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Abstract

Digital media is growing rapidly across the globe, but its influence in remote tribal areas
remains largely elusive. This paper examines challenges and opportunities of digital media use
among the Koya tribes of Bhadradri, Kothagudem, and a marginalized indigenous community
of India. It investigates the extent of spread of digital media in the area, its impact on traditional
media forms and its implications for the Koya tribe’s culture and society. The paper draws on
existing research, case studies, and fieldwork to discuss what challenges the Koya tribes face
when it comes to accessing digital media. Some of these challenges include inadequate
infrastructure, low literacy levels, and cultural resistance. The paper also depicts a positive
outlook on the community through the use of digital media, which can produce educational and
empowering opportunities, as well as preserve a community’s culture. The study is constituted
with perspectives based on secondary data drawn from several academic articles, government
reports, and studies run by organizations (NGOs). Its research demonstrates that while digital
media has the potential to drive positive change, the Koya community’s uptake is hindered by
systemic factors and a dearth of targeted support. The paper concludes with recommendations
for policy makers and organizations to work towards developing inclusive digital strategies
that honour the Koya tribe’s customs while enhancing their access to technology. This study

highlights the need to reduce the digital divide in tribal areas. It demands solutions that address
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the specific needs of indigenous communities, so digital media can promote their development
without damaging their cultural identity.
Keywords: digital media, koya tribes, tribal communication, digital divide, cultural

preservation.

1. Introduction

Digital media is the part of modern life, such as communication, education, and economic
opportunities (Delfanti & Arvidsson, 2019). The extension of mobile networks and internet
services to low-income groups across India resulted in exploitation (Lal & Sharma, 2021). The
use of digital is still somewhat uneven and remote tribal areas have not been up to speed
(Ziipao, 2023). Several indigenous communities, such as the Koya tribes of Bhadradri,
Kothagudem, continue to experience barriers to digital access. Though urban areas boon from
advancements in digital connection, tribal populations suffer from lack of infrastructure, digital
illiteracy, and lack of economic means (Laskar 2023). This study investigates the level of
digital media penetration in the Koya tribes, the challenges they encounter and the possible

advantages that digital technology provides for their community (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025c).

The Koya tribe is one of the oldest indigenous tribes in central and southern India, and
its substantial existence is found within the states of Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh
and Odisha (Pathak et al., 2022). Many Koya people reside in the Bhadradri-Kothagudem
district in Telangana, an area with dense forests, hilly terrain, and sparse infrastructure. The
Koya are a tribal group known for their rich oral tradition, folk stories and indigenous systems
of governance (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025b). Their life is based on agriculture and hunting, and the
other products of the forest. Access to digital media in the region has been gradual and disparate

as socio economic limitations and geographic isolation abound (Vemsani, 2024).

Nevertheless, digital media has started to influence tribal life. According to the study,
Koya households are gradually gaining access to mobile phones and internet services and have
abilities to seek new opportunities in education, health care and government services (Sarkar &
Lal, 2023). Lifestyle innovations such as mobile banking, telemedicine and digital learning
platforms can enhance their quality of life (Singh et al., 2021). Yet, inadequate infrastructure,
erratic power supply, and low levels of digital literacy make ease of access to these technologies
difficult for a wider population set (Saika et al., 2021). Digital divide minimally affects Koya

people; while electricity and digital tools are limited, many Koya communicate traditionally,
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resistant to changes that may erode their culture and give way to external influence (Singh et

al., 2022).

Understanding Digital Access in Tribal Communities It draws attention to the obstacles
to digital penetration, such as cost, language, and the absence of regionalized digital goods
(Rahman et al., 2022). Many of these platforms are tailored for urban audiences and are not
very accessible for people with low literacy levels or those who speak regional dialects (Lal,
2023). In addition to this, the study examines digital media in how it can be seen, not as a threat
but a nexus of cultural preservation (Mane & Lal, 2021). Each Indigenous community has its
own customs that can be preserved and transmitted via digital narratives, online archival
records, and social media sites (Kumar & Lal, 2023). Respecting and protecting tribal identities

in digital inclusion is critical to sustainable development (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025a).

There were multiple specific objectives of this research. The main objective was to study
the current status of digital media access among Koya tribes of Bhadradri, Kothagudem. This
study sought to uncover the primary obstacles to the adoption of digital technology and assess
the socio-cultural effect of using digital media (Rahman et al., 2024). It also wanted to
investigate ways in which digital technology could be used to promote education, economic
development, and governance while preserving indigenous traditions (Aarzoo & Lal, 2026¢).
These findings add to the growing dialogue surrounding the need for inclusive digital policies

and how technology can serve as a bridge across social and economic divides.

To achieve these objectives, the research was guided by the following key questions: i.
What is the current level of digital media access among the Koya tribes of Bhadradri,
Kothagudem?
ii. What are the major challenges preventing the widespread adoption of digital media? iii.
How has digital technology affected traditional communication methods and cultural
practices?
iv. What benefits does a digital medium provide in terms of education, healthcare, and
economic development?
v. What strategies can be implemented to improve digital inclusion while safeguarding

indigenous identity?

The results of the study show that digital media holds great potential for tribal development,

but also that systemic barriers must be addressed to promote meaningful participation. It is
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important to implement infrastructure improvements, targeted programs in digital literacy and
initiatives implemented by the digital community to make this technology beneficial and
available to the Koya people. Through collaboration between government and non
governmental organizations (NGOs) there is an opportunity to develop digital solutions that
honour the needs and values of indigenous communities. As India moves ahead with its Digital
India mission, it is crucial that no community is isolated. This study highlights the need to
adopt inclusive policies that recognise tribal identities and traditions. Digital expansion needs
a quiver of sensitivity since it should empower indigenous people, not annihilate their culture.
It suggests ways in which a possible reconciliation between digital media and tribal life can lead
to growth, learning and independence while sustaining the unique cultural heritage of the Koya

tribes.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Digital Media Access and the Digital Divide in India

Digital technology has transformed the landscape of communication and introduced new
opportunities for more effective governance. Access to digital media is still uneven, especially
among rural and tribal populations (Ziipao, 2023). Digital divide describes the disparity
between individuals who have access to modern fertilizers and communication technologies
(ICTs) and those who lack the access (Adam & Dzang Alhassan, 2021). This divide in India is
caused by various reasons including disparities of income, the difference in the infrastructure

of different states, and various levels of digital literacy (Sindakis & Showkat, 2024).

Consequently, as of 2023 the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) reported
that internet penetration in rural India was only 38.33% as compared to 104.77% in urban areas
(TRALI, 2023). Poor connectivity, lack of digital education, and economic limitations make it
worse for the tribal population (Mathrani et al., 2022). Several government initiatives like the
Digital India programme have sought to close this gap by increasing broadband access and
improving digital literacy (Jain et al., 2023). But studies conclude that developing infrastructure
alone will not be enough. Soori et al. (2021) adds social and cultural resistance to technology
as one of the reasons of low adoption of digital media in tribal areas along with political reasons

of differences in government policies and suspicion of external influence (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025).

2.2 Impact of Digitalization on Indigenous Communities
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A digital media effect on indigenous communities is a matter of significant debate.
There are arguments that digital access emboldens disenfranchised groups with new economic
and educational opportunities (Kellner & Share, 2019). Some warn that digitalization might
contribute to cultural dilution, supersession of traditional practices, and increased external
influence (Neuberger et al., 2023). A study by Malhotra et al. (2018) on the digital adoption
among India’s Scheduled Tribes found that even though use of mobile phones is on the rise,
very few tribal groups have used digital media for anything other than basic communication
(which is also important), and access to services such as educational and financial services (Lal
& Aarzoo, 2026c¢). It means that while the digital infrastructure is being built, the actual usage
is still minimal due to numerous reasons such as, language barriers, lack of local content, and

digital illiteracy.

International studies underscore similar hurdles. For instance, a study focusing on
indigenous communities in Australia highlighted that digital access had resulted in
opportunities for education and self-representation, as well as complexities regarding data
privacy, cultural misrepresentation, and power dynamics in digital environments (Pefa
Gangadharan & Niklas, 2019). Comparatively, the same trends have been noted among Latin
American indigenous communities, thus presenting digital media adoption as both a means of

empowerment and a source of socio-cultural disruption (Calderon & Castells, 2020).

2.3 Traditional Media vs. Digital Media in Tribal Areas

In the context of tribal communities, traditional media such as oral storytelling, folklore,
and community radio have historically served as vital channels of knowledge transmission and
cultural preservation (Shiri et al., 2022). But the growth of digital media has profoundly altered
communication habits more so for younger generations. Arora (2019) conducted a comparative
study on traditional media and new media and found that while older older tribal members
continue to report higher news consumption on media but younger individuals prefer social
media for information and entertainment. Laskar & Bhattacharyya (2021) also researched the
role of community radio in tribal areas and discovered that through its linguistic accessibility
and cultural relevance, community radio continues to foster trust, thus proving to be effective
(Lal & Aarzoo, 2026a). However, this is rapidly changing with digital media, especially where
mobile internet has become available. The transition from the old media to the digital one is
not without hiccups, and has presented new challenges as fake news, cultural alienation and

algorithmic bias.
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2.4 Socio-Cultural Implications of Digital Media Penetration

Digital media penetration in tribal societies offers complex socio-cultural challenges.
Although digital platforms create opportunities for cultural preservation and information
sharing, they also bring new challenges, including cultural homogenization, misinformation,
and exploitation (Pawar, 2025). Khanra & Shirish (2025) examined the dual role of digital
media in tribal communities, with the increase in economic inclusion and economic
development through the emerging e-commerce and digital payment systems at the same time
a decline in and presentation of concern, that indigenous dialects and moves dissolve (Lal &
Aarzoo, 2026b). In addition, digital media has impacted gender roles among tribal societies. A
study by Srinivasan et al. and (2024) reported that women in the tribal community are faced
with higher barriers to access digital because of patriarchal norms, socioeconomic dependency,
and low levels of digital literacy. But in places where women have been able to access digital

platforms, they have used them for self-education, entrepreneurship and political participation.

Despite these challenges, some scholars argue that digital media can be a tool for cultural
resilience (Deb et al., 2026). Digital platforms have been utilized in applied ways by indigenous
communities across the world to document oral histories, promote indigenous artists and
advocate for their rights more broadly (Ajani et al., 2024). For example, campaigns such as
Adivasi Lives Matter have shown how indigenous people are given a platform to tell their

stories which can in still a feeling of pride amongst tribal youth.

2.5 Studies on Tribal Communication and Technology Adoption

Various studies on the combination of tribal communication and technology will be
conducted. Study by Shaw (2024) on mobile phone usage in tribal groups in Jharkhand and
Odisha noted that although ownership of phones has increased, usage remains limited to voice
calls and basic messaging, with a low uptake of services requiring internet access. The report
found that three main factors were hindering digital adoption: 1) low levels of literacy, 2) fear

of being financially scammed, and 3) inadequate training in digital skills.

In a similar way, a study conducted by Williams et al. (2021), where the focus was on
digital literacies in the tribes. This is an indication that community-driven efforts at digital
education initiatives are more successful than those spearheaded by government officials, so
called “educational changers”, or even peace builders, as they include local leaders and cultural

mediators in the training. Recommending that the efforts in digital literacy be carried out in
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local languages, integrated with traditional systems of knowledge and be tailored to the needs
of the tribal communities, the study suggested that income of the tribal population could be
raised by creating job opportunities as well as enhancing artisan's income through being a part

of the value chain (Aarzoo & Lal, 2026b).

These observations are supported by international research as well. When tribal
communities exercise authority over their digital infrastructure and content, technology
adoption strategies are observed to be most successful (Korostelina & Barrett, 2023), as
demonstrated in a study conducted with Native American tribes in the United States examining
digital inclusion (Aarzoo & Lal, 2026a). Indigenous-led digital initiatives may be more

sustainable and culturally appropriate and less disruptive than externally imposed programs.

3. Methodology

The study employed qualitative research methodology to analyse the challenges and prospects
prevailing among the Koya tribes of Bhadradri, Kothagudem in the digitization of media.
Additionally, you are examining data such as academic and NGO report whiz shows, and
government reports to identify the degree to which digital access is taking place, and the
underlying cultural context. Primary sources like government reports, especially from MeitY
and TRAI on rural digital policies, form one of the mainstays of the study. The insights from
studies conducted by NGOs like the Digital Empowerment Foundation (DEF) and PRADAN
also provided a balanced note about the grassroots digital inclusion efforts. Where applicable,
case studies were introduced to highlight experiences of digital adoption in practice. A thematic
analysis identified themes associated with infrastructure, digital literacy, and cultural barriers.
A comparative perspective was also taken to identify similarities and differences in digital
adoption across different tribal communities. This ensured that the selected literature was
relevant, credible, and published in the last decade. As a methodological approach, it is
interesting as it provides a comprehensive understanding of the role of digital media in the
Koya community and at the same time indicates the barriers that should be resolved for the

digital inclusion of the population.

4. Discussion

4.1 Challenges of Digital Media Penetration

The people of Koya tribes of Bhadradri, Kothagudem are facing several challenges to
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the penetration of Digital media. Access is one of the major obstacles we face. The use of
digital media is limited outside of international and local NGOs. There are limited internet
connectivity, unreliable electricity and lack of appropriate digital infrastructure (Laskar, 2023).
In most remote and tribal locations, mobile networks are either absent or limited, which hinders
the accessibility of online platforms and digital services for citizens. Moreover, in these areas,
the erratic supply of electricity adds fuel to the fire restricting the digital devices usage.
Socioeconomic factors are another key component in restricting digital media access for the
Koya tribes. Low literacy levels, economic constraints, and prohibitive costs of digital devices
create enormous challenges. Many tribal members do not have the formal education to properly
utilize digital platforms. Moreover, the cost of buying smartphones, computers, or internet
subscriptions continues to be a deterrent for these lower income households. The cost of
technology remains one of the greatest obstacles to equitable access to the digital world (Raihan

et al., 2024).

A challenge to digital media adoption is the cultural resistance as well. The oral
storytelling, folk arts, and indigenous knowledge systems of the Koya tribes are ancient. The
fear is ever present that these cultural practices might erode and be replaced by any external
influence from the digital media world that opposes the original values (Vemsani, 2024). Some
community elders are hesitant to welcome technological change, fearing that it could erode the
significance of their customs and social structures. And this tension around keeping traditional
practices and integrating digital tools is indeed a complex issue surrounding the integration of
digital media. Government and policy gaps also slow the adoption of digital media in tribal
areas. Few digital initiatives have been launched specifically targeting the needs of indigenous
communities (Nayak & Alam, 2022). Many existing government programs simply do not work
for the Koya tribes when it comes to infrastructural and cultural barriers. These are challenges
that need to be addressed by policymakers, who must adopt inclusive approaches that enable

digital transformation of tribal communities without disrupting tribal ways of life.

4.2 Opportunities and Positive Impact

However, Digital media also offers many opportunities for Koya tribes in education,
economic empowerment, culture preservation, and community engagement. One of the biggest
advantages of digital media is: better access to education. New avenues for skill development
are available in online learning platforms, digital literacy programs, and mobile applications.

Here, young members of the Koya tribe can access virtual classrooms, e-learning resources, and
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digital education campaigns backed by the government. Access to information increases via
digital means can help to bridge the educational divide in remote tribal regions (Singh et al.,
2022). Another benefit of digital media penetration is economic empowerment. The Koya tribes
can boost their economic prospects through access to digital financial services, e-commerce
platforms, and online entrepreneurship opportunities. Improving Financial Inclusion Digitized
banking, mobile payments, and microfinance solutions can help population with features that
are a good fit. Similarly, online marketplaces also support small scale tribal entrepreneurs such
as sale of handicrafts, agricultural products and traditional artifacts which reach wider

consumers breaking local economic activities (Dutta, 2023).

The preservation of culture, too, has an important digital angle. It can also be a means of
documenting and disseminating oral history, folk art, and indigenous languages (Ajani et al.,
2024). Digital platforms also allow community members to document and share traditional
songs, dances and storytelling practices that might otherwise fade away. Social media and
digital archives may function as repositories to preserve the heritage of the Koya tribes and
ensure its accessibility for future generations (Yifu & Kumar, 2022). Additionally, digital
media may also improve the involvement of community by acting as a channel for social and
political awareness. Digital tools can help the Koya tribes raise their voices, advocate for their
rights, and engage in governance initiatives (Nadamala et al., 2024). The use of social media
and digital activism also helps to strengthen awareness of tribal issues and ultimately leads to
better representation in policy discussions. Community-oriented digital initiatives provide a
medium for tribal members to engage with external organizations, NGOs, and government

agencies to address their development needs and mobilize support (Sharma et al., 2022).

5. Conclusion

This study depicts how digital media had put challenges and opportunities to Koya tribes of
Bhadradri, Kothagudem. Infrastructure gaps, poor internet connectivity, unreliable supply of
electricity, and high cost of devices make access an issue. Others are also the result of multiple
factors, low literacy levels being one of them, making digital platforms less useful. Cultural
resistance is another aspect, as members who fear that digital media could interfere with their
traditional practices and values. However, specific challenges due to the geographical
positioning of indigenous communities have so far not been extensively addressed by

government policies and initiatives, which directly contribute to the so-called digital divide.
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Despite these hurdles, the benefits of digital media are substantial. The Internet has the
potential to bring better literacy and skill developments to new generations that go online for
education. Small community banks and credit unions inevitably support business development
and job creation, but improvements in digital banking and e-commerce platforms can enable
tribal entrepreneurs to access wider markets, driving economic growth. These technologies also
serve as a means to document and preserve indigenous traditions; oral history, folk arts, and
languages are protected from being lost to future generations. Additionally, social media can

be a tool to raise awareness about tribal rights and to interface with policy makers.

In order to close the digital divide, not only inclusive but also culture-sensitive strategies are
needed. With specialized government initiatives, improved infrastructure, and digital literacy
programs, indigenous communities can adopt technology without compromising their culture.
Ultimately, a balanced approach will ensure that digital transformation works for, not against,
the Koya tribes, helping them in their cultural journey without undermining their very fabric

of identity.

6. Recommendations

There is a need for several targeted interventions to improve digital media access among the
Koya tribes of Bhadradri, Kothagudem. Policy level: The government should invest in building
the digital infrastructure in the far-off tribal areas. Moving beyond these initial projects
immediately involves the expansion of mobile network coverage, including internet access and
the stable supply of electricity (Sindakis & Showkat, 2024). You could also advocate for the
subsidies of digital devices and internet services to help give a more affordable access to
economically underprivileged communities. Digital literacy training programs could be
designed and held in the community to empower the tribal members with the tools to work and
thrive in digital spaces. Conducting training workshops and awareness campaigns to make
people accustomed to online safety, digital transactions, and the advantages of digital media.
Women and elderly members should specifically be included in this effort to ensure widespread

and extensive digital adoption (Raihan et al., 2024).

Digital inclusion does not exist in a vacuum, and partnership with the NGO sector and
private enterprises is crucial for sustainable intervention. Private companies can offer digital
access solutions, low-cost devices, and technical support, while NGOs can help run training

programs. Bridging the digital divide is best addressed through public-private partnerships
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(Hernandez et al., 2024). Lastly, culturally aware digital systems need to be created to ensure
that the use of technology is combined with the preservation of tribal practices. Indigenous
languages, folk arts, and storytelling traditions must be documented and promoted through the
use of digital tools (Minhas & Salawu, 2024). By bridging the gap between modernization and
culture, Koya tribes can usher in the era of digital inclusiveness, without losing out on their
identity.
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