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ABSTRACT:
The rapid expansion of e-governance has transformed the way 

governments deliver public services, enhance administrative efficiency, 
and promote transparency. However, unequal access to digital 
technologies, limited digital literacy, and socio-economic disparities have 
created a digital divide that restricts the participation of large sections of 
the population. In this context, civil society plays a critical role in 
ensuring that e-governance initiatives are inclusive and accessible to all 
citizens. Civil society organizations act as intermediaries between the 
state and marginalized communities, helping translate complex digital 
systems into usable and meaningful tools for everyday governance. 
Through grassroots engagement, civil society supports awareness 
generation and digital literacy, enabling citizens to understand and use 
online government platforms. These organizations address barriers related 
to language, gender, disability, geography, and income by designing 
context-specific interventions. Civil society also contributes to building 
trust in digital governance by fostering transparency and encouraging 
citizen participation. By advocating for inclusive policy design, they 
ensure that the concerns of underrepresented groups are reflected in 
e-governance frameworks.

In addition, civil society facilitates access to digital infrastructure 
through community centers, shared resources, and mobile outreach 
initiatives. Their role extends to monitoring implementation, identifying 
exclusionary practices, and holding governments accountable for 
equitable service delivery. Civil society also promotes the responsible use 
of digital technologies by raising awareness about digital rights, data 
privacy, and accountability mechanisms. By integrating technological 
innovation with social inclusion, civil society helps prevent e-governance 
from becoming a tool that benefits only digitally privileged groups. 
Instead, it transforms digital governance into a participatory and rights-
based process. The involvement of civil society is therefore essential for 
bridging the digital divide and ensuring that e-governance contributes to 
democratic deepening and social equity.

KEYWORDS:
Civil Society, Digital Divide, E-Governance, Digital Inclusion, Public 
Service Delivery, Citizen Participation.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18849858



AKSHARASURYA: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal.	 E-ISSN: 2583-620X

VOLUME – 14, ISSUE – 06, MARCH 2026. SPECIAL ISSUE.2

INTRODUCTION:
Civil society refers to the sphere of organized social life that exists 

independently of the state and the market. It includes voluntary associations, 
non-governmental organizations, community-based groups, trade unions, 
professional bodies, and advocacy networks that work to promote collective 
interests and public welfare. Civil society operates as a space where 
citizens come together to express concerns, defend rights, and participate 
in social and political processes. Its defining characteristics include 
voluntary participation, autonomy from government control, and a 
commitment to public good rather than profit. Civil society plays a vital 
role in strengthening democracy by acting as a mediator between citizens 
and the state, promoting accountability, and amplifying marginalized 
voices.

The history of e-governance is closely linked to advances in 
information and communication technologies. Early forms of e-governance 
emerged in the late twentieth century with the use of computers to support 
internal government administration. During the 1990s, the spread of the 
internet enabled governments to introduce online information portals and 
basic electronic services. Over time, e-governance evolved from simple 
digital record-keeping to interactive platforms that allowed citizens to 
access services, submit applications, and communicate with public 
authorities online. In the twenty-first century, e-governance expanded 
further with the adoption of mobile technologies, digital identity systems, 
and data-driven decision-making tools. Governments increasingly used 
digital platforms to improve efficiency, transparency, and service delivery. 
However, as e-governance became more central to public administration, 
concerns about digital exclusion and unequal access also grew.
OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY:

This study examines the Civil Society’s Role in Bridging the 
Digital Divide in E-Governance Initiatives.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY:

This study is purely based on secondary data sources such as 
articles, research papers, journals, websites, books and other sources.
1. Civil Society as a Grassroots Intermediary Between Citizens and 
Digital Government Platforms

Civil society plays a crucial role as a grassroots intermediary that 
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connects citizens with e-governance systems, particularly in contexts 
where state-led digital initiatives fail to reach marginalized populations. 
E-governance platforms are often designed at the national or urban level, 
assuming access to digital infrastructure, literacy, and trust in government 
systems. However, large sections of society, especially rural residents, 
informal workers, women, elderly citizens, and marginalized communities, 
face structural barriers that prevent effective participation. Civil society 
organizations operate at the community level and are therefore uniquely 
positioned to translate abstract digital governance initiatives into practical, 
accessible experiences.

These organizations function as bridges by helping citizens 
understand how digital public services work and why they matter. Many 
people excluded from e-governance are not resistant to technology but are 
unfamiliar with administrative processes, online interfaces, or digital 
terminology. Civil society actors conduct awareness campaigns, community 
meetings, and door-to-door outreach that demystify e-governance services 
such as digital identity systems, online welfare applications, electronic 
grievance mechanisms, and digital land records. This localized engagement 
reduces fear, misinformation, and suspicion toward digital government 
tools.

Another important function of civil society is trust-building. In 
many regions, citizens have historically experienced state institutions as 
distant, inefficient, or even exploitative. When digital governance 
initiatives are introduced without consultation, they can reinforce feelings 
of exclusion. Civil society organizations, especially those with long-
standing community relationships, act as trusted intermediaries. Their 
involvement reassures citizens that digital platforms are not solely 
instruments of surveillance or control but tools that can improve access to 
rights and services. Civil society also plays a key role in identifying gaps 
between policy design and lived realities. Government platforms may 
technically exist, but connectivity issues, language barriers, disability 
access, and cultural norms often limit their use. Grassroots organizations 
gather feedback from users and non-users alike, documenting practical 
obstacles such as unreliable internet, lack of local language interfaces, or 
complex authentication requirements. They communicate these insights to 
policymakers, helping align digital governance initiatives with ground-
level needs.
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In addition, civil society helps reduce dependency on informal 
intermediaries who often exploit citizens by charging fees for accessing 
supposedly free digital services. By offering free or low-cost guidance, 
civil society organizations protect vulnerable groups from digital 
exploitation while promoting transparent and equitable access. This role is 
particularly important in welfare delivery systems where digital exclusion 
can directly result in loss of essential benefits. Through sustained 
engagement, civil society transforms e-governance from a purely technical 
reform into a participatory process. Their intermediary role ensures that 
digital government platforms do not deepen existing inequalities but 
instead become instruments of inclusion, accountability, and democratic 
participation.
2. Enhancing Digital Literacy and Capacity Building for Inclusive 
E-Governance

Digital literacy is one of the most significant barriers preventing 
equitable participation in e-governance, and civil society organizations 
are central to addressing this challenge. While governments often focus on 
infrastructure and platform development, the human capacity required to 
use digital systems effectively receives far less attention. Civil society 
fills this gap by designing and delivering targeted digital literacy programs 
that respond to the specific needs of different social groups. Unlike 
standardized government training modules, civil society-led digital 
education is often adaptive and context-sensitive. Programs are tailored to 
local languages, cultural norms, and literacy levels. For example, training 
sessions for women may account for time constraints related to caregiving 
responsibilities, while programs for elderly citizens emphasize hands-on 
practice and repetition. This flexibility increases learning retention and 
builds confidence among first-time digital users.

Civil society initiatives go beyond basic technical skills such as 
using smartphones or navigating websites. They also focus on functional 
digital literacy, helping citizens understand how to apply these skills to 
real governance interactions. Participants learn how to register for online 
services, submit applications, track service delivery, file grievances, and 
verify information. This practical orientation ensures that digital literacy 
translates directly into improved access to public services.

Capacity building also includes raising awareness about digital 
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rights and responsibilities. Civil society organizations educate citizens 
about data privacy, consent, cybersecurity risks, and grievance redress 
mechanisms. In the absence of such awareness, digitally excluded 
populations are more vulnerable to fraud, identity theft, and misuse of 
personal data. By empowering citizens with knowledge, civil society 
strengthens their ability to engage safely and confidently with e-governance 
systems. Another critical contribution lies in training community-level 
digital facilitators. Civil society organizations often identify and train 
local volunteers, youth leaders, or self-help group members who serve as 
ongoing digital resource persons within their communities. This 
decentralized model ensures continuity and scalability while reducing 
reliance on external trainers. It also fosters community ownership of 
digital governance processes.

Civil society also collaborates with schools, libraries, and 
community centers to create inclusive learning spaces equipped with 
digital tools. These spaces function as hubs where citizens can practice 
skills, access online services, and receive assistance. Such shared 
infrastructure is especially important in areas where personal device 
ownership remains low. By prioritizing human capacity alongside 
technological infrastructure, civil society ensures that e-governance 
initiatives are not limited to digitally privileged groups. Their role in 
digital literacy transforms citizens from passive recipients of services into 
informed participants capable of navigating and shaping digital governance 
ecosystems.
3. Advocating for Inclusive Policy Design and Participatory Digital 
Governance

Civil society plays a vital advocacy role in shaping e-governance 
policies that are inclusive, equitable, and responsive to diverse social 
realities. Digital governance initiatives are often developed through top-
down processes driven by efficiency goals, budgetary constraints, or 
political priorities. Without civil society engagement, such initiatives risk 
reinforcing social exclusion by overlooking the needs of marginalized 
groups. Civil society organizations act as representatives of underrepresented 
communities in policy discussions. They bring evidence-based insights 
derived from fieldwork, surveys, and community consultations into formal 
decision-making spaces. This advocacy ensures that policy frameworks 
consider issues such as language diversity, disability access, gender 
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disparities, rural connectivity, and affordability. Their involvement 
challenges the assumption that digital solutions are universally accessible.

A key aspect of this advocacy is pushing for participatory design 
approaches. Civil society argues for the inclusion of end users in the 
planning and testing phases of e-governance platforms. User-centered 
design processes allow policymakers to identify usability issues early and 
adapt systems accordingly. Civil society facilitates focus groups, pilot 
programs, and feedback mechanisms that give citizens a voice in shaping 
digital services. Civil society also advocates for legal and regulatory 
safeguards that protect citizens within digital governance systems. This 
includes data protection laws, transparency requirements, and accountability 
mechanisms. In many contexts, rapid digitalization has outpaced regulatory 
frameworks, leaving citizens exposed to privacy violations and algorithmic 
bias. Civil society organizations monitor these risks and campaign for 
rights-based governance models that prioritize citizen protection alongside 
innovation.

Another dimension of advocacy involves budgetary and 
infrastructural priorities. Civil society groups often highlight the imbalance 
between investments in high-end digital platforms and insufficient 
funding for last-mile connectivity, maintenance, and user support. Their 
interventions encourage governments to allocate resources toward inclusive 
infrastructure such as community internet centers, accessible interfaces, 
and offline service alternatives. Civil society also plays a watchdog role 
by monitoring the implementation of e-governance initiatives. They assess 
whether programs achieve their stated inclusion goals and document cases 
where digital systems exclude or disadvantage certain populations. These 
findings are used to hold authorities accountable through public reports, 
media engagement, and legal action when necessary.
4. Facilitating Access to Digital Infrastructure and Shared Resources

Limited access to digital infrastructure remains a core component 
of the digital divide, and civil society organizations play an active role in 
addressing this challenge through innovative and community-driven 
solutions. While governments and private actors invest heavily in large-
scale connectivity projects, gaps persist in remote, low-income, and 
underserved areas. Civil society intervenes by facilitating access to shared 
digital resources that enable participation in e-governance. One common 
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approach involves establishing community technology centers equipped 
with computers, internet connectivity, and basic digital tools. These centers 
are often located in schools, libraries, local government offices, or 
community halls. Civil society manages these spaces, ensuring they are 
welcoming, affordable, and responsive to local needs. For many citizens, 
such centers represent the only practical point of access to online 
government services.

Civil society also supports mobile outreach models that bring 
digital access directly to communities. Mobile service units, temporary 
kiosks, and digital camps are used to reach populations in geographically 
isolated or conflict-affected regions. These initiatives are particularly 
effective during enrollment drives for digital identity systems, social 
protection programs, or electoral services. In addition to physical 
infrastructure, civil society addresses affordability barriers by advocating 
for subsidized internet access, low-cost devices, and free public Wi-Fi. 
Partnerships with local businesses, telecom providers, and philanthropic 
organizations help reduce costs and expand reach. Civil society 
organizations often negotiate these partnerships while ensuring that access 
remains inclusive and non-discriminatory.

Maintenance and sustainability are also critical concerns. Civil 
society organizations train local individuals to manage equipment, 
troubleshoot connectivity issues, and provide user support. This localized 
management model increases system reliability and reduces dependency 
on external technical assistance. It also creates opportunities for skill 
development and local employment. Civil society further promotes 
inclusive infrastructure design by emphasizing accessibility for persons 
with disabilities. This includes adaptive hardware, screen readers, and 
accessible physical layouts. Such considerations are often overlooked in 
mainstream infrastructure projects but are essential for equitable 
e-governance access. By addressing infrastructure gaps through 
community-centered approaches, civil society ensures that digital 
governance is not restricted to those with personal devices and stable 
connectivity. Their work transforms infrastructure from a structural barrier 
into a shared public resource that supports inclusive participation.
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5. Strengthening Accountability, Transparency, and Citizen 
Engagement through Digital Mediation

Civil society enhances the democratic potential of e-governance by 
strengthening accountability, transparency, and citizen engagement. Digital 
platforms can increase efficiency, but without active mediation, they may 
also obscure decision-making processes and reduce opportunities for 
meaningful participation. Civil society ensures that technology serves 
democratic governance rather than replacing it. One key function involves 
educating citizens on how to use digital tools for oversight and participation. 
Civil society organizations train users to access public information portals, 
monitor service delivery, track public spending, and submit complaints or 
feedback. This knowledge empowers citizens to hold authorities 
accountable using digital mechanisms. Civil society also analyzes data 
generated by e-governance systems to identify patterns of exclusion, 
corruption, or inefficiency. By interpreting publicly available datasets, 
they produce accessible reports and visualizations that inform citizens and 
policymakers alike. This data-driven advocacy increases transparency 
while translating complex information into actionable insights.

Another important role lies in facilitating digital civic engagement. 
Civil society organizes online consultations, digital town halls, and 
participatory budgeting exercises that allow citizens to engage with 
governance processes beyond service consumption. These initiatives 
expand the scope of e-governance from administration to democratic 
dialogue. Civil society also safeguards against the marginalization of 
voices that may be drowned out in digital spaces. They amplify concerns 
raised by disadvantaged groups and ensure that feedback mechanisms are 
not dominated by digitally elite populations. This inclusive mediation 
helps preserve pluralism within digital governance systems. In contexts 
where trust in government is low, civil society acts as a neutral mediator 
that encourages constructive engagement rather than disengagement or 
resistance. Their involvement reassures citizens that digital participation 
can lead to tangible outcomes, reinforcing the legitimacy of e-governance 
initiatives. By embedding accountability and participation into digital 
systems, civil society ensures that e-governance strengthens democratic 
governance rather than narrowing it. Their role as mediators transforms 
technology into a tool for responsive, transparent, and citizen-centered 
governance.
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CONCLUSION
The expansion of e-governance has significantly altered the 

relationship between the state and citizens by introducing digital modes of 
service delivery, participation, and administration. While these initiatives 
promise efficiency and transparency, they also risk reinforcing existing 
social and economic inequalities if access to digital resources remains 
uneven. In this context, civil society emerges as a vital actor in ensuring 
that digital governance does not become exclusionary. By working at the 
grassroots level, civil society organizations help bridge gaps in access, 
literacy, and trust that often prevent marginalized communities from 
engaging with e-governance platforms. Civil society contributes not only 
by facilitating access to technology but also by strengthening citizens’ 
capacity to use digital systems meaningfully. Their advocacy for inclusive 
policy design, attention to local realities, and commitment to rights-based 
approaches ensure that digital transformation aligns with democratic 
values. Furthermore, civil society enhances accountability by monitoring 
implementation and enabling citizen feedback within digital governance 
frameworks. The role of civil society therefore extends beyond support 
functions to shaping the very character of e-governance. Its involvement 
helps transform digital initiatives into participatory processes that recognize 
social diversity and promote equity. Strengthening collaboration between 
the state and civil society is essential for ensuring that e-governance 
serves as a tool for inclusive development rather than deepening the 
digital divide.
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