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Mobile phone services are now available to over 90 per cent of  the world population and represents a 
major leap in connectivity as they have penetrated areas where there was no fixed-line service earlier. 
Along with communications, mobile phones also provide a second leap forward in access to data for 
hitherto disconnected people. Access to internet has been a great boon for people around the world. 
Today there are more than 3 billion people who are online of  which over 400 million reside in India. In 
areas as diverse as education, information, communication to social media and now e-commerce, internet 
has revolutionized the way we think about our work and possibilities for the future. India must guard 
against creating a digital divide and must work towards bringing internet to the other 800 million people 

who are not yet connected. 

Internet penetration is growing at a phenomenal rate in India. In June 2015, about 350 million people were online in India. This 
has grown to about 450 million in June 2016. Though the rate of  increase in internet penetration has been phenomenal, the next 
phase of  growth is going to be harder. 

Having looked at the spectacular growth in mobile and internet usage, Pahle India Foundation (PIF) decided to undertake a study 
on how people from the lower economic strata have taken to the internet, how they use it and what would it need to get everyone 
in India online. We conducted an extensive primary survey of  internet users and non-users across four metros to gather data on 
what sort of  services are people using, how does internet and mobile internet in particular affect their life, and other quantitative 
and qualitative data including demographic data, expenditure, data usage, mode of  access and types of  services used. 

Our results indicate that controlling for affordability, there is a huge latent demand for internet and internet services in India. 
People who are aware of  the internet want to use it more intensively. This essentially implies that to get everyone online, we 
need to make mobile internet affordable for lower income groups and simultaneously spread awareness of  the huge benefits of  
internet usage.

We believe that pricing and provision of  services are a job best left to the private sector and the government should let telecom 
companies figure out how they want to increase their user base while ensuring that net-neutrality and security concerns are 
addressed. 

India already has more internet users that the US. The time has surely come that we leverage this emerging strength to create a 
more informed and productive citizenry and a globally competitive economy. 

Rajiv Kumar
Founder Director
Pahle India Foundation

Foreword



– Digital Inclusion: Moving One Step Closer – 

6

This report is the result of  extensive field work and numerous interviews. Without the help of  many organizations 

and people, this report would not have been possible.

The authors would like to thank Afaq Hussain, Subrata Bandopadhayay, Utpal Kant, Ankur Tyagi and their team at 

BRIEF for implementing the primary surveys and in collating the results.

The authors would also like to thank the various interviewees, and survey participants for taking the time to meet us 

and share their experiences and views around the usage of  internet and mobile phones. We had excellent participation 

during our discussion about the uses of  internet and learnt a lot by meeting these people.

Last but not least, we would like to thank Anil Kumar from PIF and Naveen Jaiswal from Genesis Printers, for their 

help in publishing the final report.

Acknowledgement



7

Contents

List of  Abbreviations .................................................................................................................................. 11

Executive Summary ....................................................................................................................................15

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................................21

1.1 Evolution of  Mobile Internet 21
1.2  Motivation for the Survey 23

2. Review .................................................................................................................................................... 27

2.1 Advantages of  Mobile Internet  27
2.2   Internet in India 28
2.3  International Experience 29

3. Profiling .................................................................................................................................................. 35

3.1  Survey Design 35
3.2  Mobile Internet Users  35
3.3  Non Mobile Internet Users 39

4. Drivers .................................................................................................................................................... 45

4.1  Penetration 45
4.2  Affordability 46
4.3  Access 47
4.4  Price and Network 48
4.5  Education and Age 48
4.6  Willingness to Get Online 49
4.7  Impact 49

5.  Adoption and Transmission of  Technology .......................................................................................... 55

5.1  Technology Adoption 55
5.2  Transmission of  Technology 55

5.2.1 Mobile Internet Non-User Group 55
5.2.2 Mobile Internet User Group 56

6. Recommendations ................................................................................................................................. 63

6.1  Policy Issues 63
6.1.1 Net Neutrality 63
6.1.2 Pricing of  Data 63
6.1.3 Technology Inclusion 64
6.1.4 Information Security 64



– Digital Inclusion: Moving One Step Closer – 

8

6.2  Recommendations 64

6.2.1 For Access 65
6.2.2 For Adoption 65
6.2.3 For Financial Inclusion 65
6.2.4 For Pricing 65
6.2.5 For Information Security 65

6.3  Conclusion 66

Appendices ................................................................................................................................................ 67

A. Stories From The Field 69

B. Survey Details 72

C. References 73

Contents



9

List of  Tables 

2.1  India Internet Usage Statistics 28

2.2  Comparison of  Mobile and Smartphone Penetration 29

2.3  Attribute of  Mobile Internet that have a great impact on lives 30

2.4  Popular Activities on Mobile Device 31

3.1  Demographics of  Sample 35

3.2  Usage of  Old Channel vs Preference for Mobile  37

3.3  Reasons for Not Getting Internet 40

4.1  Preference for Present Channels vs Older Channels 50

4.2  Improvement in Access to Services 51

4.3  Low Uptake of  Services 51

5.1  Survey Non-User Demographic 56

5.2  Sample Service Usage 56

5.3  Levels of  Internet Usage 57

5.4  Survey Demographics by Geography 57



– Digital Inclusion: Moving One Step Closer – 

10

List of  Figures

1.1  Affordability of  Mobile Broadband 15

1.2  Variation of  Internet Access with GDP per capita 16

3.1  Top Uses of  Mobile Internet 30

3.2  Browsing Patterns 30

3.3  Variation of  Data Use With Education 31

3.4  Variation of  Data Usage with Age 32

3.5  Variation of  Data Usage with Income 32

3.6  Use of  Internet by Non-Mobile Internet User 33

3.7  Reasons for Not Getting Internet 34

4.1  Variation of  Price of  Mobile with Income 39

4.2  Variation of  Data Usage with Age 40

4.3  Reasons for Purchasing a Mobile Phone 41

4.4  Reason For Choosing Network Provider 42

4.5  Importance of  Servicves vs Non-usage 43

4.6  Use of  Old Mediums 44

5.1  Diffusion of  Innovations 49



11

List of  Abbreviations

$ US Dollars

INR Indian Rupees

BRIEF Bureau of  Research on Industry and Economic Fundamentals

EU European Union 

FCC Federal Communications Commission

GB Giga Byte

GDP Gross Domestic Product

IAMAI Internet and Mobile Association of  India 

ICT Information and Communications Technology

ISP Internet Service Provider 

OTT Over-the-top

PC Personal Computer 

PIF Pahle India Foundation 

PPP Public Private Partnership

SMS Short Message Service

TRAI Telecom Regulatory Authority of  India 

TSP Telecommunications Service Provider

UK United Kingdom

US United States

VoIP Voice Over Internet Protocol

WDI World Development Indicators 





ExEcutivE Summary





15

We are moving towards a world where being “connected” 
is going to be as important as education was in the 20th 
century for accessing the labour markets. This of  course 
assumes the world achieves 100 per cent literacy. Access 
to the internet is already a fundamental right in a few 
Scandinavian countries and its importance will continue 
to grow as the digital revolution progresses. There 
are two facets to the digital revolution; one where the 
banking and supply chains are being challenged at the 
very cutting edge of  innovation and the second where 
digital technologies are taking services which were only 
available to the rich to the poor through innovative 
models and reduced cost of  access using technology. 

In the 1990s, the government of  India initiated 
implementation of  e-governance projects with a focus 
on citizen centric services. Though the projects had a 
less than desired impact, it launched India’s journey to 
providing e-governance services. In 2006, The National 
e-Governance Plan was launched. It was felt that a lot 
more thrust is required to ensure e-governance in the 
country promote inclusive growth that covers electronic 
services, products, devices and job opportunities. This 
is being done under the Digital India programme where 
the entire ecosystem of  public services is being digitized 
with the vision to transform India into a digitally 
empowered society and knowledge economy. The 
advantage of  launching the campaign now is that over 
35 per cent of  India is online and is receptive to digital 
access. The barriers to digital services are breaking 
down.

India is getting online at a breakneck speed. The 
country had 462 million internet users as on June 
2016. In India, costs of  accessing internet (computing 
devices, connection) and income levels will dictate that 
most people will experience the internet only on mobile 
devices.

To understand mobile internet penetration and usage, 
we conducted a survey of  2,000 people in four cities of  
India, namely, Bombay, Delhi, Calcutta and Bangalore. 
Of  this, 1200 were mobile internet users and 800 were 
non mobile internet users. The survey had a bias in 
terms of  the representativeness of  the population in 
gender, education and income. This was by design. The 
respondents selected were from the lower to middle 
strata of  the society with income ranging from INR 0 to 
25,000 per month. 

Sample Profile:
• For the entire group (sample size 2000)

a. Almost 95 per cent of  the respondents were 
literate. 

b. Average age of  the group was 34 years

c. Females constituted 17 per cent of  the survey 
respondents. 

d. The mean income of  the survey group was INR 
9,100 per month 

• For mobile internet users (sample size 1200)

a. Almost 96 per cent of  the respondents were 
literate. 

b. Average age of  the group was 33 years

c. Females constituted 16 per cent of  the survey 
respondents. 

d. The mean income of  the survey group was INR 
9,600 per month 

• For non-mobile internet users (sample size 800)

a. Almost 93 per cent of  the respondents were 
literate. 

b. Average age of  the group was 35 years

Executive Summary
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c. Females constituted 19 per cent of  the survey 
respondents. 

d. The mean income of  the survey group was INR 
8,300 per month 

e. 491 knew what the internet is but did not use it

f. 182 were not aware of  what the internet is

g. 127 were internet users but not on their phones

The take-up of  mobile internet among the lower-
middle economic strata of  the society in India has 
been surprisingly robust. A comparison of  income and 
smartphone cost in our survey group revealed that the 
purchase of  a smartphone is a planned purchase since the 
average amount spent to purchase a device is equivalent 
to 90 per cent of  their average monthly income. Survey 
results indicated that convenience is the overriding 
factor in switching to mobile internet for accessing a 
plethora of  services. Most people prefer mobile over 
pre-mobile-internet access even though a lot of  the 
respondents still used pre-mobile internet methods for 
communication, entertainment, shopping and banking. 
Access to information is currently a need that is not 
acutely felt by both mobile internet user and non-user 
groups. This is because much of  the information people 
desire is available offline via traditional channels that is 
still relatively easy to access. We find that the internet is 
not a necessity for most people in their daily work or 
lives. While it is certainly considered a convenience, it is 
not viewed as a necessity. Infact, the internet continues 
to be viewed as a luxury by the majority. 

Non-mobile internet users (sample = 
800):
• Amongst the non-mobile internet users, the 127 

that did access internet through other mediums 
spent approximately INR 242 per month.

• The main barriers to getting online are cost and lack 
of  knowledge. 

• 48 per cent didn’t feel the need to get online.

• An additional 19 per cent said that they didn’t know 
how or what to do on the internet. The rest cited 
affordability or unavailability of  a smartphone as 
the major reason.

• Access and awareness about internet is increased if  
the person knows someone who has a smartphone. 

• Only 15 per cent of  the sample wanted to get 
mobile internet. This number corresponds to the 
internet users in this group. 

• For the people who were unwilling to get internet, a 
lack of  awareness about internet was an impediment 
in doing so. 

• Education and awareness about the internet 
therefore become important drivers that may 
induce more people to go online.

Mobile internet users (sample = 1200):
a. The average data use was 1.1 GB while the average 

spend on data was INR 188

b. The most common use of  mobile-internet was to 
access social networking sites. 75 per cent of  those 
surveyed stated that they used these sites. 

c. 74 per cent of  those surveyed who had mobile 
internet used it for communication, which is the 
second most common usage of  data via WhatsApp 
and other such applications

d. Use of  mobile shopping (25 per cent) was more 
popular than mobile banking (16 per cent). Clearly, 
mobile banking is still not a very trusted application. 

We classified the internet user group into six categories 
according to the level of  awareness and usage of  
internet services. Level 1 corresponded to users of  
communication applications, level 2 to social media, 
level 3 to entertainment sites and level 4 is information. 
Level 6 users are the highest classification of  users and 
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are aware of  and use services like online shopping, 
and property search and mobile banking. Level 5 
corresponds to users between levels 4 and 6 and are 
users of  “essential” services in the sense that they are 
essential for the well-being of  the populace. In profiling 
these six levels there was a clear distinction in terms of  
age and education for level 1 users versus other levels. 
We found that the higher-level users are significantly 
better educated than lower-level users and that higher-
level users are younger than lower-level users. On 
income, an interesting trend was observed. Level 1 users 
have an= higher income than other levels because the 
users in this group are on an average nine years older 
than their peers. 

Recommendations
We believe that the government is right in pushing for 
e-governance and digital India. In a country of  India’s 
size, poor infrastructure leads to an increase in cost of  
providing public services. A more cost effective option 
available to the government is to provide these services 
online. Since mobile penetration in India is greater 
than broadband, it is only natural that the government 
encourage more people to access internet through 

their smartphones. Our main recommendations for 
promoting digitization of  the citizenry are:

a. In conjunction with the Digital India programme, 
we need a technology inclusion programme whereby 
people can have access or be informed about internet 
for essential services.

b. The core of  providing good telecommunication 
services is going to be a vibrant telecom and 
technology sector. For this the government and TRAI 
need to keep batting for net neutrality principles.

c. A huge amount of  investment is required to provide 
high speed telecommunication services to all areas 
of  the country. This will need to be backed by more 
spectrum for telecom players.

d. TRAI should allow all possible business models that 
will bring competition and innovation in the market 
and bring down the cost of  access to internet for 
consumers. 

e. The Government of  India should also enact strong 
data security policies. Stronger consumer protection 
and privacy laws would go a long way in overcoming 
the trust-deficit and build the consumer’s confidence 
in using online services.
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1.1 Evolution of  Mobile Internet
Communication is a primary civilizational necessity, 
in pursuit of  which the Government of  India has 
dedicated huge resources to provide telephony in 
every part of  the country. Since the 1990s, advances 
in telephony and communications, i.e. the arrival 
and ubiquity of  mobile phones and the internet have 
transformed the world. The current global trend is 
towards digitization of  all information and its storage 
on the cloud. Though India lags behind the rest of  
the world in digitization of  government information 
and services, we are catching up. As a result, it will 
become progressively difficult to participate fully 
in today’s world without access to the internet. This 

will become even truer as access to the internet is 
increasingly required to gain employment, gather news, 
connect with the government and engage in basic 
finance services. We are moving towards (and some 
Scandinavian countries already have) a world where 
access to the internet will become a fundamental right.

Mobile internet is becoming increasingly important 
in the modern world. Not only does it allow internet 
access on the go, but for hundreds of  millions of  
people in the world, it is the only or the primary mode 
of  accessing the internet. Mobile internet is not just 
an extension of  fixed-line internet but in conjunction 
with portable smart devices offers new functionalities 
that were unimaginable previously. Mobile internet is 

1. Introduction

 
*Affordability of mobile broadband, ITU 2014; internetsociety.org 

Device costs also have a significant impact on affordability as fixed cost of gaining access. In 
general, the average selling price of smartphones has been decreasing because of the entry of new 
handset manufacturers enabled by open source operating systems like Android and Firefox. The 
average selling price of smart phones globally in 2014 was $297, expected to fall to $241 by 2018. 
Emerging markets like India on the other hand have much lower average smart phone prices at $135 
which is expected to fall to $102 by 2018 (IDC, 2015). 

Across nations, internet access is closely linked to national income. Richer countries in terms of per 
capita GDP have more internet users among the adult population compared to poorer nations. 
Within countries, internet usage is more prevalent among younger people, the well-educated and 
those who can read and speak English. Age also impacts internet usage; older people are less likely 
to use it. 

Source: Affordability of  mobile broadband, ITU 2014; internetsociety.org

Figure 1.1: Affordability of  Mobile Broadband
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providing the infrastructure through which the next 
billion people will be brought online. It has already 
leap-frogged fixed line connections in many countries 
where infrastructure limitations exist. 

In many parts of  the developed Asia-Pacific region, 
mobile internet penetration is greater than 100 per 
cent, reflecting ownership of  multiple devices. North 
America, Western Europe and parts of  South America 
are expected to reach 100 per cent mobile internet 
penetration by 2017 (Internet Society, 2016). 

The two major hurdles for mobile internet penetration 
are affordability and network coverage. By 2017, more 
than 90 per cent of  the world’s population is expected 
to have 2G coverage, 85 per cent is expected to have 
3G coverage, and 50 per cent will have 4G coverage. 
The other major factor impacting penetration of  
mobile internet is affordability. In all developed 

countries, mobile broadband services cost less than 
0.5 per cent of  the average per capita gross domestic 
product (GDP). India is ranked 101 in the affordability 
of  mobile broadband services reflecting a cost of  12.39 
per cent of  average per capita GDP for the service. 
This puts mobile broadband service out of  the reach 
of  a huge percentage of  the country’s population. 

Device costs also have a significant impact on 
affordability as fixed cost of  gaining access. In general, 
the average selling price of  smartphones has been 
decreasing because of  the entry of  new handset 
manufacturers enabled by open source operating 
systems like Android and Firefox. The average selling 
price of  smartphones globally in 2014 was $297, which 
is expected to fall to $241 by 2018. Emerging markets 
like India on the other hand have much lower average 
smartphone prices at $135 which is expected to fall to 
$102 by 2018 (IDC, 2015).
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Across nations, internet access is closely linked to 
national income. Richer countries in terms of  per 
capita GDP have more internet users among the 
adult population compared to poorer nations. Within 
countries, internet usage is more prevalent among 
younger people, the well-educated, and those who 
can read and speak English. Age also impacts internet 
usage; older people are less likely to use it.

1.2 Motivation for the Survey
The telecom revolution has already happened in India. 
Mobile phone penetration now exceeds 75 per cent. 
The Government of  India envisages a “Digital India” 
where all government services will be available to the 
citizens in the convenience of  their homes. Subsidies 
will soon be transferred automatically to people’s bank 

accounts; government service appointments as well 
as information about all government services will be 
available online. The next step in this information and 
communication technology (ICT) revolution obviously 
is to take people online. This is an area where India 
lags behind the rest of  the world. In July 2016, only 
35 per cent of  the country was online. While some of  
the reasons for this like low literacy and low per capita 
income are evident, other reasons are less coherent. 
Increasing penetration becomes an important policy 
goal in light of  the Digital India campaign. Hence, 
the motivation for the survey was to understand 
the barriers to widespread adoption of  internet and 
usage patterns of  the lower economic strata of  the 
society, which would enable us to make pertinent 
recommendations to increase internet uptake.
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Key Points

• We are moving towards a world where access to the internet will become a fundamental right.

• The two major hurdles for mobile internet penetration are affordability and network coverage.

• India is ranked 101 in the affordability of  mobile broadband services reflecting a cost of  12.39 
per cent of  average per capita GDP.

• The average selling price of  smartphones globally in 2014 was $297, which is expected to fall to 
$241 by 2018.

• Average smartphone price in India in 2014 was $135 which is expected to fall to $102 by 2018.
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2.1 Advantages of  Mobile Internet

The traditional notion of  “going online” evokes images 
of  a desktop or laptop computer with an array of  
devices like a screen, mouse, keyboard, wires, and a 
dedicated high-speed connection. In reality, the online 
experience has changed substantially. In some countries, 
mobile data usage has overtaken fixed line data usage. 
Today, over 28 per cent of  the world’s population 
owns a smartphone, and a majority rely to some degree 
on a smartphone for accessing online services and 
information and for staying connected – either because 
they lack broadband access or because they have few 
options for online access other than their mobile phone.

Mobile internet has become an economic force in its 
own right, generating revenue across the value chain at 
the network, device and application level. The impact 
of  mobile internet goes beyond just economics and 
has become an integral part of  users’ lives. It enables 
communication, aids in monitoring health, enables 
liaison with the government, provides entertainment and 
provides a livelihood to multitudes of  people. Mobile 
phones have allowed developing countries to leapfrog 
many steps in the provision of  essential services. 
M-pesa in Kenya is obviously a much-touted example 
of  leapfrogging of  non-existent banking services in 
the rural areas straight to mobile banking. Even in 
developed countries, the effect of  mobile internet is not 
insignificant. In the United States (US), 50 per cent of  
the people access banking services exclusively through 
their mobile phones (Nielsen, 2015) not to mention the 
improved and instantaneous communication and on-
demand location specific services. 

Mobile internet can have a great impact on education 
both in developing and developed countries. In the 
former, the biggest barrier is the high cost of  devices, 

the availability and cost of  high speed broadband. In the 
latter, the challenge is to translate online content into 
university credits. It has the potential to deliver education 
via virtual classrooms cheaply and efficiently to even 
the most remote locations at any time of  the day. In 
societies where access to education is restricted, mobile 
education would allow them learning opportunities 
sitting at home. Similarly, millions of  books are now 
accessible at a fraction of  the cost of  traditional books 
as e-books. E-textbooks and electronic content are 
gaining significance largely thanks to mobile devices.

The internet revolutionized communications via e-mail 
in the 1990s and then social and professional networking 
in the 2000s with the advent of  social networking sites. 
In less than a decade, mobile internet has been able 
to provide cheap communication technology to a vast 
number of  people via voice over internet protocol 
(VoIP) and messaging platforms. We are in a phase of  
adoption where the majority of  new users of  the internet 
are accessing it via mobile platforms and use the internet 
primarily for communication. Mobile internet provides 
for a vastly different communication experience than 
regular telephony and messaging. People are able to talk 
face-to-face, share pictures, videos and also documents. 
Though texting and taking photos or video on their 
mobile phones are ubiquitous, young people are much 
more likely to do so. 

Mobile phones have increasingly become tools 
consumers use for banking, payments, budgeting, and 
shopping. As smartphones become more common, 
they can play an increasingly large role in the interaction 
between consumers, financial service providers, retailers 
and other businesses. In the US, 103 per cent of  the 
people own a mobile phone of  which 71 per cent are 
smartphones. 39 per cent of  all mobile phone users 
used mobile banking in 2014. The number stands at 

2. Review
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52 per cent for smartphone users. Smartphones are 
revolutionizing payments systems (Federal Reserve, 
2015). 

A large number of  people (74 per cent of  smartphone 
users  in the US in 2014) use their phones to get directions 
or other information based on their location. Location 
based services like Uber, Foursquare, Zomato, Maps are 
the fastest growing segment in mobile application.

In certain countries, professional and commercial 
online activities are more common. For example, 62 per 
cent of  internet users in Bangladesh and 55 per cent 
in India say they have used the internet to look for or 
apply for a job. A majority (54 per cent) of  American 
adults have gone online to look for job information and 
34 per cent said that online resources were the most 
important source of  information. Roughly 33 per cent 
of  Americans looked for a new job in the last two years 
of  which 79 per cent of  the job seekers used online 
resources to do so. Of  these, 28 per cent said that they 
used their smartphones to look for work.

In China, home to internet commerce giants such as 
Baidu and Alibaba, 52 per cent of  internet users say they 

have purchased a product online in the last year. (PEW, 
2014)

In a survey conducted by PEW on the use of  internet 
in 32 developing countries in 2014, a median of  53 per 
cent of  the people agreed that the greater use of  the 
internet has positive influence on various aspects of  
society and education. However, people were not as 
enthusiastic about the internet’s effect on inter-personal 
relationships.

2.2 Internet in India
India is going online at a breakneck speed. The 
country had 462 million internet users as of  June 2016 
(internetlivestats). Since 2011, internet users in India 
have grown from 92 million almost four fold to 462 
million currently. India is the second largest country by 
internet users after China.

India also has the second largest mobile phone user 
population in the world of  which 19.2 per cent own 
a smartphone. Simultaneously, there has been a major 
increase in mobile internet users. The number of  mobile 
internet users in India had grown to 239 million users 

Year (Jul 1) Internet Users User 
Growth New Users Country 

Population
Population 

Change Penetration

2016 462,124,989 30% 108,010,242 1,326,801,576 1.20% 34.8%

2015 354,114,747 52% 120,962,269 1,311,050,527 1.22% 27%

2014 233,152,478 21% 39,948,148 1,295,291,543 1.23% 18%

2013 193,204,330 21% 34,243,984 1,279,498,874 1.26% 15.10%

2012 158,960,346 26% 33,342,533 1,263,589,639 1.29% 12.60%

2011 125,617,813 36% 33,293,975 1,247,446,011 1.34% 10.10%

2010 92,323,838 48% 29,486,779 1,230,984,504 1.38% 7.50%

Source: www.internetlivestats.com 

Table 2.1: India Internet Usage Statistics
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at the end of  June 2015, of  which nearly 171 million 
mobile internet users belong to the urban regions and 
the remaining 68 million reside in rural areas of  the 
country. Both, the increase in internet and in smartphone 
penetration has led to a large population that uses 
mobile internet. Almost 60 per cent of  internet users in 
India access the internet on their phones now of  which 
about 50 per cent are mobile-only internet users. It was 
expected that mobile internet users in India would grow 
have to 371 million by June 2016 (IAMAI, 2016).

In India, costs of  accessing internet (computing devices, 
connection) and income levels will dictate that most peo-
ple will experience the internet only on mobile devices. 
Already, many Indians use mobile internet for entertain-
ment and information; matrimonial matchmaking and 
astrology sites are also very popular; mobile banking too 
is taking hold. This however, belies the fact that most of  
India lives in rural areas (68 per cent, World Bank, 2011). 
Internet usage in rural India is extremely low and is only 
just discovering the uses of  the internet.

Despite the phenomenal growth in the internet user 
base, India lags behind the rest of  the world vis-a-
vis internet penetration. India is among the top three 
countries by the number of  internet users, mobile phone 
users, and social media users. With 462 million internet 

users, India is still at 35 per cent internet penetration 
while China and the US are at 51 per cent and 87 per 
cent penetration, respectively. The low penetration 
of  internet users in India is also responsible for the 
miniscule retail e-commerce sales in India compared to 
developed markets. Retail e-commerce sales in India are 
expected to account for a less than 1.5 per cent of  total 
retail sales in India in 2015.

2.3 International Experience
Access to internet via mobile phones is an incremental 
change for developed countries where most people have 
internet access via computing devices at their homes 
and offices. They are able to access most online services 
at their homes and offices. The additional benefit of  
having internet on the go is only incremental. 

For developing countries where people’s access to 
information and internet access points are restricted 
either due to costs or underdeveloped infrastructure, 
the convenience that mobile internet provides is nothing 
short of  revolutionary. In an October 2014 study in 
Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa and United Kingdom 
(UK) (Emarketer, 2014), 63 per cent of  Africans said 
that mobile internet had “greatly improved” their lives 
via better access to education, entertainment, ease of  

Country No. of  Mobile 
Phones Population Mobile 

Penetration
Smartphone 
Penetration*

China 1,276,660,000 1,369,811,000 93.20% 46.90%

India 960,579,472 1,267,402,000 77.58% 19.20%

United States 327,577,529 317,874,628 103% 56.40%

Brazil 284,200,000 201,032,714 141% 26.30%

Russia 256,116,000 142,905,200 155% 36.20%

*All data as of  2015, World Bank
Source: 2013 Google Mobile Planet

Table 2.2: Comparison of  Mobile and Smartphone Penetration
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Attribute Africa UK

Access to Education 4.42 3.70

Improved Communication 4.40 4.01

Access to Entertainment 4.38 3.95

Payments 4.36 3.52

News 4.34 3.92

Remittances 4.29 3.71

Maps 4.28 4.19

Health Information 4.15 3.89

Job Search 4.14 3.45

Banking 3.99 3.77

Note: Ranking (1-5) of  attributes of  mobile internet that have a “great impact” on lives
Source: Emarketer, 2014

paying bills and staying in touch with family and friends. 
Mobile internet helped them save time, money and gave 
them access to education and medical information. In 
comparison, in the UK, respondents said that only maps 
and entertainment had greatly improved their lives. In 
effect, the benefits of  internet remain the same but most 
Britons also have alternative ways to access the internet 
whereas for the majority in Africa, mobile internet was 
the primary and in most cases the only way to get online. 

A study of  the usage pattern of  mobile internet in Af-
rica revealed a pattern quite similar to the developed 
counties, though people in Africa rely more heavily 
on mobile money for remittances as was expected. In 
most countries, socializing and communication are the 
most preferred types of  digital activity followed by 
entertainment. Commercial activities like job search, 
education, buying/selling or banking are less popular 
activities.

Table 2.3: Attribute of  Mobile Internet that have a great impact on lives
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Most Popular Activities Percentage of  users

Music 67%

Social Media 54%

Information 52%

Photographs 52%

Games 46%

Messaging 46%

Video Clips 38%

News 36%

Radio 33%

Education 30%

Job Search 28%

Money Transfer 27%

Source: On-Device Research, 2014

Table 2.4: Popular Activities on Mobile Device
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Key Points

• Mobile data usage has overtaken fixed line data usage.

• Since 2011, internet users in India have grown from 92 million almost four fold to 462 million 
currently.

• The number of  mobile internet users in India had grown to 239 million users at the end of  June 
2015, of  which nearly 171 million mobile internet users belong to the urban regions and the 
remaining 68 million reside in rural areas of  the country.

• Almost 60 per cent of  internet users in India access the internet on their phones now of  which 
about 50 per cent are mobile-only internet users. 

• Mobile internet has become an economic force in its own right, generating revenue across the 
value chain at the network, device and application level.

• Mobile internet can have a great impact on education both in developing and developed countries.

• Smartphones can play an increasingly large role in the interaction between consumers, financial 
service providers, retailers and other businesses.

• Location based services like Uber, Foursquare, Zomato, Maps are the fastest growing segment 
in mobile application.
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3.1 Survey Design
To understand mobile internet penetration and usage, 
we conducted a survey of  2,000 people in four cities of  
India, namely, Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata and Bengaluru. 
The respondents, selected from a varied employment 
backgrounds, were from the lower-middle income strata 
of  the society with personal income ranging from INR 
0 to INR 25,000 per month. The mean income of  the 
survey group was INR 9,100 per month while almost 
95 per cent were literate. Females constituted 17 per 
cent of  the survey respondents. The survey had a bias 
in terms of  the representativeness of  the population in 
gender, education and income. This was by design as the 
surveyed group was meant to be the non-rich; the next 
strata of  the society where internet take-up will happen. 
Among this group, the awareness of  internet and 
mobile internet is high and an education/convenience/
cost push would enable them to go online.

Of  the surveyed population, 1,200 were using mobile 
internet whereas 800 were non-users. Of  the 800 people 
who did not use mobile internet; 491 knew what the 

internet is but did not use it, while 182 were not aware 
of  the internet and its usage.

The characteristics of  the survey group as compared to 
India’s mean demographics (Table 3.1).

3.2 Mobile Internet Users
The take-up of  mobile internet among the lower-
middle economic strata of  the society in India has been 
surprisingly robust. In our survey group, the average 
data usage for mobile internet users was 1.1 giga byte 
(GB) and the average expenditure on data usage was 
INR 188. We found that the average internet user 
among the lower-middle economic strata in India is 
not much different from the average user in India (the 
lower-middle economic strata may be the median of  
the population but the average internet user in India is 
generally much richer than average) or the rest of  the 
developing world. The most common usage of  mobile-
internet was social networking (Facebook, Twitter, 
LinkedIn, etc.) with 75 per cent of  those surveyed 
stating that they use it. 74 per cent of  those surveyed 

3. Profiling 

Characteristic India Survey 
Total (N=2000)

 Survey Mobile  
Internet Users (N=1200)

Survey Non-Mobile  
Internet Users (N=800)

Mean Age 27  34  33  35

Women % 48.5%  17%  16%  19%

Income 8900  9100  9600  8300

Literacy Rate 74 %  95%  96%  93%

Education (years) 5.1  10.5  11.2  9.5

English Usage 10.4 %  81%  82%  79%

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey

Table 3.1: Demographics of  Sample
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who have mobile internet use it for communication, 
which is the second most common usage of  data plans 
via WhatsApp and other such applications. Though 
it lags behind social networking in number of  users, 

it is the most frequent activity with 64 per cent using 
it “all the time” as compared to 37 per cent for social 
networking. The other major use of  mobile internet was 
entertainment viz. audio/video downloading or gaming.

Mobile Internet Users 

The take-up of mobile internet among the lower-middle economic strata of the society in India has 
been surprisingly robust. In our survey group, the average data usage for mobile internet users was 
1.1GB and the average expenditure on data usage was INR 188. We found that the average internet 
user among the lower-middle economic strata in India is not much different from the average user 
in India (the lower-middle economic strata may be the median of the population but the average 
internet user in India is generally much richer than average) or the rest of the developing world. The 
most common usage of mobile-internet was social networking (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, etc.) 
with 75 per cent of those surveyed stating that they use it. 74 per cent of the surveyed who have 
mobile internet use it for communication, which is the second most common usage of data plans via 
WhatsApp and other such applications. Though it lags behind social networking in number of users, 
it is the most frequent activity with 64 per cent using it ―all the time‖ as compared to 37 per cent for 
social networking. The other major use of mobile internet was entertainment viz. audio/video 
downloading or gaming. 

 

In terms of browsing, again entertainment dominates. 54 per cent of those surveyed browse sports 
websites and another 52 per cent visit entertainment websites. Whereas 29 per cent said that they 
visited news websites, 29 per cent Hindi news sites and another 21 per cent visited vernacular news 
websites.  
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Figure 1.2: Variation of  Internet Access with GDP per Capita 
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In terms of  browsing, again entertainment dominates. 
54 per cent of  those surveyed browse sports websites 
and another 52 per cent visit entertainment websites. 
of  the  29 per cent who said they visited news 
websites, 29 per cent Hindi news sites and another 21 

per cent visited other vernacular news websites. We 
found that 25 per cent of  the users were shopping 
online whereas the penetration of  mobile banking 
lagged behind with only 16 per cent saying that they 
used it.
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Figure 3.3: Variation of  Data Use With Education

Activities Usage of  Old Channels Convenience of  Mobile

Communication 80% 91%

Email 22% 91%

Entertainment 73% 85%

Games 19% 82%

Shopping 66% 78%

Banking 65% 86%

Weather 10% 84%

Location Search 3% 94%

Property Search 4% 81%

Education Services 17% 62%

Browsing 22% 98%

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey

Table 3.2: Usage of  Old Channel vs Preference for Mobile (N=1200)

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey



– Digital Inclusion: Moving One Step Closer – 

38

 

 
 

R² = 0.98 

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

0 5000 10000 15000 20000 25000 30000 35000 40000 45000 50000

A
ve

ra
ge

 D
at

a 
U

sa
ge

 (k
b)

 

Average Monthly Household Income 

Figure 3.5: Variation of  Data Use With Income 
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Figure 3.4: Average Data Usage by Age 
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Mobile phone has been able to replace a computer for 
most browsing, email and gaming needs of  the people. 
It has also provided a cheaper substitute to SMS and 
calling as a mode of  communication and adoption of  
communication applications has consequently been the 
highest. 

Convenience is the overriding factor in switching to 
mobile internet for accessing a plethora of  services. Most 
people prefer mobile over pre-mobile-internet access 
even though a lot of  respondents still use pre-mobile 
internet mehods for communication, entertainment, 
shopping and banking. For those that have accessed 
these services on their mobile phones, the convenience 
is immense.

The increasing use of  the smartphone as means of  
watching media and surfing the internet is reflected by 
increased penetration of  smartphones and sales of  
touchscreen phones. India is making the transition from 
features phones to smartphones rapidly. This is accelerated 
by the availability of  low-cost smartphones and data 

plans. SMS, email, messaging and social networking apps 
are the most popular used apps, while e-commerce and 
banking services are the least used apps.

Once a person starts using mobile internet and discovers 
new services, generally, his internet usage increases. 49 
per cent of  the users reported an increase in data usage 
over the previous six months. This is especially true for 
younger and more educated respondents who are able 
to better understand, experiment and gauge the utility 
of  various services.

3.3 Non Mobile Internet Users
During our interviews with various occupational 
groups, we came to the realization that what is touted 
as the most important contribution of  the internet to 
humanity, i.e., access to information, is currently a need 
that is not acutely felt by the survey group. Much of  
the information people desire is available offline via 
traditional channels. The internet is not a necessity 
for most people in their daily work or lives. So far, the 

 

The non-mobile internet user group (both internet users and non-users) showed a very low 
awareness of the services that are available online. While 89 per cent of the respondents were aware 
of the availability of messaging and communication applications of mobile internet, only 29 per cent 
said that they were aware of that they could access news or other information on the mobile. 
Similarly, while 66 per cent were aware of social networking on mobiles, awareness of banking, e-
commerce, maps or such applications was minimal. 

The group relied on pre-internet era methods for their communication, news, banking, and 
education requirements. Personal visits are the dominant method of shopping and banking, while 
mobile phones had taken over as the dominant method of communication. Although, this group 
also rated the necessity of conveniences much lower than internet users, they also did not seem to 
be aware that a lot of services they consider easily accessible are available online and that it may be 
easier to access a lot of them via a mobile device or a laptop. The majority rated communication 
shopping and banking as very important to their daily lives but relied on personal visits to access 
them for lack of awareness of a better way. 

Unsurprisingly, among the non-mobile internet users, only 15 per cent wanted to get mobile 
internet, which corresponds to the number of internet users in the group. An additional 16 per cent 
showed some desire to get mobile internet whereas the rest i.e. 68 per cent were unwilling to do so. 
When asked why they were unwilling to get mobile internet, 48 per cent didn‘t feel the need to do so 
which corresponds to the fact that they were unaware of the possibilities and services available 
online and on the mobile. An additional 19 per cent said that they didn‘t know how or what to do 
on the internet. The rest cited affordability or unavailability of a smartphone as the major reason. 
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internet is not viewed as a convenience but as a luxury 
by the majority. 

Of  the 800 non-mobile internet users surveyed, only 
127 were internet users and spend an average of  INR 
242 per month on internet access via a laptop/personal  
computer (PC) or internet kiosks. 618 people were 
aware of  the internet while the remaining 182 were not 
aware of  the internet. The internet usage characteristics 
of  the non-mobile internet users were very similar to 
mobile internet users, differing mostly in the use of  
communication services. 66 per cent of  the non-mobile 
internet users used the internet for social networking 
and 45 per cent for communication like email. 46 per 
cent reported using the internet for entertainment like 
video/audio streaming which is very similar to the 
percentage for mobile-internet users. Most of  the time, 
accessing the internet was need-based. 

Access and awareness about internet is increased if  the 
person has someone in the family who has a smartphone 
or knows someone who has a smartphone or laptop. 
For internet users in this group, internet cafes are the 
primary means of  accessing the internet with 65 per 
cent reporting going to the internet café as their primary 
means of  access to the internet. 

The non-mobile internet user group (both internet 
users and non-users) showed a very low awareness 
of  the services that are available on mobile internet. 
While 89 per cent of  the respondents were aware 
of  the availability of  messaging and communication 
applications of  mobile internet, only 29 per cent said 
that they were aware that they could access news or 
other information on the mobile. Similarly, while 66 
per cent were aware of  social networking on mobiles, 
awareness of  banking, e-commerce, maps or such 
applications was negligible.

The group relied on pre-internet era methods for 
their communication, news, banking, and education 
requirements. Personal visits are the dominant method 
of  shopping and banking, while mobile phones had 
taken over as the dominant method of  communication. 
Although, this group also rated the necessity of  
conveniences much lower than internet users, they also 
did not seem to be aware that a lot of  services they 
consider easily accessible are available online and that 
it may be easier to access a lot of  them via a mobile 
device or a laptop. The majority rated communication 
shopping and banking as very important to their daily 
lives but relied on personal visits to access them for lack 
of  awareness of  a better way.

Table 3.3: Awareness of  Services

Services  Awareness (%)

Communication 89%

Shopping 47%

Banking 43%

News 29%

Information 16%

Job search 10%

Maps/navigation 5%

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey
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Unsurprisingly, among the non-mobile internet users, 
only 15 per cent wanted to get mobile internet, which 
corresponds to the number of  internet users in the 
group. An additional 16 per cent showed some desire to 
get mobile internet whereas the rest i.e. 68 per cent were 
unwilling to do so. When asked why they were unwilling 
to get mobile internet, 48 per cent didn’t feel the need 
to do so which corresponds to the fact that they were 
unaware of  the possibilities and services available online 
and on the mobile. An additional 19 per cent said that 
they didn’t know how or what to do on the internet. The 
rest cited affordability or unavailability of  a smartphone 
as the major reason.

For the people who were unwilling to get internet, clearly 
they felt a need for a better way to access services and 
communicate but a lack of  awareness about internet 
was an impediment in doing so. In such a scenario, it 
becomes important for these people to be educated 
about the variety of  services that may be availed online. 

From their perspective, internet is a luxury which mainly 
serves as a portal to social networks and entertainment. 

In terms of  ability, 82 per cent of  the people were willing 
to pay up to INR 200 per month to get internet on their 
mobile phone. Which corresponds to the amount the 
average non-mobile internet user spends on internet 
access via internet cafes or at home. Communication 
applications and social networking sites may be an 
important first step towards familiarity with the internet, 
but the survey respondents see no reason to pay for the 
luxury of  leisure.

Non-mobile internet users showed very low awareness 
about services available online. Though most of  the 
people (89 per cent) were aware of  communication 
services possible via the use of  the internet and 47 per 
cent aware of  the possibility of  buying things online, 
people showed very little awareness of  the possible 
access to information, maps or jobs online.

 

For the people who were unwilling to get internet, clearly they felt a need for a better way to access 
services and communicate but a lack of awareness about internet was an impediment in doing so. In 
such a scenario, it becomes important for these people to be educated about the variety of services 
that may be availed online. From their perspective, internet is a luxury which mainly serves as a 
portal to social networks and entertainment.  

In terms of ability, 82 per cent of the people were willing to pay up to INR 200 per month to get 
internet on their mobile phone. Which corresponds to the amount the average non-mobile internet 
user spends on internet access via internet cafes or at home. Communication applications and social 
networking sites may be an important first step towards familiarity with the internet, but the survey 
respondents see no reason to pay for the luxury of leisure. 

Services  
%Aware 

Communication 89% 
Shopping 47% 
Banking 43% 
News 29% 
Information 16% 
Job search 10% 
Maps/navigation 5% 
 

Non-mobile internet users showed very low awareness about services available online. Though most 
of the people (89 per cent) were aware of communication services possible via the use of the 
internet and 47 per cent aware of the possibility of buying things online, people showed very little 
awareness of the possible access to information, maps or jobs online.  
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Key Points

• To understand mobile internet penetration and usage, we conducted a survey of  2,000 people 
(1200 mobile internet users and 800 non-users) in Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata and Bengaluru. 

• The mean income of  the survey group was INR 9,100 per month while almost 95 per cent were 
literate. 

• The take-up of  mobile internet among the lower-middle economic strata of  the society in India 
has been surprisingly robust.

• Average data usage for mobile internet users was 1.1 GB and the average expenditure on data 
usage was INR 188.

• 49 per cent of  the users reported an increase in data usage over the previous six months. 

• Internet is not viewed as a convenience but as a luxury by the majority.

• Of  the 800 non-mobile internet users surveyed, 618 people were aware of  the internet while the 
remaining 182 were not aware of  the internet and only 127 were internet users 

• Among the non-mobile internet users, only 15 per cent wanted to get mobile internet, which 
corresponds to the number of  internet users in the group. 
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4.1 Penetration 

In terms of  providing access to telephony, India like 
many other developing nations has been able to leapfrog 
technological eras where mobile phones have become 
ubiquitous even before fixed line telephones were 
accessible in every house. Similarly, for internet access, 
India can take the same route and reach every person 
and get them online without having to target for a fiber-
optic network or any other fixed investment. Every 
household in Indian can be reached via mobile devices.

The main barrier to getting online on a phone or on a 
fixed connection is cost. In a country where the average 
monthly income is INR 8,900 per month, investing in 
a computing device at home is equivalent to several 

months’ worth of  income. In addition, for a fixed line 
the person would need to get a connection which is not 
feasible in a country where fixed line phones do not 
exist in every house. 

The other major reason for the low penetration of  
internet is knowledge. Our survey found that 51 per 
cent of  the respondents did not see a need to get 
online. Whereas cost was a barrier for 43 per cent of  
our respondents with 28 per cent stating non-availability 
of  a smartphone and 15 per cent stating affordability 
as a reason for not using internet on the mobile. It 
was expected that a large proportion of  the surveyed 
population did not see a need to go online. Internet 
does not bring new information to the table; it makes 
the process of  collecting and disseminating information 

4. Drivers

CHAPTER 4: Survey Results 
In terms of providing access to telephony, India like many other developing nations has been able to 
leapfrog technological eras where mobile phones have become ubiquitous even before fixed line 
telephones were accessible in every house. Similarly, for internet access, India can take the same 
route and reach every person and get him online without the need to build a fiber-optic network or 
any other fixed investment, reaching every household via mobile devices. 

The main barrier to getting online on a phone or on a fixed connection is cost. In a country where 
the average monthly income is INR 8,900 per month, investing in a computing device at home is 
equivalent to several months‘ worth of income. In addition, the person would need to get a fixed 
line internet connection which is not feasible in a country where fixed line phones do not exist in 
every house.  

The other major reason for the low penetration of internet is knowledge. Our survey found that 51 
per cent of the respondents did not see a need to get online. Whereas cost was a barrier for 43 per 
cent of our respondents with 28 per cent stating non-availability of a smart phone and 15 per cent 
stating affordability as a reason for not using internet on the mobile. It was expected that a large 
proportion of the surveyed population did not see a need to go online. Internet does not bring new 
information to the table; it makes the process of collecting and disseminating information much 
easier. In the presence of vernacular newspapers, (offline) and social networks most information is 
available to those who seek it. The absence of vernacular content on the internet is a minor barrier 
according to our survey group.  

Affordability 
Affordability is a big factor for people to be able to go online and even to start using mobile-
internet. Laptops and personal computers are beyond the reach of a vast majority of Indians. 
Thankfully, the prices of smartphones have decreased tremendously over the past decade making 
them the go-to device for accessing internet for huge swathes of people. Even then, a smartphone 
remains a luxury in India. A comparison of the income and smartphone cost in our survey group 
revealed that a smartphone costs a major chunk of the monthly earning and hence is a very 
conscious purchase decision. 
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much easier. In the presence of  vernacular newspapers, 
(offline) and social networks most information is 
available to those who seek it. The absence of  vernacular 
content on the internet is a minor barrier according to 
our survey group. 

4.2 Affordability
Affordability is a big factor for people to be able to go 
online and even to start using mobile-internet. Laptops 
and personal computers are beyond the reach of  a vast 
majority of  Indians. Thankfully, the prices of  smartphones 
have decreased tremendously over the past decade 
making them the go-to device for accessing internet 
for huge swathes of  people. Even then, a smartphone 
remains a luxury in India. A comparison of  the income 
and smartphone cost in our survey group revealed that a 

smartphone costs a major chunk of  the monthly earning 
and hence is a very conscious purchase decision.

The average price of  a mobile phone of  a non-mobile 
internet user was INR 3,750 whereas that of  a mobile 
internet user was INR 8,500.

Similarly, internet access, is a luxury for most people in our 
survey group. The majority of  the people said that they 
would cut down on internet usage if  the cost of  access 
increased. This is not surprising considering that the major 
use of  the internet/mobile-internet is for communication 
and entertainment. The usage of  services like banking, 
e-commerce, maps and the like is very minimal among 
the survey group. They are only just discovering mobile 
internet and have mostly seen people use it for social 
networking, communication and entertainment. 

The average price of a mobile phone of a non-mobile internet user was INR 3,750 whereas that of a 
mobile internet user was INR 8,500. 

 

Similarly, internet access though cheaper is a luxury for most people in our survey group. The 
majority of the people said that they would cut down on internet usage if the cost of access 
increased. This is not surprising considering that the major use of the internet/mobile-internet is for 
communication and entertainment. The usage of services like banking, e-commerce, maps and the 
like is very minimal among the survey group. They are only just discovering mobile internet and 
have mostly seen people use it for social networking, communication and entertainment.  

Penetration and Access 
As discussed above, affordability is a major factor in mobile internet adoption. We have seen that 
the existence of a smart phone or laptop in a family increases the chances and willingness of internet 
usage in non-users. In many cases a household shares a smart phone where the primary user 
accesses it during the day while the other members use the smart phone when the primary user is 
not using the phone.  

For mobile internet users, the primary access point for internet was their mobile phones while a 
laptop/computing device was the second most popular way to access the internet. For non-mobile 
internet users, 85 per cent reported going to an internet café while their own or a friend‘s computing 
device was the second most prevalent method of accessing internet. 

The most important factor in buying a mobile phone is the price when there was not much to 
choose between the other motivations to choose a mobile phone like features, brand and peer 
recommendations. In selecting a network provider, cost was the main concern for non-mobile 
internet users whereas it came in second to network quality for mobile internet users. We gauge that 
once people realize the use of the internet; they are willing to pay a little more for better access.  
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4.3 Access
We have seen that the existence of  a smartphone or lap-
top in a family increases the chances and willingness of  
internet usage in non-users. In many cases a household 
shares a smartphone where the primary user accesses it 
during the day while the other members use the smart-
phone when the primary user is not using the phone. 

For mobile internet users, the primary access point for 
internet was their mobile phones while a laptop/com-
puting device was the second most popular way to ac-
cess the internet. For non-mobile internet users, 85 per 
cent reported going to an internet café while their own 
or a friend’s computing device was the second most 
prevalent method of  accessing internet.
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4.4 Price and Network
While parameters such as, features, brand, and peer 
recommendations do play a role in choosing a mobile 
phone, the most significant factor that determines 
the choice of  a phone is price. In selecting a network 
provider, cost was the main concern for non-mobile 
internet users whereas it came in second to network 
quality for mobile internet users. We gauge that once 
people realize the use of  the internet; they are willing to 
pay more for a better network. 

The average expenditure on mobile phone bills was obvi-
ously more for mobile internet users than for non-users. 

4.5 Education and Age
As previous surveys in other developed and developing 

countries have shown, in India too, the three most 
important determinants of  internet usage and mobile 
internet usage are (a) income, (b) education and, (c) 
Age. Education makes people more aware about their 
surroundings and enables them to understand their 
circumstances better; a younger age makes people 
inquisitive while a higher income allows people to 
purchase new devices that are capable of  accessing the 
internet. It all falls in place for the young and educated 
who have taken to the internet and the possibilities it 
holds. In our survey, the average age of  mobile internet 
users was two years less than the average age of  non-
mobile internet users. This difference persisted even 
though we had a similar sample of  mobile internet users 
and non-mobile internet users from each occupation 
category.
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4.6 Willingness to Get Online
31 per cent of  the non-mobile internet users show 
a willingness to get internet on their mobiles with 
affordability being the major factor holding them back. 
The government obviously cannot and should not 
provide free phones and connections with which to 
access the internet. However, this should not stop private 
players from entering the market and initially subsidizing 
handsets like Reliance Communications did when they 
launched in 2004. Subsidizing handsets is a standard 
practice in developed countries where network providers 
tie up with mobile manufacturers and subsidize the cost 
of  a new handset. Non-users are also willing to spend 
on getting data services on their mobiles up to a certain 
extent. A small push like providing some amount of  free 
data would help in introducing this group to the internet.

Our findings suggest that the immense increase in ease 
of  doing things that mobile internet users feel has not  
resulted in the willingness of  non-users to get internet, 
as they are not aware that such services can improve 
their well-being. Therefore, to improve willingness to 
get online, increased awareness or an incentive to get 
online becomes a possible policy intervention.

4.7 Impact
The impact of  the use of  mobile internet was quite 
drastic on the users. On being asked if  they preferred the 
earlier methods of  accessing services and information, 
the vast majority said that they preferred the current 
scenario, that is, mobile internet. The positive impact 
was not just limited to access out extended to the entire  
experience of  utilizing a service via mobile internet. 
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Table 4.1: Preference for Present Channels vs Older Channels

Activities Mobile Internet Older Channels

Communication 91% 9%

Entertainment 85% 15%

Games 82% 18%

Shopping 78% 22%

Banking 86% 14%

Information Search 62% 38%

Religious content 57% 43%

Location search 94% 6%

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey
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Activity Greatly 
Improved 

Slightly 
Improved

No 
Change

Slightly 
Deteriorated Deteriorated 

Bill Payments 84% 12% 3% 0% 0%

Banking 78% 21% 1% 0% 0%

Shopping 77% 21% 0% 2% 0%

Ticket Booking 74% 23% 3% 1% 0%

Higher Income 68% 21% 6% 4% 0%

Institution/Course Search 68% 26% 7% 0% 0%

Better knowledge of  English 66% 31% 3% 0% 0%

Access to Government Services 65% 33% 2% 0% 0%

Job Search 62% 36% 1% 1% 0%

Location Search 61% 31% 8% 0% 0%

Knowledge of  Financial Services 43% 34% 21% 2% 0%

Table 4.3: Low Uptake Services

Services Uptake

Healthcare 8%

Banking 16%

Education 38%

Job search 29%

Government Services 8%

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey

To questions of  how mobile internet impacted access 
to various services, the vast majority claimed that it had 
“greatly improved” their overall smartphone and access 
to these services. However, the uptake of  these services 
has been very low. The reasons for the low uptake vary 
for each of  these services. For healthcare the awareness 
is low; for banking, trust and information is lacking; 
most government services are not accessible online 
or have become accessible only recently and hence 
awareness is lacking. Only in the case of  education and 
job search is the uptake significant. We may infer that as 
more services are available online and their information 
grows, the adoption rate will also pick-up.

Table 4.2: Improvement in Access to Services

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey



Key Points

• Every household in Indian can be reached via mobile devices.

• Two main barriers to getting online – cost and knowledge.

• The absence of  vernacular content is considered a minor barrier to getting online by our survey 
group. 

• The average price of  a mobile phone of  a non-mobile internet user was INR 3,750 whereas that 
of  a mobile internet user was INR 8,500.

• The majority of  the people said that they would cut down on internet usage if  the cost of  access 
increased. 

• Mobile internet user sample were willing to pay a more for better network. 

• Providing increased awareness or an incentive to get online becomes a possible policy 
intervention.
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5.1 Technology Adoption
The internet started as means of  communication (email) 
and information sharing, after which entertainment be-
came important and then finally became the economic 
engine we know today. In India, as in other countries, 
the early adopters were the young and the well off. Sim-
ilarly, the early and late majority is taking up the internet 
as a means of  communication and entertainment. It is 
a very good start. As they become more comfortable 
and aware of  the immense possibilities that the internet 
holds, it is only a matter of  time before they start using 
value added services and higher uses of  the internet that 
require more “trust” and comfort.

As with any technology, adoption of  internet has gone 
through the same phases in India. As per Everett Rog-
ers’ “Diffusion of  Innovation” model, India has seen 
its innovators, early adopters and part of  the early ma-
jority constituting 35 per cent of  the population take 
to the internet and mobile internet. Now it is the time 

for everyone in the early majority that constitutes 34 
per cent of  the population to start benefiting from the 
internet age. Members of  this group generally wait to 
see whether the new thing proves to be successful in 
practice. They watch innovators and early adopters for 
cues, and are often less educated than them and have 
lesser social mobility. The early and late majority does 
not necessarily yearn for a new product or service that 
can be of  benefit, but if  enough of  their peers try it 
and discuss it, these followers will go along. As revealed 
in our survey, the majority of  the non-mobile-internet 
users did not see a major reason to get online and were 
satisfied with the status quo.

5.2 Transmission of  Technology
Next, we try to create a framework for the classification 
of  internet users according to how advanced they are 
by looking at the type of  applications used. For the 
benefits of  internet to disperse to the society, everyone 
needs to know about the services and information that 
can be gained online. The aim of  the classification is to 
differentiate between groups of  users on their comfort 
and to understand if  and how the progression happened.

5.2.1 Mobile Internet Non-User Group
We classify our non-mobile internet users into three 
groups according to how advanced their usage is.

In the non-mobile internet user group, it becomes very 
evident that age and education are very important deter-
minants of  internet usage. The average age of  internet 
users in this group was 12 years less than the average 
age of  the people who were not aware of  the existence 
and 10 years less than the average age of  the people 
who were aware of  the internet but did not use it. The 

5. Adoption and Transmission of  
Technology

Source: Wikicommons

Figure 5.1: Diffusion of  Innovations
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correlation with income saw reversal in case of  cate-
gorization for non-mobile internet users, which can be 
partly attributed to the age of  the group. 

Of  the 127 internet users in this group, communication, 
social networking and entertainment were the major 
uses. E-commerce was also much used with 85 users, 
but 63 of  these users used it for booking tickets only. 39 
of  the respondents in this group were students of  which 
19 were using the internet to search for educational 
material to aid in their studies or searching for colleges 
and courses; 18 people were using online banking 
services while only 6 were accessing health information 
online. Similarly, awareness about the availability of  
various services online was very low. 

5.2.2 Mobile Internet User Group
Similar to the non-mobile internet user group, we classify 
the internet user group into six categories according to 
the level of  awareness and usage of  internet services. In 
this group, everyone is aware of  and uses mobile internet 
for communication purposes via applications for e-mail, 
messaging or video communication. The people who use 
only these services are classified as Level 1 users. People 
who have moved one-step further and use the internet 
for social networking and communication are classed 
as Level 2 users. Level 3 users, in addition to Level 1 
and 2 applications use the internet for entertainment 
purposes like audio/video downloads and games. Level 
4 users are those who begun scratching the surface of  
the power of  internet. These users use the internet for 

news, maps and searching for jobs. Level 6 users are 
the highest classification of  users and are aware of  and 
use services like online shopping, and property search 
(“e-commerce”). 

Table 5.2: Sample Service Usage (Non-Mobile 
Internet Users, N = 127)

Service No. of  Users

Communication 82

Social Networking 84

Entertainment 79

Weather 16

Education 22

E-commerce 85

Banking 18

Health 6

Information 67

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey

Level 5 users in our classification are a hybrid of  Level 
4 and 6. These users use the internet for services, which 
we have classified as “essential” services in the sense 
that they are essential for the well-being of  the populace. 
These users use the internet for looking for information 
on the weather, health, education sites and mobile 
banking. It can be argued that mobile banking should 

Level Awareness and Usage Count Age (Years) Education (Years) Income (INR)

0 Unaware of  the Internet       182         38.3           7.6     10,390 

1 Aware of  the Internet but not Online       491         36.3           9.7       9,821 

2 Internet User; Non-Mobile       127         26.3         12.0       8,691 

Table 5.1: Survey Non-User Demograph

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey
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Level Usage Count Age
(Years)

Education
(Years)

Income
(INR)

HH Income
(INR)

1 Communication: WhatsApp, Gmail 56 41 5 14,906 17,455

2 Social Networking: Facebook, Twitter 10 31 8 9,056 15,500

3 Entertainment: YouTube, Games 194 33 10 9,241 17,448

4 Information: Maps, News, Search 272 33 11 10,673 20,928

5 Essential Services 581 33 12 11,793 25,275

6 Mobile E-commerce 87 31 11 9,596 20,546

Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey

City Age
(Years)

Education
(Years)

Income
(INR)

Household Income
(INR)

Average User  
Level* (Unit)

Mumbai 35 9 13,961 24,167 4.0

Kolkata 32 12 8,022 17,308 4.7

Delhi NCR 32 12 10,375 23,125 4.1

Bangalore 32 11 11,672 24,342 4.5

* As defined in Table 5.3
Source: PIF - BRIEF Survey

be a Level 6 usage classification but in our perspective, 
financial inclusion is an important policy objective and 
as such is an essential service that should be available to 
all and hence classification in the hybrid group. 

Among the mobile internet users, there is not much 
distinction in terms of  age between Level 2 to Level 
6 users whereas Level 1 users who use mobile internet 
only for communication purposes are on an average 9 
years older than the higher-level users. This explains 
their higher income levels too. The higher-level users 
are significantly better educated than lower-level users 

as is quite evident. In the case of  mobile internet users, 
the correlation of  usage with average income is more 
prominent with higher-level users earning more than 
the lower level users.

Trust is an essential element of  economic transactions. 
In a recent study conducted by Bachas and Gertler in 
Mexico (Bachas, 2015), debit cards and bank accounts 
were rolled out to beneficiaries of  a conditional cash 
transfer programme. They found that after receiving 
the debit card, transfer recipients do not increase their 
savings for the first six months, but after this initial 

Table 5.3: Levels of  Internet Usage

Table 5.4: Survey Demographics by Geography
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period, they begin saving and their marginal propensity 
to save increases over time. During this initial period, 
however, they use the card to check their balances 
frequently; the number of  times they check their 
balances decreases over time as their reported trust in 
the bank increases. One may similarly imply that usage 
of  services over the internet is also a matter a trust and 
comfort.

As people become more aware and comfortable with the 
internet, they make better use of  the services provided. 
If  usage uptake is similar, as in the Africa survey by On-
device, where users rated all aspects that they adopted 
as a significant improvement over earlier methods, as 
people become more aware, the level 3 users in India will 
realize the importance of  maps, news and information 

access just like rich, urban Indians have come to realize 
and adopt mobile banking and e-commerce. In a similar 
vein, every category of  user needs to be introduced to 
the next level of  internet services. The purpose is to 
push every internet user towards being a Level 5 user. 
At this level, we believe that the true benefit of  the ICT 
revolution will trickle down where everyone would be 
able to access information, government services and 
banking to become “financially and aligibility included”.

Internet access will become ubiquitous in India by 
this diffusion process. In light of  this, it should be the 
policy of  the government to help reduce barriers to 
enable people to move to the next level of  usage or 
as we put it One Step Closer to 100 per cent internet 
penetration. 
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Key Points

• Among non-mobile internet users, average age of  internet users was 12 years less than the average age of  
the people who ignorant of  the internet and 10 years less than the average age of  the people who were 
aware of  the internet but did not use it.

• Of  the 127 internet users of  non-mobile internet group, communication, social networking and 
entertainment were the major uses.

• The higher-level users are significantly better educated than lower-level users

• Higher-level users are younger that lower-level users

• As people become more aware and comfortable with the internet, they make better use of  the services 
provided.
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6.1 Policy Issues
The basics are in place for the internet revolution to 
take off  in India; i.e., there is a sizable population that 
is already online so transmission and dissemination will 
take place and the infrastructure for taking a billion 
people online is present with numerous competitive 
telecom players.

The major reasons holding back wider adoptions of  
mobile internet are fixed cost of  device, expensive 
data access as a percentage of  per capita income, lack 
of  awareness, and infrastructure. Apart from these 
there are other pertinent policy issues that require 
discussions.  

6.1.1 Net Neutrality
Network neutrality is the principle that all internet 
traffic should be treated equally. Net Neutrality 
implies that subscribers of  internet access service can 
access the online content of  their choice without the 
telecommunications service provider (TSP) blocking or 
throttling of  content, or creating “fast lanes” through 
paid prioritization. Adherence to this principle of  net 
neutrality is necessary for maintaining the open and 
non-discriminatory character of  the internet, features 
that are responsible for the phenomenal growth of  the 
internet in the past decades.

Chile in 2010, became the first country in the world to 
enact net-neutrality regulations. It prohibits arbitrary 
blockage, interference, discrimination, obstruction and 
restriction to the activities of  internet users. It also 
requires internet service providers (ISPs) to protect the 
privacy of  users. In Europe, Netherlands was the first 
to enshrine net-neutrality principles prohibiting any 
hindrance or slowing down of  services on the internet 
by ISPs or network owners. The European Union 

(EU) now requires TSPs to explicitly state the traffic 
management rules and inform all stakeholders.

In the US, one net-neutrality debate has been going on 
for the better part of  two decades. Finally, in 2015, the 
Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) Open 
Internet rules were enacted and upheld by the courts. 
The rules enshrine no-blocking, no-throttling and no 
paid prioritization as the broad legal framework for net-
neutrality and it supports zero rating arrangements to 
provide free data on case by case bases. The rules also 
build upon existing, strong transparency requirements.

6.1.2 Pricing of  Data
The terms of  the Unified License in India set out the 
scope of  internet services and specifically require TSPs 
to ensure that subscribers have unrestricted access to 
all content available on internet, subject only to lawful 
restrictions. Telecom Regulatory Authority of  India 
(TRAI) has prohibited discriminatory tariffs based on 
content. The vast majority of  jurisdictions around the 
world do not ban zero rating, including the US and 
the EU, which have some of  the most stringent net 
neutrality rules. However, if  some TSPs, in India, are 
willing to provide, as part of  some social objective 
free/discounted data to their customers (in a way that 
does not violate the core net neutrality principles of  
not permitting TSPs to block or throttle content, or 
create “fast lanes” through paid prioritization) there is 
no reason it should be discouraged. Such services can 
actually help in faster proliferation of  internet and may 
provide a fillip for the social-economic development. 
For instance, UNICEF and Airtel have collaborated in 
a few African countries to roll out UNICEF health and 
education apps for free.

There have been some demands for the regulation of  
over-the-top (OTT) services, in particular voice and 

6. Recommendations
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messaging services. This completely goes against the 
principles of  an open internet and fair competition. 
If  telecom companies feel that messaging services are 
reducing their revenue from SMSs or voice calls and 
hurting their financials, it is a mispricing of  data on their 
part in the face of  a market shift and not something 
that regulators should concern themselves with. Such 
anti-competitive demands of  regulating type of  data 
packets should never be considered. Regulators and the 
government should not allow telecoms to throttle data 
as it will destroy the inherent character of  internet that 
is the freedom to innovate and access. An open internet 
ensures that developers continue to innovate and that 
consumers retain their right to select services competing 
on features and price, and make informed decision on 
how to use the internet.

6.1.3 Technology Inclusion
Like the right to education and food security in the 
modern world, there is a right to internet access. Such 
legislation has been adopted in some Scandinavian 
countries and India should not think itself  behind the 
curve. Digital India talks of  digitizing services and not 
reach of  the services. We need a technology inclusion 
programme where people can have access to internet 
for essential services. 

There are endless possibilities that free data will unleash 
for a nation of  one billion people where affordability 
is a barrier. Education, health, governance, business, 
security, and transportation, every sector has tremendous 
potential to create value for the citizens through free 
internet access by the government and the private sector 
initiatives. 

6.1.4 Information Security
The Government of  India needs to enact strong data 
security policies. We have not been proactive in terms of  
educating people on data protection and cyber security, 
which is a key step to helping empower citizens to 

control and safeguard their personal information. Other 
countries have been more proactive in ensuring their 
citizens have the tools they need to protect their data, 
through a combination of  sensible laws and regulation, 
digital literacy initiatives, and market incentives for 
corporations to protect people’s privacy. Similarly, strong 
data privacy laws protect citizens of  EU and the US. It 
is a pre-requisite for building and sustaining a strong 
data driven economy, including a robust e-commerce 
ecosystem. The government should enact regulations for 
data privacy and security and any attempt to weaken the 
encryption protection should be discouraged.

As our companies move to the cutting edge of  technology, 
industrial espionage becomes an increasing concern. 
Weakening encryption standards reduces companies’ 
ability to defend themselves and their customers’ data 
against theft. Deliberately introducing “backdoors” in 
encryption technology in the name of  national security 
substantially undermines this fundamental security—
it is not technologically possible to make it easier for 
law enforcement to access encrypted communications 
without making it easier for cybercriminals and foreign 
governments to do so as well.

6.2 Recommendations
India has gained considerable internet and mobile 
internet penetration considering the limitations of  
costs, infrastructure and education. Considering that all 
information will soon be online and most services will 
also be available online, it is imperative, from a policy 
perspective, to attain as high an internet penetration as 
possible.

The focus of  policy should be at the barriers to moving 
people one level higher in our classification of  internet 
usage characteristics and target the marginal user at each 
point. In effect, to take a non-user online; to make a 
Level 3 user who uses the internet for entertainment 
to start using it for more productive purposes like job 
search, education, etc., and finally to make everyone a 
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proficient Level 5 user; comfortable using the mobile 
and internet for all essential transactions. 

6.2.1 For Access
Cheaper or free internet services, will play a big role 
in raising awareness about the internet by bringing in 
new internet users and letting them know how it can 
help them.  In our survey, 31 per cent of  non-internet 
users showed a desire to use the internet while 31 per 
cent cited unavailability of  a smartphone as a barrier; an 
additional 17 per cent cited the cost of  getting internet 
on their phones as the main barrier. These are probably 
the next million people who will get online in India and 
zero rating services may help address the cost barrier as 
a first step. For these people, limited free service would 
also help raise awareness about the internet.

6.2.2 For Adoption
The other big barrier to adoption of  internet is non-
existant or inadequate connectivity, especially in the 
rural areas. Telecom service providers are increasing 
their footprint and the government for its part should 
make more spectrum available for seamless service. The 
government should encourage micro-entrepreneurs 
and ISPs and allow them to provide cheaper internet 
services using unused spectrum and Wi-Fi in remote 
and under-served locations. Delicensing of  the 60 GHz 
(V band) for this purpose could be a game changer in 
making digital India successful.

6.2.3 For Financial Inclusion
In a similar vein, financial inclusion, direct-benefit-
transfer and other programmes will be more effective 
when everyone accesses these subsidies and services via 
an online platform that reaches the recipient directly. 
Hence, as an enabling tool, the government might want 
to look at digital access with greater interest.

6.2.4 For Pricing 
A few months back there was a huge discussion in the 

public domain about net-neutrality and how violation of  
it could lead to much harm. What the discussion missed 
out among the hullabaloo was that there is a case to be 
made for free provision of  data. In essence, if  companies 
deem that the cost of  providing free data is matched by 
the benefits derived out of  future usage of  online services 
and that they want to provide free internet they should 
be permitted. Pricing is the prerogative of  companies. 
As long as the core principles of  net-neutrality (no 
blocking, throttling, or paid prioritization by the TSP) are 
maintained and anti-competitive practices kept in check, 
the Indian populace will only benefit from this increased 
access and reduced costs. 

India similarly should not completely disregard the 
possible benefits of  zero-rating content and free data. 
Free data will help bring the next million users online in 
India. TRAI should allow all possible models that will 
bring competition and innovation in the market, which 
can only benefit the consumer. TRAI has permitted 
reduced tariffs for accessing or providing emergency 
services. Similarly, TSPs should be allowed to apply for 
zero-rating services that do not violate the core net-
neutrality principles discussed above. TRAI and the 
Competition Commission’s oversight will prevent any 
unfair practices.

6.2.5 For Information Security
We trust the internet service providers and technology 
companies with our personal data, financial data and 
private communications, understanding that strong 
cyber security is key to their building user trust. As 
more people get online, the security of  that data 
becomes paramount. It is as important as maintaining 
the sanctity of  the Aadhar database. Part of  the reason 
people do not adopt new technologies is because of   
trust deficit. The Government of  India can assist in 
filling this deficit.  People take time to get used to new 
technologies (retail branch) banking included. Sensible 
consumer protection and privacy laws would go a long 
way in overcoming this trust deficit.
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6.3 Conclusion
If  telecom spectrum is a public good, (the US FCC 
classified TSPs as common carriers as they have 
become the backbone of  economies like roads 
and railways in the 19th century) it can be used to 
promote policy objectives of  the government. If  the 
government requires telecom companies to provide 
access to government services, any citizen would be 
able to access them if  they had a mobile phone. But 

before policy makers decide to address a public goods 
problem with the machinery of  government, they 
should consider whether demand for public goods 
stems from well-formed desires, whether the costs 
of  public provision exceed the benefits, and whether 
markets will, all things considered, produce a better 
or worse outcome than government action. In effect 
and in conclusion, the market should be allowed to 
experiment and price services.
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A. Stories From The Field

(i) Taxi Driver: Google Maps
Shahid is a 32-year-old taxi driver, is a graduate, and 
has been driving a taxi for the last 4 years in Mumbai. 
He supports a family of  5 members and has been using 
a mobile phone for last two years.

Shahid opined that smartphone and internet has 
helped him earn his livelihood and to perform routine 
activities. When he was not using a smartphone and 
did not have access to internet on his phone, he at 
times was not able to identify locations his customers 
wanted him to go to for it was very difficult to find 
the exact address. By using smartphone and mobile 
internet, he has been able to easily locate addresses 
with the help of  the Google Maps. This has also helped 
him increase his earnings and now Shahid earns 10 per 
cent more as compared to the times he did not possess 
a smartphone. 

Apart from work, Shahid mentioned that sometimes 
his wife uses the smartphone to watch serials online on 
YouTube when she misses a scheduled telecast.

Using social media apps had a beneficial effect on his 
communication and language skills. He says that he is 
now able to understand English better. He points out 
that mobile internet has not only increased his earnings, 
but has enabled him to carry out business activities 
‘smartly’.  Before starting his trip, he checks the traffic 
condition on the route using Google Maps and avoids 
routes the application flags as red. He excitedly narrated 
an incident when a foreign passenger was impressed 
with his English and him using Google Maps on his 
mobile phone. The passenger gave him a letter of  
appreciation stating that he is a ‘well educated and 
technically sound’ driver from Mumbai.

(ii) Artisan: Facebook for Business
Siddheswar Kumbhakar is a 42-year-old artisan who has 
been plying his trade for the last 25 years in Panchmura 
area of  Bankura District, which is 175km away from 
the state capital of  Kolkata. He has been using a mobile 
phone for last 15 years.

Terracotta horses and elephants from Panchmura adorn 
drawing rooms across the world as symbols of  Indian 
folk-art. Previously the sole means of  displaying their 
artwork was at trade-fairs and festivals. The artisans 
had to keep track of  all the festivals that would happen 
and contact the organizers if  they were not invited to 
try and get a stall. Siddheswar is of  the opinion that 
his smartphone and internet have become essential 
for earning his livelihood. He along with other pottery 
artisans have created a Facebook page called ‘Terracotta 
of  Panchmura’. Its purpose is to create awareness 
about this folk art, display the work of  the local artisans 
and act as an interface where interested buyers can 
contact them. Through their Facebook page, they have 
an opportunity to showcase, popularize and market 
their art works to a larger populace. On their Facebook 
page, he and his fellow artisans are able to post pictures 
of  their work and buyers are able to show interest and 
purchase them. Buyers also post their queries on the 
Facebook page if  they need anything specific.

Siddheswar mentioned that he regularly checks the latest 
designs on internet and shares them with his peers. This 
helps them stay abreast of  current designs, tastes and 
preferences of  customers and helps them gauge demand 
and price their works accordingly. They participate in 
various Handicraft Fairs and are able to keep themselves 
updated about such events via the internet. The internet 
has had a major impact on their earnings and they state 
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that their earning has doubled because of  the extra 
exposure they are getting. 

(iii) Dabbawala: The Original Hyper-
Local Service Providers
Vishnu, 30 is one of  the members of  a dabbawala 
team based out of  Charni Road in one of  the southern 
districts of  Mumbai. He has been plying food from 
homes to offices and back for the past 12 years. Vishnu’s 
major role is to acquire and retain clients, to coordinate 
the work to ensure timely delivery of  dabbas and handle 
clients’ queries/requests/complaints. 

His job requires a lot of  coordination and communication 
within the group. Mobile phones with active internet 
connections help a lot in performing such activities. He 
has been using mobile phones for the last four years.

When Vishnu was not using a smartphone, on several 
occasions he was unable to locate the addresses of  
certain clients to whom he had to deliver lunch boxes. 
But mobile internet has helped him in taking care of  
these issues. Nowadays, he accesses internet services 
on his mobile and easily finds any address as the client 
shares his exact location with him using WhatsApp. 
According to Vishnu, when his clients don’t require 
lunches, they message him to not deliver on the day 
which saves him time in going to the client’s house and 
then finding out that his services won’t be required on 
that day. 

To ensure timely delivery of  lunch boxes, he accesses 
mobile apps like “m-indicator” to get information on 
Mumbai local train timetable. In his view, smartphones 
have made his job easy and has enabled him to cater 
to more clients resulting in increased income. Apart 
from this, he believes that internet has changed his life 
as he feels more confident with internet services and 
his language proficiency (especially English) has also 
improved while using internet on his mobile.

(iv) Police Constable: More Time for 
Life
Sushil, 27 is a police constable in define. He is the sole 
earning member in a family of  four. He has been using 
mobile phones for the last four years and currently uses 
a smartphone with internet.

In his chosen vocation, his life is not bound by routines 
and therefore he has to continually adjust to odd duty 
hours, emergencies, augmented responsibilities during 
festivals and the like as demanded by his job from time 
to time. These factors in turn had a cascading effect on 
his personal life where he had to frequently forego his 
responsibilities for his duties. He mentioned that he 
misses spending time with his family, helping them in 
daily chores, shopping with them or even being with 
them during festivals. He also highlighted that he regularly 
misses family functions and other social gatherings.

For Sushil, a smartphone allows him to handle some of  
his household responsibilities, for example, he is able 
to connect with family and friends through WhatsApp 
and Skype. Net-banking services enable him to carry 
out banking transactions. Online shopping through his 
smartphone has enabled him to get more involved in his 
household chores. Lastly, his smartphone enables him 
to keep up with news updates. All these conveniences 
have greatly improved his quality of  life.

(v) Student: Access to Education
Somyajit Sannigrahi is a 19-year-old student from 
Bankura district, about 175 kilometers away from 
Kolkata. He graduated from school and is preparing 
for engineering entrance exams, for which he has joined 
a coaching institute in Kolkata. He has been using a 
mobile phone for the last 2 years.

Somyajit finds mobile internet to be very helpful. 
Before taking admission in the coaching institute, he 
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was able carry out online research on existing institutes 
in the region, and also look for an accommodation for 
himself  on his mobile phone. With the help of  internet, 
he searches for study material to prepare for entrance 
exams. Apart from this, he also accesses ‘BYJU’S – 
The Learning App’ on his mobile phone for the same 
purpose. This app saves the time which personal visits 
to teachers or friends would have taken.

Being in a new place, mobile internet has helped 
him in finding directions and getting information of  
various places seamlessly, which can otherwise become 
a cumbersome exercise in a city like Kolkata. Mobile 
internet has allowed him stay connected with family and 
friends on a constant basis.

(vi) Domestic Workers: Help for 
Domestic Help

Negi is a 31-year-old domestic help in Delhi. He has 
been using a mobile phone for year. He mostly uses 
the internet on his mobile phone for downloading 
songs. Apart from this, he uses WhatsApp to stay in 
touch with family and friends and plays games on his 
phone. He uses net-banking on his phone to transfer 
funds to his family and even paid his LIC premium 
from his phone. 

He says that smartphones have become a status symbol. 
If  someone does not have a smart-phone, then people 
look down upon him or her.
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B. Survey Details
They survey respondents were chosen from the lower strata of  the socio-economic spectrum from among a few 
occupations. This sample was replicated in the four major cities of  India. 

Type of  Respondents Mobile Internet Users

Delhi Mumbai Bangalore Kolkata Sub Total

Students 30 30 30 30 120

Auto & Taxi Driver 30 30 30 30 120

Domestic Workers 30 30 30 30 120

Daily Service Provider 30 30 30 30 120

Senior Citizens 30 30 30 30 120

Home Business 30 30 30 30 120

Security Guard/Police 30 30 30 30 120

Farmers 30 30 30 30 120

Shopkeeper/Hawker 30 30 30 30 120

Daily wage Labour 30 30 30 30 120

Total 300 300 300 300 1200

Type of  Respondents Non-Mobile-Internet Users

Delhi Mumbai Bangalore Kolkata Sub Total

Students 20 20 20 20 80

Auto & Taxi Driver 20 20 20 20 80

Domestic Workers 20 20 20 20 80

Daily Service Provider 20 20 20 20 80

Senior Citizens 20 20 20 20 80

Home Business 20 20 20 20 80

Security Guard/Police 20 20 20 20 80

Farmers 20 20 20 20 80

Shopkeeper/Hawker 20 20 20 20 80

Daily wage Labour 20 20 20 20 80

Total 200 200 200 200 800

Questionnaire
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