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Identification for development: benefits and challenges 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Over the past nine months, we have been listening to the experiences of 

lower income individuals with identity systems in India, together with the 

International Institute of Information Technology Bangalore (as a research 

partner), Storythings and the Langtons (as communication experts), and 

funded by Omidyar Network. We have conducted 150 interviews across rural 

and urban sites in Karnataka, New Delhi and surrounding Uttar Pradesh, and 

Assam.  We observed identity-based transactions (such as getting an 

Aadhaar card, buying a SIM card, being tested for a disability certificate), had 

a heated radio discussion, and great workshops in Delhi, Bengaluru, 

Washington DC and Stockholm (at SIF) for input. Our aim was to understand 

user experiences of identity in a digital world  – what do individuals 

experience, what are the pain points, how can we move towards more 

inclusive systems which respect privacy, agency and dignity? All these are 

particularly relevant in India, where Aadhaar is currently a contentious topic. 

Many of our interviewees spoke of the benefit of ID systems – an Aadhaar 

card which enabled benefits and services; a ration card which allowed 

subsidized food, kerosene and medicine. On the other hand, at a time when 

Aadhaar memes are being shared on how it is effectively compulsory, we 

asked questions on privacy, exclusion, bias and repercussions for groups 

such as senior citizens dependent on Aadhaar verification for pensions. 

These concerns are not unique to Aadhaar or the Indian context of course. 

There have been quite a few reports on identification exclusion in the United 

States, including immigrants, those homeless and out of prison in Ohio, the 

story of Alice Faith Pennington in Texas, and the intermediaries who are 

trying to help those in a catch 22 situation without IDs. 
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https://www.identitiesproject.com/
https://www.iiitb.ac.in/
https://storythings.com/
http://wearethelangtons.com/
https://www.omidyar.com/
https://www.identitiesproject.com/episodes/episode-3/article-1/
https://uidai.gov.in/your-aadhaar/about-aadhaar.html
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/card-please-to-laugh-at-these-memes-aadhaar-is-mandatory/story-4G8k1wLWDNdfDBjeKvftxH.html
https://scroll.in/article/833080/aadhaar-amid-the-hullabaloo-about-privacy-the-more-pressing-issue-of-exclusion-has-been-forgotten
https://scroll.in/article/834245/admissions-delhi-government-schools-are-turning-away-children-who-dont-have-aadhaar
https://scroll.in/article/813132/rajasthans-living-dead-thousands-of-pensioners-without-aadhaar-or-bank-accounts-struck-off-lists
http://www.wcpo.com/news/local-news/hamilton-county/cincinnati/marcc-program-aims-to-help-those-without-traditional-government-ids
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2015/03/12/how-a-teenagers-viral-campaign-to-prove-her-citizenship-is-inspiring-a-new-texas-bill/?utm_term=.355a29b0e0e1
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/what-happens-to-people-who-cant-prove-who-they-are/2017/06/14/fc0aaca2-4215-11e7-adba-394ee67a7582_story.html?tid=sm_fb&utm_term=.b984a516009b
http://cariboudigital.net/
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“Legal, procedural, and 
social barriers to enroll 
in and use identification 
systems should be 
identified and mitigated, 
with special attention to 
poor people and groups 
who may be at risk of 
exclusion for cultural, 
political or other reasons 
(such as women, 
children, rural 
populations, ethnic 
minorities, linguistic and 
religious groups, 
migrants, the forcibly 
displaced, and stateless 
persons).”  

World Bank Principles on 
Identification 

 

We heard many concerns around all the above. 

• Several women spoke of feeling uncomfortable in “male spaces” and 

sluggish bureaucracy impacting more on them because of impact on 

time needed for family care. Men often acted on behalf of women. 

• Non-formal migrants were particularly affected by requirements such 

as a permanent address, not knowing local networks for help etc. 

• A visually challenged teacher told us about the long process of 

getting both a blind and disability certificate and that in addition, 

when he went to get an Aadhaar card, he was pushed about and 

there was no help. 

• An HIV/AIDS activist laid out his concerns around Aadhaar being 

necessary to obtain anti-retroviral [ART] drugs: “now what has 

happened in HIV-positive communities, in all the ART centres, only if 

we have Aadhaar cards, the ART box is given. They are making it 

compulsory. Due to this, our identity of HIV positive is being shown. 

Now that Aadhaar is compulsory, few people don’t even have 

Aadhaar and even if they do, and because it is linked to everything, 

their fear has increased. It is already a stigmatised condition. Who 

have they asked before doing this? Have they asked our opinion?” 

• A transgender activist was highly critical of invasive identification for 

“screening committees” for transgender certificates. 

 Identification processes are not new. But the introduction of networked 

systems has introduced two major challenges: the huge impact if there are 

any mistakes; and secondly data is more easily accessible to many more 

people. Again, this is not unique to India, but the burden of proving you are 

lies heavily on individuals and impacts even more on those who don’t have 

time or resources to do so. 

While we agree with the above World Bank Principles (and we are cautious of 

generalizing from 150 interviews), we still saw confusion around processes, 

and what individuals perceived as an opaque state, leading to the rise of 

intermediaries – some helpful, others exploitative. We need more evidence 

on “user” needs and concerns; stronger citizen’s rights with regards to 

identification processes, and more efficient and effective grievance redressal. 

In the words of the transgender activist: “when there is an identity card, it 

has to be beneficial for the people of the community. We do not want cards 

which create problems for the community.” 

 http://www.identitiesproject.com/ 

 

 

 
• Bodily privacy is particularly important for women – having another 

woman present when Aadhaar finger-printing is done, not being 

http://www.ict4d.org.uk/
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