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1. Executive Summary 

This report sets out a framework for understanding Digital Agency among women 
living in extreme poverty in rural India. It draws on a qualitative study of 93 women 
who had taken part in MPowered, a Trickle Up India programme in Odisha and 
Jharkhand funded by Tata Communications Limited and the state rural livelihoods 
missions. The study was retrospective, looking at how each woman's relationship with 
a phone had taken shape, settled, or come apart over time.  

The central proposition of this study is that Digital Agency cannot be reduced to skills 
within the woman alone. It is the result of conditions distributed across her, her 
household, and her community. Getting a phone into a woman's hand is not the same 
as her being able to use it on her own terms. 

Digital agency rests on three building blocks. The first is material conditions: the 
phone itself, the money to keep it running, the connectivity and electricity that make 
it work, and a woman's practical access to it. The second is individual capability: what 
a woman can do with a phone, and her confidence in doing it. The third is social and 
normative conditions: the rules, expectations, and relationships that govern how a 
woman in her position is allowed to use one. The three conditions act on each other, 
and most of what explains a woman's use lies in the way they meet. 

We identify three archetypes from how the conditions arrange themselves in 
particular lives. The first describes women for whom the conditions have come 
together and held - they hold a device of their own, their skill has consolidated, and 
they have found space to use the phone within the social structures around them. 
The second describes women for whom the conditions had once come together but 
have since come apart. The phone is gone, broken, or has settled with someone else, 
skill has weakened from lack of practice, and social conditions have closed back over 
the space their earlier use had opened. The third describes women for whom the 
conditions have not yet come together at all. They have no personal device, their 
capability is basic, and the constraining frame is most fully internalised. 

The second archetype was the most common pattern in our sample. Any account of 
progress that tracks only forward movement, from less use to more, will miss what is 
happening to a substantial share of women a few years after a programme has acted 
on their lives. 

Several implications follow for programme design. Programmes that work on only one 
of the three conditions tend to under-deliver, because the conditions act on each 
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other. The same intervention lands differently depending on where a woman starts, 
which makes segmentation a design choice rather than an afterthought. The form of 
access matters as much as the fact of access - a phone held steadily over time 
builds skill in a way that a phone shared on weekly rotation cannot. Coverage matters 
too, because the social conditions ease as phones become commonplace in a 
community. The teaching that has impact is physical and works best one to one, 
which has direct implications for how a community cadre is deployed. And women 
who become teachers of other women are one of the clearest signs that Digital 
Agency has taken hold, and one of the most consequential indicators of what 
continues to work after a programme's formal end. 

The framework offered here is a way of thinking, not a programme of action. It is 
offered to Trickle Up and to other organisations working in this space as a starting 
point for understanding, measuring, and acting on women's Digital Agency in 
conditions of extreme poverty. 
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2. Research Context 
​
2a. The programme and the study 

This study set out to understand Digital Agency among women who took part in 
MPowered, a programme run by Trickle Up India, funded by Tata Communications 
Limited (TCL) and the state rural livelihoods missions in Odisha and Jharkhand. 
MPowered works with women living in extreme poverty, on less than about a dollar 
and a quarter a day, and follows Trickle Up’s graduation approach: a combination of 
livelihood planning, training, coaching, and a measure of financial support, built up 
over time. As part of that work, some of the women received a smartphone and a 
Package of Practice (PoP) application meant to support their livelihoods and help 
them reach government and other services. The programme commenced in 
Jharkhand in 2016 and in Odisha in 2019, and has run in several phases since. Its most 
recent phase worked with around 2,800 women across two cohorts: the Jharkhand 
cohort graduated in March 2024, and the Odisha cohort graduated in March 2025. 
The program was facilitated by Smart Sakhis - local women selected and trained by 
the MPowered programme to act as peer mentors and community resource persons; 
their role extended from teaching basic phone use to supporting women on the PoP 
application, on making digital payments, and on building the confidence to use the 
phone more widely. 

Trickle Up's working definition of Digital Agency is the following: the capacity of 
individuals—especially women—to exercise meaningful control over the digital 
products, platforms, and services they rely on to meet their needs and achieve their 
goals for resilience and empowerment. It encompasses three interrelated dimensions: 
1) the ability to access digital content and devices, ensuring they can obtain the tools 
and information necessary for their livelihoods; 2) the ability to use these resources 
effectively, which involves navigating digital environments, building digital literacy, and 
leveraging opportunities for skill development to set personal goals and adapt mental 
models based on new information and experiences; and 3) the ability to control their 
digital engagement, including owning devices, participating in economic, social, and 
civic activities online with autonomy and security, and making informed decisions 
about their daily needs and aspirations. 

This study was commissioned to develop a deeper understanding of Digital Agency 
among women in the MPowered programme: what it consists of, how it changes over 
time, and what shapes it in the conditions in which these women live. Earlier 
assessments of MPowered had measured access and adoption: how many women 
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had phones, how many used particular features. This study set out to understand how 
women come to hold a phone, how they learn to use one, and what shapes whether 
and how that use continues. It looked at the access, use, capability, facilitation and 
the social conditions that surround a woman's relationship with a phone over time. 
This was to help Trickle Up and partners think more clearly about what gendered 
Digital Agency is and how it might be strengthened. 

The study is retrospective in design, drawing on the experience of women who have 
been part of the MPowered programme. Its findings are intended to inform how Trickle 
Up and other organisations working on Digital Agency understand, design, and 
evaluate their work. 

​
2b. Where the study took place 

The research was carried out in two blocks, chosen because the programme had run 
in both and between them they hold a useful range of conditions. The first is 
Muribahal block in Balangir district, Odisha, where the spoken and written language is 
largely Odia. The second is Maheshpur block in Pakur district, Jharkhand, where 
women speak Santhali and some Hindi, and where a large share of the population is 
Adivasi. The difference between the two locations matters for the findings that follow, 
particularly around reading. Odia is both spoken and written, so a woman who reads 
can make sense of some amount of what appears on her phone. Santhali is spoken far 
more often than it is written, so reading offers a woman less. Caste and tribal status, 
life stage, and livelihood vary across both sites, and the study was built around that 
variation rather than smoothing it over. 

Image 1 : Study locations – Balangir district, Odisha, and Pakur district, Jharkhand. 
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The two locations differ in the everyday infrastructure that surrounds women's phone 
use, and these differences are worth noting. In the Odisha study villages, mobile 
network connectivity was generally reliable, although participants in some villages 
reported patchy reception on certain networks. All villages had active Self-Help 
Groups (SHGs), each supported by a Community Resource Person, and women drew 
on these structures for a range of needs beyond the digital. Access to government 
and digital services was more uneven: a few villages had a Jan Seva Kendra nearby, 
while women elsewhere typically travelled to Titlagarh block for scheme applications 
and similar tasks. For mobile phone purchases, accessories, and repair, residents 
relied on nearby market centres such as Haldi, or on Titlagarh where particular 
services were not available locally. In Odisha, smartphones were shared through a 
structured rotation system. Typically, one phone was shared among three women, 
with each participant retaining the device for two days before passing it on to the 
next person. On the seventh day, the phone was given to the Smart Sakhi who then 
reviewed phone usage, checked installed applications, and removed apps considered 
unnecessary or unrelated to the programme. This monitoring system emerged in 
response to challenges encountered during the early stages of implementation, when 
devices frequently became slow or unusable due to the downloading of games, films, 
and other applications, often by children or other household members. After the 
programme ended, the smartphones were kept with the 'Leader Didi' of the Smart 
Circle group, who was responsible for managing and safeguarding the devices. 

​
Image 2 : Kirana shop –  Local shops occasionally doubled as points of digital access to access to mobile recharge 
and other digital support 
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In the Jharkhand study villages, Devi Nagar served as the primary market and service 
centre, where women travelled for recharges, cash withdrawals, paperwork, and 
household supplies. Households often grouped multiple errands into a single market 
day, since transport to Devi Nagar was easier on those days; outside market days, 
transport options were limited and most travel was on foot or by bicycle. All study 
villages had Anganwadi centres and active SHGs. For digital and government services, 
residents commonly depended on facilities in Devi Nagar, including a Customer 
Service Point (CSP) that supported banking, documentation, and government scheme 
enrollment. Mobile network connectivity was generally adequate but uneven across 
villages, with those closer to Devi Nagar facing fewer access challenges than those 
further away. Migration for work was common, with many young men travelling to 
other states in search of employment. In Jharkhand, the proportion of women who 
received phones through the programme varied across villages, with some villages 
having as few as four women receiving smartphones and others having up to thirteen 
recipients. In a few cases, the devices remained with the women to whom they had 
originally been allocated, rather than being physically shared among participants.​
 

 

Image 3 : A study village in Jharkhand, where everyday infrastructure and access to transport and services were limited. 
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3. Research Methodology  

​
3a. Approach 

The study is qualitative and draws on conversations with women and others around 
them, conducted with the aid of discussion guides used flexibly rather than as fixed 
questionnaires. Researchers adjusted their questions and the depth of their probing 
according to what each respondent was willing and able to share. 

The study draws from the larger MPowered population but does not attempt to 
represent it in proportion. Women were chosen purposively, to span age and life 
stage, caste and tribal status, levels of reading and digital skill, livelihood, and different 
patterns of access, including women whose phone use had been interrupted or had 
stopped altogether. The aim was depth and contrast, to have enough range to see 
how conditions combine differently in different lives, and enough cases within each 
kind to be confident about patterns. 

​
3b. Study Respondents 

Our study sample centred around 93 women who took part in MPowered across the 
two states, with 51 participants from one block and 42 from the other. With them we 
held in-depth interviews and short observational immersions, focus group 
discussions, and diads/triads that brought women together with the Smart Sakhis 
who had taught them.  

In addition to the women themselves, the study spoke with those whose decisions 
and expectations shape how a woman uses a phone. Husbands and mothers-in-law 
were interviewed and engaged through interviews and focus groups, to understand 
how authority, permission, and the handling of particular tasks are managed within the 
household. Smart Sakhis were interviewed as key informants, given their position in 
transferring capability to participants. Five community-level figures, including 
Anganwadi workers (frontline workers of the Integrated Child Development Services 
scheme, who run village child-care centres and are usually women themselves) and 
Panchayati Raj members (elected representatives of the village-level local 
government), were included for their view of the norms surrounding women's phone 
use. Three of these were in Odisha and two in Jharkhand. The study also engaged with 
the local businesses and service providers on which women depend for their use: the 
shops that sell and repair phones, the outlets that handle recharge and SIM services, 
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and a local Customer Service Point operator, who described serving as an important 
access point for banking and digital services in the area, including account opening, 
Aadhaar-bank linking, government scheme enrolment, insurance, loan documentation, 
and cash transactions. These actors were included not for commercial detail but 
because much of a woman's use is enabled through them. 

Participants were identified with the help of two local NGO partners, Pravah and 
Nydhee, who had implemented MPowered on the ground and held the relationships 
that made the introductions possible. They recruited participants using a short 
screener to check eligibility and ensure spread across the characteristics that 
mattered. Recruitment presented certain challenges, particularly because the 
MPowered programme had already concluded by the time of the study. In Odisha, 
programme activities had ended in 2025, while in Jharkhand they had concluded in 
2024. As a result, participant networks had become more dispersed over time. In 
Jharkhand in particular, several MPowered participants had migrated or moved away 
from their villages, making them difficult to trace and recruit for the study.  

​
Image 4 : Women participating in a focus group discussion with visual activities during the study. 
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3c. Data Collection 

Every conversation took place in the language the woman was most comfortable in - 
Odia in Muribahal, Hindi or Santhali in Maheshpur. Discussion guides were originally 
framed in English for the team’s use, and then translated; questions, explanations, and 
the probes around them were all in the local language, led by local researchers fluent 
in it. Alongside direct questioning, the study used participatory exercises to elicit 
material that is difficult to articulate in response to questions alone: timelines that 
mapped when a woman got a phone, lost one, repaired one, or changed how she used 
it; relational maps that traced who helps her, who controls her use, and who watches 
it; and prompts that surfaced what a phone is used for and what it has come to mean. 

Sessions ran for about an hour, in spaces that the women chose, so that privacy and 
comfort were on their terms. Where women agreed, conversations were recorded and 
if not, the team took detailed notes instead. Consent for audio, photographs, and 
video was sought separately, not bundled together. 

 

​
Image 5-6: ​
In-depth interviews with project participants exploring their personal digital histories and lived experiences.​
Triad interactions with PPs and Smart Sakhis exploring support dynamics, and digital learning journeys​
​
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​
Image 7-8: ​
Card-sorting activities during PP FGDs to surface patterns in digital use and access.​
Intercept conversations at local shops and stores to understand everyday digital interactions 

​
3d. Analysis and Synthesis 

Each recording was first transcribed in the language in which the interview was 
conducted, by members of the team who had conducted or closely supported the 
interview. The original-language transcripts were then translated into English by 
bilingual researchers familiar with the social context of the study sites, so that 
meaning, and not only the words, was preserved in translation. The analysis drew on 
these transcripts together with field notes and records of observation. 

The analysis proceeded in three stages. In the first stage, a subset of transcripts was 
coded by the core research team to develop an initial codebook.  

The codebook was refined over successive rounds of coding, with further transcripts 
brought in progressively, until the code structure stabilised. In the second stage, the 
stabilised codebook was applied to the remaining transcripts. The codebook was 
reviewed weekly through this stage, with codes added, merged, or revised as the data 
required. In the third stage, coded excerpts were clustered to identify recurring 
themes across the data. These themes were then examined for the mechanisms that 
underlay them, and the mechanisms were grouped into components. The 
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components, taken together, formed the building blocks of the framework presented 
in chapter 4. 

Coding was conducted by the core team that had designed the study and led the 
fieldwork. The analysis was carried out on a shared visual board, which allowed 
mechanisms, components, and the relationships between them to be mapped and 
revised as the work progressed. Selective double-coding and regular team discussion 
supported consistency across coders, and reflexive notes were maintained 
throughout to surface assumptions the team might otherwise have brought to the 
data. Outlier cases were retained deliberately rather than set aside, on the view that 
they often carried information the patterns did not. 

​
3e. Ethics 

The study was reviewed and cleared by an independent national-level institutional 
ethics board1 before fieldwork began. Its risks are moderate: the women in this study 
live in structurally vulnerable circumstances, and the conversations touched on 
household dynamics, money, control over a phone, experiences of restriction and 
being watched, and the expectations the community places on them. Conversations 
like this can be uncomfortable, and the study was run with that in mind. 

Informed consent was obtained from each participant before any interview or 
discussion began, and after the context of the study was explained to them. The 
consent process was conducted in the participant’s preferred language, and the 
information was read aloud where necessary. Written consent was obtained from 
participants who were able to provide it, while verbal consent was obtained from 
participants who were unable to read or write. Women were told clearly that taking 
part was voluntary, that they could decline any question or stop at any point, and that 
nothing they chose would affect their standing with Trickle Up, the NGO partners, or 
any benefit they had received or might receive. No payment was offered for taking 
part. Researchers were prepared to recognise distress and to pause or end a session 
if it arose, and to point a woman toward local support through trusted partners where 
that seemed needed. 

All data collected is held securely. Names and identifying details have been removed 
or redacted, each participant carries a code rather than a name, and any linking 

1 Monk Prayoghsala IRB number - #214-026 
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information is kept separately and seen only by the core research team. The quotes 
that appear throughout this report have been chosen and handled so that they 
cannot be traced back to the woman who spoke them; where a woman is described, 
it is by broad detail - an age range, a location, a kind of livelihood - and not in a way 
that would identify her. Data is stored on secure, access-controlled systems, is used 
only for this research and the learning that comes from it, and will be kept only as long 
as the work requires. 
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4. A Framework for Digital Agency  

​
4a. Introduction 

This chapter sets out what we mean by Digital Agency and what it is made of in the lives of 
the women we studied. The research looked closely at how women living in extreme poverty 
come to hold a phone, learn to use it, and fit it into lives that are already full and often 
tightly governed by others. Understanding what shapes that relationship is the first step 
toward improving it, which is why Digital Agency sits at the centre of this report. 

We share a conviction with Trickle Up and with others working in this area: that getting a 
phone into a woman's hands is not the same as her being able to use it. What matters is 
whether she can use the phone in ways that are meaningful to her, and on her own 
terms. This chapter builds on that starting point and tries to give it a clearer shape. 

One view of Digital Agency keeps it close to the woman herself, to her skills and her 
confidence in handling a device. That view captures real experiences and behaviour, but for 
our purposes it is incomplete. A woman may have learned to use a phone well but may still 
experience limited use, because the working phone in her house belongs to her son, or 
because money for recharge runs out, or because using it openly invites comment. A 
description built only on what she knows how to do leaves out the parts of her situation 
that decide whether that knowledge is ever put to use. So we define it more broadly. We 
treat Digital Agency as the set of conditions that shape whether and how a woman 
uses a phone, conditions that include her own capability but extend well beyond it, to 
her material situation and to the social world she lives in. 

Because we treat these conditions as what drives use, we have been careful not to describe 
them in terms of use itself. Use is what Digital Agency produces, not part of what it is. 
But the relationship is not fixed. It runs in both directions over time. A woman with a little 
reading ability and some familiarity with a screen gets a phone and begins by making calls 
and watching videos. That early use gives her reasons to learn more, and as she learns, she 
finds more to do with the phone. Digital agency feeds use, and use, in turn, builds Digital 
Agency. The same cycle can turn the other way. When a phone breaks and is not repaired, 
or access moves to someone else in the house, use reduces, and the conditions that once 
supported that use weaken with it. 
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Digital agency, in this report, rests on three building blocks. The first is material conditions: 
the phone itself, the money to keep it running, the signal and electricity that make it work, 
and a woman's practical access to it. The second is individual capability: what a woman can 
actually do with a phone, and her confidence in doing it. The third is social and normative 
conditions: the rules, expectations, and relationships that govern how a woman in her 
position is permitted to use a phone. The sections that follow take each in turn. 

​ 

​
These three are separated here for clarity, but in life they rarely act alone. Much of what 
determines a woman's use lies in how they meet and pull against one another, and the 
chapter returns to those meeting points once each building block is detailed out. The 
framework also marks out a small number of things that are better understood as what 
Digital Agency produces in a woman than as parts of it, and these are noted as they arise. 
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4b. Material Conditions 

 

 

Material conditions are the physical and financial basis for any phone use. There has 
to be a phone, money to keep it running, connectivity and electricity to make it work, 
and some real access to the device in a woman's own hands. These conditions decide 
whether using a phone is even possible. They are best understood as factors any 
programme working on a Digital Agency has to attend to: some, such as a household's 
ability to afford recharge, can be acted on directly, while others, such as the reliability 
of the local mobile network, are conditions a programme will need to work within.  

Either way, they are not a set of hurdles to be cleared once and then left behind, since 
the social world around a woman shapes her material situation as much as the other 
way round. 

↙ Money to buy and keep running a phone 

Three financial demands shape whether phone use happens, and they recur with very 
different frequencies. Buying a phone is a rare and major outlay. Recharge is a small 
but continuous one, somewhere around ₹200 to ₹350 a month, and it is the pressure 
point that surfaces most often. When the money is not there, phone use simply stops. 
As one woman put it, "Sometimes we don't recharge for even a month, if there is no 
money. If there is money, we recharge; if not, we don't." The third demand, repair, 
comes up less often but is the most expensive of the three. A fault that costs ₹1,000 
to ₹2,000 to fix can cross what the household is willing to spend on a woman's phone, 
and the phone then stays broken. 

A working phone is both fragile and precious, and a large part of a woman's use 
follows from that. Screens crack, batteries fail, charging pins wear out, and the kinds 
of internal faults that a local shop cannot fix often ends a phone's working life 
altogether. A phone that breaks does not always get replaced or repaired; it can sit 
unused for months or years, and when it does, whatever learning had begun on it 
stops as well. One woman described how repeated display failures eventually 
exhausted the household's willingness to keep mending the same phone, until it was 
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set aside for good. This matters, because without a phone for a woman to practise on, 
her skill stops growing. 

Because cash is most often held by men, the decision to spend it usually rests with 
them. Women describe recharge as something that happens when a husband agrees 
to it: "if my husband agrees, then I do it. If he gives the money, then I do it. Otherwise 
how will I do it?" Where a woman's own finances cannot sustain a phone, a group 
sometimes can. In some MPowered groups, members pooled to keep a single phone 
recharged and passed it between them, sharing a cost that no one member could 
carry alone.​
 

↙ The relationship formed with the phone 

The value of a working phone also shows in how women hold on to it. Many describe 
real attachment to a phone, and real loss when it breaks. As one woman put it, "It felt 
good when I first got the phone, I was happy. I had got a phone, now I will make calls to 
relatives too. But then that phone got spoiled and everything ended." That feeling is 
part of why the phone gets treated as something to be protected and rationed. 
Women keep phones in covers and plastic bags, charge them carefully to safeguard 
the battery, and keep them indoors and out of harm's way. One woman explained that 
the phone stays in the house and does not travel with her, "because there is fear of it 
falling, there is fear of it falling in water, and it is a big phone." This care is natural for a 
precious device, but it also narrows where and how freely the phone gets used. 

​
↙  Signal, electricity, and the reliability of digital services 

The operation of a phone also depends on things outside it, and any one of them can 
make a working device useless. Connectivity is the first. In many homes the network 
does not reach indoors, so to make a call a woman has to step outside, walk to a 
particular spot in the village, or wait until she is somewhere the signal holds. 
Electricity is the second. Where the supply is unreliable, charging becomes a task in 
its own right: phones are carried to relatives in other villages, charged at the 
panchayat office, or left uncharged for days until the power returns. As one woman 
said of the supply, "if there is no electricity then what can we do?" Solar power 
supports phone use only marginally in these settings; a small number of households 
had solar installations, but these were tied to other livelihood needs (such as a water 
pump for agriculture, or a torch for emergencies) rather than to charging a phone. The 
third is the services themselves. Payment and banking apps fail at the moment they 
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are needed, and data runs out faster than expected, cutting a recharge cycle short. 
None of these is related to a woman's own ability, yet each can stop her use entirely. 

  Image 9  : Solar power supported essential household needs but rarely extended to charging phones.​
​
The need to step outside for a signal is worth keeping in mind, because it carries a 
woman from the privacy of her home into public view, where a different set of 
constraints are applicable. The material limit (poor reception indoors) and the social 
limit (judgement of women using phones outdoors) compound one another, so that 
the woman who most needs to step outside for a call is also the one most exposed to 
comment for doing so. Those constraints are taken up later in this chapter.​
 

↙ Device access and ownership 

A phone in the household is not the same as a phone in a woman's hand, and the 
difference between the two does much to shape her use. In most of the households 
we visited, a single phone is shared across several people, and women's access is one 
part of that shared arrangement rather than a settled holding of their own. The 
phones that exist are shared constantly. Within a household they pass across the day 
from husband to children to the woman, often reaching her last and least. As one 
woman explained, the phone "stayed more with the child because the child used to 
study from it." In groups that shared a single phone on a weekly rotation, the gaps 
were long enough that women forgot between turns what they had learned: "within 
those seven days, fifteen days, whatever she had learned, that she would again forget", 
explained a Smart Sakhi. Where there is no phone to reach at all, women may borrow 
from neighbours if they urgently need to get in touch with someone over the phone. 
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Who the phone ends up staying with is not accidental. It tends to settle with whoever 
earns, goes out, and is considered to know more, which in most households means 
men, and women themselves often describe this routing as reasonable. Beyond the 
day-to-day sharing, husbands may simply keep the phone with them, and decisions 
about it are referred upward to the senior earner. One woman described the logic of 
asking before acting: "if I buy it myself, my husband will ask where I got the money 
from." 

​
Image 10 : Children’s use often took priority within shared household access to a phone. 

What changes when a woman has a phone of her own is the clearest sign of how 
much access matters. Ownership lowers the fear of damage and opens room to 
experiment, to press a button and see what happens, in a way that sharing 
structurally cannot allow. The point was made plainly in the observation that those 
given a phone for a few months naturally learn to use it, "however, those who don't 
have access to a phone don't get the opportunity to learn." That some women bought 
their own phones after the programme is itself a sign of how holding a device 
reshapes what a woman wants from it. For many of these women, the MPowered 
phone was the first device they had held themselves, and the period of use during the 
programme widened both what they could do and what they aspired to. In a few 
cases the new phone was acquired with income generated through 
MPowered-related livelihood activities: one woman in Odisha, for instance, learned 
tailoring on her phone through YouTube, saved from that work, and used part of those 
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savings toward buying a sewing machine, with a brand-new smartphone to install 
"more apps related to my occupation" as her next aspiration. The arrow here runs in 
both directions: holding a device shapes what a woman wants to do, and the income 
from that use can in turn support a more durable form of access. ​
 

↙ Time and place for phone use 

Even with a working phone in hand, a woman needs time to use it and somewhere to 
do so, and both are in short supply. Cooking, cleaning, childcare, cattle rearing, 
farming, and wage work fill the day and leave little room, so phone use is pushed to 
the edges. The main pocket is the evening and night, after the meal and after the 
children have eaten, roughly between eight and ten o'clock, with sometimes a short 
window at midday before rest. Where phone use happens during the day at all, it is 
layered onto work rather than carved out from it: women watch videos while peeling 
vegetables, or play bhajans (devotional songs) while sweeping. As one woman 
described her day, the phone came out "at night after eating food, during the day 
there is work." How much time a woman has also shifts with life stage, so that older 
women whose children have grown find more room for the phone than young mothers 
with small children who need watching. 

​
Image 11 : Public phone use was visible, but not always socially acceptable for women. 
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Place is constrained more tightly than time, and here the limits are partly social. Using 
a phone indoors is broadly accepted, but using one while walking along the road or 
standing outside is not, and a woman seen on a phone in public invites comment. 
While the available hours are narrow, the acceptable places are even narrower. ​
This is the point at which material conditions meet the social rules that govern a 
woman's use, and those rules are taken up in detail later in the chapter.​
 

4c. Individual Capability ​
​

 

​
Individual capability is what a woman can actually do with a phone, and her 
confidence in doing it. It runs from the most basic foundations, whether she can read 
what is on the screen, through to the methods she devises to work around what she 
cannot read, to how she learns, what holds her back, and how capability moves 
between her and the people around her. Of the three building blocks, this is the one 
closest to the woman herself, though much of it still depends on the people around 
her.​
 

↙ What she can read, and the methods she builds around it 

What a woman can do without help is directly impacted by what she can read and 
recognise on a screen. There are roughly three levels. Some women can read the 
language they speak, such as everyday Odia, which carries them through a good deal 
of what appears on the phone; for others, the spoken language, such as Santhali, is 
written far less often, so reading offers less help even when they are able to read. Far 
fewer women can read English, and yet English is where much of the phone's 
important content sits - passwords, app names, some of the messages that 
announce a government payment, and most of the fields in any form. A woman who 
cannot read English hands every banking task to someone who can, as the potential 
risk of losing money is very real to her. Some women can recognise numbers without 
being able to read words, which is a partial literacy in its own right. As one woman put 
it, "the numbers that I recognise, I dial myself, and the ones I do not recognise, I get 
them to dial it." What a woman can read shapes much of what follows in this domain, 
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because it determines how much she can do before she has to turn to another 
person. 

​
Image 12 : A woman watching YouTube, using visual and audio cues to navigate content beyond what she can read. 

Around the limits of what they can read, women build a set of methods that let them 
operate the phone by memory, sight, and sound. These are substitutes for reading, 
and they work well up to a certain range. Contacts are saved and found by symbols 
rather than names, a tree for the husband, a flower for the daughter, a fish for the 
brother-in-law, or by the photo that appears beside the number. Numbers are held in 
mind by their shape and their last few digits rather than read in full. Apps are known 
by their colour and icon, the green one, the red one, without the name being read. 
Where writing is hard, a few women use voice search, speaking what they want to find 
rather than typing it. The rest is done by the memory of where to press: which button 
answers a call and which ends it, which sequence opens a video. Together these 
methods account for a large share of the use that happens, all of it built around a 
reading barrier.​
​
​
↙ How learning happens, and why it fades without practice 

Learning to use a phone is slow and physical, and the skill itself fades when it is not 
used. It also does not happen in a single sitting; women describe building their skill 
over months and years, rather than in any one training session. For most women it 
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depends on handling the phone themselves and doing the task, rather than only 
watching someone else, though some are able to learn a good deal by watching. This 
is why a woman generally needs the device in her own hands to learn from it. A Smart 
Sakhi described teaching by placing the phone in the woman's hand and guiding her 
fingers through the steps. This also means that when a phone goes unused for a few 
weeks, much of what was learned is gone, and when the day is full of work, there is 
little attention left to consolidate it. As one woman said, "since I stay occupied in farm 
work, I do not pay attention to it." 

What takes a woman beyond what she was formally taught is curiosity, and it appears 
in two forms. Some women return to their facilitator with each new request, having 
learned to make and receive calls and then asking to be shown WhatsApp, and having 
learned WhatsApp then asking to be shown video calls. A few others teach 
themselves. One woman, asked whether she went back to the Smart Sakhi with 
questions, said she did not: "if I felt like learning something, I learned by watching 
YouTube. In the beginning, what we were taught was only that much. After that, how 
much more would they teach? I myself learned." This self-taught progress is where 
the deepest use tends to come from. 

 

Image 13 : Downloaded YouTube videos supported self-learning and repeated access, even without connectivity. 

A woman may have the skills to do something on her phone and still not use them. 
Part of what holds her back is fear. There is the fear of damaging a costly device by 
pressing the wrong option, which limits a woman to the few functions she was taught. 
As one woman recalled, "because of fear I pressed slowly; they used to tell me to 
press more on the phone, and I used to say maybe it will get spoiled." There is the fear 
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of losing money through a payment app, which leads many women to avoid such 
apps altogether and leave them to their husbands: "what if we make a mistake and our 
money is gone." And there is the fear of looking foolish when asking for help, especially 
in front of neighbours, which closes off the questions through which a woman would 
otherwise learn. 

Alongside fear there is also a sense of what the phone is for and of what someone like 
her can be expected to do with it, which is harder to shift. For many women the 
phone is understood as a thing for calls, and use does not extend much past that. 
Some keep strictly to what they were shown and treat the rest as not their concern: "I 
do not know anything except what the didi (Smart Sakhi) showed." On YouTube, this 
may appear as watching whatever the app puts forward rather than searching for 
something in particular; as one woman described it, the videos "appear automatically." 
In its most settled form, what holds a woman back is not fear but a judgement about 
herself, that she is too old, too unschooled, or too busy for any of this to be worth 
learning. Asked why she did not take up something the Smart Sakhi offered to teach, 
one woman said, "why should I learn? I don't use it much." At this point a limit in 
capability turns into a belief about what is possible for her, and it is among the 
hardest of these constraints to work around.​
 

An outcome, not a building block: a transformed sense of self.  
 
Throughout this chapter we describe the conditions that shape a woman's 
phone use. A small number of findings are different in kind: they are not 
conditions that produce use, but changes that use produces in turn. We mark 
these as outcomes and set them apart in boxes like this one, to keep them 
distinct from the building blocks of Digital Agency. 
 
The first is a change in how a woman sees herself. As capability grows, women 
describe pride in doing what was once beyond them, from making a call 
without help, "earlier someone else used to connect calls for me, and later I 
learned too, and I felt very happy," to a broader sense of having become 
capable and of keeping up with a digital age rather than being left behind by it. 
The phone becomes tied to plans for the future, a small business in food or 
tailoring, or a farming technique learned from a video, and to hopes held for 
children, whose studies are a common reason a household decides a phone is 
worth having. This changed orientation is one of the clearer signs that Digital 
Agency has taken hold, but it follows from capability rather than forming part 
of it. 
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↙ Capability that works through other people 

A woman's capability does not stop at what she can do alone, because much of it also 
operates through other people. This happens in two distinct ways, and it is worth 
keeping them apart, since the same people appear in both. In one, another person 
does the task for her. In the other, another person shows her how, so that she can do 
it herself. The difference is whether the task is taken over or taught. 

Where tasks are taken over, capability runs through a set of stand-ins. Sons and 
grandchildren dial calls and find videos; husbands handle the banking, the one-time 
passwords, and the messages that come about welfare schemes; the Smart Sakhi 
steps in when something stops working; the shopkeeper manages the recharge and 
the repair. What matters is that this arrangement tends to remain even once a woman 
could, in principle, do the task herself. Once the husband is the one who pays a bill on 
the phone, that is where it stays, and the practice that would have made her capable 
of doing it on her own does not happen. As one woman explained the everyday 
version of this, "as we are not educated, we have full confidence in our children and in 
educated people." The task is reliably done, but not by her, and her own capability 
stays stagnant.  

Where skill is taught instead, the same network becomes the means by which a 
woman learns. The Smart Sakhi is the trusted teacher in both the locations studied. 
Husbands sometimes teach, though the picture is mixed: some are patient, others 
quick to take the phone back and do the task themselves. Among women in a group, 
what one learns she often shows to another, frequently in the weekly gathering, and 
learning from a peer appears to ease the fear of looking foolish that holds women 
back when they ask elsewhere. Two things about this teaching come through clearly. 
It is more effective one to one, in a woman's home, than in a group, where a single 
teacher is divided among several learners. And it relies on physical guidance more 
than verbal explanation - the teacher places the phone in the woman's hand and 
guides her fingers through the steps, because explaining the steps is not enough. As 
one Smart Sakhi put it, "our own hand guides them, but the mobile stays in the PP’s 
hand." 
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​
​
Image 14 : Hands-on guidance helped women learn by doing, rather than having the task taken over. 

Some women in the study went further still, becoming local resources for the women 
around them. One woman in Odisha, who had learned the PoP app, WhatsApp, and 
YouTube through the Smart Sakhi, became the person other women came to when 
they could not manage a task on the phone: "if I am able then I teach them." Another, 
who recalled not knowing even how to unlock the phone or hold it properly when she 
first received one, described later guiding others when they needed to send a 
photograph or message: "when they were unable to do something, they would call me 
and ask how to send things, and I would guide them." A third became the village 
resource specifically for the PoP application: "they come to me to learn the PoP app." 
These cases were not common, but they describe the shape of what capability can 
grow into when the conditions hold: a woman who has learned a thing well becomes a 
node for others, and capability begins to flow outward from her rather than only into 
her. 
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An outcome, not a building block: capability shared with others.  
 
Once a woman has gained capability, she often becomes a source of it for others, 
which is again something use produces rather than a condition that produces use. 
Women who have learned some things, then go on to teach other women in their 
group, visiting one another's homes to show a function. They forward what they find 
useful through WhatsApp, a recipe, a devotional video, a farming method, news of a 
scheme. Some become known in their village as the person to approach when a 
phone needs recharging, a contact needs saving, or something has stopped working; 
as one woman said, "since I know how to use it, other women come to me for help." A 
woman who was until recently dependent on others for all of this comes to provide it 
herself, which is among the clearest signs that her own capability has become 
secure. 

​
4d. Social and Normative Conditions  

 

 

Social and normative conditions are the rules, expectations, and relationships that 
govern how a woman in her position is able to use a phone. Some of these operate 
inside the household, in who decides about the phone and who handles which tasks. 
Others operate outside it, in how a woman's phone use is regarded by neighbours and 
the wider community. A recurring feature of these conditions is that they are not only 
imposed on women by others; they are also held by the women themselves, who 
often describe the same rules as reasonable and right.​
 

↙ Who decides about the phone within the household 

Within the household, decisions about the phone and the handling of particular tasks 
tend to run along gender lines. Larger matters, whether to buy a phone, how much to 
spend on a repair, what size of recharge to put on it, are referred to the senior earner, 
who is usually the husband. Particular uses may require the husband's permission as 
well, so that opening an app or attempting a payment is done with his agreement. 
Transactions, one-time passwords, banking, and the messages that arrive about 
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welfare schemes are commonly handled by men, on the understanding that these are 
complex matters the woman does not know how to manage. One woman described 
the everyday shape of this: "we usually make decisions together. However, if it involves 
spending a large amount of money, we need to take permission from our husband, as 
phones can be expensive." 

 

Image 15 : SIM cards, recharges, and other phone-related decisions were often managed by men​
within the household. 

Women rarely present this arrangement as something imposed against their wishes. It 
is explained as sensible, and the reasons given are practical ones: the husband earns 
and so controls the cash, he goes out and can reach the recharge shop, he can read 
more, he knows English. A woman explaining why her husband recharges the phone, 
puts it in terms of the demands on her own time and movement rather than any rule 
against her doing it: she has work at home and children to mind, while he is going out 
in any case. The same reasoning extends to the tasks men handle. As one woman said 
of online payments, "women do not do it as they are not educated. For payment the 
person should have proper knowledge, otherwise there will be problems." The 
authority is held in place not only by the men who exercise it but by the women's own 
reasoning of why it stays with the men.  
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↙ How phone use is regarded outside the home 

Beyond the household, a woman's phone use is open to the comment and judgement 
of neighbours, older relatives, and the wider village, and this shapes where and how 
she is willing to use it. Using a phone indoors attracts little notice, but using one while 
walking on the road or standing outside is judged more harshly and invites comments. 
One woman described stepping outside for a better signal (due to bad connectivity in 
these locations, the condition of the device or both) and hearing about it: neighbours, 
particularly those who had not received phones through the programme, used to say, 
“look, she has come outside and is talking on the phone." There is also a widely held 
expectation that a woman's work comes first and that the phone is acceptable only 
once chores are done. As such, being seen outside with a phone can be read as 
ignoring her other responsibilities and wasting time, and draws criticism. Particular 
uses draw suspicion: Facebook, Instagram, games, and reels are treated as improper 
for women, and women often distance themselves from them. As one explained, "we 
do not use Facebook, we do not use Instagram either, perhaps something bad can 
happen there, that is why we do not put photos and such." 

​
​

Image 16 : Wary of public scrutiny, women often kept their phone use guarded. 
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The judgement is sharpest around unmarried girls, whose phone use is tied to 
romance, to the risk of running away, and to questions about character: "if an 
unmarried woman holds the phone, then definitely they will talk about her, question 
her character." Where children use a phone too much, the mother may be held 
responsible for it. Who has a phone at all can itself be a matter of comment, with 
some households questioning why women they regard as no better off than 
themselves received phones through the programme. This judgement has eased as 
phone ownership and use has become more normalised, and some women report 
that the early comments have died down, though it has eased most slowly for the 
young women, who attract the most suspicion. Phone use connected to MPowered 
also gained legitimacy, because it was seen as productive.  

Some of this regulation does not, in the end, require anyone to enforce it. Over 
repeated exposure, a woman may take the community's view of what is appropriate 
for her into her own sense of what she should do, so that she declines certain uses as 
a matter of her own judgement rather than because anyone is watching. Online 
payments are often treated this way, not as something a woman cannot do but as 
something she has decided is too risky to attempt. Use may stay within a familiar 
boundary, a small set of known contacts, with calls from unknown numbers left 
unanswered as a matter of principle. For some, use narrows to talking and little else, 
explained as a matter of priorities: "for me, it is only for talking and sometimes 
watching dance and songs. Beyond that, I don't need anything, because if I keep 
watching the phone, when will I do my work?" What began as the community's view of 
what a woman like her should do with a phone becomes, for some, their own. 

​
↙ Why a woman's hours are not her own 

The time a woman has for the phone is set largely by the work that falls to her, and 
that work is allocated along gender lines. Cooking, cleaning, childcare, cattle rearing, 
farming, and wage labour often ends up being the woman’s responsibility. It is this 
division of labour, rather than anything to do with the phone itself, that determines 
when a woman is free to use one. The material form this takes, the narrow window in 
the evening and the use that has to be accommodated around other work, is 
described in the section on material conditions; what belongs here is its cause. 
Because the work is divided by gender, so is the available time, and it is divided 
unevenly even among the women of a single household: a young daughter-in-law with 
small children has less time to herself than the older women around her. 
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Image 17 : Domestic work determined when, and how little, time women had for the phone.​
 

↙ Shared use and the help of others 

Where a woman's own phone or her own skill falls short, the people around her often 
make up, and the way that help is organised is itself part of her social condition. Some 
of it is collective: in several groups, members pooled money to keep a single phone 
recharged or to meet a repair that no one of them could cover alone, passing the 
phone between them by the week. Some of it relies on the phones of others, so that a 
woman whose own phone is broken or out of recharge turns to a neighbour or a 
relative, often to have them place a call for her. One woman described going to people 
in the neighbourhood, and to her brother in the village, when she needed a call made. 

This help is not without friction. Shared arrangements break down in many ways, with 
one person using up the data or another being slow to return the phone. Asking 
carries its own difficulty, because a woman who has to ask repeatedly may be made 
to feel she is a burden. By one account, a trainer's question, "how many times should I 
teach you," left the women reluctant to ask her again. The reliance on others 
described in the section on capability has a social counterpart here: the network that 
performs the task is also the network a woman must repeatedly approach, and what it 
costs her to approach them shapes how much she draws on it.​
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An outcome, not a building block: what the phone signals about her 
place. 
 
As capability produces a changed sense of self, the social conditions of use produce 
a change in how a woman is positioned, both in her own eyes and in others'. Women 
describe a standing that the phone confers, of being someone who can do what was 
once beyond her; as one put it, "now, if someone from the community asks me to 
send something, I can do it." They describe keeping up with a time that has moved on 
rather than being left behind, to the point that one woman said "without a mobile, 
nothing feels possible now." This is what the phone comes to signal about a woman's 
place in the world. Like the changed sense of self described earlier, it is something a 
woman's use produces, not one of the conditions that produce her use. 

​
4e. A framework for Digital Agency 

The previous three sections set out the building blocks of Digital Agency one at a 
time: the material conditions that make phone use possible, the individual capability 
that a woman brings to the phone, and the social and normative conditions that 
govern how she is able to use it. Taken together, these three conditions, each made up 
of the components described in turn, are what we mean by Digital Agency. The 
framework is shown in the diagram, which sets the three conditions and their 
components around Digital Agency at the centre, and places use alongside it.   
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The framework's central claim is that much of what determines a woman's use lies not 
inside any one condition but in the ways they impact each other. A working phone 
matters differently depending on whether a woman can read; the skill she has built 
matters differently depending on whether her household lets her use it; the 
judgement of her neighbours matters differently depending on whether the phone is 
hers or borrowed. These meeting points are what the connecting lines in the diagram 
represent, and they are the part of the framework that does the most to explain why 
two women with, on paper, similar conditions can use a phone so differently. 

We treat a meeting point as worth naming only when something happens there that 
neither condition produces on its own. Where the effect of two conditions together is 
simply that both are present, there is nothing to add to what the building blocks have 
already said. The intersections that follow are the ones where the combination itself 
does the work, where a woman's situation can only be understood by holding two 
conditions in view at once. They are grouped into three families, according to which 
two conditions meet: material conditions with individual capability, material 
conditions with social and normative conditions, and individual capability with social 
and normative conditions. 

​

↗ Click to view the full-size image. 
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Where material conditions meet individual capability 

​
One of these meetings is between the access a woman has to a phone and her ability 
to learn to use one. Learning, as described earlier, is slow and depends on handling 
the device, causing a skill that is not practised to fade. Women therefore require more 
than a phone that is within reach at occasional moments; they need access that is 
persistent. The form a woman's access takes decides whether her skill grows, holds, or 
declines. Where a single phone is shared on a weekly rotation, the gaps between a 
woman's turns may be long enough to undo the progress she made during them, and 
learning makes slow headway. A Smart Sakhi described the women's own view of the 
problem: "if we each had our own phone, it would be much easier to learn." A woman 
who could only see a phone briefly made the same point about why it did not work 
for her: "by seeing it only for a day or two like that, you cannot really learn unless you 
hold it and use it yourself." 

A phone of one's own is the form of access that lets skill settle, because it allows the 
steady practice that learning requires. Reliable access also shapes what a woman 
comes to want from a phone. As she sees more of what the device can do, her sense 
of what it is for widens, and the aspiration to do more tends to follow from having had 
steady use rather than preceding it. This is part of why some women, having held a 
programme phone long enough to see what it offered, went on to buy their own. As 
one Smart Sakhi put it, once they understood what the phone could do, "they were 
eager to know more things through the phone," and some asked for a second device 
during the programme itself. 
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The same relationship runs the other way when access is lost. When a woman no 
longer has reliable access to a working phone, it is not only her use that contracts but 
her sense of what a phone is for. The plans a working phone had once made possible 
become harder to hold onto, and for some women the wish for a phone fades as well. 
One woman who had lost her phone described no longer wanting even a modest 
replacement: "nowadays I will not buy a phone, even if a small phone is available, I do 
not feel like buying." It is not only that a woman does less; what she imagines doing 
with a phone narrows too. This is one of the ways a woman's Digital Agency can 
unwind, and it matters for the different paths women take, which the next chapter 
describes. 

 

Where material conditions meet social and normative conditions 

The judgement that a woman's phone use attracts, shapes when and where she can 
use one. The social rules and the practical question of timing and place turn out to be 
closely linked. Phone use is generally accepted indoors but not on the road or in the 
field, which tends to rule out the outdoors as a place to use one. A woman's work is 
expected to come first, which tends to rule out the daytime hours while that work is 
being done. What is left, once these times and places are set aside, is the evening, 
after the meal and the chores, which is why that time window recurs across 
interviews as the main time women use a phone. Even stepping outside for a better 
signal can carry a cost, as one woman explained: she did not talk much outside 
because of what neighbours might say about a woman standing on the road with a 
phone. As phones have become more commonplace, this judgement has eased, and 
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one woman noted that people who had once questioned why she was out with a 
phone had since stopped remarking on it. 

A woman's effective access to a phone is best understood as the sum of what she 
holds herself and what the people around her will lend or share. When her own phone 
is broken or out of recharge, she turns to others. A relative's phone is used for an 
urgent call, or a neighbour's for a document that has to be photographed. Where no 
one in a group can afford a phone alone, several women put in small amounts to 
recharge a shared one, or to repair the handset the group depends on.  

For many women this is not a fallback but the ordinary form their access takes. 
Borrowed access, though, comes with conditions, since it works through relationships. 
It carries obligations, it depends on the lender's willingness, and not every woman can 
ask every neighbour. A woman whose household held a single phone described how 
partial this kind of access is: with the phone largely going out with her son, she could 
not count on it being free when she needed to reach relatives or friends, since "they 
cannot give it all the time." 

Within a household that shares one phone, the order in which people use it across the 
day tends to follow along the same lines that decide most other things in the home, 
rather than need. The husband carries it to work, the children take it after school, and 
the woman's use fits into the gaps that are left. The way the phone moves through the 
day reflects the authority within the home, and women tend to describe the 
arrangement as the natural order rather than as something to push against. One 
woman explained the priority on recharge in just these terms: the men go out to work 
and provide the money, so when the balance runs out, "we ask them for money."  
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Where individual capability meets social and normative conditions 

​
When a task on the phone is handled by a man rather than by the woman herself, two 
things are usually at work, and they have different origins. One is a gap in schooling. 
Boys tended to stay in school longer and learned some English, and so became the 
household members who can read what is on the screen. For this reason, the 
messages about government schemes, banking, and one-time passwords are usually 
handled by men. But this arrangement often continues even once a woman has 
learned a task. It tends to stay with whoever has been doing it, because the routine is 
set and that person is quicker at it. One woman described being able to do a task that 
her son still does for her: "I would be able to do online transactions if I knew about it. I 
can recharge the phone myself. However, my son does it for me." The same authority 
that places these tasks with men also puts a husband in a position either to teach his 
wife or to take the task over. Some husbands sit with their wives and show them; one 
woman learned, by her account, "by asking my husband again and again how to use 
the phone." Others, it seems likely, lose patience and do the task themselves, because 
of which nothing is passed on.  

The work that fills a woman's day reduces more than the time she has for the phone. It 
also reduces the attention that learning needs to consolidate. Because the cooking, 
the cattle, the children, and the farm work fall to her, her attention is drawn back to 
them soon after a lesson, often before a new sequence of steps has fixed itself in 
memory. Women describe understanding something while it is being shown and then 
forgetting it within days. One woman explained why the training did not stay with her: 
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a trainer had come and shown them what to press, "but we have work to do, how will 
we remember? Our focus is on work, so we are not able to remember all that." What 
can look like a difficulty with learning is, in part, a result of how little uninterrupted 
attention the day leaves her. 

Digital agency and use 

Throughout this chapter, Digital Agency has been defined as the conditions that 
shape a woman's phone use, with use itself kept separate from it. Keeping the two 
apart leaves room for the more useful question: what is it about a woman's situation 
that results in the extent of her digital use? The three conditions, and the points at 
which they meet, are what answer it. 

Holding use separately also makes it possible to describe how the two relate, and the 
relationship runs in both directions. A woman's conditions produce her use: what she 
can afford, what she is able to do, and what her household and community permit, 
together determine whether and how she uses a phone. That use takes several forms, 
from functional, such as calls and payments, to entertainment, such as music and 
video, to economic, such as learning a livelihood skill or reaching a customer. But use 
is not only a result of these conditions. Over time it acts back on them. A woman who 
uses a phone a little gains reason to learn more, grows more confident, and comes to 
want a phone of her own, and each of these strengthens the conditions for further 
use. The relationship can weaken in the same way: when use stagnates or falls apart, 
the conditions that supported it tend to weaken with it, as the earlier discussion of 
lost access showed. 

Digital agency, then, is not a fixed quantity that a woman either has or lacks. It is 
a set of conditions that produce use, and that use can in turn build or erode 
those conditions over time. 
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5. Three archetypes of Digital Agency 

5a. What the archetypes are for 

The framework set out in the previous chapter describes the conditions that produce 
Digital Agency, as separate components and in their intersections with each other. 
The framework holds across the women we spoke to, but the way the conditions 
arrange themselves in any one woman's life is not the same as in another's. The 
archetypes that follow illustrate these arrangements. They represent patterns in how 
a woman's material, individual, and social conditions come together and how that 
influences use that follows.  

The three conditions can in principle combine in many ways, but in practice they tend 
to combine in a small number of ways, because the conditions act on one another. A 
woman who has held a working phone steadily over time tends, other things being 
equal, to have built up skill on it, and tends to be granted a little more room by the 
people around her, once that skill is visible. A woman whose phone has left her hands 
tends to lose the practice that held her skill in place, and tends to find that the social 
structures close back over that gap. The archetypes describe these clusters of 
conditions that were most common.  

 

MATERIAL CONDITIONS 

Component  Archetype 1 Archetype 2 Archetype 3 

Device Has a working 
smartphone, 
functional enough 
for video, 
WhatsApp, 
payments, and 
income-facing use. 
She protects it 
(cover, careful 
placement) and is 
attached to it. 

Has no working 
smartphone of her 
own. Might have a 
keypad phone, a 
degraded handset 
with her that cannot 
often do some of 
the functions she 
could have done 
earlier, including 
video, WhatsApp 
etc. There might be 
a functioning 
smartphone in the 
household, but that 
is held and 

No personal device, 
and may have never 
had one either. 
Phones might exist 
in the household, 
but are usually 
basic keypad 
phones or broken 
old smartphones 
and are used by 
others. Someone 
else in the 
household may 
operate this for her. 
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controlled by 
someone else. 

Infrastructure Signal, electricity, 
and app reliability 
shape how much 
she uses the phone. 
Issues like slow data 
or lack of electricity 
for charging affect 
but do not halt use. 

Connectivity and 
charging may be 
unreliable and 
disrupted. These 
further compound 
the challenges of a 
degraded or 
non-functional 
phone. 

Infrastructural 
issues are not 
personal challenges 
she faces, as she 
does not have a 
device in her hand. 

Finance She, with the 
support of her 
family, can generally 
meet the pressures 
of repair and 
ongoing recharge 
costs. There might 
be stretches where 
these disruptions 
affect use when 
money runs shorts, 
but these are 
circumvented with 
time. She aspires to 
buy a better phone, 
as she sees 
symbolic and 
functional value. 

When she has 
access to a basic 
device, recharge is 
often intermittent 
or stopped, and 
repair is often 
beyond what the 
household will 
spend on her 
device (the 
₹1,000–2,000 
range is treated as 
not worth it), so a 
non-working phone 
stays that way. 

Recharge, SIM, and 
data are handled 
and paid for by 
others. A personal 
device is not a 
consideration for 
her. 

Access The phone is 
effectively hers. She 
shares it with 
others marginally, in 
a way that does not 
affect her own use, 
allowing her to 
experiment and 
practise freely. 

Access runs 
through others. The 
working device 
belongs to a 
husband, son, or 
daughter-in-law, 
and she uses it on 
their terms, if at all. 
She often does not 
feel entitled to 
continued 
borrowing, 
especially if it is 
seen as tied to their 
work. 

Access is weakest. 
She has no claim on 
the phone that 
usually stays with 
sons, husbands, 
children, other 
family; others 
decide whether she 
uses it, needs it, or 
should learn at all. 

Time/Place There is time 
pressure due to 
livelihood work and 
household duties, 

Time is seriously 
limited by her 
extensive 
responsibilities 

Time is not really an 
active barrier. Even 
when a window 
exists, there's no 
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but she carves out 
pockets for digital 
use, like evenings, 
after children leave 
to school, while 
grazing animals, and 
these are enough to 
sustain use. 

around work, 
childcare, and 
household chores. 
There is also an 
expectation around  

reliable device to fill 
it with. Digital use is 
not something she 
is actively 
considering and 
balancing with 
other aspects of her 
life. 

 

 

INDIVIDUAL CABALITY  

Component  Archetype 1 Archetype 2 Archetype 3 

Skill Can functionally do 
more than calling - 
a mix of YouTube, 
WhatsApp, photo 
sharing, POP, 
payments, farming 
content, shopping. 
There might be 
literacy gaps but 
she works around 
these through voice 
search, symbols, 
saved contacts, 
local-language 
cues. 

There is uneven 
build up of skills. 
Some might have 
reached only basic 
calling/radio/music, 
others went deeper 
into POP and 
YouTube-based 
videos. Any use 
depends 
extensively on 
literacy hacks, 
including 
memorising last 
digits, using 
pictures & colours, 
asking others. 

Digital skills are very 
basic or even 
absent. Even simple 
aspects like calling, 
saving contacts, 
reading numbers, 
searching, 
passwords is hard 
and needs someone 
else to do it for her. 

Learning  Learning 
consolidates and 
expands over time, 
primarily because 
she has reliable and 
sufficient time with 
the phone to 
explore and 
practice. This turns 
something that 
might have been 
shown or taught to 
her into a skill she 
retains. 

The access issue 
causes learning to 
weaken or stall over 
time. Stronger 
learners might have 
some practical 
retention but have 
lost access to a 
smartphone. Others 
might have 
forgotten without 
practice, sliding 
back to just basic 
calling. 

Learning is mostly 
observational and 
weakly retained. 
Watching others 
use a phone doesn't 
become her own 
skill, because 
there's no hands-on 
repetition to 
convert seeing into 
doing. 
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Fear/Brake There is some 
awareness and fear 
especially around 
UPI, fraud, wrong 
clicks, posting 
publicly by mistake. 
This makes her 
careful with some 
use, but does not 
block her use. 

Fear and restraint 
are very real for her, 
especially after 
experiences around 
repair costs, 
payment issues, 
pressing something 
wrong, When she 
has to borrow a 
phone from 
someone else, this 
restraint becomes 
even stronger due 
to the costs and 
fear of spoiling 
something. 

Fear and low 
confidence are 
dominant: fear of 
spoiling the phone, 
not knowing what to 
press, being "too 
old," believing she 
can't learn. 

Delegation Delegation is 
occasional and 
chosen — she asks 
a child for a hard 
task but does most 
herself. Capability 
sits mainly in her 
own hands. 

Capability 
increasingly 
operates through 
others — sons, 
daughters-in-law, 
husbands, 
neighbours, Sakhi, 
shopkeepers 
complete what she 
no longer can alone. 
Delegation is filling 
the gap left by 
faded skill. 

Capability works 
almost entirely by 
delegation — 
someone else dials, 
reads, saves, 
recharges, and 
hands her the 
phone only for a 
call. She is the 
recipient of others' 
operation, not the 
operator. 

Orientation Her self-view and 
orientation has 
shifted over time. 
She now sees 
herself, and is seen 
by others, as 
someone who can 
do digital things, is 
more future-facing, 
and more useful to 
family and 
community 
because of the 
phone. 

Familiarity with 
digital persists at a 
high level, as she 
has some sense of 
what a smartphone 
can do and what 
she could do with 
one. However, when 
she encounters a 
different device, 
she is unable to 
transfer learnings, 
as the patterns she 
memorises on a 
specific device do 
not carry over. 

Orientation is 
largely passive or 
cautious - "I could 
learn if I had a 
phone," "what would 
I do with one?". The 
phone hasn't yet 
reshaped how she 
sees herself. 

Outward flow  Capability flows 
outward - she helps 
others, shares 
useful content, 

Outward flow has 
receded with 
capability reducing. 
She is now more 

Effectively none, as 
she does not have 
enough capability 
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supports the 
community, uses 
digital learning for 
household income. 
She is a node others 
draw on. 

often the one 
needing help than 
giving it. 

to support others' 
use. 

 

SOCIAL STRUCTURES 

Component  Archetype 1 Archetype 2 Archetype 3 

Household 
authority  

While authority in 
the family might still 
be largely along 
gender lines, her 
claim on and 
control of a working 
device allows her to 
negotiate within 
these structures. 

Authority becomes 
more visible after 
loss of her own 
device; the working 
device, recharge, 
repair, passwords, 
and app access are 
largely controlled by 
the 
husband/son/other 
family members. 
She feels less 
entitled to ask once 
the phone is "theirs" 
or tied to their work. 

Others control the 
device and decide 
whether she uses it 
or needs it. They 
also decide whether 
and what she 
should learn or is 
capable of learning. 

Public 
regulation 

Use such as social 
media, posting 
photos, talking to 
men, PhonePe 
draws judgement, 
but she works 
within that, 
legitimising use 
through value 
(income, children, 
community). 

The loss of device 
control is 
compounded by 
caution about 
scrutiny of social 
media, judgement 
of long calls or 
talking outside. This 
makes exploratory 
use harder to justify 
once the device is 
gone. 

Her phone use is 
seen as 
unnecessary, risky, 
suspicious, or 
inappropriate due 
to community 
norms and there is 
little legitimate use 
to counteract this. 

Help 
infrastructure 

There is a 
supportive network 
of facilitation (a 
family member for a 
hard task, the group 
for recharge) that 
she can choose to 
draw on, without 

The network 
becomes a 
substitute with 
sons, husbands, 
Smart Sakhis, 
neighbours, 
shopkeepers doing 
what she no longer 

The network is the 
only route to use for 
her - someone else 
dials, reads, 
recharges, hands 
her the phone for a 
call. 
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shame of asking as 
she can do things 
herself as well. 

can, and that 
delegation persists 
even where she 
once knew the task. 
The frictions around 
whose phone it is, 
data finishing, 
impatience with 
doing it for her, all 
persist. 

Constraining 
frame 

Some perceived 
limitations, such as 
financial 
transactions being 
too risky, are partly 
internalised on one 
hand. But she also 
pushes past others 
to explore use on 
her own. 

After loss of device 
control, legitimate 
use narrows to calls, 
family, emergencies; 
exploratory use is 
seen as 
unnecessary. 

What might have 
started with others 
limiting what is 
possible for her is 
internalised: "what 
would I search for?", 
"too old," "too 
uneducated." 

Aspirational 
positioning 

The phone marks 
her social standing 
- pride at doing 
what was others' 
domain, visible to 
self and others as 
someone "smart," 
keeping up with the 
digital era. 

She knows some 
possibilities due to 
prior use and 
exposure but that 
has not kept up as 
awareness and 
aspiration has 
dimmed with 
access reducing 
and capability 
falling behind. 

The phone doesn't 
signal aspiration or 
mobility. It remains 
someone else's tool. 
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5b. Movement between the archetypes 

Movement between the three archetypes can run in both directions. A woman in the 
third position can move into the first, given the right combination of access, learning, 
and a household and community that will let the resulting use stand. A woman in the 
first position can move into the second, when the phone breaks and the money for 
repair is not there, or when the device that was effectively hers gets reabsorbed into 
the household and settles with someone else. The presence of the second archetype 
as the largest cluster in our sample is the clearest sign that this backward movement 
is not unusual. It is a regular feature of how Digital Agency behaves over time in the 
conditions these women live in. Any account of progress that measures only forward 
movement, from less use to more, will miss what is happening to a substantial share 
of women a few years after a programme has acted on their lives.  

Each archetype is illustrated here with journeys that show how the conditions 
described come together, or apart, in a particular woman's life. These journeys are 
composites, drawn from the patterns we saw repeatedly, rather than the path of any 
one woman. 

↗ Click to view the full-size image. 
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5c. Where the conditions hold 

The first archetype describes women for whom the conditions of Digital Agency have 
come together, and have stayed together long enough for use to settle and grow. Her 
phone is effectively her own. She does not have to queue behind the household for it, 
and the working smartphone she holds is functional enough to use video, WhatsApp, 
photos, payments, and some income-facing use. Recharge and repair are pressures 
she is largely able to meet; there are stretches when the money runs short and the 
phone goes quiet, but this does not last too long. A better phone is something she 
can think about aspiring for, rather than something she has set aside as not for her. 
While signal and electricity do shape how deeply she uses the phone, they do not 
stop her use. 

Her capability has grown well beyond calling. She moves with reasonable confidence 
across YouTube, WhatsApp, photos, PoP, payments, and a small number of things she 
has picked up on her own, including things tied to farming or to small income. Where 
reading falters, she has built workarounds: voice search, saved contacts marked by 
symbols or photographs, apps recognised by colour. Learning has consolidated, 
because she has had the device in her hands long enough for what she was shown to 
become something she retains. There is some fear, especially with respect to losing 
money, a wrong click, posting in public by mistake; however this fear only tempers her 
use rather than stopping it completely. Delegation, when it happens, is something she 
chooses: she might ask a child for a particularly hard task, but most of the use is on 
her own.  

The social conditions around her have not disappeared, but she has found space to 
operate inside them. Authority in the household still runs along gender lines, and the 
larger spending decisions are still made by others, but she has ownership of a working 
device, and she negotiates within the structure. Judgement from outside the 
household persists - around social media, photographs, payment apps, extent of use 
- but she legitimises her use through the value it produces, whether for income, 
children, or her standing in the group. She does have time constraints, but she carves 
out usable pockets - evenings after the meal, while grazing the cattle, in the small 
windows between tasks. At a certain stage, she is also able to help others, sharing 
what she finds, and is a node that other women in the group draw on. The phone has 
come to mark her standing, both in her own sense of self and in how others see her. 
She is someone, in her own account and theirs, who can do digital things. 
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5d. Where the conditions have come apart 

The second archetype was the most common in our sample. The phone she once 
held is gone, broken, or now held by someone else in the household; what she has left, 
if anything, is a keypad handset, a degraded smartphone (that can no longer do the 
video, WhatsApp and payments she once did use), or no working device of her own at 
all. The functioning phone in the house, where there is one, sits in a husband's or a 
son's or a daughter-in-law's hands. Recharge is intermittent or has stopped, and 
repair, when it would cost a thousand or two thousand rupees, is treated as not worth 
spending on her device, leaving the phone non-functional. 

She knows what a smartphone can do because she once used one, and she carries 
that knowledge as a kind of residue. But the skill itself has weakened because it is not 
practised anymore. Stronger learners have kept a working sense of what is possible 
without quite being able to act on it; others have slid back toward basic calling, 
forgetting functions they once handled because there has been no device to use 
them on. The phone she might borrow now belongs to someone else, and the cost of 
spoiling it sits more heavily than it did when the phone was hers. A bad experience 
with a payment app becomes a reason to avoid the app altogether. Sons, 
daughters-in-law, husbands, the Smart Sakhi, shopkeepers complete what she no 
longer can do on her own, and this delegation becomes routine.  

The social conditions have closed back over the space that her earlier use had 
opened. Authority in the household becomes more visible after loss: the working 
device, the recharge, the passwords, the apps that matter have all moved to the 
husband or the son, and she feels less entitled to ask once the phone has settled into 
being theirs or has come to be tied to their work. Public judgement adds caution that 
makes reclaiming any exploratory use harder to justify once the device is gone; the 
scrutiny of social media, of long calls, of being seen with a phone outside the house is 
experienced differently when there is less legitimate use to set against it. Use narrows 
back toward calls, family, emergencies, with exploratory use being considered 
unnecessary. The second archetype is not a partial version of the first, and it is 
different from not starting on a digital journey at all.  

​
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5e. Where the conditions have not yet come together 

The third archetype describes women for whom the conditions of Digital Agency have 
not yet come together at all. She has no personal device, and in some cases never has 
really had one. Phones exist in the household, but they are smartphones in others' 
hands, or basic handsets that someone else opens for her when there is a call to take. 
Recharge, the SIM, the data are handled and paid for by others, and a personal device 
is not yet a possibility for her. Infrastructure is, for her, beside the point: without a 
device in her hand, the question of whether the signal reaches or whether there is 
charge is not yet something she encounters. 

Her capability is basic or near-absent. Dialling, saving a contact, recognising a number 
on the screen, finding her way through a message, searching for something - most of 
it is hard without help. The little effort towards teaching has happened mostly through 
her watching passively, and watching has not converted into doing, because there has 
been no device in her hands long enough for her to learn. She is afraid of spoiling the 
phone, unsure of what to press, and often holds a view of herself as too old or too 
unschooled for this to be relevant. Her use happens by others handling the phone on 
her behalf.  

The social conditions around her are at their most fully expressed. Household 
authority is at its strongest; others control the device and decide whether she uses it, 
needs it, or should learn at all, and her claim on a device is minimal. Social norms are 
the most constraining here; a phone in her hands is read more easily as unnecessary, 
risky, or inappropriate when there is no income or family management or community 
work to legitimize it. This constraining frame is also most fully internalised. "What 
would I search for?", "I'm too old", "I'm too uneducated" are views she holds of what is 
possible for someone like her.  
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6. Implications for programme design 

The framework set out in chapter 4 was built from the experience of women in the 
MPowered programme, and the discussion that follows considers how that framework 
might inform programme design and other activities of stakeholders in the sectors. 
The implications are offered to Trickle Up's continuing work and to the wider set of 
organisations engaged with women's Digital Agency in similar contexts. These are 
offered as ways the framework can be put to use by those designing, measuring, and 
acting on programmes of this kind. 

​
6a. Conceptualising Digital Agency 

By defining Digital Agency as a set of conditions distributed across the woman and 
the social and economic world she inhabits, the framework locates agency in the 
relational space between the woman and her situation rather than within the woman 
alone. This way of thinking sits in a wider tradition that treats outcomes as emerging 
from interactions across multiple levels of a system, rather than as the property of 
any single component within it. Variants of this approach have been developed under 
the heading of socio-ecological systems (SES) in other fields. However, it should be 
noted that this framework is informed by SES thinking rather than fully derived from it. 

The existing field tends to treat women's digital engagement through a sequence of 
levels: access, then usage, then outcome. This sequence is useful, but it can leave the 
relations between levels under-described, and it tends to place agency within the 
individual user. The framework offered here is intended as a contribution to that wider 
conversation, not a replacement for it. Its central proposition for the field is that 
women's Digital Agency is better understood when material, individual, and social and 
normative conditions are held together in view, and when the interactions between 
them are taken as the subject of analysis. For organisations working in this space, this 
suggests an approach to understanding, describing, and evaluating Digital Agency 
that treats the woman's conditions as constitutive of her agency rather than as 
background to it. 
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6b. Measurement and evaluation of Digital Agency  

The framework allows for two complementary approaches to measuring Digital 
Agency. The first is a shortcut. Because the conditions of Digital Agency produce use, 
measuring use gives a reasonable indication of Digital Agency in any given moment. 
An evaluator who needs a workable read on whether a programme is improving 
women's Digital Agency can begin with indicators of use: what women do with their 
phones, how often, for what purposes, and to what effect. 

The shortcut has a limit. Use is a snapshot, and it does not show whether the 
conditions that support it are themselves strengthening or weakening. A woman 
whose use has begun to rise may be moving onto more durable ground, or she may 
be using a borrowed phone in a household arrangement that will not last. Use alone 
cannot distinguish the two. Where the question is about trajectory, sustainability, or 
about why a particular kind of use is not happening when it might have been 
expected to, more involved measurement is required, focused on the conditions 
themselves. 

For programmes that want to undertake this fuller measurement, a starting point is to 
develop a small set of observable indicators for each of the three conditions. The 
intent here is suggestive rather than prescriptive. 

●​ Under material conditions, indicators might cover whether a woman has 
reliable access to a working device, whether recharge is consistent, and 
whether the signal and electricity she depends on are dependable enough to 
support use. 

●​ Under individual capability, indicators might cover whether she can read 
enough of what is on the screen to operate independently, whether her use 
extends beyond what she was formally taught, and whether she can ask for 
help without cost to her standing. 

●​ Under social and normative conditions, indicators might cover who decides 
about her use, whether her use draws comment from her household or 
community, and how far the rules around her use have been taken up into her 
own sense of what is appropriate. 

Three or four such indicators per condition, framed in plain and observable terms, can 
give a programme a working read on whether the conditions underlying women's use 
is moving and in which direction. The framework offers a way of grouping such 
indicators that reflects how Digital Agency is actually structured in women's lives. 
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One use of the fuller measure is worth singling out. The most common pattern in our 
sample was not forward movement but partial loss - women who had once used a 
smartphone fluently, now using a degraded device, a basic handset, or no device of 
their own at all. A measurement that tracks only the journey from less use to more will 
miss what is happening to a substantial share of women a few years after a 
programme has acted on their lives. Detecting backward movement is one of the 
more practical reasons to measure conditions, not use alone. 

​
6c. Designing interventions 

Several further implications follow for the design of programmes. 

The first is about levers. A programme working on Digital Agency has, broadly, three 
levers it can pull: it can act on material conditions, on individual capability, or on social 
and normative conditions. The framework allows a programme designer to ask which 
lever, or which combination, is likely to produce the largest gain in Digital Agency for a 
given investment in a given context. A useful corollary follows from the intersectional 
findings in chapter 4. Because the three conditions act on one another rather than in 
isolation, pulling a single lever in isolation often produces less than expected. A device 
given without the access that allows skill to consolidate, or skill built without the 
household conditions that allow it to be used, will tend to under-deliver. The 
framework does not resolve which combination of levers will be most productive in 
any given context, which is an empirical question for further work. But it makes the 
question of leverage and combination, something that a programme designer can ask 
in a structured way, rather than treating each component of a programme as if it were 
independent. 

The second is about segmentation. Women living in similar conditions of poverty 
arrive at Digital Agency from different starting positions, and the archetypes 
described in chapter 5 set out several of these. The implication is that a programme 
that treats all participants alike will tend to misallocate its effort. A woman whose 
material conditions have collapsed and whose use has contracted needs different 
work than a woman whose access is durable but whose social conditions still restrict 
her use. A segmented approach matches what a programme provides to what each 
participant needs to move forward, or in some cases simply to hold ground that has 
already been gained. 

The third is about access design. Learning consolidates only when a woman handles a 
device steadily over time, and group-rotation models, where a single phone moves 
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between several women on a weekly cycle, leave gaps long enough that progress 
made during a turn is lost before the next one. A phone of her own, or one held in 
close range, is the form of access that allows for capability to consolidate. This 
applies to repair as much as to allocation: a phone that breaks and is not fixed 
produces the same outcome as a phone she never holds, since the practice her skill 
needs has stopped either way. The choices a programme makes about how devices 
are allocated, repaired, and transferred to participants are among its most 
consequential material-conditions decisions. 

A related point follows from the small number of women who bought their own 
phones after the programme. For some, the income that funded the new device came 
from livelihood activities learned on the programme phone - tailoring picked up from 
YouTube, a snack business, a farming technique. The framework's bidirectionality 
shows here: durable access shapes what a woman can do, what she does shapes 
what she earns, and the income can in turn fund more durable access. Where 
programmes can support this loop, the conditions for Digital Agency become more 
self-sustaining. 

The fourth is about coverage. Several of the social conditions that bear hardest on a 
woman's phone use ease as phones become commonplace in her community: women 
who once attracted criticism for using a phone outside the home report that the early 
remarks have died down as more women around them have come to use phones. The 
implication is that a programme that puts phones into the hands of a few scattered 
women in a community keeps social judgement concentrated on those women, while 
a programme working at higher coverage in fewer communities normalises the 
practice and reduces what each woman has to absorb alone. Coverage in this sense 
is not just a question of programme reach. It is a lever on the social and normative 
conditions themselves, working through the simple fact that what is widely seen 
attracts less remark. 

​
6d. The community cadre 

Programmes of this nature in India work through community-based actors, of whom 
the Smart Sakhi in MPowered is one instance. Such cadres are not incidental to 
delivery; they are the means by which any programme of this kind reaches the women 
it is intended to serve, and they are unlikely to be designed out. The research did not 
study Smart Sakhis directly, but the framework has three implications for how the 
cadre is thought about. 
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The first is that the framework applies to the cadre as well as to the participant. A 
Smart Sakhi has her own material conditions, her own capability, and her own social 
and normative situation, and her own Digital Agency is part of what the programme 
draws on to build the agency of the women she works with. Where the cadre's own 
conditions are weak, what the cadre can do for participants is correspondingly 
capped. The implications for measurement and intervention described above apply to 
the cadre as well, and programmes might need to treat the development of cadre 
Digital Agency as part of their core work rather than as a preparatory step. 

The second concerns how the cadre is deployed across different segments. The 
distinction drawn in chapter 4 between substitution and transfer is directly relevant 
here. A Smart Sakhi can do a task on a woman's behalf, or she can show her how to do 
it herself, and which mode she works in shapes whether the woman's own capability 
grows. For a woman whose conditions for learning are not yet in place, where access 
is unreliable or attention is fragmented, substitution may be the realistic mode, 
because attempts at transfer will not consolidate. For a woman whose conditions 
have begun to support learning, the switch from substitution to transfer is among the 
highest-return design choices a programme can make, because substitution that 
persists past this point keeps the woman's own capability stagnant rather than 
building it. For women whose Digital Agency has become more secure, the cadre's 
role can shift again, toward enabling them to teach and connect others. This is more 
than a graceful exit. Among the more striking patterns in the study were the women 
who, having learned WhatsApp, the PoP app, or YouTube well, became local points of 
contact for the women around them - the person another woman would approach 
when she could not manage a task on her phone. These cases were not very common, 
but they describe what sustainability looks like in practice: the resource that supports 
Digital Agency in a community begins to be held by the women themselves rather 
than only by the cadre or the programme. For a programme thinking about what 
continues to work after its formal end, this is among the most consequential findings 
the study offers. 

The third concerns the mode of teaching itself. Teaching is more effective one to one, 
in the participant's home, than in groups where a single teacher is divided among 
several learners. The teaching that is most impactful is physical - the Smart Sakhi 
places the phone in the woman's hand and guides her fingers through the steps - and 
this kind of guidance does not scale to a group in the same way that just 
demonstration and verbal explanation can. A programme that schedules cadre time 
mostly as group meetings will see less skill transfer per hour than one that builds in 
home visits and one-to-one sessions, and the design of cadre routines is worth 
treating with the same seriousness as the curriculum the cadre is asked to deliver. 
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A cadre that works in only one mode for everyone misallocates a scarce resource. 
Matching the mode of cadre work to the participant's situation is what allows the 
cadre to do more with what is available to it, and is one of the more actionable 
applications of the framework for programme design. 

The framework offered in this report is, in the end, a way of thinking. It is offered to 
Trickle Up and to other organisations working in this space as a starting point for 
understanding, measuring, and acting on women's Digital Agency in conditions of 
extreme poverty. The implications described in this chapter are not a programme of 
action. They are points at which the framework can inform decisions that programme 
designers will continue to make on the basis of judgement, context, and the 
constraints they actually face 
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