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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Access to justice represents both a constitutional mandate and a cornerstone of
India’s democratic framework. However, disparities between urban and rural
areas continue to impede effective realization of this right. While cities benefit
from established judicial infrastructure and legal literacy, rural India often
remains detached from formal justice mechanisms due to distance, cost,
procedural complexity, and lack of awareness. In this context, Online Dispute
Resolution (ODR) a technology-driven extension of Alternative Dispute
Resolution (ADR) offers a transformative opportunity to democratize justice.

This paper critically examines the role of ODR in bridging India’s urban—rural
justice divide. It explores how digital dispute resolution, through online
arbitration, mediation, and conciliation, can provide timely, cost-effective, and
inclusive access to legal remedies. The analysis situates ODR within India’s
broader Digital India and e-Courts Mission initiatives, tracing its evolution
through legislative frameworks such as the Information Technology Act, 2000,
the Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996, and the Mediation Act, 2023.

Keywords: Online Dispute Resolution, Access to Justice, Digital Divide, ADR, E-
Governance, India, Rural Justice, Legal Reform.

1. Introduction

Access to justice lies at the heart of India’s constitutional ethos. Article 39A of the Constitution mandates the
State to ensure equal access to justice, underscoring that legal remedies should not remain a privilege
confined to geography or wealth. Yet, the country continues to face an overwhelming backlog of over fifty
million cases pending before various courts, a figure that reflects deep-rooted structural inefficiencies and
inequities in access to justice (Law Commission of India, 2022). The traditional judicial system, characterized
by procedural rigidity, high costs, and prolonged timelines, has struggled to meet the needs of citizens,
particularly those in rural and remote regions.

Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) emerges in this landscape as a transformative mechanism that integrates
the efficiency of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) with the accessibility of digital technology. At its core,
ODR refers to the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) to facilitate the resolution of
disputes through negotiation, mediation, arbitration, or hybrid processes conducted via digital platforms. By
removing physical constraints and enabling remote participation, ODR has the potential to make justice
faster, more affordable, and geographically neutral (Nikam and Singh, 2022a).

The rural-urban justice divide in India is not merely a technological disparity it represents a deeper socio-
economic and structural inequity. Urban citizens have greater access to legal professionals, connectivity, and
institutions that facilitate timely recourse, while rural populations often depend on informal justice
mechanisms such as panchayats or lok adalats. Although these local mechanisms serve an important role in
preserving harmony, they frequently lack procedural safeguards, enforceability, and impartiality. Bridging
this divide requires both modernization and democratization of dispute-resolution processes objectives that
align with the principles of ODR (Bakhramova, 2022).

The growth of ODR in India can be traced to the confluence of two significant developments: (a) the
government’s push toward digital governance through initiatives such as Digital India and BharatNet, and (b)
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the legal recognition of electronic records, signatures, and communication under the Information
Technology Act, 2000. These developments provided the statutory and infrastructural backbone necessary
for digital adjudication. Subsequently, the Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996 (as amended), Consumer
Protection Act, 2019, and Mediation Act, 2023 reinforced ODR’s legitimacy by explicitly acknowledging
electronic communications and online proceedings as valid modes of dispute resolution (Goyal and Goyal,
2023a).

Furthermore, institutional initiatives like NITI Aayog’s 2021 policy paper Designing the Future of Dispute
Resolution: The ODR Policy Plan for India positioned ODR as a policy priority. It recognized ODR as an
essential complement to traditional judicial processes and a vehicle for achieving universal access to justice.
Private ODR platforms such as SAMA, Presolv360, and CADRE have since collaborated with governmental
bodies and corporates to manage disputes in domains including consumer, commercial, and financial
transactions. This synergy between policy and practice reflects a shift in the justice paradigm: from a court-
centric system to a citizen-centric, technology-enabled justice ecosystem.

However, despite its potential, ODR’s growth is uneven and heavily urban-centered. While metropolitan
users benefit from high-speed internet, digital literacy, and institutional awareness, rural litigants remain
disadvantaged by infrastructural gaps and limited technological competence. The National Family Health
Survey (NFHS-5) and TRAI Digital Communication Reports indicate that as of 2023, rural internet
penetration in India remains below 40%, compared to over 70% in urban regions. This disparity underscores
the need to evaluate ODR not merely as a technological innovation but as a social equalizer capable of
redefining access to justice.

Against this backdrop, the present article aims to evaluate the role of ODR in bridging India’s urban—rural
divide. It explores the extent to which digital mechanisms can decentralize justice delivery, reduce systemic
barriers, and empower rural communities. It also identifies the key challenges digital infrastructure,
procedural standardization, data security, and user awareness that must be addressed for ODR to achieve its
full potential.

Methodologically, the paper adopts a doctrinal and comparative approach. It analyses statutory frameworks,
policy documents, and judicial precedents to assess India’s progress toward institutionalizing ODR. It further
draws lessons from international experiences in the United States and the United Kingdom, both of which
have implemented court-annexed ODR programs to enhance efficiency and accessibility.

By situating ODR within the larger framework of digital governance and socio-economic inclusivity, this
study seeks to demonstrate that technology can function as a tool of social justice rather than mere
convenience. It argues that the future of justice in India depends on integrating ODR into the mainstream
legal architecture through holistic policy, infrastructural reform, and ethical standardization. In doing so,
ODR can evolve from an experimental supplement to a sustainable pillar of equitable justice capable of
bridging India’s long-standing urban—rural divide (Goyal and Goyal, 2023b).

2. Access to Justice in India: Conceptual and Constitutional Dimensions

Access to justice is a foundational principle of the Indian constitutional and legal framework. It embodies the
idea that the law should not remain a privilege accessible only to those with means, education, or proximity to
urban institutions, but a right of every individual irrespective of geography, gender, or socio-economic status.
The Supreme Court of India has consistently interpreted access to justice as an essential facet of the right to
life and personal liberty under Article 21. Together with Article 39Awhich mandates the State to ensure that
justice is not denied due to economic or other disabilities this forms the normative basis for India’s
continuing pursuit of an inclusive justice system.

The concept of access to justice extends beyond the mere right to approach a court. It encompasses three
interdependent dimensions: (i) the right to a fair hearing before a competent forum, (ii) the ability to afford
and comprehend legal remedies, and (iii) the assurance that justice is timely and effective. As articulated in
Anita Kushwaha v. Pushap Sudan (2016) 8 SCC 509, access to justice includes accessibility, affordability,
efficiency, and enforceability. This holistic interpretation aligns with the international framework set out in
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16, which advocates for “peace, justice and strong
institutions.”

However, India’s practical reality reveals a stark divide between principle and practice. Despite an extensive
judicial infrastructure comprising nearly 25,000 subordinate courts, accessibility remains unevenly
distributed. Urban centers like Delhi, Mumbai, and Bengaluru host a dense network of legal professionals
and institutions, while rural and semi-urban regions face acute shortages of courts, judges, and legal aid
centers. This structural imbalance perpetuates what scholars have termed the “justice gap” a systemic failure
to deliver legal remedies to a large proportion of the population (Garg and Manchanda, 2021).

Several factors contribute to this disparity. First, the economic barriers to litigation are prohibitive. Legal
representation, travel expenses, and procedural costs collectively deter low-income litigants, especially in
rural areas where per capita income is significantly lower. Second, geographical constraints play a decisive
role. Many litigants must travel long distances to reach the nearest district court, often sacrificing wages and
time. Third, informational asymmetry and lack of legal literacy exacerbate dependence on intermediaries,
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making rural citizens vulnerable to exploitation and procedural delays. The cumulative effect of these factors
undermines not only efficiency but also public faith in the justice system.

Historically, India’s response to this problem has involved the establishment of parallel and supplementary
justice mechanisms. The Legal Services Authorities Act, 1987 institutionalized Lok Adalats as a means to
promote inexpensive and amicable settlements. Similarly, the Gram Nyayalayas Act, 2008 sought to
decentralize judicial functions by bringing adjudication to the village level. While these initiatives reflect a
commendable commitment to inclusivity, their effectiveness has been limited by inconsistent implementation,
lack of infrastructure, and insufficient awareness. As a result, the justice divide particularly between urban
and rural India remains largely unaddressed (Sarkar and Bhattacharjee, 2023).

From a jurisprudential perspective, the Supreme Court’s activism has been instrumental in reinforcing the
normative value of access to justice. In Hussainara Khatoon v. State of Bihar (1979) AIR SC 1369, the Court
recognized access to speedy trial as a constitutional right. This was further elaborated in Khatri v. State of
Bihar (1981) 1 SCC 627, where the Court emphasized the State’s duty to provide free legal aid to the indigent.
In Bihar Legal Support Society v. Chief Justice of India (1986) 4 SCC 767, the Court reiterated that access to
justice is a cornerstone of rule of law. These cases collectively established a judicial mandate for the State to
ensure that the right to seek redress is not illusory.

Yet, even as legal aid programs and institutional reforms expanded, the justice delivery deficit continued to
widen. The exponential rise in litigation fueled by population growth, socio-economic diversification, and
legislative proliferation has overwhelmed the courts. According to the National Judicial Data Grid (NJDG),
as of 2023, nearly 80% of all pending cases are concentrated in subordinate courts, many of which operate
with judge-to-population ratios far below global standards. This backlog disproportionately affects rural
litigants, for whom delays translate directly into denial of justice.

In this context, technological integration represents both an opportunity and a necessity. The digitization of
case records, electronic filing (e-filing), and virtual hearings initiated under the e-Courts Mission Mode
Project (Phase II and IIT) mark important steps toward accessibility. However, these reforms predominantly
benefit urban users who possess the necessary digital infrastructure and literacy. Rural populations continue
to experience exclusion due to inadequate connectivity and limited awareness (Gras, 2021).

This gap underscores the need for a transformative mechanism that not only digitizes existing processes but
reimagines justice delivery as geographically neutral, inclusive, and citizen-centric. Online Dispute
Resolution (ODR) embodies this potential. By leveraging internet-based platforms for negotiation, mediation,
and arbitration, ODR transcends traditional spatial and procedural barriers. It enables participation from any
location, reduces cost and time, and allows disputes specially low-value or consumer matters to be resolved
efficiently without physical presence.

From a constitutional standpoint, ODR can be viewed as an instrumental realization of Article 39A,
complementing the State’s duty to ensure equal justice. Its emphasis on accessibility and efficiency aligns
with the Court’s jurisprudence on speedy trial and fair hearing under Article 21. Moreover, by empowering
rural citizens through digital participation, ODR operationalizes the Directive Principles of State Policy,
translating the promise of social justice into a digitally inclusive reality.

Therefore, the evolution of ODR must be understood not merely as a technological advancement but as a
continuation of India’s constitutional journey toward equitable justice. It represents a convergence of
technology, law, and policy aimed at dismantling barriers of geography, poverty, and illiteracy. The following
sections explore this evolution beginning with the development of ODR in India’s legal framework and its
potential to transform access to justice across the urban—rural divide.

3. Evolution of Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) in India

The evolution of Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) in India is both a technological and institutional narrative
that mirrors the nation’s broader shift toward digital governance. While the roots of ODR lie in the global
development of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), its adaptation within the Indian context reflects the
country’s unique socio-legal challenges especially those linked to accessibility, judicial backlog, and
infrastructural disparity. ODR thus emerges not as a replacement for the traditional justice system but as an
integrated mechanism designed to enhance efficiency, inclusion, and transparency in dispute resolution
(Agarwal, 2006).

3.1. From ADR to ODR: The Conceptual Transition

The journey from ADR to ODR represents an organic evolution driven by necessity and innovation. ADR
mechanisms such as arbitration, mediation, and conciliation were introduced to supplement conventional
litigation, offering parties greater flexibility and cost efficiency. However, these processes themselves began
encountering challenges procedural delays, physical attendance requirements, and uneven institutional
support particularly in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, which exposed the limitations of in-person
dispute resolution.

Technological advancements thus provided a logical extension to ADR, giving rise to ODR as a model that
integrates digital tools with existing legal frameworks. Globally, the idea gained prominence through
platforms like eBay’s ODR system, which successfully resolved millions of low-value consumer disputes
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annually. In India, the momentum for ODR grew out of the combined influence of digital infrastructure
expansion, judicial reform, and policy vision. The central government’s flagship initiatives Digital India
(2015), National Broadband Mission, and BharatNet laid the infrastructural foundation necessary for large-
scale digital justice applications.

3.2. Legislative Foundations of ODR in India

India’s ODR framework does not rely on a single statute but rather a constellation of laws that collectively
validate digital communication, electronic evidence, and online contractual relationships. The Information
Technology Act, 2000 serves as the foundational legislation, conferring legal recognition on electronic
records and digital signatures (Sections 4—5). This provision ensures that online agreements, notices, and
awards possess the same evidentiary value as their physical counterparts, thereby legitimizing ODR
proceedings conducted through electronic media.

The Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996modeled on the UNCITRAL Model Lawplays a central role in
enabling ODR by granting parties autonomy to determine procedural modes, including virtual hearings.
Judicial interpretation has reinforced this autonomy: in M/s Trimex International FZE Ltd v Vedanta
Aluminium Ltd (2010) 3 SCC 1, the Supreme Court upheld electronic communication as valid acceptance,
confirming that an arbitration agreement can be concluded digitally. Similarly, in Shakti Bhog Foods Ltd v
Kola Shipping Ltd (2009) 2 SCC 134, the Court recognized the enforceability of arbitration clauses executed
through emails, a precedent that directly supports ODR’s legal validity (Sekhri and OSD, 2020).

The Mediation Act, 2023 further strengthens this foundation by explicitly acknowledging online mediation
and conciliation. It provides statutory recognition to mediated settlements conducted electronically, thereby
removing ambiguities about enforceability. The Consumer Protection Act, 2019 institutionalizes ODR
through its E-Daakhil portal, which enables consumers to file and track complaints online. Additionally, the
Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 ensures data privacy and security critical to maintaining trust in
ODR platforms. Together, these statutes form a comprehensive legal environment conducive to digital
dispute resolution (Arya and Sankrit, 2022).

3.3. Institutional and Policy Frameworks

Institutionally, ODR’s development has been guided by both public and private initiatives. The NITI Aayog’s
2021 report, Designing the Future of Dispute Resolution: The ODR Policy Plan for India, marked a policy
milestone by articulating a vision for mainstreaming ODR. The report emphasized three pillars: accessibility,
trust, and efficiency. It proposed a collaborative model involving the judiciary, government, and private ODR
providers to ensure scalability and standardization. This vision aligns with the National Judicial Data Grid
(NJDG) and e-Courts Mission Mode Project (Phase III), which aim to digitize judicial processes and data
management across all court levels.

In practice, several private ODR platforms have emerged as pioneers in operationalizing this vision.
Platforms such as SAMA, Presolv36o, CADRE, and AGAMI India facilitate online mediation, negotiation,
and arbitration across sectors including e-commerce, finance, employment, and real estate. These platforms
often function under a Public—Private Partnership (PPP) model, wherein government policy provides
regulatory direction, and private entities deliver technological and procedural expertise. For instance, SAMA
has collaborated with NITI Aayog and various High Courts to conduct pilot ODR projects, while Presolv36o
manages commercial disputes through encrypted, Al-assisted systems (Khurana and Mohanty, 2021).

3.4. Technological Integration and Process Innovation

The technical architecture of ODR in India is multifaceted, combining e-filing, digital authentication, secure
communication, and virtual hearing tools. Most platforms utilize video conferencing, e-signature integration,
and Al-based scheduling systems to ensure procedural efficiency. Advanced platforms are experimenting
with Natural Language Processing (NLP) for document analysis and blockchain for maintaining tamper-proof
records of settlements and awards.

The government’s e-Courts initiative complements these developments by introducing JustIS and CIS 3.0
software for case management, which could seamlessly integrate with private ODR systems. Additionally, the
spread of Common Service Centres (CSCs) across rural India provides a potential network for local ODR
facilitation allowing litigants without personal internet access to participate digitally (Ayush, 2021).

3.5. Judicial Support and Evolving Jurisprudence

Judicial recognition has played a pivotal role in consolidating ODR’s legitimacy. In Ameet Lalchand Shah v
Rishabh Enterprises (2018) 15 SCC 678, the Supreme Court upheld the validity of composite arbitration
clauses across interlinked contracts, reinforcing party autonomy principle central to ODR. In ONGC Ltd v
Saw Pipes Ltd (2003) 5 SCC 705, the Court clarified grounds for challenging arbitral awards, ensuring
procedural fairness even in digital contexts. Furthermore, in Salem Advocate Bar Association v Union of
India (II) (2005) 6 SCC 344, the Court directed greater use of mediation and conciliation mechanisms,
setting a jurisprudential foundation for ODR’s expansion.
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These rulings collectively signal judicial endorsement of technology-driven justice. The judiciary’s increasing
reliance on virtual hearings post-2020 further normalizes digital proceedings, thereby facilitating broader
acceptance of ODR as a legitimate mode of adjudication (Palanissamy and Kesavamoorthy, 2019).

3.6. Challenges and Emerging Trends

While ODR’s evolution has been impressive, its adoption remains uneven. Urban centers dominate
participation due to better connectivity, awareness, and institutional capacity, whereas rural regions lag
behind. The absence of standardized procedural codes and accreditation systems for ODR professionals poses
regulatory challenges. Data protection and cybersecurity also demand continued vigilance.

Nevertheless, emerging trends indicate promising growth. The convergence of Artificial Intelligence (AI),
blockchain, and legal informatics points toward a new era of automated dispute management. Additionally,
NITI Aayog’s recommendation for sectoral ODR integration particularly in banking, insurance, and e-
commerce suggests that ODR could become a mainstream component of India’s justice ecosystem within the
coming decade.

3.7 From Innovation to Institution

The evolution of ODR in India reflects the convergence of law, technology, and governance. What began as an
experimental adaptation of ADR has now matured into a policy-recognized and judicially supported system.
By leveraging digital tools and hybrid public—private frameworks, ODR addresses India’s long-standing
issues of delay, cost, and access. However, its success in bridging the urban—rural justice divide depends on
equitable infrastructure deployment, standardized regulation, and sustained public awareness.

Ultimately, ODR embodies the next phase of India’s legal modernization movement from procedural reform
to systemic transformation, aligning the country’s justice system with the principles of inclusivity, efficiency,
and technological empowerment (Bakhramova, 2022).

4. The Urban—Rural Justice Divide

The urban—rural justice divide in India is one of the most persistent structural challenges undermining the
equitable realization of the constitutional right to access to justice. While urban India benefits from
developed infrastructure, abundant legal resources, and digital connectivity, rural regions remain constrained
by geographic isolation, inadequate institutional presence, and limited awareness of legal rights. This
asymmetry not only exacerbates inequality but also undermines the legitimacy of the justice system, making
legal recourse appear distant and inaccessible to millions of citizens.

4.1. Structural and Geographical Disparities

India’s judicial infrastructure is unevenly distributed across its 700-plus districts. According to data from the
National Judicial Data Grid (NJDG), more than 80% of all pending cases are concentrated in subordinate
courts, which are often under-resourced and overburdened. The judge-to-population ratio remains far below
global benchmarks, with less than 21 judges per million people as of 2023. These disparities are particularly
stark in rural and semi-urban areas, where litigants frequently travel long distances to reach the nearest
district court. In some states, litigants commute over 100 kilometers for basic procedural hearings, leading to
loss of income, time, and trust in the system.

The physical distance from courts translates into a psychological distance from justice. For many rural
citizens, litigation involves substantial costs not only monetary but also social. Legal proceedings are often
perceived as elite, urban, and inaccessible, resulting in reliance on informal mechanisms like Panchayats or
community mediation. While these traditional systems serve a vital role in maintaining local harmony, they
frequently lack neutrality, procedural safeguards, and enforceability, especially in cases involving women,
marginalized communities, or cross-community disputes (Garg and Manchanda, 2021).

4.2. Socio-Economic and Informational Barriers

The justice divide is compounded by socio-economic inequalities and informational asymmetries. Rural India
is characterized by lower literacy rates, weaker institutional presence of legal aid services, and limited digital
literacy. According to the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) and Census of India (2011), nearly 70% of
India’s population resides in rural areas, yet a disproportionately small fraction has direct access to
professional legal assistance. Many rural citizens depend on non-advocate intermediaries or rely entirely on
informal justice systems that emphasize conciliation over adjudication.

Economic vulnerability also acts as a deterrent. The average cost of litigation in India, including legal fees,
transport, and incidental expenses, remains unaffordable for low-income households. Women and
marginalized groups are further disadvantaged due to patriarchal norms, social stigma, and mobility
constraints. The result is a justice deficit, wherein rural populations often settle disputes privately or abandon
legal remedies altogether.

Informational barriers are equally significant. Legal awareness in rural India remains low despite the
existence of government schemes like the Legal Services Authorities Act, 1987 and Nyaya Bandhu (Pro Bono
Legal Services Programme). The disconnect between legal institutions and rural populations reflects both
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cultural and communicative gaps citizens often lack familiarity with legal terminology, procedural timelines,
or digital complaint systems.

4.3. Digital Divide and the Justice Gap

With the government’s Digital India initiative and the spread of smartphone usage, the potential for digital
inclusion has increased dramatically. Yet, the digital divide between urban and rural areas continues to be a
significant obstacle to justice delivery. According to the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) and
Internet and Mobile Association of India (IAMAI) (2023), urban internet penetration exceeds 70%, while
rural connectivity remains below 40%. Moreover, quality of access measured by bandwidth, device
affordability, and user proficiency further accentuates inequality.

Digital illiteracy in rural India limits participation in ODR processes, which depend on internet connectivity
and basic technological familiarity. Many potential users are unaware of online filing systems, digital
signature authentication, or video conferencing tools essential for virtual hearings. This creates a paradox:
the very tool designed to expand access to justice risks excluding those who need it most unless
infrastructural and educational reforms accompany its adoption (Kumar and Verma, 2021).

4.4. Cultural Attitudes and Institutional Trust

Access to justice is not merely a question of infrastructure but also of perception and trust. Rural populations
often perceive formal courts as alien and intimidating institutions. Long delays, complex procedures, and
inconsistent outcomes have eroded confidence in the judiciary’s ability to deliver timely justice. Conversely,
traditional systems though informal and often biased retain community legitimacy because they align with
local customs and values.

For ODR to bridge this gap, it must reconcile modern efficiency with traditional legitimacy. Building trust
requires demonstrating that digital platforms are fair, transparent, and culturally sensitive. This may involve
incorporating vernacular interfaces, localized mediation practices, and community facilitators trained in
digital dispute resolution. Without such contextual adaptation, ODR risks being perceived as an urban
imposition rather than a democratizing innovation (Dixit, 2019).

4.5. Legal Aid, Institutional Access, and Gender Dimensions

Legal aid mechanisms have made measurable progress in promoting inclusivity, yet their impact remains
limited in rural regions. Data from the National Legal Services Authority (NALSA) show that while Lok
Adalats and Legal Aid Clinics resolve large volumes of cases annually, their coverage is uneven. Many rural
litigants remain unaware of their right to free legal assistance. Moreover, rural women face dual barriers
gender discrimination and lack of digital access. The National Commission for Women (NCW) (2022)
observed that online grievance redress mechanisms, though available, are underutilized in rural districts due
to low awareness and confidence in digital reporting systems.

The gender dimension of access to justice cannot be overlooked. Studies by UN Women and the Centre for
Social Justice highlight that online mechanisms, if designed sensitively, can provide a safe and confidential
environment for women to seek redress, especially in cases of domestic violence, harassment, and property
disputes. Thus, ODR has the potential not only to expand spatial access but also to enhance inclusivity across
gender and social hierarchies (Sareen, 2018).

4.6. Governmental and Policy Responses

Recognizing these structural gaps, successive governments have launched several initiatives aimed at
democratizing legal access. The e-Courts Mission Mode Project (Phase III), Gram Nyayalayas Act, 2008,
and Common Service Centres (CSCs) under the Digital India framework are designed to bring justice closer
to rural citizens. CSCs, in particular, play a pivotal role by acting as digital intermediaries, enabling citizens in
remote villages to access online government and legal services. These centers could become vital nodes in
India’s future ODR infrastructure, allowing litigants to participate in digital proceedings even without
personal connectivity.

The NITI Aayog’s ODR Policy Plan (2021) explicitly recognizes the urban—rural divide and recommends the
establishment of localized ODR facilitation hubs. It advocates leveraging existing digital infrastructure, such
as BharatNet and CSC networks, to make ODR accessible at the grassroots level. These measures illustrate
the State’s growing acknowledgment that the justice divide cannot be bridged solely through traditional
institutional reform it requires technological empowerment coupled with socio-legal innovation.

4.7. Towards Bridging the Divide

Ultimately, the urban-rural justice divide is both a challenge and an opportunity. It underscores the
limitations of India’s traditional justice model while highlighting the transformative potential of ODR. If
implemented inclusively, ODR can reduce the cost of justice, eliminate geographic barriers, and create
participatory digital ecosystems where rural citizens can resolve disputes without fear or intimidation.
However, for this transformation to be sustainable, ODR initiatives must prioritize accessibility over
automation. This entails localized language interfaces, low-bandwidth optimization, community awareness
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programs, and capacity building among para-legal volunteers and local mediators. By combining digital
innovation with human facilitation, India can transform ODR from a metropolitan convenience into a rural
empowerment tool.

In this sense, bridging the urban—rural divide through ODR is not only a legal reform but a social justice
project reimagining of the constitutional promise of equality, inclusivity, and dignity through digital means
(Bailey and Nyabola, 2021).

5. ODR as a Tool for Bridging the Urban—Rural Divide

Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) has emerged as one of the most promising innovations in India’s pursuit of
equitable and inclusive justice. By integrating digital technology with established ADR processes, ODR offers
the possibility of eliminating spatial, procedural, and socio-economic barriers that have historically excluded
rural populations from the formal justice system. The model’s strength lies in its potential to make justice
geographically neutral where access is determined not by physical proximity to courts but by digital
connectivity and procedural awareness. This section critically evaluates ODR’s role in democratizing justice
and bridging India’s urban-rural divide through five key dimensions: accessibility, affordability, efficiency,
inclusivity, and institutional collaboration (Kulkarni and Dua, 2020)

5.1. Democratizing Access through Digital Platforms

The foremost advantage of ODR lies in its ability to transcend geography. In a traditional justice framework,
litigants in rural areas are compelled to travel long distances to attend hearings, often at considerable expense
and inconvenience. ODR eliminates this constraint by enabling parties to participate in proceedings through
digital interfaces, including video conferencing, chat-based mediation, and online submission of documents.
This feature is especially relevant in rural districts where judicial and legal infrastructure is sparse.
Government initiatives such as E-Daakhil launched under the Consumer Protection Act, 2019illustrate this
transformative potential. The platform allows consumers to file complaints online and attend hearings
virtually, a feature that significantly reduces procedural delay and travel costs. Similarly, the e-Courts
Mission Mode Project facilitates digital case management and filing, creating the foundation for full-fledged
integration with private ODR platforms.

Through these measures, ODR not only extends legal accessibility but also redefines participation in justice as
a digital right. For rural litigants, this represents an unprecedented opportunity to engage with the justice
system without the logistical and social burdens of physical attendance.

5.2. Cost and Efficiency Advantages

One of the defining strengths of ODR is its capacity to reduce both direct and indirect costs of dispute
resolution. Traditional litigation involves expenses associated with filing, documentation, travel, and legal
representation, which often discourage low-income rural litigants. In contrast, ODR drastically lowers these
costs by digitalizing communication and minimizing procedural formality.

The NITI Aayog (2021) report estimates that ODR can reduce dispute resolution costs by up to 70% and
settlement times by up to 60% compared to court proceedings. Moreover, asynchronous communication
where parties need not be present simultaneously enables flexibility, especially for participants in rural areas
with intermittent internet connectivity.

Efficiency also arises from automation and algorithmic management of disputes. Al-assisted tools are
increasingly being employed for case triaging, scheduling, and document verification, reducing
administrative overhead and enhancing speed. As a result, ODR enables not only faster resolution but also
improved consistency and predict ability two factors central to restoring faith in the justice system.

5.3. Technological Adaptation and Multilingual Accessibility

The technological design of ODR platforms determines their inclusivity. In rural India, where digital literacy
remains low and connectivity uneven, platforms must adapt to local contexts. The success of ODR in bridging
the rural-urban divide will depend on how effectively it incorporates vernacular interfaces, voice-based
navigation, and low-bandwidth adaptability.

Several Indian ODR platforms have begun integrating such inclusive design elements. For example, SAMA
and Presolv360 employ multilingual user interfaces and provide mediation assistance through local-language
moderators. The incorporation of Al-driven translation and audio-enabled filing mechanisms further
simplifies participation for users unfamiliar with English or formal legal vocabulary.

Additionally, ODR platforms can leverage the government’s Common Service Centres (CSCs) network
operational in over 2.5 lakh rural locations as digital facilitation nodes. CSCs can act as physical access points
for citizens who lack personal internet or devices, allowing them to participate in ODR proceedings with
technical assistance. This model effectively merges digital inclusion with community participation, ensuring
that technological innovation translates into social empowerment.

5.4. Institutional Collaborations and Public—Private Partnership (PPP) Models
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The institutional structure of ODR in India is distinguished by a hybrid public—private partnership. The
government provides the policy framework and regulatory oversight, while private organizations supply
technological expertise, platform management, and sectoral specialization. This dual structure ensures both
innovation and accountability.

Under the NITI Aayog’s 2021 Policy Framework, ODR is envisioned as a multi-stakeholder ecosystem
involving judiciary, ministries, legal service authorities, and private technology providers. The model
encourages integration between judicial digital systems (e-Courts) and independent ODR platforms, allowing
seamless transfer of cases for online resolution.

For example, SAMA has collaborated with NITI Aayog and several High Courts to conduct pilot programs in
digital mediation. Similarly, Presolv360 and CADRE partner with corporations, banks, and government
departments to manage commercial and financial disputes through online arbitration and negotiation. Such
collaborations demonstrate the potential of PPP models to expand ODR beyond urban centers into rural and
semi-urban markets by using existing local governance infrastructure.

Furthermore, these partnerships encourage ethical standardization through the creation of accreditation
norms for mediators and arbitrators, ensuring credibility and procedural fairness even in decentralized
environments.

5.5. Empowering Women and Marginalized Communities

One of the less-discussed yet profoundly significant aspects of ODR is its potential to promote social inclusion.
The anonymity, confidentiality, and accessibility of online platforms can empower women and marginalized
groups who often face cultural or logistical barriers to participating in formal judicial processes.

Research by UN Women (2022) and the Centre for Social Justice (2021) has shown that online mediation
environments can provide safe spaces for women to voice grievances, particularly in cases involving domestic
violence, workplace harassment, and property disputes. ODR eliminates physical intimidation and social
stigma associated with visiting courts, enabling greater agency and participation.

Similarly, for marginalized communities such as scheduled castes, tribes, and migrant laborers, ODR offers
procedural neutrality and cost accessibility. Community-based awareness programs, integrated with digital
legal literacy campaigns, can further enhance participation by demystifying the process and promoting trust
in online mechanisms.

5.6. Enhancing Trust and Transparency

Trust remains central to the success of any justice mechanism. For ODR, trust depends on transparency,
procedural fairness, and data security. Ensuring these principles is crucial for building confidence among
rural users unfamiliar with digital adjudication.

Legal and technological safeguards play a decisive role here. The Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023
establishes statutory protections for the collection, storage, and processing of personal data, while the
Information Technology Act, 2000 ensures legal recognition of digital communication and authentication.
Additionally, ethical protocols for ODR professionals covering confidentiality, neutrality, and informed
consent are essential to maintain procedural integrity.

Blockchain-based recordkeeping, automated audit trails, and publicly accessible process documentation can
further enhance credibility by preventing tampering and ensuring traceability of actions. Over time, such
features can transform ODR from a technology experiment into a trusted pillar of India’s justice architecture.

5.7. Capacity Building and Digital Legal Literacy

For ODR to bridge the rural—urban justice divide effectively, capacity building is indispensable. Training legal
professionals, para-legal volunteers, and community mediators in digital tools can significantly improve rural
participation. Institutions such as NALSA, law universities, and bar councils should integrate ODR modules
into their training curricula.

Simultaneously, public digital literacy campaigns modelled after Digital Saksharta Abhiyan should educate
rural citizens about filing procedures, privacy rights, and benefits of ODR. Legal aid centers can also function
as digital access hubs, enabling assisted participation in online hearings. By combining legal education with
digital awareness, the justice system can empower communities to engage meaningfully in ODR processes.

5.8. Toward a Sustainable ODR Ecosystem

To sustain ODR as a tool for bridging India’s justice divide, the ecosystem must be institutionalized through
legal recognition, technological reliability, and public trust. Enacting a comprehensive ODR statute
harmonizing the Arbitration and Conciliation Act, Mediation Act, and Information Technology Act could
ensure uniformity and enforcement clarity.

Further, developing sector-specific ODR frameworks for example, consumer, fintech, and rural land disputes
would tailor the system to localized needs. Integrating ODR with judicial databases through the National
Judicial Data Grid (NJDG) can facilitate hybrid dispute management, wherein courts refer appropriate cases
for online resolution while monitoring compliance.
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Most importantly, the rural digital infrastructure under BharatNet and CSC networks must be leveraged to
extend ODR’s reach. This would convert India’s digital public infrastructure into a grassroots justice delivery
mechanism, transforming accessibility from a policy aspiration into a lived reality.

5.9. ODR as a Democratic Equalizer

In sum, ODR’s value in bridging India’s urban-rural divide lies not only in its efficiency but in its
democratizing potential. It transforms justice from a location-bound privilege into a participatory right
accessible through digital inclusion. By combining technology, policy, and community engagement, ODR
embodies the constitutional vision of Article 39Aequal justice for all.

To achieve this transformation, the focus must remain on inclusivity over innovation, empowerment over
automation, and ethics over efficiency. In doing so, ODR can become a sustainable instrument of social
justice, ensuring that every citizen regardless of geography can seek, access, and obtain justice in the digital
age.

6. Challenges to ODR Implementation in Rural India

While Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) holds immense promise for democratizing access to justice, its
successful implementation in rural India faces a multitude of structural, technological, institutional, and
socio-cultural challenges. These challenges underscore the reality that technological innovation alone cannot
guarantee inclusivity. Instead, ODR must evolve within a framework that recognizes India’s social diversity,
infrastructural limitations, and legal complexities.

6.1. The Digital Divide and Infrastructure Deficit

The foremost challenge to ODR implementation in rural India is the digital divide the disparity in access to
internet connectivity, devices, and technological literacy between urban and rural populations. According to
the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI, 2023), rural internet penetration stands at approximately
38%, compared to over 70% in urban regions. Even where connectivity exists, it is often inconsistent or
limited to low-bandwidth networks, making video-based mediation or arbitration difficult to sustain.

The BharatNet Project, intended to provide high-speed broadband connectivity to all gram panchayats, has
faced delays and uneven progress across states. Consequently, a large proportion of rural litigants remain
disconnected from digital legal services. The lack of reliable electricity, absence of digital devices, and limited
smartphone penetration further compound this accessibility gap.

Without a stable infrastructural base, ODR risks becoming an urban privilege rather than a universal right.
Addressing this challenge requires integrating ODR implementation with India’s ongoing Digital Public
Infrastructure (DPI) expansion under Digital India and Common Service Centres (CSCs), which can act as
physical nodes of access for rural users.

6.2. Digital Literacy and Awareness Deficit

Even where infrastructure exists, digital illiteracy presents another major obstacle. Many rural citizens lack
the basic skills to operate digital platforms, authenticate electronic signatures, or participate in virtual
hearings. Awareness of ODR mechanisms is extremely limited, especially beyond metropolitan and tier-two
cities.

This lack of awareness extends to legal professionals as well. A significant number of rural advocates are
unfamiliar with digital filing systems, virtual mediation tools, and online procedural frameworks. As a result,
they tend to discourage clients from pursuing ODR, preferring conventional methods that they find more
familiar and tangible.

Programs like the Digital Saksharta Abhiyan (DISHA) have improved general digital literacy, but targeted
training for ODR participation remains minimal. Bridging this knowledge gap demands a combination of
legal literacy and digital empowerment, particularly through local language campaigns, awareness drives by
District Legal Services Authorities (DLSAs), and collaboration with community institutions.

6.3. Procedural and Regulatory Fragmentation

India’s ODR ecosystem currently lacks a unified regulatory framework. Although several statutes indirectly
support digital dispute resolution such as the Information Technology Act, 2000, the Arbitration and
Conciliation Act, 1996, and the Mediation Act, 2023none of them provides a comprehensive legal
architecture governing ODR standards, ethics, or enforcement mechanisms.

The absence of procedural uniformity results in inconsistencies across private ODR platforms. Each platform
may adopt its own procedures for notice, filing, and hearing, potentially leading to confusion or procedural
bias. The lack of accreditation norms for ODR mediators, arbitrators, and institutions further undermines
credibility and accountability.

While the NITT Aayog ODR Policy Plan (2021) proposes standardization through certification mechanismes, it
remains a policy document without statutory force. Consequently, users particularly in rural areas face
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uncertainty regarding the legal validity of awards, data privacy, and grievance redressal. A dedicated ODR
legislation harmonizing procedural rules and ethical standards is thus essential for the system’s long-term
legitimacy.

6.4. Data Privacy, Cybersecurity, and Trust Deficit

Trust is the cornerstone of any justice mechanism. In ODR, this trust hinges upon data protection,
confidentiality, and technological integrity. Rural citizens, who are often first-time digital users, are
particularly vulnerable to breaches of privacy and misuse of personal data.

Although the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 establishes a comprehensive framework for personal
data governance, its implementation within the ODR sector is still evolving. Many private ODR platforms
operate without standardized encryption protocols or third-party security audits. Concerns over hacking, data
leaks, or misuse of evidence deter potential users from engaging with online platforms.

In addition, ODR’s virtual nature can trigger perceptual mistrust users may doubt the impartiality of online
mediators or arbitrators, especially when interactions are text- or screen-based. Overcoming this requires
proactive measures such as transparent algorithmic design, neutral appointment systems, and user-friendly
consent procedures. Establishing ethical codes of conduct and data protection certifications for ODR
institutions would help build much-needed trust among rural and first-time users (Latifah et al., 2023).

6.5. Cultural and Social Resistance

The introduction of ODR into rural India faces a form of cultural inertia. For many rural communities,
dispute resolution is a deeply social process embedded in community norms and local hierarchies. The
impersonal, technology-mediated nature of ODR can be perceived as foreign, abstract, or lacking in social
legitimacy.

Traditional justice forums like Panchayats and Lok Adalats rely on face-to-face interaction, personal
reputation, and communal participation. In contrast, ODR’s reliance on screens, digital documentation, and
formal procedural language may alienate participants who are more comfortable with oral, conciliatory
methods.

Additionally, gender and caste hierarchies often influence decision-making in rural communities. Unless
ODR is localized through vernacular interfaces, culturally adaptive mediation styles, and representation from
local facilitators it risks reproducing the same exclusions that plague the formal justice system. Therefore,
contextual sensitivity is as vital as technological sophistication in making ODR socially acceptable.

6.6. Judicial Integration and Institutional Hesitancy

Despite judicial recognition of ODR’s potential, its integration into the formal court system remains partial
and experimental. Many judges and court administrators continue to perceive ODR as an external or informal
process rather than an integral part of the justice system. This institutional hesitancy limits referrals from
courts to ODR platforms, particularly in lower-tier jurisdictions where digital infrastructure is weakest.

The e-Courts Mission Mode Project provides a framework for such integration but requires significant
investment in training and procedural synchronization. Courts must be empowered to refer appropriate cases
such as small-value consumer or civil disputes to ODR platforms under structured guidelines. The absence of
such a referral mechanism in many districts prevents ODR from scaling beyond pilot initiatives.

6.7. Economic and Operational Sustainability

Sustaining ODR systems requires stable funding, skilled personnel, and ongoing technological upgrades.
Private ODR platforms currently rely on service fees or institutional partnerships, limiting their reach in low-
income or rural settings where users cannot afford even minimal charges.

Without public funding or subsidies, ODR risks catering primarily to corporate or urban users, thereby
deepening the very divide it seeks to bridge. Incorporating ODR under government schemes such as Legal
Aid Services or Digital India could help finance rural outreach, infrastructure sharing, and capacity building.
A public—private co-financing model, where the government funds digital access points and private entities
manage operations, would ensure sustainability without compromising innovation.

6.8. Absence of Performance Metrics and Impact Assessment

ODR'’s rapid expansion in India has not been accompanied by systematic data collection or performance
evaluation. There is little empirical research on ODR’s penetration, success rates, or user satisfaction across
rural regions. The absence of measurable indicators hampers evidence-based policymaking and resource
allocation.

Developing standardized metrics such as case resolution time, cost efficiency, user trust, and accessibility
across demographic groups would enable policymakers to monitor outcomes and refine strategies.
Integrating ODR data with the National Judicial Data Grid (NJDG) could facilitate real-time analysis and
ensure accountability in the system’s operation (Raja, 2020).

Conclusion
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The evolution of Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) in India represents one of the most significant
transformations in the country’s justice delivery framework since independence. Conceived initially as an
offshoot of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), ODR has rapidly emerged as a technological and policy
innovation capable of addressing the long-standing crisis of judicial delay and inequitable access. Yet, as the
preceding discussion demonstrates, the real test of ODR lies not in its technological sophistication but in its
capacity to democratize access to justice, particularly for India’s rural and semi-urban populations.

Despite the Supreme Court’s consistent affirmation that access to justice is an integral part of Article 21, the
lived reality remains fragmented. Rural India continues to face barriers of distance, cost, and awareness,
while urban centers dominate the institutional landscape of justice. ODR offers a paradigm shift by redefining
the spatial and procedural logic of dispute resolution. Through web-based mediation, e-arbitration, and
virtual negotiation, it eliminates geographical constraints, reduces transaction costs, and enables
participation across linguistic and cultural boundaries. In doing so, ODR operationalizes the constitutional
promise of equal justice under law in a digitally inclusive form.

However, the journey toward universal adoption is far from complete. As identified earlier, India’s digital
divide, weak rural infrastructure, and low digital literacy continue to constrain participation. The absence of a
unified legal framework for ODR compounds these limitations, leading to procedural inconsistency and
uncertainty over enforceability. Additionally, concerns surrounding data privacy, cyber-security, and public
trust remain pressing, especially in regions where citizens have limited exposure to online governance
mechanisms. Without addressing these structural challenges, ODR risks replicating existing inequities in a
new digital form.

Nevertheless, these limitations are not insurmountable. The Indian state’s ongoing investment in digital
public infrastructure such as BharatNet, Digital India, and e-Courts Mission Mode Project provides a strong
foundation for expanding ODR. Integrating ODR access points within Common Service Centres (CSCs), legal
aid clinics, and Gram Panchayats can bring digital justice closer to citizens who need it most. Public—Private
Partnerships, under policy guidance from NITI Aayog, can ensure both scalability and accountability.
Simultaneously, embedding ODR education within legal training programs and public legal literacy
campaigns can bridge the knowledge gap that inhibits participation.

Doctrinally, ODR also redefines the philosophy of adjudication. It emphasizes resolution over retribution,
communication over confrontation, and efficiency without sacrificing fairness. In a system burdened by
nearly five crore pending cases, ODR’s consensual and collaborative orientation aligns perfectly with the
constitutional value of speedy and affordable justice. By promoting a culture of dialogue and settlement,
ODR not only complements the judiciary but strengthens the very foundation of the rule of law.

Ultimately, ODR’s promise lies in its potential to transform justice from a place-based institution to a people-
centric service. When supported by sound legislation, ethical governance, and inclusive design, ODR can
become the digital bridge between India’s urban and rural realities reducing asymmetries of access,
empowering marginalized citizens, and fostering a participatory justice culture. The challenge now is one of
implementation and imagination: to ensure that every citizen, regardless of geography or means, can resolve
disputes with dignity, speed, and fairness.
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