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Abstract

The digital divide has emerged as a major social issue in contemporary India. It has become an
important form of social inequality. It is closely linked with class, caste, gender, region, and
disability. This paper focuses on the digital divide among Indian youth through Amartya Sen’s
Capability Approach. Using secondary data from NSSO reports, national surveys, and existing
literature, it examines digital access, skills, and opportunities. The study finds that although
access to digital devices and the internet has increased, digital capabilities remain unequal. Thus,
digital exclusion is not only a technological issue but also a social and economic issue that can
deepen existing inequalities. The paper suggests improving digital literacy, affordability,
gender-sensitive programmes, and social support so that technology can promote equal
opportunities for all.
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1. Introduction

Digital technologies have transformed the social, economic, and cultural
life of contemporary societies. In India, the expansion of affordable
smartphones and data services has produced what scholars describe as a new
techno-social phase of society, in which digital connectivity is woven into
education, employment, governance, banking, and everyday sociability. Yet
this transformation has been profoundly uneven. Digital society and physical
society remain interconnected, and India’s prevailing socio-economic divide
has proven to be the source of a wide digital divide rather than a problem that
technology alone could resolve. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed this reality
with particular force: when schools, colleges, and labour markets moved
online, millions of young people found themselves unable to participate in
activities that had suddenly become exclusively digital.

The concept of the digital divide has evolved considerably since its early
usage in the 1990s. Originally understood as a binary gap between those with
and without access to computers and the Internet, it is now widely
recognised as a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing disparities in
infrastructure, devices, affordability, skills, usage, and the outcomes that
digital engagement produces. Youth are among the most exposed to these
disparities. Despite the global rise of ICTs, the digital divide - the disparity in
access to the Internet and other digital devices - continues to affect various
segments of society, and youth worldwide are among the most affected. In
India, the category of “youth” is internally fractured: the experience of a
young urban professional with a high-end smartphone differs radically from
that of a rural or tribal adolescent sharing a single device with an entire
household, or a young woman whose access to digital space is regulated by
family norms and gendered expectations.

India is home to one of the largest youth cohorts in the world, and the
country’s developmental depends substantially on whether this
demographic dividend is converted into educated, skilled, and employed
adulthood. Digital exclusion threatens at multiple points: in education, in
employment and in civic participation. Understanding the digital divide
among Indian youth is therefore not merely an academic exercise but a
question of social justice and inclusive development.
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This paper presents Amartya Sen’s capability approach as its theoretical
lens. The capability approach evaluates well-being and development not by
the resources people possess but by the freedoms and opportunities they
actually enjoy to achieve functionings—the “beings and doings” that
constitute a life of value. The digital divide is not simply a distributional
problem of devices ; it is a question of whether young people possess the
opportunities to convert digital resources into meaningful capabilities: to
learn, to work, to communicate, to access public services, and to participate
as equal citizens. It has important sociological consequences, because
conversion depends on social position such as gender, caste, class, region,
disability and on the enabling environments that families, schools,
communities, and the state provide.

2. Obijectives of the Study

The study has three objectives:

1. Tounderstand the digital divide among youth in contemporary India.

2. To examine the influence of digital capability on educational,
employment, and skills-development opportunities.

3.To understand whether digital inequalities contribute to the
reproduction of existing social inequalities.

3. Literature Review

The digital divide has emerged as an important area of research in recent
years. Existing studies examine digital inequality from different
perspectives, including access to devices and the internet, digital skills,
patterns of use, and the social and economic outcomes of technology. And
here we have discussed few of them.

Ray (202 ) emphasize conceptual and policy-oriented analysis of the
digital divide among Indian youth. He argues that, despite the rise of ICTs,
disparities in access to the Internet and digital devices continue to affect
various segments of society, with youth worldwide among the most affected;
his article examines the issues and challenges hurdling youth Internet access
in India and concludes with policy measures aimed at expanding youth
participation in the digital economy .

Basak (2024) conducted an ethnographic study of young men from
low-privileged backgrounds in Kolkata, finding that affordable smartphone-
Internet access allowed them partially to overcome the second digital divide
by acquiring livelihood skills and information from platforms such as
YouTube, yet they remained entangled in the third digital divide: the efficacy
of applying online resources was limited by the nature of available
livelihoods, the scarcity of energy and time, social expectations, and
dependence on offline networks for finding employment. The study shows
that the extent of the divide varies not merely across groups but across uses,
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and that digital engagement among disadvantaged youth must be
understood within specific life contexts that shape what can be achieved with
information .

Singh (2024) studied dimension of the Indian divide - disability. Singh
argues that in India, where rapid technological advance coexists with
enduring social disparities, the digital divide significantly affects disabled
youth, and that understanding this requires integrating classical sociological
theories of marginalization and exclusion with contemporary science,
technology, and society research .

Laskar (2023) conducted a comparative study of urbanand rurallocalities
in India. The study frames the digital divide as a complex techno-social
problem. Rural areas were found to have inadequate digital infrastructure,
limited access and insufficient capability to make use of digital facilities;
although smartphones were available to most but they were mostly used for
phone calls and entertainment rather than for productive, learning or
skill-oriented purposes. Schools functioned with minimum facilities and
without digital infrastructure, teachers were not well trained in technology.

Nayak and Alam (2022) investigated the digital divide during the
COVID-19 pandemic among tribal youth in rural Jharkhand, with particular
attention to gender and education. Their study documents difficulties the
tribal students faced when education moved online: teachers relied primarily
on WhatsApp, rather than Zoom or Google Meet, and the absence of digital
infrastructure undermined both students” and teachers” capacity to realise
the potential of online teaching. The study is sociologically valuable in
showing how tribal identity, rural location, poverty, and gender intersect in
shaping digital exclusion.

Dhaygude, Lapsiya, and Chakraborty (2022) examined the digital
divide during COVID-19 school closures. They found that students in
under-funded government schools faced major barriers to online education.
Teachers and non-profit organizations used mass-media technologies to
overcome some of these challenges. The study emphasized economic
difficulties forced some students to leave school and work to support their
families. The authors therefore stressed the importance of digital
infrastructure, supportive home environments, and economic safety
proposing Digital Welfarism as a broader approach to digital inclusion.

4. Theoretical Framework: The Capability Approach

The capability approach, developed by Amartya Sen and elaborated by
Nussbaum and others, is a normative framework for the evaluation of
well-being, inequality, and development. Its point of departure is a critique of
approaches that evaluate development by utility—by incomes, goods,
services, or subjective satisfaction—which Sen argues are at best means to
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certain ends rather than the ends themselves. Capabilities refer to the
opportunities available to individuals to pursue a life they have reason to
value, while functionings are the actual “beings and doings” of a person -
states such as being educated, healthy, employed, socially connected, or able
to communicate. Within this framework, functionings are realized
achievements and capabilities are the freedoms and opportunities to achieve
them. For Indian youth, digital resources are converted into opportunities
through conversion factors such as income, caste, gender, literacy, disability,
family support, school quality, and regional infrastructure. Therefore, having
asmartphone does not guarantee equal digital opportunities. A young person
may own a device but lack skills, affordability, freedom, or social support to
use it effectively. Thus, this paper explain the digital divide as unequal digital
capabilities to use technology for education, employment, communication,
and social participation. The Capability Approach therefore helps explain
how digital inequality can reproduce existing social inequalities.

5. Research Methodology

This study adopts a secondary data-based research design to examine
the digital divide among Indian youth. Secondary data are appropriate
because large-scale national surveys and published studies provide
information on digital access, skills, and outcomes across different social
groups, regions, and economic categories. The study mainly uses four types
of secondary sources. First, the ‘'NSSO 75t Round (2017-18)" on Household
Social Consumption: Education provides information on household access to
computers and the internet. Second, education surveys provide information
about smartphone access and digital use among students. Third, UNICEF as
reported in Banerjee et al. (2019) provide data on gender differences in mobile
phone, smartphone, and internet use. Fourth, recent peer-reviewed studies
used to examine digital education, youth engagement, employment, skills,
and disability. The analysis follows three stages. First, it examines digital
inequalities based on rural-urban location, economic status, caste, and
gender. Second, it studies how digital capabilities influence education,
employment, and skill development. Third, it examines how social factors
such as income, caste, gender, and disability affect the ability to convert
digital resources into meaningful opportunities.

6. Findings
6-1 Smartphone Access and Control

The secondary data show that the digital divide in India is shaped by
rural-urban location, economic status, caste, and gender. The differences in
household access to computers and the Internet between rural and urban
areas, based on the NSSO 75t Round. Among rural households there are 4.4
percent households possess a computer and 14.9 percent have Internet
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connectivity. In urban 23.4 percent households possess computer and 42
percent have Internet connectivity .The digital divide remains wide between
rural and urban households, with rural areas having much lower access to
computers and the Internet. Richer households also have better digital
facilities, while the rural-urban gap has narrowed mainly due to the spread
of mobile Internet rather than improved computer access. Sharma found that
only 9% of students had essential digital infrastructure and just 11% of
households had a computer or tablet suitable for online classes. Beyond
access, young people also face gaps in digital skills and outcomes. Laskar
found that rural youth mainly used smartphones for calls and entertainment
rather than education or skill development. Gaikwad’s secondary analysis
shows the same multidimensional pattern persisting even after two decades
of Digital India and BharatNet initiatives.

Table-1: Smartphone Access and Control among Enrolled Students
in India (per cent)

Indicator Percentage
Students with smartphone at home 67.6
Of whom do not have access to it 27.4
With full control over the household smartphone 27.0
With access only on rare occasions 47.0
With no access at all 26.1

Source: National survey as reported in (Gautam, 2022)

The evidence shows that having a smartphone does not always mean
having the capability to use it for education. More than one-fourth of
students with a smartphone at home could not access it, while fewer than
one-third had full control over the device. Among college students, poor
connectivity and limited data affordability further restricted online learning.
During COVID-19, these barriers affected government-school and tribal
students most severely, with some students dropping out. Disadvantaged
youth used digital platforms such as YouTube to develop skills, limited job
opportunities, time, and offline networks prevented them from converting
these skills into employment.

6-2 Digital Inequality & the Reproduction of Social Inequalities

Digital inequality refers to disparities in access to, use of, and ability to
benefit from digital technologies and online resources. These disparities are
shaped by differences in living area, income, education, gender, age, caste,
geographical location, and digital skills. It is a well documented fact that
Unequal digital access can limit opportunities for education, employment,
communication, public services, and social participation. Consequently,
digital inequality does not merely reflect existing social inequalities; it can
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also reproduce and deepen them, as socially and economically advantaged
groups are often better positioned to acquire and effectively use digital
resources.

Table-2: Gender Distribution of Mobile Internet Users in India

Living Area Women Men
Urban India 38% 62%
Rural India 28% 72%
All India 33% 67%

Source: Department of Telecommunications (DoT), Telecom Statistics India

2019, as reported in Banerjee et al., 2019; and Prakash and Srinivasan,
2023).

The digital divide is strongly shaped by gender, caste, tribal status, and
disability. Although the smartphone gap narrowed in 2020, it returned to
23% in 2021, showing that temporary access does not ensure long-term
digital empowerment for women. According to the GSMA Mobile Gender
Gap Report 2025, India’s gender gap in smartphone ownership widened
from 32% in 2023 to 39% in 2024, indicating that women remained
substantially less likely than men to own smartphones. According to the
GSMA Mobile Gender Gap Report 2025, India’s gender gap in smartphone
ownership widened from 32% in 2023 to 39% in 2024, indicating that women
remained substantially less likely than men to own smartphones

Women also remain less represented among Internet users, especially in
rural areas. Social restrictions, caste-based inequalities, tribal disadvantage,
and limited accessibility for disabled youth further reduce their ability to
benefit from digital technologies. These disparities are further reinforced by
differences in digital literacy (like use a smartphone, computer or tablet
effectively as well as search for and evaluate information on the Internet),
affordability of devices (like high cost of devices such as mobiles, tablets,
laptops, desktops etc.), data services (like high cost incurred on gettin
sufficient data) and also unequal access to reliable digital infrastructure (like
poor or unstable Internet connectivity in rural, remote, and tribal areas
compared with urban centres; Frequent electricity interruptions etc.).
Consequently, digital exclusion can reproduce existing social and economic
inequalities by limiting opportunities for education, employment, financial
inclusion, and access to public services.

7. Conclusion

This paper shows that the digital divide among Indian youth should be
understood as a form of capability deprivation. It is about whether young
people have the skills, resources, and social support needed to use
technology for education, employment, skills, and other meaningful
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opportunities. These capabilities are shaped by class, caste, gender, region,
tribal identity, and disability. The study found three major findings: First, the
digital divide is multidimensional. Rural youth, poorer households, and
socially marginalized groups have less access to computers and the internet.
Second, digital capability strongly influences educational and employment
opportunities. Limited access to smartphones, skills, and digital job
platforms can restrict young people’s opportunities. Third, digital inequality
can reproduce existing social inequalities through gender norms, caste
differences, tribal marginalization, and disability. The Capability Approach
helps sociology move beyond the question of access and focus on what
young people can actually achieve through digital technology.

8. Suggestions

The policies should improve not only connectivity but also digital skills,
affordability, social support, and equal opportunities. First, connectivity
policies require supplementation by affordability and device measures. Even
where programmes such as BharatNet extend physical infrastructure devices
and data plans remain prohibitively expensive for poor households, and the
evidence shows that cost is a daily, practical barrier to online education.
Second, digital literacy must be reconceived as a social capability rather than
a technical skill test. The digital gender gap requires long-term digital
literacy and skill-development programmes. Digital inclusion should also be
linked with education, vocational training, employment, and social networks
so that digital skills lead to real opportunities, especially in rural areas.
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