 

individuals, households, businesses, and geographic areas at different socio-economic levels about both their opportunities to access information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) and to their use of the Internet for a wide variety of activities.”  Simply put, the digital divide can be explained as 

the inequalities between the digital haves and the have-nots in terms of their access to the internet and the ICTs. Due to the ever-increasing importance 

of the internet and the rapid digital transformation on account of the COVID-19 pandemic, the UN Deputy Secretary-General Amina Mohammed has 

even claimed that the digital divide has the potential to be the “new face of inequality”. Whilst different parameters such as availability, affordability, and 

digital literacy can be used to measure the digital divide, this piece takes a simpler approach and explores the usage dimension and the physical access 

dimension, i.e., “use of internet” and “access to mobile phones” respectively. Using these parameters, the piece highlights the prevailing digital divide 

across India.  India, which has been appreciated globally for providing IT services, faces a huge digital divide, having a relatively low percentage of 

population with access to the Internet. In 2014, it had only about 18 people per 100 using the Internet. While urban areas and wealthy populations enjoy 

relatively high levels of connectivity, rural and marginalized communities face significant barriers in accessing digital resources. In spite of continued 

initiatives such as Digital India, the gap continues to be a significant problem, impacting access to education, job opportunities, healthcare, and social 

participation. Closing this divide is essential for India to attain comprehensive growth and leverage the complete capabilities of the digital revolution. 

2. Evolution of Digital Technology in India  

India has around 46 million internet users and a growth rate of 7-8 percent, making it a digital economy with significant market potential for international 

companies. The digital transformation, also referred to as 'the Internet economy', is predicted to create fresh market growth prospects, and employment 

opportunities, and emerge as the largest business potential for companies in the upcoming 30 to 40 years. India has demonstrated potential and established 

itself as a leader in digital technologies in the last ten years. India's new leadership needs to back and promote the digital economy to make it a key driver 

of growth. The government's acknowledgment of Prime Minister Narendra Modi's "Digital India" programme as a top priority is a positive development 

and shows strong support for digital opportunities. To bridge rural areas to high-speed Internet and enhance digital literacy, the initiation of Digital India 
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by Prime Minister Narendra Modi has sparked a digital revolution within India. The central government's digital India program vision has led to an all-

encompassing growth in electronic services, products, manufacturing, and job opportunities. Important areas that have experienced positive effects leading 

to the growth of the digital economy consist of: 

1.  Digital Infrastructure serves as a fundamental resource for all individuals. 

2. Management and services when needed 

3. Empowering citizens through digital means. 

Furthermore, although demonetization may not have had a significant effect, it has sparked discussions about digital payments, with not only financial 

technology startups and the banking industry but also the government working to include the unbanked population. 

Initiatives such as UPI integration and the BHIM app are a praiseworthy move in this direction. As every area - such as education, healthcare, 

infrastructure, and others - reaps the rewards of being linked to a growing digital economy, we can only hope that India's economy as a whole will gain 

from the digital revolution. 

The primary obstacle hindering the digital progress in India is the sluggish pace of infrastructure development. The amount of spectrum available in 

Indian metros is only one-tenth compared to that in developed country cities. This could potentially be a significant obstacle in delivering high-speed data 

services. This gap in digital access must also be tackled to enhance coverage in rural regions. Exploring PPP models is essential for facilitating the 

sustainable development of digital infrastructure. In addition, the government should offer incentives to startups in order to improve last mile connectivity. 

The Indian Government has introduced multiple programs to boost digital inclusion nationwide, with Digital India standing out as a crucial initiative. 

Started on July 1, 2015, this project aims to enhance online infrastructure, boost internet accessibility, and guarantee that all individuals can utilize digital 

services. It includes important goals like building a safe digital foundation, providing government services online, and encouraging digital skills in the 

public. 

3. Dimensions Of the Digital Divide 

The India Inequality Report 20221 Digital Divide by Oxfam2 sheds some light on the impact of the digital divide on inequality in India during the 

pandemic. It explores the lack of access to ICTs as one of the major characteristics of the divide and points to the fact that approximately 70 percent of 

the population has poor or no connectivity to digital services. Internet use is on the rise, causing a widening gap between high-income individuals who 

have access to technology and low-income individuals who do not. Internet usage identifies the side of the divide that each person is aligned with. In 

India, inadequate infrastructure, unreliable governance, limited literacy, low income, age, education, race, family structure, and geographic location are 

identified as the key factors separating the wealthy from the disadvantaged.  

3.1 Socio-economic Factors 

Socio-economic disparities are closely linked to the digital divide. Individuals in lower-income households are less inclined to possess digital devices 

and dependable internet access. The reason for this lack of access is the expensive prices of technology and internet services, which are frequently too 

costly for impoverished families. Additionally, marginalized communities, such as racial minorities and rural residents, are more severely impacted by 

the digital divide. Digital redlining exacerbates the issue by causing internet service providers to invest less in infrastructure in lower-income 

neighbourhoods. Gender intersects with socio-economic factors, leading to women being 23% less likely to utilize mobile internet worldwide compared 

to men. In Asia, Africa, and South America, women have a 30-50% lower likelihood of using the internet.3 

3.2 Educational Barriers 

The existence of the digital divide presents major obstacles in the field of education. Students who do not have digital devices and internet access at home 

face challenges when it comes to finishing homework, doing research, and participating in online learning. The "homework gap" exacerbates inequalities 

in educational achievements, causing children with restricted access to fall behind in their studies.4 Moreover, students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

are constrained in their capacity to utilize technology for learning due to their insufficient digital literacy skills. Lacking adequate training and assistance, 

these students might face difficulties in using digital platforms and resources, which could impede their academic advancement.  

Disadvantaged schools are not as well-equipped with digital technologies and infrastructure as socio-economically advantaged institutions, which also 

affects schools. Unequal educational opportunities and outcomes can result from differences in resources. 

                                                           
1 India Inequality Report 2022: Digital Divide. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://ruralindiaonline.org/en/library/resource/digital-divide-india-inequality-report-
2022/ 
2 https://www.oxfamindia.org/ 
3 Observer Research Foundation (ORF). (n.d.). India’s gendered digital divide: How the absence of digital access is leaving women behind. Retrieved from 

https://www.orfonline.org/ 
4 INFLIBNET Centre. (n.d.). The digital divide – Knowledge society. Retrieved from https://inflibnet.ac.in/ 
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3.3 Infrastructure Challenges 

Insufficient digital infrastructure is a significant factor in the digital divide, especially in rural and isolated regions. Providing high-speed internet and 

dependable electricity to these areas continues to be a major obstacle in numerous nations. Governments and policymakers need to focus on investing in 

broadband infrastructure to guarantee widespread access to digital technologies. Projects such as India's Bharat Net initiative, which seeks to link more 

than 250,000 gram panchayats with optical f iber networks, play a vital role in narrowing the digital gap. 

Nevertheless, infrastructure obstacles extend further than solely connectivity. The digital divide is also influenced by the presence of digital devices and 

the standard of current infrastructure. Schools and families frequently do not have modern, well-kept digital devices available to them, which can further 

hinder their use of technology for learning and growth. 

4. Current Statistics and Trends 

In India, the digital divide still affects millions of people in both urban and rural areas, making it a serious problem. Even though India has more than 1.2 

billion mobile connections and is among the countries with the highest percentage of internet users, there are still large differences in digital access5. 

About 45% of internet users live in rural areas, according to a 2023 report by the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI), although a sizable 

fraction still do not have dependable internet connectivity. There are clear differences between urban and rural areas; urban internet penetration is over 

67%, while rural penetration is only about 38%. Socioeconomic variables like gender, education level, and income further widen this disparity. When it 

comes to gender, men are more likely than women to use the internet. According to data from the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) conducted in 

2022, only approximately 42% of Indian women and nearly 62% of men reported having ever used the internet. In rural areas, where access for women 

and girls is hampered by cultural and educational barriers, the gender gap in digital technology is particularly pronounced. 

Another area of concern is education. According to a UNICEF report from 2021, a lack of digital infrastructure prevented about 40% of school-age 

children in India from accessing online education during the COVID-19 pandemic. There is also a disparity in the accessibility of devices, with 

impoverished households finding it difficult to purchase computers or smartphones. In rural areas, just 31% of people had smartphones, according to the 

Internet and Mobile Association of India's (IAMAI) 2021 India Internet Report. 

Positively speaking, government programs like "Digital India" and "Bharat Net" seek to close this gap by supplying rural areas with reasonably priced 

internet access and encouraging digital literacy. The gap still exists despite these initiatives, and India must work to guarantee equal access to the digital 

economy for all of its residents. This is important because social and economic inclusion in a world growing more and more digitalized depends on it. 

These statistics highlight the significant digital divide in India, with disparities based on gender, geography, caste, religion, education, and income. 

Addressing this divide requires focused efforts from the government and other stakeholders to ensure equitable access to digital technologies across all 

segments of society. 

5. Initiatives And Efforts to Bridge the Digital Divide 

 5.1 Government Policies and Programs 

5.1.1 Digital India Initiative 

Launched in 2015, the Digital India initiative6 is a flagship program by the Government of India aimed at transforming the country into a digitally 

empowered society and knowledge economy. Its primary goals include providing digital infrastructure as a utility for every citizen, delivering governance 

and services on demand, and ensuring digital literacy across all sections of society. Key features of this initiative are the promotion of digital payments, 

the creation of digital identities through Aadhaar, and the expansion of broadband services to rural areas. The initiative also focuses on e-governance, 

simplifying access to various government services such as health, education, and social welfare programs. While the program has made significant 

progress—such as in digital payments where India now leads globally with over 48 billion digital transactions annually—challenges remain. These 

include bridging the gap in digital literacy, particularly in rural areas, and ensuring robust infrastructure in remote regions. 

5.1.2 Bharat  Net Project 

The Bharat Net Project is another crucial government initiative aimed at bridging the digital divide, specifically between urban and rural areas. Launched 

in 2011 as the National Optical Fiber Network (NOFN) and later rebranded, Bharat Net aims to connect over 250,000 Gram Panchayats (village councils) 

with high-speed broadband7. The project is the backbone of rural broadband connectivity and is crucial for extending government services, education, 

and healthcare facilities through digital means. As of 2023, the project has connected more than 180,000 Gram Panchayats with optical fiber cables. 

Despite the progress, the project has faced delays and budget constraints, with challenges in last-mile connectivity remaining a significant hurdle. 

                                                           
5 Civilsdaily. (n.d.). Digital divide in India. Retrieved from https://www.civilsdaily.com/ 
6 Drishti IAS. (n.d.). Nine years of Digital India initiative. Retrieved from https://www.drishtiias.com/daily-updates/daily-news-analysis/nine-years-of-digital-
india-initiative 
7 Universal Service Obligation Fund (USOF). (n.d.). BharatNet Project. Retrieved from https://usof.gov.in/en/bharatnet-project 
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However, once fully operational, Bharat Net has the potential to transform rural India by enabling access to digital services, online education, and e-

commerce opportunities. 

5.1.3 Skill Development Programs 

The government has also focused on skill development to enhance digital literacy to complement these infrastructure initiatives. Programs like Pradhan 

Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan8 (PMGDISHA), launched in 2017, aims to make 60 million rural citizens digitally literate. The program 

provides training in basic digital skills, such as using smartphones, accessing the internet, and performing digital transactions, empowering rural 

populations to participate in the digital economy. National Skill Development Mission also integrates digital skills training into broader skill development 

initiatives, focusing on employability in an increasingly tech-driven economy. These programs are critical to not only enhancing digital literacy but also 

in ensuring that the population can fully utilize the infrastructure being rolled out under other initiatives like Bharat Net. 

5.2 Private Sector Involvement 

5.2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Initiatives 

The private sector plays a significant role in addressing the digital divide through Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives. Many companies in 

India have undertaken projects to improve digital literacy, provide digital infrastructure, and support educational initiatives in rural and underserved areas. 

For instance, Reliance Jio, through its CSR initiatives, has focused on providing affordable internet access to rural areas, aligning with the broader goals 

of Digital India. Infosys Foundation and Tata Trusts have also been involved in setting up digital literacy centers, distributing digital devices, and 

supporting e-learning platforms. These CSR programs contribute to the overall development of the digital ecosystem in India, helping to create a more 

inclusive digital society. 

5.2.2 Public-Private Partnerships 

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) have proven to be an effective way of leveraging the expertise and resources of the private sector to accelerate digital 

inclusion. These collaborations have been particularly useful in the deployment of digital infrastructure, such as broadband connectivity under the Bharat 

Net project. For instance, the Indian government has collaborated with telecom companies like Airtel and Vodafone Idea to extend mobile and internet 

services to rural areas. PPPs have also been instrumental in developing digital platforms that cater to a wide range of services, from healthcare to education. 

In education, companies like Google and Microsoft have partnered with the government to provide digital learning tools to schools, while tech firms have 

also contributed to developing cloud-based solutions for e-governance and smart cities initiatives. 

5.3 Community-Based Approaches 

5.3.1 Digital Literacy Campaigns 

Community-based digital literacy campaigns have been crucial in addressing the grassroots challenges posed by the digital divide. Local initiatives, often 

driven by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), focus on empowering individuals and communities to acquire digital skills. For example, the Barefoot 

College in Rajasthan has trained women from rural communities in digital literacy and solar engineering, enabling them to contribute to their local 

economies. Similarly, Digital Empowerment Foundation9 (DEF) has run numerous campaigns targeting rural populations to increase awareness and skill 

in using digital platforms. These community-based programs are effective because they are tailored to local needs and challenges, using local languages 

and culturally appropriate training methods to increase engagement and participation. 

5.3.2 Grassroots Initiatives 

Grassroots initiatives often focus on providing digital access and education in remote and marginalized communities. In many cases, these are volunteer-

led efforts or small-scale projects initiated by local leaders who understand the specific needs of their communities. For instance, projects like Project 

DEFY (Design Education for Yourself) have set up "Nooks," or small, community-driven spaces where locals can learn digital skills and work on self-

directed learning projects. These Nooks are equipped with computers, internet, and resources that allow people in rural or underserved areas to experiment 

and learn at their own pace. Similarly, the Internet Saathi program, initiated by Google and Tata Trusts, has empowered rural women by training them as 

internet trainers for other women in their communities, thus creating a ripple effect of digital literacy and empowerment. 

6. Challenges And Limitations in Bridging the Digital Divide 

Bridging the digital divide involves facing many intricate obstacles and restrictions that impede advancements in achieving fair technology and internet 

access on a worldwide scale. From a geographical standpoint, India's extensive and varied terrain makes it difficult to build a solid information and 

communication technology (ICT) infrastructure. In rural areas, especially in isolated areas, there is often insufficient connectivity, with only 36.5% of 

                                                           
8 MyScheme. (n.d.). Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan (PMGDISHA). Retrieved from https://www.myscheme.gov.in/schemes/pmgdisha 
9 Digital Empowerment Foundation (DEF). (n.d.). About DEF. Retrieved from https://www.defindia.org/about-def/ 
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rural households having internet access compared to 62.4% in urban areas. Economic factors worsen this gap as a large number of people in low-income 

households, especially the poorest 20%, cannot pay for internet devices or data plans, with only 14% having access as of 2017. Gender inequality 

exacerbates the problem, as Indian women encounter socio-cultural obstacles that limit their access to ICTs. As an example, women's internet usage 

stands at 33.3%, lower than men's 57.1%, especially noticeable in rural areas. This restriction impacts both personal empowerment and continues current 

socio-economic disparities.  

Additionally, digital literacy continues to be a significant challenge. Even with a literacy rate of 77.7%, numerous people still struggle with navigating 

digital platforms due to the dominance of English in online content, which isolates speakers of regional languages. The problems have been brought to 

light by the COVID-19 crisis, with a lack of digital resources preventing numerous students from engaging in remote education, thus exacerbating the 

educational disparity.  

The lack of proper infrastructure in rural and low-income areas is a major challenge, as there is little financial motivation for private companies to develop 

high-speed networks in isolated or economically struggling areas. The significant obstacles caused by expensive devices and internet services continue 

to prevent low-income individuals and families from accessing digital resources. Moreover, the ineffective use of existing technologies is hindered by a 

lack of digital literacy skills in specific groups, such as older adults and individuals with minimal education. Language obstacles and a lack of content 

that applies to local populations worsen the division, as those who don't speak English and belong to cultural minorities might not see much worth in 

current internet resources. Some governments hinder progress by restricting internet access or neglecting digital inclusion initiatives. The fast rate of 

technological progress constantly increases the divide between those who have access to the newest innovations and those who do not, making it 

challenging to achieve digital equity. Some communities lack knowledge about the advantages of digital connection, which lowers interest in embracing 

new technologies, as worries about online privacy and security can discourage involvement.  

The digital divide's connection to gender, racial, and economic inequalities complicates the issue, necessitating comprehensive solutions to tackle larger 

systemic problems. The long-term funding and support for digital inclusion programs can be difficult to sustain, posing a limitation for many initiatives. 

The challenges have been brought into sharper focus and made worse by the COVID-19 crisis, emphasizing the vital need for digital access in education, 

healthcare, and the economy. With the rise of remote work and online learning, individuals lacking reliable internet access or essential devices are at risk 

of falling even further back. Dealing with these various challenges necessitates synchronized efforts. 

Dealing with these diverse challenges necessitates teamwork from governments, private sector groups, non-profit organizations, and local communities. 

Creative methods like community networks, collaborations between public and private sectors, and adaptive technologies hold potential but encounter 

challenges when it comes to expanding. In the end, closing the gap in digital access requires ongoing dedication, significant funding, and innovative 

strategies that tackle not just the technological barriers but also the social, economic, and educational issues contributing to digital inequity. 

Efforts to narrow this gap have been started through government initiatives such as Digital India, focused on improving digital infrastructure and literacy. 

Nevertheless, obstacles remain, especially in rural regions where schools frequently do not have the necessary technological tools and there is a shortage 

of qualified teachers. It is essential to tackle these complex issues to promote a more diverse digital environment in India, allowing every part of society 

to take advantage of technological progress. 

7. Conclusion And Policy Recommendations 

Addressing the digital divide in India is a major challenge that needs immediate and thorough policy interventions to guarantee fair access to ICT. As 

urban regions maintain superior connectivity and resources, rural areas fall significantly behind, worsening current socio-economic inequalities. In order 

to successfully close this gap, a number of important policy suggestions can be put forward.  

Firstly, the focus should be on prioritizing infrastructure development, especially in rural areas with limited access to services. Increasing broadband 

access through projects like Bharat Net is crucial to guarantee high-speed internet availability for all citizens. This initiative should involve funding for 

both tangible infrastructure and the support of low-cost digital devices to enhance availability.  

Secondly, it is essential to improve digital literacy. Education programs focusing on digital tools and online safety should be introduced at every 

educational stage, with a specific focus on marginalized communities. The National Digital Literacy Mission could be broadened to offer more thorough 

training, ensuring people have the skills needed to navigate the digital world successfully. 

Thirdly, encouraging content localization is also important. Creating digital content in local languages will increase the accessibility of online resources 

to a wider audience, especially in rural areas where English skills might be lacking. This method can promote more involvement with digital platforms 

and services.  

Additionally, collaboration with the private sector is vital. It is essential to work together with private businesses. Collaborations between the public and 

private sectors can combine resources and knowledge to develop creative ways to increase digital access and literacy. Programs such as Google's Internet 

Saathi initiative show potential for successful partnerships in boosting digital literacy for women in rural areas.  

Finally, ongoing monitoring and evaluation of digital inclusion policies are essential for assessing their effectiveness and adjusting strategies accordingly. 

Creating a structure to monitor advancement will guarantee that initiatives to narrow the digital gap are achieving their goals and reaching the most 

vulnerable individuals. 
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