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Context 

There is real potential for policy makers in emerging economies to benefit from 

independent academic research about ICTs and microenterprises. The present 

briefing contributes to this ongoing discussion in the light of empirical research in 

India and other developing world nations.  

ICT is becoming more accessible due to declining costs of both networks 

(broadband) and devices (especially mobile phones), reducing the resource 

constraints for microenterprises. Microenterprises are able to reach wider 

markets and engage with other resources through networked technologies. 

Though the technologies are currently helping small businesses, the negative 

impacts of automation should not be ignored. Given the nature of routine and 

manual activities performed by microenterprises, the likely impact of automation 

is significant.  

ICTs Use – A research agenda 

Large scale empirical surveys that I have done with others showed that among 

the various ICTs, mobile phones are predominantly used in microenterprises. 

One tenth of mobile phone uses in microenterprises is for their internal core 

activities such as calling employees or keeping inventory. A very small amount of 

mobile use is to communicate with suppliers or customers. Two-thirds of mobile 

phone use and one-third of home computer use is for networking purposes, 

which include both family and friends. Similar findings were found in a study of 

3180 microenterprises in India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh done by LIRNEAsia. A 

recent study showed poor use of ATMs, Internet banking and self-service kiosks 

among the street vendors in New Delhi. The findings are not greatly different in 

African countries as well. It appears that microentrepreneurs start using mobile 

phones for business purposes after two years of personal use. In summary, 

microenterprises are using mobile phones, but mainly for personal use. There is 

a need to study more about the use of value added services such as mobile 

applications by the microenterprises and the impact of increased networkedness 

in the market.  
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As two thirds of the 

workforce is 

employed in 

enterprises without 

electricity, 

introduction of new 

technologies is ruled 

out. However low cost 

and low energy 

consuming ICTs such 

as mobile applications 

or mobile billing 

machines will have 

some impact in 

medium enterprises. 

 

Impact of ICTs  

Surprisingly, causal studies on the impact of ICTs on microenterprises have 

been minimal when compared with the number of descriptive studies. 

Though there are groups of researchers who disagree that ICTs have any 

positive impact at the enterprise level, some causal studies have 

demonstrated their positive impact. For instance, Esselaar et al. (2006) 

showed that ICTs result in higher labour productivity on the basis of a large 

scale survey from multiple African countries. Other popular studies have 

focused on the use of mobile phones by fishermen in Kerala, India and by 

grain market traders in Niger to reduce the price dispersion and production 

cost. My own systematic review which started with examining 20,000 plus 

hits highlighted the impact of ICTs on business growth, operations, labour 

productivity, organizational performance and other areas. This showed that 

microenterprises appear to gain from ICTs when they start using them.  There 

is a need to employ causal experimental designs to capture the impact of ICTs 

on economic growth of microenterprises. I will be happy to collaborate with 

interested researchers in this domain.  

Automation potential and consequences  

Recently, I have attempted to understand the consequences of automation 

on microenterprises in India, using secondary data. The automation debate is 

important for India, as nearly two thirds of the Indian workforce is employed 

in small enterprises: 58% of employment is in enterprises with less than six 

workers, and 11.6% work in enterprises with 6 to 10 workers. The extant 

research on small businesses in India indicates that use of technology is 

minimal: 85% of these enterprises do not have access to any technological 

knowhow.  

My analysis of the data showed that 75% of these enterprises do not have 

electricity, inferring heavy dependency on manual labour or practices. The 

automation consequences can take two possible paths. One is complete 

replacement of the enterprises by larger firms that use automation 

technologies, thus resulting in changes in sector composition. These macro 

technologies might create new jobs, but not necessarily for those from the 

microenterprises. The other scenario is resistance to automation due to poor 

ecosystem factors. For instance, it is impossible to achieve automation 

without electricity. As two thirds of the workforce is employed in enterprises 

without electricity, introduction of new technologies is ruled out. However 

low cost and low energy consuming ICTs such as mobile applications or 

mobile billing machines will have some impact in medium-sized enterprises. 

Future studies can explore these paths in the light of policy and technological 

evolution. 
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