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Abstract:

The rapid growth of e-commerce has transformed global markets, offering consumers
unprecedented access to goods and services. However, this digital revolution has also
exacerbated the digital divide, creating disparities in consumer access based on geography,
socioeconomic status, and technological infrastructure. Legal frameworks governing e-
commerce, while advancing consumer protection, often fail to address the barriers faced by
marginalized groups in accessing digital markets. This paper examines the legal implications
of the digital divide in e-commerce, focusing on issues such as internet access, digital literacy,
data privacy, and consumer rights. It explores how current e-commerce regulations in different
jurisdictions, particularly in India and the USA, are adapting to ensure equitable access. The
paper further discusses the role of governments and private entities in bridging the digital
divide, emphasizing the need for inclusive legal solutions that protect all consumers, especially
vulnerable populations. By analyzing case studies, judicial pronouncements, and policy
developments, the study proposes a framework for ensuring that e-commerce growth does not
leave behind those at the margins of the digital economy.

Index Terms:

E-Commerce, Digital Divide, Consumer Protection, Legal Implications, Access to
Technology, India, Digital Literacy, Rural Access, Socio-Economic Disparity, India, USA,
Inclusive Legal Solutions.

I. INTRODUCTION

E-commerce has rapidly become a cornerstone of the global economy, revolutionizing
consumer behavior and business operations across the world. In India, the digital marketplace
has grown exponentially over the past decade, with millions of consumers and businesses
embracing online platforms for their daily transactions. According to a 2023 report, the Indian
e-commerce market is expected to reach $200 billion by 2026, with significant growth in
sectors like online retail, digital services, and financial transactions. The benefits of e-
commerce, such as convenience, variety, and competitive pricing, have transformed how
people shop, communicate, and access services.!

However, despite this unprecedented growth, India faces a significant digital divide—a term
that refers to the gap between those who have access to modern information and
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! Statista, "India E-commerce Market Size from 2017 to 2026 (in Billion U.S. Dollars),"
https://www.statista.com/statistics/739749/india-e-commerce-market-size/ (last visited Nov. 17, 2024).
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communication technology (ICT) and those who do not.? The digital divide in India is primarily
driven by disparities in access to the internet, digital devices, and digital literacy, especially in
rural and economically disadvantaged areas. This divide limits millions of potential consumers
from fully participating in the e-commerce ecosystem, depriving them of the economic
opportunities and consumer protections that e-commerce platforms provide.

The digital divide in India can be attributed to a range of factors, including geographical
barriers, economic constraints, and social inequalities. The lack of infrastructure in rural areas,
such as high-speed internet connectivity and reliable electricity, continues to be a major barrier.
As of 2022, rural India accounted for only 34% of the country's internet users, while urban
areas represented 66%.* Moreover, the high cost of smartphones and internet services further
excludes low-income communities, reinforcing the divide between urban and rural consumers.
In addition, digital illiteracy remains a significant challenge, particularly among older adults,
women, and less-educated groups in rural areas, who are often unaware of the opportunities
offered by e-commerce platforms or unable to navigate online transactions.

This growing disparity in digital access raises important questions about consumer rights,
market equity, and legal protections in the context of e-commerce. While urban consumers
benefit from the ease and accessibility of online shopping, marginalized communities are
excluded from participating in the digital economy, missing out on the potential for lower
prices, product variety, and improved services. The legal implications of this divide are
profound, particularly in relation to consumer protection laws, dispute resolution, and access
to justice in e-commerce transactions.

India’s legal and regulatory frameworks, such as the Consumer Protection (E-Commerce)
Rules, 2020, have been designed to address consumer rights in the digital marketplace.
However, these rules primarily focus on the protection of consumers who are already able to
access e-commerce platforms, leaving behind those who face technological or economic
barriers. The Information Technology (Reasonable Security Practices and Procedures and
Sensitive Personal Data or Information) Rules, 2011 also focus on privacy and data security
but do not adequately address the accessibility challenges faced by underserved communities.
In this context, it is essential to analyze the current legal landscape and explore whether these
laws effectively bridge the digital divide or if they need reform to address the emerging
challenges.

This article aims to explore the legal implications of the digital divide for consumer access to
e-commerce in India. It will assess the extent to which India’s existing legal frameworks can
bridge this divide and ensure equitable access for all consumers. The article will also propose
legal and policy solutions that could facilitate more inclusive participation in the e-commerce
sector, ensuring that no consumer is left behind in the digital economy.

II. EFFECTS OF THE DIGITAL DIVIDE ON CONSUMER INVOLVEMENT IN E-
COMMERCE

2 Nitin Sethi, "India’s Internet Users: 2022 Data Shows Significant Gap Between Urban and Rural Areas," The
Hindu, Mar. 30, 2022, https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/technology/indias-internet-users-2022-data-shows-
significant-gap-between-urban-and-rural-areas/article65234211.ece.

3 Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020, The Gazette of India, July 23, 2020,
https://egazette.nic.in/WriteReadData/2020/221035.pdf.

4 Information Technology (Reasonable Security Practices and Procedures and Sensitive Personal Data or
Information) Rules, 2011, The Gazette of India, Apr. 11, 2011,
https://www.meity.gov.in/writereaddata/files/Data Protection 2011.pdf.
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From a different perspective, the digital divide has immense implications on consumers' ability
to participate in e-commerce. While most of the rich services are left for urban dwellers who
enjoy online services ranging from retail shopping to banking and entertainment, those in rural
or economically poor areas are left out of the digital economy. This exclusion can be traced to
several key factors: limited access to technology, inadequate digital literacy, and high costs of
internet services.

That gap in infrastructures is what has denied the majority of the rural population access to
basic infrastructures such as assured electricity and high-speed internet in India. Millions of
people cannot even think about purchasing goods or services using e-commerce because of this
gap. In India, for instance, the Indian Telecom Service Performance Report 2022 notes that
only 19% of the total number of rural areas can access broadband networks, while 61% of
urban areas do so.® Strong constraints on access mean limited connectivity severely hinders the
ability of rural consumers to shop online, use e-payment systems, or sometimes get in touch
with customer service executives via digital channels .

Another way in which economic impediments drive the digital divide is through cost:. For poor
families, the expensive cost of smartphones - often the only means of accessing the internet in
rural areas - would become a barrier in accessing e-commerce platforms. According to a study
conducted by IAMALI, smartphone penetration in urban India has reached nearly 80% while
still facing stiff competition in rural India at 40%.° The cost of internet services also remains a
significant barrier in many areas, especially rural ones, wherein users most of the time
experience low connectivity and higher costs per megabyte.

Even when consumers have access to the appropriate technology, digital literacy is a significant
challenge. In many rural and underserved areas, consumers may not know how to use online
platforms to make purchases or will lack trust in digital transactions because of fears over fraud
and security. According to the National Statistical Office in 2021, only 30% of people in rural
areas were digitally literate. In contrast, this figure in urban areas read at 70%.’ Essential
initiatives such as digital literacy programs and public awareness campaigns that would address
this gap have had limited reach thus far.

The exclusion of such a huge proportion of the Indian population bears much more severe
consequences than just hurting the individual who is denied the opportunity to be a part of the
e-commerce nation. The absence of these consumers in the digital marketplace restricts market
potential for businesses and leads to reduced competition nature in the world of e-commerce.
This deprivation of services to these consumers through online services such as telemedicine,
online education, and government services further worsens inequalities in access to essential
services.

III. LEGAL FRAMEWORKAND CONSUMER PROTECTION IN E-COMMERCE

E-commerce has thrown open new vistas for entrepreneurship and consumption in India. It
offers convenience, greater choice, and a better price to businesses and consumers alike.
However, significant consumer participation remains unrepresented by e-commerce from rural

5 Indian Telecom Service Performance Report, Ministry of Communications, Department of Telecommunications,
2022, https://dot.gov.in/sites/default/files/telecomserviceperformance report 2022.pdf.

6 Internet and Mobile Association of India (IAMAI), "India Internet 2021: Key Findings,"
https://www.iamai.in/reports/india-internet-202 1.pdf (last visited Nov. 17, 2024).

7 National Statistical Office (NSO), "Household Social Consumption: Education in India,” National Sample
Survey Report No. 585, Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 2021,
https://mospi.gov.in/sites/default/files/publication _reports/NSS 585 education.pdf.
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and digitally marginalized communities for infrastructure as well as social reasons. India has
developed specific legislation and procedures to ensure that fair treatment and protection is
granted to all consumers through transparency, accountability, and security in digital
transactions. However, these laws should be adjusted with the advent of the so-called digital
divide, especially with regard to less able or even deprived consumers from essential
infrastructure.

Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020

The Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020, enacted under the Consumer Protection
Act, 2019, aims to rule in the fledgling e-commerce sector and protect consumer interest. Issues
such as counterfeit goods, deceptive advertisement, and lack of transparency in online
transactions are what the rules aim to address. E-commerce needs to clearly state the
information about the seller, the price of the product along with return policies and any risks
associated with the product before it is sold.® Additionally, the e-commerce rules prescribe an
effective grievance redressal mechanism and are accessible to consumers through a determined
period of time to resolve the grievance. This gives an important dimension to e-commerce sites
carrying out their business in a just and transparent manner as well as providing clear resolution
frameworks when disputes arise.

Again, though the scope is vast, the rules assume a certain level of digital access and literacy.
This restricts the applicability of the rules to those who have e-commerce related know-how
and infrastructures that can easily access them. The rural consumers, mostly who are not aware
of the processes related to e-commerce or don’t get internet access frequently, find it difficult
to avail such protections. For instance, the rule lays down grievance redressal mechanisms only
for consumers who have made an online complaint-it, therefore, excludes vast sections of the
population. Legal consumer protection provisions also do not address any of the special needs
of the underserved communities-such as physical assistance toward navigating digital
platforms or help that digitized contracts demand a consumer read or decipher.

Enforcement and Consumer Awareness Challenges

The main challenge for enforcement of consumer protection rules in the virtual arena is rural
India, where consumers often do face the problem of lodging complaints or legal redress. The
Consumer Protection Rules (E-Commerce) specify that e-commerce companies should display
the grievance redressal policy, thereby assuming that some level of technological literacy exists
on the part of consumers. Even in the simplest online complaint procedure, digital illiteracy
remains high in rural and less developed areas, where computer systems often make complaints
appear impossible. Sometimes consumers do not truly know their rights or how to exercise
them, which goes directly against the very ideal of a legal framework.°

An IAMALI study reports that while 80% of urban Indians are aware of consumer protection
rights in ecommerce, about 45% of rural consumers have little or no awareness of such rights.
This lack of information is further aggravated by the inability to gain access to digital resources
and acquire access to local support systems that would guide them in case of disputes relating
to e-commerce. For instance, a large segment of India's population is not able to fully take
advantage of the legal immunity because they do not have full engagement with digital
platforms.

8 Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020, The Gazette of India, July 23, 2020,
https://egazette.nic.in/WriteReadData/2020/221035.pdf.

%Consumer Protection Act, 2019, The Gazette of India, 2019,
https://egazette.nic.in/WriteReadData/2019/206567 .pdf.

10 Internet and Mobile Association of India (IAMAI), “Digital Inclusion in India: The Road Ahead,” 2023,
https://iamai.in.
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Data Protection and Privacy Laws

Apart from consumer rights regarding the lucidity of a transaction and redressal of grievances,
consumer data protection is also an important area of regulation in e-commerce. As digital
transactions increase, the gathering and storing of personal details have become very common.
This leads to grave issues of privacy, especially for consumers who do not know the fear of
breaches of data, theft of identity, or fraudulent transactions.

India's Information Technology (Reasonable Security Practices and Procedures and Sensitive
Personal Data or Information) Rules, 2011 provide legal frameworks that protect sensitive
customer data. Under the rules, requirements entail that e-commerce sites implement
reasonable safety practices about the protection of personal information while being
confidential to the customers.* Despite such rules being in place, though there has been an
increased number of reported data breaches over the last few years, the effective enforceability
of the rules is still wanting. As such, most consumers in rural areas often do not know what is
happening with the data being collected from them, thus leaving consumers open to violating
their own privacy as well as cybercrime.

In addition, in rural India, most of the consumers lack digital literacy; therefore, they do not
even know which risks come along with sharing personal information on e-commerce
platforms. Lacking the broad education on data security and not very trusting of online
transactions, consumers are unable to maximize their assurances of optimum protection of
privacy within the Information Technology Rules. This further muddies the lessened awareness
of legal remedy when privacy has been breached, and with this, consumers are likely not to
take action even if breach is established.

Overcoming the Gaps in Consumer Protection: Reforming Process

The current legal framework needs drastic reforms to be able to address its apparent limitations.
The reforms have to address the improvement of the accessibility of consumer protection
mechanisms among all consumers, even those living in rural and underserved regions.
Alternative channels to file grievances would also help bridge the digital divide in consumer
protection, such as through local consumer forums or support centers where individual persons
may receive assistance in filing complaints. The support centers may be used for offline
solutions, especially for consumers who do not have access to online platforms.

The government can also enhance digital literacy among consumers. Digital literacy would
enable more consumers to better understand their rights and how to exercise them in regard to
e-commerce. Consumer protection training programs for the rural populations would focus on
both digital literacy and consumer rights, which would enable the empowerment of consumers
in exercising fully their entitlement to legal protection. Reforms in law could also include
clearer communication and easier grievance processes that would be available even for those
who do not have much in terms of technological skills.

Enforcement of data protection laws has to also be strengthened. Even as India is on the
precipice of rolling out a new Personal Data Protection Bill, one that could strengthen privacy
protections, its success will depend very much on how it is enforced and whether it will actually
reach communities outside those well-service communities. Public awareness campaigns on
data protection and privacy rights should reach all parts, including rural places, in order that all
consumers wherever they may be get to understand the law over their rights in the digital
economy.

1 Information Technology (Reasonable Security Practices and Procedures and Sensitive Personal Data or
Information) Rules, 2011, The Gazette of India, Apr. 11, 2011,
https://www.meity.gov.in/writereaddata/files/Data Protection 2011.pdf.
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IV. GOVERNMENT INTERVENTIONS TO FACILITATE THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
AND INCLUSIVE E-COMMERCE

The Indian government has realized this and therefore taken steps to bridge the digital divide
to facilitate inclusive economic growth with the ultimate aim of involving all citizens,
regardless of geographical location or socio-economic background, in the benefits of the digital
economy. Different initiatives have been launched to address infrastructure gaps, improve
digital literacy, and thus bring greater access of e-commerce to the underserved communities.
These programs will ensure that the e-commerce world is more embracive; this should be for
the consumers in the rural and economically disadvantaged as they most tend to drag behind in
the digital world.

BharatNet Project

The biggest broadband connectivity project in the world is BharatNet, on which mainly India's
dream of reducing the digital divide rests. Launched by the Ministry of Communications,
BharatNet is an ambitious project that has high-speed internet connectivity in the rural areas,
with fiber-optic cables laid all around the country. Around 250,000 gram panchayats (village
councils) are expected to be connected with this initiative, and the whole country will soon
know that the most secluded of villages too are there with this Internet connection. As of March
2023, over 1.5 lakh (150,000) panchayats have been connected under this initiative.*2

BharatNet will provide the critical infrastructure for e-commerce to flourish in rural areas. With
ready internet access, consumers in these regions can easily access the e-commerce platform,
a greater range of goods and services, and benefit from online shopping. Also, it has been
aligned with the overall vision of digital inclusion as it allows for rural communities to employ
digital banking, government services, and online education-all of which are crucial elements
of an inclusive economy.

The success of BharatNet would still depend upon several challenges like infrastructure
maintenance, digital literarcy, and affordability of services. It is possible that many rural
consumers have internet access through BharatNet, but low digital literacy and expensive
devices/data plans may still limit them from using it appropriately for e-commerce. It is after
all dependent on the level of complements for digital skills building and cost reduction.

Digital India Programme

The most ambitious national initiative towards transforming India into a digitally empowered
society and knowledge economy is the Digital India Programme, launched in 2015. The focus
areas of the program are: The enhancement of digital infrastructure, imparting digital literacy,
and making government services available in an electronic manner. E-governance, and an
ecosystem presented to make simple services accessible to everyone, is one of the integral
pillars of the Digital India initiative.'®

Under the Digital India program, many schemes have been launched to improve the availability
and accessibility of technology. For instance, PMGDISHA (Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital
Saksharta Abhiyan) aims at offering digital literacy among the rural citizens by offering
training in digital skills. This would be a crucial step toward making the rural population

12 BharatNet Project, Department of Telecommunications, Ministry of Communications,
https://dot.gov.in/bharatnet.

13 Digital India Programme, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India,
https://www.digitalindia.gov.in.
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acquainted and interactive with the e-commerce platforms.** It is making the environment
digitally more inclusive by training people in the usage of the internet for diverse uses, such as
online shopping and e-payment.

Another very important theme of Digital India is financial inclusion through the use of digital
payment systems. The Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana, introduced in 2014, has made several
unbanked people avail themselves of the basic banking services and digital payments. In
general, the initiative has opened over 400 million bank accounts where many of the bank
accounts are directly linked to mobile wallets and can be used for online transactions.'® This is
a landmark achievement in the promotion of e-commerce in rural areas because it enables those
people who do not have direct access to banking facilities in carrying out their digital
transactions.

Despite the progress facilitated by Digital India, issues regarding mobile handsets prices along
with internet prices and ignorance about the existing digital services remain relevant.
Therefore, the potential of all these initiatives achieved in augmenting e-commerce
opportunities for unprivileged regions has not been fully exploited.

The National Digital Literacy Mission (NDLM)

Another significant effort in eliminating digital illiteracy is the National Digital Literacy
Mission, which trains people from rural and underserved areas to build their digital literacy. It
aims at providing basic digital skills among individuals in the 14 to 60 age group so that they
are aware of how to access government services, manage personal funds, and interact with e-
commerce channels.®

The stress on foundational digital skills building by the NDLM may help transform the ways
and manners of rural and disadvantageous consumers in participating in such modern types of
technologies as e-commerce, for instance. By making it easy to acquire digital literacy, the
government equips a person with the tools required to participate in the digital economy.
However, more needs to be done to make these programs more wide-ranging and targeted in
areas where people in rural or other parts of country are deprived of such an opportunity.

Support to E-Commerce Startups and Rural Entrepreneurship

Besides enhancing access to technology and digital literacy, the government has also been
promoting e-commerce as a viable avenue for rural entrepreneurship. Initiatives such as the
Startup India program, launched in 2016, have provided financial and infrastructural support
to startups across the country, including those in rural and underserved areas. The government
has encouraged rural entrepreneurs to undertake e-commerce platforms for selling local
products, thus expanding their market reach beyond traditional brick-and-mortar stores.

The other related initiative involves the eBIZ platform; the Ministry of Commerce and Industry
launched it in order to provide business-to-government online services to entrepreneurs. They
make easy start-ups and running of businesses amongst the businesspeople. The services give
government services, and the ability of the platform to facilitate online business transaction
promotes e-commerce as an instrument for economic empowerment of rural areas.

Challenges and Future Prospects

14 Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan (PMGDISHA), Ministry of Electronics and Information
Technology, Government of India, https://pmgdisha.in.

15 Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY), Ministry of Finance, Government of India, https://pmjdy.gov.in.
16 National Digital Literacy Mission (NDLM), Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government
of India, https://ndlm.in.
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While these are exciting initiatives towards digital inclusion, much work is still left to be done
before it can reach most consumers-most especially the rural consumers. The steeply priced
smart phones and internet data, accompanied by patchy internet connectivity, are also
significant barriers to wider participation in the digital economy. In addition, the digital literacy
programs need to be scaled up to reach more people, especially those in remote areas.

Besides, the trust of e-commerce websites should be encouraged. Most of the rural consumers
are still reluctant to use online transactions since they doubt the fraudulence, lack of
transparency, and failure to deliver as promised. In this regard, the government should involve
these companies to ensure enhanced transparency, better consumer protection laws, and
education on digital security.

V. LEGAL AND REGULATORY FRAMEWORK TO SUPPORT E-COMMERCE
AND DIGITAL INCLUSION

There should be a good legal and regulatory environment to make it a fair, safe, and inclusive
e-commerce environment. Many acts and regulations in India have been presented for the new
challenges of digital divide to ensure E-commerce platforms are accessible, transparent, and
accountable. These acts must ensure consumer protection with secure transactions in the digital
sphere and ensure equitable participation in the digital economy.

1. The Information Technology Act, 2000

The primary law governing e-commerce activities in India is the Information Technology Act.
The IT Act creates a legal framework for digital transactions, electronic signatures, and online
contracts, so e-commerce transactions would be well recognized from the legal point of view.
Another matter that the IT Act encompasses is cybercrime and protection of electronic data,
which gives rules concerning the safe conduct of online business.

The provisions of the IT Act are important aspects in promoting digital inclusion as it provides
a secure environment for the users to engage in e-commerce. By prescribing electronic
contracts and digital signatures, the Act makes it easier for consumers and businesses to enter
into binding agreements online. Furthermore, the Act provisions relating to cybercrime and
data protection encourage trust in e-commerce platforms, which is indispensable to increase
consumer participation-when actually it is important for the rural and other disadvantaged
sections.!’

However, such areas need improvement despite the importance attached to the IT Act. Like, in
several issues about it, the Act has no explicit provisions that protect consumers' privacy during
e-commerce transactions. Exploitation and data breaches are areas that are not more specific
with the Act. Another major issue is that the provision enforcement of the Act because some
offenses like fraud, misinformation, and consumer complaints over the internet are not usually
dealt with in an efficient manner.

2. Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020

Indian Government reacting to the constantly growing e-commerce sector, introduced
Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020. These rules mark a new landmark for
building an all-new, customer-friendly, and transparent form of electronic commerce. These

17 Information Technology Act, 2000, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India,
https://meity.gov.in/content/information-technology-act-2000.
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rules have given detailed guidelines to e-commerce entities on these services concerning the
declaration of product information, return policies, and redressal of grievances of customers.

The rules require that the e-commerce platforms provide the consumer with accurate, true, and
correct information in respect of the goods or services offered by them, covering all the details
such as price, specification, and delivery terms, amongst others, and should also establish an
easy-to-use complaint resolution mechanism so that grievances filed by consumers are
processed in a reasonable time frame.

Conversely, such regulations are crucial in building trusting rural consumers to use ecommerce
sites confidently, even though they may not have extensive experience with the new online
market. While strictly enforcing both very clear information on product descriptions and simply
accessible complaint resolution, the government guarantees that consumers enter e-commerce
transactions with confidence. This is due to the fact that more people will find confidence to
use ecommerce sites and avoid any form of exploitation or fraud.

3. Data Protection and Privacy Legislation

Data protection and privacy are very important issues in this so-called digital world, mainly e-
commerce, where consumers share their personal, financial, and transactional information. In
the year 2019, the Personal Data Protection Bill (PDP Bill) was introduced. The Bill seeks to
control the collection, storage, and processing of personal data by Indian companies operating
in the country, including e-commerce. It allures Indians' private life, making sure that their data
is not exploited by online networks.

The PDP Bill is particularly relevant to digital inclusion, as it will hand over more control to
the consumer over his personal data. Many potential consumers in rural areas will abstain from
coming out to contribute to e-commerce due to apprehensions over data security and privacy.
enactment of strict data protection laws would, therefore, address such concerns, creating a
more secure internet transaction environment.'® The Bill makes it imperative that e-commerce
sites be transparent about their data collection practices, offer consumers choices on whether
data use is possible with their consent, and enables consumers to either opt-out or delete their
data if they wish.

Legislatives on data protection will further assist in international trust in Indian e-commerce
portals because peoples' and businesses' concerns on data privacy are rising and gaining
importance throughout the world. This is all the more relevant as India continues to add to its
digital infrastructure and develops cross-border trade.

4. GST on E-commerce.

The introduction of GST in the year 2017 had a huge impact on the industry of e-commerce.
Under the GST regime, an e-commerce operator also needs to collect and remit tax on behalf
of sellers on their platforms so that the government can collect revenue from e-commerce
transactions. Thus, the whole process of taxation in the sector has become more transparent
and the taxes collected on online sales have also become easier to collect.?’

GST framework has cleared online selling for small and medium-sized enterprises in the rural
sector by axing the backlog of taxation. Platforms like Amazon and Flipkart are now upon their
firms to facilitate the payment of GST. Thus, online commerce is being solicited by rural sellers

18 Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020, Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food & Public Distribution,
https://consumeraffairs.nic.in.

19 Personal Data Protection Bill, 2019, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India,
https://www.meity.gov.in.

2 Goods and Services Tax Act, Ministry of Finance, Government of India, https://www.gst.gov.in.
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from e-commerce businesses. GST has brought several e-commerce businesses under the
formal structures of taxation that enhance tax compliance and minimize tax evasion.

Despite these, many small rural businesses are yet to learn how to make adjustment with the
GST system. Tax filing processes are too complex and require digital record maintenance,
which might be too much for digitally challenged businesses. To increase digital inclusion
mainstream, it is critical to have targeted training programs and assistance for the rural business
enterprise to enable them to utilize their GST systems.

5. Electronic Means of Payment and Financial Inclusion

A second critical factor constituting India's legal and regulatory framework to support e-
commerce and digital inclusion is the implementation of electronic means of payment. The
Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana and Aadhaar-enabled Payment System have facilitated the
inclusion of millions of unbanked persons in the formal financial system; hence, rural
consumers can quickly make e-commerce transactions. The Unified Payments Interface, or
UPI, has resulted in even further streamlining of digital payments- with the usage of
smartphones as well as even feature phones for instant payment.

The digital payment falls under the legal framework through the Payment and Settlement
Systems Act of 2007, ensuring that the transactions are secure, regulated, and international
standards compliant. The government establishes an avenue to lessen the barriers for rural
consumers who may have, hitherto, operated on cash transactions by providing a safe and
accessible digital payment infrastructure.?! Digital payments are crucial to e-commerce for it
is, in part and parcel, part of the whole cycle of buying and selling on the net.

6. Online Dispute Resolution (ODR)

Last, however, are the ODR mechanisms since a consumer has the right to access justice in the
emerging digital marketplace. In India, the initiatives were undertaken by the National e-
Governance Division (NeGD) to introduce ODR as a way of resolving consumer complaints
related to e-commerce transactions. ODR systems afford consumers a low-cost, efficient, and
accessible way of resolving disputes without the need for physical court proceedings.

The ODR mechanism is expected to become a game-changer for such rural consumers because
they will not be faced with the access problem concerning the traditional courts. ODR may
help consumers quickly resolve issues resulting from defective products, delays in deliveries,
or requests for refund, thus encouraging more participation in a digital economy.

VI. GOVERNMENT INITIATIVES AND PROGRAMS TO ENHANCE EASY
ACCESS TO E-COMMERCE

The Government of India has grasped how e-commerce is an effective marker of national
economic development and integration digitally. Thus, it has initiated some schemes that create
wider access to e-commerce, especially in rural and low-income populations' segments. This
pertains to creating digital literacy, improving on internet connectivity, making gadgets
affordable for all, and more related to the secure online payment system. These programs aim
to foster an atmosphere in which all sections of society can enjoy e-commerce by eradicating
major impediments to digital inclusion.

2L Aadhaar-enabled Payment System (AEPS), National Payments Corporation of India, https://www.npci.org.in.
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1. Digital India Program

The Digital India Program, initiated in 2015, is one of the most ambitious national initiatives
aimed at transforming India into a digitally empowered society and knowledge economy.
Reaching out to people's homes, making services of the government more interactive, disposing
of government services online, enhancing internet connectivity everywhere, and achieving
digital literacy are part of the initiative.

A robust digital infrastructure constitutes one of the key pillars of the Digital India campaign.
Expansion of digital connectivity is expected through various initiatives of the government via
projects like BharatNet, the high-speed internet access initiative for rural and remote areas,
enabling e-commerce platforms to reach even the most underserved regions. Under the
BharatNet initiative, more than 250,000 Gram Panchayats (village councils) across the country
are slated to be connected with broadband internet to enable rural consumers in accessing e-
commerce websites.??

The government has also initiated Common Service Centers (CSCs), which are essentially
digital kiosks offering various e-commerce services such as online ordering of products, digital
payment, and government services. These centers are very important in helping consumers in
rural areas, who may not have the technical know-how to access e-commerce themselves.

2. Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan (PMGDISHA)

Another highly notable scheme is Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan, launched
in 2017, aiming to include six crore rural citizens into digital literacy till 2020. This programme
specifically focuses on targeting the population of those lacking elementary digital skills in the
rural space and concentrates upon women, scheduled castes, and scheduled tribes. In
PMGDISHA, a person is trained in making use of digital devices for internet access and other
online transactions. The program also teaches citizens about the importance of cybersecurity,
online privacy, and good digital practices.?

Digital literacy is crucial for rural consumers, especially those who do not operate e-commerce
platforms. PMGDISHA develops skills for operating smartphones, accessing online markets,
and safe digital payments. In this manner, one of the major hurdles to participation in e-
commerce is addressed, and increasing digital literacy among rural consumers enables them to
engage in some e-commerce activities, explore some online marketplaces accessible to them
now, and access services that were earlier not possible.

3. Make in India and Start-up India

The initiatives include the Make in India initiative, which the government has launched in
2014. The initiative aims at promoting local manufacturing, innovation, and entrepreneurship.
One major aspect of this plan is promoting e-commerce for domestic companies. That would
help Indian companies as the government intends to simplify things for them and other such
small businesses-mainly rural ones-to join the stages of the electronic marketplace and possibly
expand their market reach.?*

This includes the monetary support offered under Start-up India initiated in 2016, tax
exemptions and, most importantly, a more supportive regulatory environment for new
businesses. Many start-ups focus on the areas of e-commerce-for which e-commerce platforms
specifically targeted to consumers in rural areas have emerged under this initiative. These start-

2 Digital India Program, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India,
https://www.digitalindia.gov.in.

23 Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan (PMGDISHA), Ministry of Electronics and Information
Technology, Government of India, https://pmgdisha.in.

24 Make in India, Government of India, https://www.makeinindia.com.
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ups are contributing not only to the digital economy but are also meeting the peculiar demands
of rural consumers in terms of region-specific product delivery or offering interfaces in local
languages to improve user experience.?

For instance, IndiaMart and Udaan have transformed the entire e-commerce landscape from
being done by rural suppliers and traders by developing an interface exactly for them. Locally
manufactured products and operations by small-scale industries in villages get easy access to a
larger consumer base to scale up their activities and become financially free with e-commerce.

4. National E-Commerce Policy

In 2019, the Indian government announced its National E-Commerce Policy, aimed at creating
an enabling framework for the growth of e-commerce in India. Under this, it is important for
the policy to express the government's vision concerning policies relating to digital trade, fair
practices in e-commerce, data privacy concerns, consumer protection, and cross-border data
flows.?®

Thus, the policy is to be targeted on a number of key areas like the expansion of digital
infrastructure, the creation of a more transparent regulatory environment, the encouragement
of local manufacturing, and an equally needful increasing of digital payments, with a special
focus on the creation of a safer online environment for such transactions. Regulating the gaps
would help policy in making an e-commerce ecosystem one that is inclusive, sustainable, and
accessible to all citizens, with consideration for rural and economically disadvantageous areas,
among others.

The policy also envisions increasing trust in e-commerce, ensuring platforms have consumer
protection norms, data privacy, and grievance redressal mechanisms available. Such provisions
are important for encouraging people in the rural areas who may not be exposed to online
transactions to use digital platforms in general and participate in the e-commerce marketplace.

5. Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) and Digital Payments

Launched in 2014, the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana aims for universal access to banking
facilities for all households in the Indian economy, particularly the rural sector. This is part of
the broader financial inclusion goals and has made tremendous strides in providing digital
banking services to rural consumers to make e-commerce transactions.

This enables rural consumers to initiate digital payments for their e-commerce purchases
through zero balance accounts, financial literacy programs, and the distribution of RuPay cards.
It also enables the Aadhaar-enabled Payment System (AEPS), allowing individuals to make
digital payments through their Aadhaar number and biometric authentication.?’

All these are very important initiatives for the rural consumers who do not get access to
conventional banking and credit card, which are most required for e-commerce. Here, the
government is ensuring the consumers of rural India can engage in e-commerce without
conventional bank infrastructures by promoting digital payments.

6. Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan

Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan seeks to augment local manufacturing activity, reduce
dependence on imports, and enhance the digital economy's strength. It encourages local

2 Start-up India, Ministry of Commerce & Industry, Government of India, https://www.startupindia.gov.in.

% National E-Commerce Policy, Ministry of Commerce & Industry, Government of India,
https://commerce.gov.in.

27 pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana, Ministry of Finance, Government of India, https://pmjdy.gov.in.
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companies-particularly rural enterprises-to start selling products online and take part in e-
28

commerce.
As part of this initiative, the government has used several plans to add value to entrepreneurship
and innovation in rural India. These include financial assistance programs, capacity-building,
and digital training to enable artisans and entrepreneurs in rural India to sell their wares online.
Places like Craftsvilla and Etsy provide avenues for showcasing and selling these handicrafts
to audiences around the world, thus adding to economic growth and preserving cultural
heritage.

VII. CHALLENGES TOWARDS OVERCOMING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE FOR
INCREASED ACCESSIBILITY TO E-COMMERCE

Despite all initiatives by government and the private sector, large gaps persist in trying to bridge
the divide in accessing e-commerce across India equitably. The challenges would specifically
and drastically affect rural populations, women, and marginalized communities, thus being a
limiting factor in full participation of these groups in the digital economy. Understanding the
factors of the digital divide and the reasons why many do not enjoy equitable access to e-
commerce can effectively help resolve such issues.

1. Poor internet connectivity and infrastructure

One of the biggest deterrents to e-commerce accessibility in rural India is internet connectivity.
High-speed internet coverage is unaffordable to rural areas, and limited, if available at all,
broadband availability not only denies access to shop online but restricts the residents of these
regions from enhancing an efficient business platform. According to the Digital India Report,
only about 37% of the countryside has higher-speed internet coverage as compared to more
than 80% in urban areas.

The broadband connectivity initiative BharatNet has managed to cover villages under the
broadband canvas; however, the issues now persist more in terms of infrastructure and
affordability rather than connectivity. Poor network quality and frequent downtime call for
Internet speeds that cannot reach a meaningful level. These connectivity issues pose the
problem for those consumers who need e-commerce for their everyday requirements such as
food, clothing, and medicines.?®

Other than the above constraints, most rural areas do not have proper infrastructure for effective
e-commerce processes, such as delivery logistics and payment services. In most rural localities,
the undependable delivery networks affect the timely delivery of products and increase delivery
costs for consumers. This lowers the desired e-commerce transactions' efficiency for
consumers in those rural areas, thereby minimizing their digital economy participation.

2. Digital Literacy and Technology Barriers

Low level of digital literacy: There has been a low level of digital literacy, particularly among
older adults, women, and economically disadvantageous groups in rural areas. The National
Statistical Office (NSO) reports that more than 50% of rural households are not internet-
enabled, and a big population cannot operate their equipment effectively on digital platforms.

28 Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan, Ministry of Finance, Government of India, https://www.finmin.nic.in.
2 Digital India Report, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India,
https://www.digitalindia.gov.in.
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These individuals are excluded from the benefits of e-commerce without basic knowledge on
how to use digital devices, access websites, or make safe online transactions.*

What's worse is that women are further hindered from attaining digital literacy because of
cultural reasons, lack of proper access to computer tools, and limited exposure to digital
products. For this reason, they are less likely to participate in e-commerce activities as
compared to men. This gender gap in terms of digital literacy hinders the efficacy through
which women can shop online besides limiting them in e-commerce entrepreneurship.

Moreover, the digital divide between urban and rural populations can also be viewed in terms
of accessibility and affordability to digital devices. While there is strong acceptance in urban
spaces for smartphone use, many rural consumers still cannot afford or access smartphones that
have the necessary capability to shop digitally. Inability to afford smartphones, combined with
unaffordable data plans that limit access, excludes many from the digital economy.

3. Socio-Economic Barriers

Socio-economic factors also have their limitation on access to e-commerce. The lack of
resources to afford digital services, internet subscriptions, and even e-commerce purchases go
a long way in making life hard for rural populations, especially those residing in areas with
lower socio-economic statuses. Expensive internet services and digital devices make it
prohibitive for families in rural India, whose incomes are relatively low, and whose economies
rely heavily on cash transactions.

Due to these financial insecurities, most rural consumers also prevent their participation in
electronic commerce, particularly on non-essential goods. Some other socio-economic factors
that considerably discourage the adoption of e-commerce are the preference for cash instead of
electronic payments. The use of cash disqualifies that group of people who cannot apply for
the formal services of banks or digital payment services.3!

Furthermore, rural consumers may not feel secure when conducting online business as they are
more concerned with the emergence of fraud cases, data theft, and consumer protection
mechanism. The lack of a visible and accessible grievance redressal system heightens these
anxieties, as the provider of services does not ensure consumer exploitation.

4. Cultural and Language Barriers

Cultural and linguistic barriers are other factors that contribute to the digital divide in India.
Major parts of India's rural population may not speak regional languages, which most e-
commerce platforms tend to not support. While major e-commerce companies like Amazon
and Flipkart are putting effort into localizing their interfaces, many of the smaller platforms do
not cater to users who may not understand English. This large section of people will remain
restricted in their access to online platforms and, in effect, to goods and services due to the
language barrier.

For that matter, tastes and buying habits of the rural consumer could be different from that of
the consumer in an urban setting. E-commerce websites not aware of these and behave likewise
may inadvertently isolate the rural shopper. For instance, the rural consumer would like to
consume goods produced within their regional economy and may be used to a more laid-back
marketplace and face-to-face transaction. Not being sensitive to such cultural nuances, e-
commerce websites may struggle attracting those customers.

30 National Statistical Office (NSO) Report, Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government
of India, https://www.mospi.gov.in.

31 BharatNet Project, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India,
https://www.bharatnet.gov.in.
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5. Absence of Consumer Protection and Trust Issues

Failure to have mechanisms appropriately for consumer protection translates into the inability
to bargain with e-commerce. Although the government framed rules such as Consumer
Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020, fraud, counterfeit products, delivery issues, etc. haunt
a sizeable number of customers. Many of them are still anxious about ordering products online
from either an information technology-enabled platform or any online e-commerce website due
to scams and poor-quality products.?

A lack of effective and accessible grievance redressal mechanisms instills this distrust. Often,
rural consumers are unable to seek redress or lodge complaints with regard to delayed, wrongly
addressed, or damaged e-commerce deliveries. A cumbersome customer service process also
acts as a hindrance to the trust of a consumer because access to a physical store or customer
support center near their locality is not that easy.

6. Environmental Factors and Availability of Banking Infrastructure

Lastly, environmental factors such as an unstable power supply, poor transport facilities, and
lack of financial infrastructure for the rural population have constrained the adoption of e-
commerce for the rural areas. Lack of a stable electricity supply makes these digital devices,
be it smartphones or computers, difficult to use, thus perpetuating the limited online
interactions.

In addition, a rural area may lack reliable banking facilities or even sometimes would have
fewer access points to ATMs, which would further hinder the consumer's ability to make digital
payments or even access funds to complete transactions while doing e-commerce. Although
mobile wallets and digital payment systems are gaining popularity, the absence of the physical
banking infrastructure remains a significant barrier for many rural consumers.

VIII. FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ON IMPROVING E-
COMMERCE ACCESSIBILITY

With the boom of the digital economy, it will become important to bridge the digital divide by
facilitating equitable access to e-commerce. The government, private sector, and civil society
must join hands to address several persistent challenges and ensure benefits from e-commerce
reach all sections of the society. The following are some key recommendations to enhance e-
commerce accessibility:

1. Strengthened Digital Infrastructure

E-commerce accessibility is fundamentally a product of robust digital infrastructure. While
BharatNet is a good initiation process at the bottom of the pyramid to develop internet
connectivity in rural India, much more is required to have reliable high-speed internet access
across all regions in India. Such initiatives are expected from the government in the form of:

e Broadband infrastructure development in remote and backward areas.

e Subsidized internet services for low-income households for making high-speed internet
affordable for them.

e Incentivizing PPPs for acceleration in developing infrastructure and deploying
technology.

32 Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules, 2020, Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food & Public Distribution,
https://consumeraffairs.nic.in.
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Private players can contribute by investing in innovative solutions such as satellite-based
internet services and mobile network expansions to address connectivity issues in
geographically challenging areas.

2. Scaling up Digital Literacy:

Digital literacy programs need to be scaled up to equip rural populations with the required skills
to maneuver through e-commerce. The government and private companies need to collaborate
on initiatives that focus on:

e Establishing digital literacy programs in regional languages to reach out to various
regions

e Development of digital education within the curriculums of schools, mainly in rural and
sub-urban regions

e Purposes to orient women and marginalized groups towards increased participation in
the ecommerce activities

For instance, Google's Internet Saathi can be a model to empower the rural woman by guiding
them in digital literacy for shopping, selling, and learning.>®

3. Promotion of Affordable Digital Devices

More costly prices of digital devices remain one of the significant challenges for many
consumers in a rural setting. For such economically disadvantageous groups, subsidies or tax
incentives for low-cost smartphones and tablets can be initiated by the government. Affordable
financing options for digital devices would also prove encouraging while bridging the
affordability gap.

E-commerce firms can partner with device manufacturers to offer bundle deals, selling
subsidized mobile phones with pre-installed applications along with pre-paid data packages
tailored for first-time Internet users. It can thus drive device penetration and pave the way for
e-commerce.

4. Localised Solutions

Localization is one of the major strategies to make e-commerce accessible to rural and non-
English speaking populations. E-commerce firms should:

e Develop interfaces that are easy to use in local languages and dialects.

e Voice-based navigation and Al-driven chatbots especially designed for the largely non-
literate user base.

e Local products or commodities pertinent to that locality, which can be used in an
attempt to achieve personal relevance for rural consumers.

For example, Flipkart, and Meesho have seemed to perform much better where such platforms
especially target their niche needs, local products, and vernacular support.®*

5. Building Consumer Trust and Awareness

Removal of trust-related issues will lead to increased use from first time users of e-commerce.
Hence, building confidence among the rural shopper requires transparency, security, and
consumer protection measures. This includes the following in detail:

e Education to consumers on secure online modes of payment and fraud prevention
e Effective grievance redressal structures accessible to all

33 Google Internet Saathi Program, Google India, https://www.google.co.in.
34 Flipkart Vernacular Strategy, Flipkart Stories, https://stories.flipkart.com.
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e Options to avail comfortable payment terms: cash on delivery or installment-based
payments for all.

Beyond this, awareness activities, especially those carried out through local media and other
community events, can de-mystify e-commerce for the rural audience and pave the way to
higher adoption rates.

6. Leveraging New Technologies

Technological advancements in the areas of Al, blockchain, and ML can further support the
making of e-commerce more accessible. Some applications include the following:

e Al providing advice on tailormade products and localizing the shopping experience for
rural customers.

e Blockchains are used in solutions to make e-commerce transactions transparent and
traceable, especially with rural producers in the supply chains.

e ML is also applied in analyzing consumer behavior and optimizing platform interfaces
for the rural user.

Online payment gateways will also continue innovating by featuring offline transactions, thus
turning out to be an essential feature for many such zones in the real world with sporadic
connectivity.®®

7. Private Sector Involvement

The private sector must be incentivized to have an even bigger role in solving the digital divide.
Tax benefits, grants, and subsidies should be given to promote investments from e-commerce
companies on:

e Expansion to underserved areas.
e Last-mile delivery logistics
¢ Rural-focused business models where inclusivity is integrated

Start-ups focused on rural markets including agritech platforms and social commerce will get
funding and incentives like policy support that can spur engagement by the government.

8. Policy Framework Strengthening

What is needed now is a broad policy framework that can guide the building of an enabling e-
commerce environment. The government should focus on:

e Updates in existing e-commerce regulations to cater to the unique needs of consumers
in rural and low-income settings.

e Strengthening consumer protection laws for ensuring safe and reliable transactions
online.

e Open access to digital marketplaces, allowing small-scale producers, artisans, and self-
help groups to participate in online trading.

They may assist the local economy to reach the global e-commerce platforms that would easily
lead to a more gigantic market and enable the producer to retain his cultural features.®’

9. Stakeholder Cooperation

% Blockchain for Supply Chain Transparency, World Economic Forum, https://www.weforum.org.

%  Digital Literacy Workshops in India, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology,
https://www.meity.gov.in.

37 Consumer Protection in E-Commerce: Challenges and Recommendations, UNCTAD Digital Economy Report,
https://unctad.org.
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The focal foundation for an effective digital inclusion project will always fall on collaboration
between government agencies, private companies, NGOs, and local communities. Multi-
stakeholder partnerships can pool resources, expertise, and innovative ideas to address the
digital divide effectively. For instance:

e The government provides regulatory support as well as funding.
e NGOs can conduct outreach and training programs in the community.
e Private players can provide technological solutions along with logistical know-how.

These partnerships can help create scalable and sustainable models to make e-commerce more
accessible.

IX. CONCLUSION: TOWARD AN INCLUSIVE E-COMMERCE ECOSYSTEM

The rapid growth of e-commerce provides a unique opportunity to bridge the digital divide and
extend equitable access to the digital economy. This opportunity can be brought to fruition only
through multi-pronged efforts by governments, private enterprise, and civil society.

It is possible to make India's e-commerce ecosystem truly inclusive by adequately bridging its
infrastructural gaps, infusing digital literacy, and inculcating inclusivity in policies and
practices.

Key Takeaways

Government initiatives that have been implemented include BharatNet, Digital India, and
PMGDISHA. These have started providing a good underpinning to close the divide between
various strata. Sustained investment with more scope is required to maintain it in the long run.
Such schemes need local initiatives to cater to the particular needs of the rural and
underprivileged strata.

The private sector played a very vital role in making e-commerce more accessible by
innovating technology, logistics, and localized platforms. It is shown through entities like
Amazon, Flipkart, and Meesho that proper customized strategies can channel rural consumers
and entrepreneurs into the digital economy.

The most stubborn barriers of affordability, trust, and lack of digital literacy still prevent access.
Targeted efforts in the form of subsidies on equipment, increasing and simplifying campaign
awareness, and streamlining e-commerce interfaces will brush off these challenges.

Prospects for Tomorrow

The way forward is to build an economy that is sustainable and, at the same time, inclusive.
Recommendations for achieving this include:

Policy Enhancements: Governments should refine existing policies to prioritize rural
accessibility, consumer protection, and data privacy. This includes creating a regulatory
framework that incentivizes innovation while safeguarding the rights of consumers.

Technological Integration: Emerging technologies such as Al and blockchain hold the
potential to streamline e-commerce operations, improve transparency, and enhance the user
experience for rural consumers.

With online entrepreneurship, local communities can be empowered by incubating
entrepreneurship and giving full access to global markets. Finally, the rural artisans, farmers,
and small businesses should still be at the core of e-commerce development.
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