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Abstract

The digital divide is an important issue in developing nations, especially during Covid-19 times. The notion of the digital divide 
gained prominence in the 1990s. The characterization of the idea of the digital divide has evolved with time and is currently 
recognized as “lack of knowledge, access or infrastructure.” It can be comprehended as a barrier for the general masses, par-
ticularly in developing countries. Information and communication technology (ICT) now occupies a significant role in our lives 
(especially in Covid-19 times). India is known for its social diversity. However, some groups and categories of people have 
historically been excluded and continue to be excluded today. This study focuses on the assessment of the impact of the digital 
divide on Indian society, specifically on the phenomenon of social exclusion because of the digitalization of almost all aspects 
of our lives. The research gap observed is that the digital divide can have serious concerns for future growth since it impedes 
social mobility, creates impediments, and exacerbates social inaccessibility for disadvantaged groups. To obtain an adequate 
sample size, respondents are chosen using simple random sampling technique of probability sampling. Statistical techniques 
such as validity and reliability analysis, T-test, ANOVA, and correlation-regression are used to present quantitative data. The 
study’s expected outcome will be to provide a vigilant roadmap for policymakers and public institutions to strengthen nationhood 
among the masses while promoting social inclusion. Modern Indian society should strive for inclusion, and there should be no 
discrimination in terms of digital accessibility, which could paralyze the developing nation.
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1. Introduction

The increased usage of the Internet and information and 
communication technology (ICT) in contemporary times has 
resulted in a form of social inequality. The social inequality 
is arising because of the disparities between and among the 
individuals in terms of digital skills, use of the Internet, and 
access to digital devices (Zhang 2013). This divide is referred 
to as “digital divide” which is more visible today, especially 
in the form of social exclusion in India. This digital divide 
increases the already-existing disparities among the rural 
and marginalized populations (Alam and Imran 2015; Bowles 
2012). As per the studies done by (Dwivedi, Alsudairi, and 
Irani 2010) and (Reede 2011), it has been observed that the 
extensive use of the Internet is often associated with social 
and economic well-being. It has also been noted that the 
easy availability of Internet services is related to a nation’s 
growth and development (Bowles and Wilson 2010). There 
are studies that show that the digital divide might result in 
exclusion of various forms, such as economic exclusion, 
social participation, and political exclusion (Barry 2013; 
Wamuyu 2017).

The idea of social inclusion is one of the goals of the Indian 
constitution, wherein the masses can completely participate in 
all aspects (Shortall 2008) of life with dignity. As per most of 
the studies on the subject matter, the use of ICT paves a new 
way to address different forms of disparities and inequalities 
in society and help in poverty alleviation as well (Andrade and 
Doolin 2016; Gerpott and Ahmadi 2015; Haight, Quanhaase, 
and Corbett 2014). As an innovative ICT, the mobile platform, 
which makes digital services available with mobile devices 
(Hong and Tam 2006; Lee, Shin, and Lee 2009) is thought to 
offer a great opportunity to narrow the digital divide. The digital 
platform can connect a number of people and initiate interaction 
among them (Barrett, Oborn, and Orlikowski 2016; Singaraju et 
al. 2016), though several research studies have indicated that 
merely providing access to the digital resources and technology 
is not adequate to promote social inclusion (Yu, Lin, and Liao 
2017). There are several stakeholders that are involved in 
making any society digitalized, and each of the stakeholders has 
a crucial role to play in eliminating the digital divide (Venkatesh 
and Sykes 2013; Chen and Liu 2013). Existing research 
focuses primarily on the economic impact of ICT in rural areas 
(Salemink, Strijker, and Bosworth 2017; Okunola, Rowley, and 
Johnson 2017). Income growth can be aided by investments 
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tribe, disability). This study focuses on the assessment of the 
impact of the digital divide on Indian society, specifically on the 
phenomenon of social exclusion because of the digitalization 
of almost all aspects of our lives.

1.3 Research Objectives 
The research objective of the study is to understand the role 
of the digital divide and its determinants. The study focuses 
on the assessment of the impact of the digital divide on 
Indian society, specifically on the phenomenon of social 
exclusion because of the digitalization of almost all aspects 
of our lives. Further, the study intends to investigate some 
specific aspects and practices of the digital divide as well 
as the emergence of digital discrimination because of gaps 
in knowledge, access, and the skill sets required to bridge 
them. The research questions to be addressed by the study 
are the substantiation of the digital divide in India as well 
as the investigation into impediments to digital inclusion, 
which consequentially reinforces social exclusion in Indian 
society.

2. Literature Review

The rapidly changing society is one of the contributions of 
the ICT (Nandi 2002) that has impacted all areas of human 
life. The concept of “digital divide” became widespread during 
1990s and early 2000s, and the definition of the concept 
has been evolving ever since. The distinction between those 
having access to technology and those who do not has been 
a prominent aspect of the digital divide. The related concept 
of digital exclusion, , which refers to the gap between the 
populations having Internet access and those who do not, 
has been researched by various scholars (Mehra 2002). A 
study done by Azari and Pick (2005) states that the “uneven 
distribution of the ICT benefits” refers to the digital divide. As 
the definition of the digital divide evolved with time, it came to 
be associated with empowerment, mobility, and differentiation 
as well (Newhagen and Bucy 2004). It is to be noted that 
since the 1970s, the usage of ICT was unevenly distributed, 
and most of the population still faces digital exclusion (Selwyn 
and Facer 2007).
The definition of the digital divide has evolved with time, 
from depicting the division between users and nonusers to 
explaining the various gradations of skill divide as well. The 
recent research on the issue focused more on the skill set 
and knowledge to understand the concept of digital exclusion 
and inclusion. Individuals who were digitally skilled could take 
better advantage of the changing digital society  Van Deursen, 
A., and J. Van Dijk, 2014), and because of its social, economic, 
and political implications, the digital divide has recently piqued 
the interest of academics and policymakers alike.

in ICT infrastructure and productivity gains brought about 
by information technology (Jha, Pinsonneault, and Dubé, 
2016). These income gains or any such form of accumulation 
can be interpreted in the form of social capital in Bourdieu’s 
terminology (Bourdieu 1986). The Internet facilitates social 
engagement, social involvement, and social participation 
among heterogeneous and homogeneous sections of society, 
resulting in greater human capital productivity and efficiency, 
as well as a more productive society that contributes to the 
development of social capital. There are some studies that 
have also noted that the use of the Internet can empower 
disadvantaged and marginalized populations and enhance 
their social capital, which can be a potential way to bridge 
the existing digital divide (Charleson 2012a). Therefore, the 
Internet is seen as a potential way to proceed toward social 
inclusion of people who are digitally discriminated against. It 
has also been argued in various studies that social interaction 
at the local level can be a source of social inclusion as well as 
a way of eliminating the digital divide (Alam and Imran 2015).

1.2 Research Problem
Internet usage by the masses largely depends on factors 
such as the availability of affordable devices, network 
coverage and connectivity, along with data costs. Today, 
when India is encouraging the digitalization of services, 
affordable data availability becomes crucial. However, 
even after the improvement in availability and accessibility 
of affordable devices and data, there are certain sections 
of society who, because of their social and cultural capital, 
have greater access to resources as compared to others. 
As per one of the reports published by the OECD (2013), 
certain demographic factors are associated with lower levels 
of usage of the Internet, which includes educational levels 
as well as low income. Today, policymakers endorse Internet 
usage to reduce the existing digital divide and consider the 
availability of affordable Internet data as important as safe 
drinking water, electricity, and a transport infrastructure. 
Affordable data availability has assumed importance due to 
its significant role in the communication infrastructure of the 
country. It is to be noted that the creation of social capital 
through social networking and Internet access is seen as a 
prospective means of erasing the digital divide, particularly 
in rural and remote areas (Charleson 2012; Notley and Foth 
2008).
ICT now occupies a substantial role in our lives (especially 
in Covid-19 times). Digital literacy and successful use of 
Internet technology have become essential in today’s world. 
India is known for its social diversity, and the concept of social 
inclusion is enshrined in the Indian constitution. However, 
some groups and categories of people have historically been 
excluded and continue to be excluded today. There are varied 
reasons for such exclusion (caste, gender/transgenderism, 
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to note how Chinn and Fairlie (2010) conclude that the largest 
influential factor that can help in explaining the reason for the 
digital divide is per capita income. On the other hand, where 
several scholars believe that gender is also one of the causes 
of the digital divide, and females’ usage of computers is less 
as compared to that of their male counterparts. In another 
research study, Billion, Marco, and Lera-Lopez (2009) 
argued that the tertiary qualifications of the population are 
significantly related to the implementation of the Internet as 
well as e-commerce platforms. It has also been noted that 
the role of demography in terms of social, economic, and 
educational diversity as well as the size of the population 
is also important in illustrating the various aspects of the 
digital divide (Bowles 2012; Atkinson, Black, and Curtis 2008; 
McLaren and Zappala 2002; Curtin 2001). Yet another factor, 
age, factor was also noted by Lloyd and Hellwig (2000), and 
the influence and existence of networks built up by Internet 
access and usage proves the multifaceted uses of the Internet 
(Agarwal, Animesh, and Prashad 2005).

2.2 Defining Digital Inclusion
The term “digital inclusion” refers to citizens’ universal 
access to ICT. For significant digital inclusion to take place, 
universal access and affordability should be the priorities 
to be handled while dealing with such issues. It is quickly 
becoming one of our generation’s most pressing social 
justice issues. Digital inclusion is critical for participation in 
the labor force and educational and economic development, 
as well as several other aspects of life (Walton et al. 2013). 
The correlation of having access to digital resources and 
digital skills with social exclusion is also noted upon. The 
notion of digital inclusion is not only about access to the 
technology and Internet sources, but also how access directly 
and indirectly influences the lives of the marginalized and 
deprived sections of the society (Alam and Imran 2015a). 
There have been several studies that have linked social 
inclusion with digital inclusion. Recent research has found 
that digital inclusion has significant social and economic 
benefits for individuals who have a computer at home, which 
results in better educational opportunities as well.
Digital inclusion speaks predominantly about working for the 
benefit of the community to address issues related to access, 
opportunity, and skill sets related to technology. Some scholars 
have identified various steps of digital inclusion extending from 
basic usage to advanced participation (Helsper and Reisdorf 
2012). Those categories of population who are socially isolated 
have very limited access to digital resources which can be 
seen as being reinforced among economically marginalized 
sections of the society (Helsper 2008). There is research that 
shows the impact of age, disability, and employment status 
on the usage of digital devices and Internet services (Helsper 
and Reisdorf 2016).

2.1 Global Digital Divide
According to UNESCO, only 55% of global households have 
access to the Internet. This percentage falls below 20% in 
the poorest countries. The primary form of the digital divide 
speaks about the gap based on Internet access. In one of the 
studies done by (Hargittai 2002), it has been mentioned that 
the role of skill is important when we speak about the second 
form of the digital divide. Yet another research study published 
by Palfrey and Gasser (2008) argues for the importance of 
digital literacy and not just mere access to ICT. The research 
conducted by Borislov and Serban (2013) and Pedrozo 
(2013) are in tandem with this argument for digital literacy. 
They also argue that the disparity between the experienced 
Internet users and those who lack digital literacy or are new 
to the digital world is contributing to the second digital divide. 
Yet another argument states that the lack of computer use 
skills, when combined with other sociocultural factors, affects 
the marginalized differently and consequently further restricts 
their chances of competing in the globalized labor market 
(Pedrozo 2013). The third level of the digital divide is related 
to the existing knowledge gap that persists because of the 
inequality in Internet usage due to disparity in educational 
levels of different sections of the population (Van Dijk and 
Hacker 2003; Wei and Zhang 2006). It is interesting to notice 
how Toledo (2007) mentions the “internet generation divide,” 
which he describes as a divide between the “digital natives” 
and “digital immigrants,” i.e., between the young population 
who have grown up in the digitalized world, especially with 
the Internet, and the older generation, who has only recently 
become acquainted with the technology.
Nonetheless, in the twenty-first century, the digital divide 
today signifies the disparity among the population at diverse 
socioeconomic echelons in terms of the access to ICT as 
well as the use of Internet for several activities (OECD 2013). 
Yet another study by Rasanen (2006) refers to the notion of 
the digital divide as a more critical division along the lines 
of socioeconomic and developmental aspects. This is in 
addition to the basic component of inequality in poor countries 
concerning the deprivation from the necessities of life. These 
elements create impediments and differences in the access 
and use of the Internet in the developing nations as well as 
among the marginalized sections of the developed nations 
(Alam and Imran 2015; Neumayer, Raffl, and Bichler 2010; 
Neuman, Biedrzycki, and Baum 2010).
The quantification of the concept of the digital divide through 
different models has also researched, and it has proved itself 
as a crucial tool for interpreting the multidimensional nature of 
the digital divide (Vicente and Lopez 2011a). As per some of 
the empirical research on the subject, the economic wealth of 
the nations and individuals become the most influential factor 
which is at the core of the disparities in ICT usage (Vicente 
and Lopez 2011b; Waber and Kauffman 2011). It is interesting 
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after working towards an inclusive society, there are numerous 
domains that are still impacted by social exclusion (Buvinic 
2005). It is to be noted that Buvinic encapsulates the idea of 
social exclusion as “the inability of an individual to participate 
in the basic political, economic, and social functioning of 
the society,” and also mentions “the denial of equal access 
to opportunities imposed by certain groups of society upon 
others.” The definition given by him aptly captures three main 
features of social exclusion, i.e., “effects on culturally defined 
groups;” the role of social relations; and the effects of such 
exclusion (Haan 1997). The phenomenon of social exclusion 
has a deep impact on a person’s access to opportunities, 
especially in the context of power relationships. Amartya Sen 
(2000) has clearly pointed out the benefits and drawbacks 
of social inclusion and exclusion. He has also used terms 
such as “unfavorable exclusion” and “unfavorable inclusion.” 
Moreover, in the Indian context, it is important to reiterate here, 
that only when the social, economic, and political aspects 
are made inclusive and participative can such a diverse 
society tread on the path of success and growth. Therefore, 
same aspect can be correlated in terms of access to digital 
resources and technology, wherein, certain sections of the 
society remain excluded from the benefits of digital means and 
face the impact of the digital divide because of the pre-existing 
socioeconomic, educational, and political life chances.

4. Methodology

The purpose of this research is to understand the role of digital 
divide and its determinants. It focuses on the assessment of 
the impact of the digital divide on Indian society, specifically 
on the phenomenon of social exclusion. The study was done 
in 2021 (September-October) through a structured survey 
questionnaire in the form of Google forms via. emails. The 
questionnaire gathered the demographic information as well 
as the perception about digital divide through 13 items (Alam 
and Salahuddin 2015). The survey was based on 5-point 
Likert scale with “Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, 
Agree and Strongly Agree” as the given options (Singh and 
Singh, 2020). The sample respondents were selected by 
means of sample random sampling technique of probability 
sampling and filtered 412 responses (Cohen 1992) from a 
total of 481 responses. The sample respondents were from 
different north Indian states (Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, 
Punjab, and Delhi). The respondents were university students 
since digital skills and impact of digital divide is felt mostly by 
students during Covid-19 times. The survey responses were 
anonymous. The responses were analysed through SPSS 25 
for reliability and validity along with one sample T-test, one 
way ANOVA, correlation, and regression analysis.

2.3 Role of Digital Divide in Reinforcing Social Exclusion
The concept of the digital divide has been widely researched 
in recent years, and it has sparked much discourse about its 
economic, social, and political implications. Existing research 
shows that the divide between those who have access to ICT 
and those who do not creates exclusion, jeopardizes social 
integration, and stifles economic growth. The digital divide has 
many dimensions and can be divided into global, regional, 
and national divides. One study investigated the social 
exclusion and inclusion skills of Internet users. The survey 
questionnaire included questions about the participant’s 
social inclusion capability. These questions focused on the 
use of the Internet in improving the skills and knowledge, 
along with improvement in social networks and community 
participation. A sizable proportion of those polled agreed that 
the Internet can help people improve their knowledge, skills, 
and social engagement. As a result, the Internet contributes 
positively to the region’s social inclusion and social 
capabilities. This means that the Internet has the potential 
to facilitate social inclusion in the region. The linkages of ICT 
and social exclusion are very much dependent on this kind 
of usage. The process of exclusion from a particular kind 
of usage reinforces social exclusion of other forms as well 
(Helsper and Reisdorf 2012). As mentioned by Gibbs (2001), 
the direct measurement of social exclusion is difficult, and 
the impact of social and economic factors are complicated 
in nature. Bradshaw, Baldwin, and Rowe (2004) highlight 
the importance of differentiating between macro drivers 
that contribute to social exclusion, risk factors that indicate 
vulnerability to social exclusion, and causes that cause social 
exclusion. Simply placing digital exclusion within such a 
structure will aid in eliciting the connection between social 
and digital exclusion.

3. Theoretical Framework

It is pertinent to mention that the idea of social exclusion first 
emerged in the 1970s in the works of Lenoir (Hilary 2019). 
However, one of the facets of social exclusion, i.e., economic 
discrimination, was studied first by Baker (1965). The later 
work on the concept of exclusion made new additions such as 
those categories or groups of people who are denied access 
to many things in life. In the words of Amartya Sen (2000), 
“a livelihood, secure, permanent employment, earnings, 
property, credit or land, housing, consumption levels, 
education, and cultural capital, the welfare state, citizenship 
and legal equality, democratic participation, public goods, 
nation or dominant race, family and sociability, humanity, 
respect, fulfilment, and understanding” are essential. In 
contemporary times, especially in the Indian context, even 



Table 1. Reliability of the Research Construct

Cronbach’s alpha .918

No. of items 24

Source: Researcher’s analysis generated through SPSS 25

Table 2. Frequency and Percentage Analysis
Items Parameters Frequency Percentage

Gender male 261 65.3

female 139 34.8

Age 16 years–25 years 286 71.5

26 years–35 years 91 22.8

36 years–45 years 17 4.3

46 years–55 years 6 1.5

Educational back-
ground

secondary 1 0.3

intermediate 69 17.3

graduate 162 40.5

postgraduate 152 38.0

PhD 16 4.0

Income* Rs. 10,000–Rs. 20,000 115 28.7

Rs. 21,000–Rs. 30,000 46 11.5

Rs. 31,000–Rs. 40,000 29 7.2

Rs. 41,000–Rs. 50,000 55 13.8

Above Rs. 50,000 155 38.8

Occupation student 305 76.3

government employee 23 5.8

private sector 47 11.8

other 25 6.3

Caste** general 160 40.0

OBC 180 45.5

SC 32 8.0

ST 28 7.0

Total 400 100

Source: Researcher’s analysis generated through SPSS 25
*1 INR=0.013 USD 
**Caste refers to hereditary classes into which people are divided in 
a Hindu society.
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6. Discussion and Conclusion

This study delves into the current level of the digital divide 
in India as well as the factors associated with the extent 
of Internet use. The findings of this study can be useful for 
informing policymakers about the key barriers to Internet use, 
highlighting certain sociodemographic groups that are lagging 
in Internet adoption, and serving as a guide for investments 
and strategies to encourage these groups to use the Internet 
in order to increase their human and social capital. It was 
also discovered that participants with higher levels of Internet 
literacy use the Internet more than those with lower levels of 
Internet literacy. Such findings clearly show that Internet skill 
or literacy not only influences individuals’ Internet use, but it 
also has a significant effect on the extent of Internet use. As a 
result, it is possible to conclude that India has a skill divide as 
well as a digital divide.

5. Analysis

5.1 Reliability Statistics
Internal reliability (Table 1) of the 24-construct scale was 
assessed using Cronbach’s alpha technique. The scale 
produced an alpha of 0.918, suggesting that the items 
have relatively high internal consistency. The validity of the 
constructs is justified, as the measures were developed based 
on an extensive literature review. 

5.2 Demography Frequency and Percentage Analysis
The sample indicates a higher percentage of males (65.3%) 
compared to females (34.8%). A majority of the respondents 
are between ages 16 and 25 (71.5%). With respect to the 
occupation of the respondents, a majority are students 
(76.3%), with 38.8% having a monthly income of above INR 
50,000. The sample indicates the respondents belonging to 
either the general (40.0%) or Other Backward Classes (OBC) 
(45.5%) category with regard to caste. The breakdown of the 
study in terms of demographic representation can be observed 
in Table 2 below.

5.3 One Sample T-test
The one sample T-test gives us a P-value of .000 for the 
items of both independent variable (Table 3) and dependent 
variable (Table 4), which is < .05. As a result, we reject the null 
hypothesis, which asserts there is no difference between our 
sample mean and the population mean. It means the average 
of the sample we use is significantly different from the average 
used in the hypothesis test.

5.4 One-Way ANOVA
The analysis through one-way ANOVA done in the tables 
below based on gender, age, and education (Table 5) and 
based on income, occupation, and caste (Table 6) talks about 
the variance in opinions of the respondents. It is noticeable 
from the analysis that for all thirteen items, the demographic 
variables have significant value higher than 0.5, which shows 
there is a higher variance of opinion.

5.5 Correlation and Regression Analysis
The regression test (Table 7) reveals that there is a 50.3% 
relationship between these two variables, and the level 
of significance is .00, which is acceptable as per the study 
objectives. The effect of the independent variable (digital 
divide) on the dependent variable (Indian society) is 70.3%.
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Table 3. One-Sample Test for Independent Variable

Test value = 5

t df sig. (2-tailed) mean difference 95% confidence interval of the difference

lower upper

Item 1 -27.380 399 .000 -1.555 -1.67 -1.44

Item 2 -33.044 399 .000 -1.757 -1.86 -1.65

Item 3 -20.616 399 .000 -.957 -1.05 -.87

Item 4 -21.877 399 .000 -.880 -.96 -.80

Item 5 -21.237 399 .000 -.728 -.79 -.66

Item 6 -23.109 399 .000 -.648 -.70 -.59

Item 7 -25.028 399 .000 -.992 -1.07 -.91

Item 8 -16.199 399 .000 -.540 -.61 -.47

Source: Researcher’s analysis generated through SPSS 25

Table 4. One-Sample Test For Dependent Variable
Test value = 5

t df sig. (2-tailed) mean difference 95% confidence interval of the difference

lower upper

Item 1 -25.314 399 .000 -1.240 -1.34 -1.14

Item 2 -26.676 399 .000 -1.223 -1.31 -1.13

Item 3 -25.368 399 .000 -1.000 -1.08 -.92

Item 4 -22.000 399 .000 -.907 -.99 -.83

Item 5 -26.519 399 .000 -.857 -.92 -.79

Source: Researcher’s analysis generated through SPSS 25

Table 5. One-Way ANOVA for Gender, Age, & Education
GENDER AGE EDUCATION

ITEMS F Sig. F Sig. F Sig.

Item 1 .226 .635 26.541 .000 1.539 .190

Item 2 .071 .790 10.835 .000 .653 .625

Item 3 1.816 .179 6.956 .000 .538 .708

Item 4 4.029 .045 2.156 .093 3.395 .010

Item 5 7.846 .005 8.480 .000 1.783 .131

Item 6 .877 .350 5.857 .001 4.544 .001

Item 7 .274 .601 5.349 .001 1.834 .122

Item 8 4.265 .040 21.920 .000 1.337 .255

Item 9 9.435 .002 7.532 .000 3.554 .007

Item 10 3.787 .052 8.477 .000 1.129 .342

Item 11 5.817 .016 3.350 .019 .439 .781

Item 12 10.483 .001 8.954 .000 .514 .726

Item 13 7.927 .005 10.866 .000 1.398 .234

Source: Researcher’s analysis generated through SPSS 25

The research plays a vital role in informing the people who 
are at the decision-making and policymaking level about 
the various obstacles that exist in the usage of the Internet, 
thereby focusing on certain sociodemographic groups that 
are still lagging behind in terms of adopting and using the 
Internet. The study’s main objective was to look into the 

degree of the digital divide that exists in the form of social 
exclusion in India, and therefore this study can also play an 
important role in guiding and implementing policies in such a 
way so as to encourage the disadvantaged group to become 
digitally skilled so as to enhance their social and human 
capital. As per the findings of this study, it is to be noted that 
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just reducing the financial and social hindrances towards 
Internet access would not reduce social inequalities until 
and unless equal efforts are made towards supporting the 
population and providing them the necessary digital skills.  As 
a result, it’s critical that digital economic policies conceived 
and developed for sustainable growth should include 
initiatives to bridge these digital inequalities. Further research 
in the area will be more effective in addressing India’s hurdles 
to digital inclusion.
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