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Existing e-commerce platforms are better suited to sell structured and branded products (i.e. mostly 
electronics like mobile phones, TVs, ACs, etc.); they mainly appeal to relatively sophisticated shoppers, for 
whom convenience and selection are important. Their English-first approach and user interface (UI) are 
constraints for the NHB segment. Moreover, the format does not enable an important mechanism for 
building trust, viz., information on what others are doing on the platform. 

For sellers too, e-commerce is designed to cater to larger, organized players whereas most sellers in 
India, even those online, are small.  

Overall, online shopping is currently more about price discovery than product discovery. Whilst e-
commerce has made important strides, its penetration is still low in the Indian context.
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In 2017, our publication “Innovating for the Next Half Billion”* (NHB) laid out a thesis on the internet 
journey of India’s NHB population - starting with them coming online, then moving forward step-by-step 
to eventually making commercial transactions on the internet for aspirational products and services. The 
NHB differ in many ways from the initial waves of mobile internet users – they have very different income 
profiles, education levels, language skills, and social/cultural milieus. We had outlined seven barriers that 
the NHB face in their internet journey and how addressing them could create exciting business 
opportunities for purpose-driven entrepreneurs wanting to serve this segment.

Since then, there has been considerable progress in addressing these barriers, thanks to entrepreneurs 
and various government initiatives. Consequently, the “Next Half Billion” is now at an inflexion point for 
online shopping. E-Commerce 2.0 will expand the market beyond the relatively small 40-50 million sticky 
customer base of E-Commerce 1.0.  We believe that the E-Commerce 2.0 world will look, feel and 
operate differently from the first wave of online shopping in India. 

*refers to the 500 million Indians coming online through their mobile phones by 2022



Building blocks for E-Commerce 2.0

The table below illustrates how the barriers outlined in our 2017 report are being addressed:

Barrier Being addressed by Start-ups like

Affordable data Low data costs with Jio's advent

Frugal innovation Low cost digital payment infrastructure

Lack of trust and 
confidence

1. Social communities helping build trust 
in the internet 

2. Simple payment mechanisms (UPI)  
increasing confidence in transacting 
online

Women staying away 
from the internet

Emergence of several women-centric digital 
platforms

Adapting to the 
NHB’s context

1. Relatable language 

2. Inclusive UX e.g. mobile number based 
logins 

3. Simple navigation

4. Increasing moves to menu options and 
recommendations
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Local apps for

social/communication

Social/communication being the dominant use 

for the internet. While the Facebook family 

continues to dominate, new players like Tiktok 

and Sharechat have emerged.

Building blocks for E-Commerce 2.0

The table below illustrates how the barriers outlined in our 2017 report are being addressed:

Barrier Being addressed by Start-ups like

Inadequate Indian 

language content

1. Proliferation of local language content 

platforms 

2. Video as the dominant mode of content

 consumption
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These start-ups have positively impacted lives of nearly 252 million Indians, and together these solutions 

have helped build far greater familiarity and comfort with the internet in the last 18-24 months. Digital 

maturity has dramatically increased and today the average Indian mobile phone user consumes more 

data than most Europeans. Importantly, the solutions themselves have created the building blocks for E-

Commerce 2.0. 



What E-Commerce 2.0 will look like

E-Commerce 2.0 will leverage these solutions to tackle three important areas relevant for the NHB (1) 

value consciousness (2) fostering trust and confidence and (3) resonance with their social/cultural context. 

Value consciousness
E-Commerce 2.0 will be dominated by smaller, unbranded items to cater to value conscious buyers.

Building trust and confidence
Trust and confidence will be built by social validation. E-Commerce 2.0 players will leverage social 

communities and influencers on WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram and YouTube and emerging platforms 

(Tik Tok, Sharechat etc.) in smart ways, taking advantage of their size and engagement. Content and 

social media platforms will be used to create virality. E-Commerce 2.0 players will then build off this and 

craft the elements that social platforms cannot provide – amplifying the mindshare of the e-commerce 

content, logistics, tracking, returns and customer support.

Resonance with the NHB context: 
Products will be “pushed” to the user instead of being search-driven. This replicates the NHB’s offline 

shopping experience of being served by the shop owner or shop assistants at a counter, who actively 

help them decide what to buy. Apps will be Hinglish or Indic language heavy.

Meesho is an example of a social commerce platform that enables micro sellers, resellers and 

homemakers to procure and sell products to their customers primarily on WhatsApp.. Another example is 

DealShare – they seed content on discounted grocery/FMCG products on WhatsApp groups and then 

nudge customers to buy through directly on their mobile app, which is vernacular and built-for-India.
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E-Commerce 1.0 and 2.0

E-Com 1.0 E-Com 2.0

Pull (“intent-driven”) Push (“intent and impulse-driven”)

Vast selection, product 
discovery is a challenge

Curated 

Large Indian/MNC brands Focus on smaller/unbranded items

Convenience Value

No content, social, community and 
gamification elements

Leverages social media| Community/
influencer-driven purchases | Bulk-
buying for better pricing | Driving switch 
from offline retail to online

English-first Hinglish/Indic language | UI/UX built for India

Marketing driven customer acquisition Build virality using content and social 
media platforms

The second wave of e-commerce could change the way Indians shop online, evolving from being a hobby to a 

habit. We also expect a significant rise in women shoppers from smaller cities. Most importantly, E-Commerce 

2.0 has the potential to significantly expand the e-commerce market and make it truly inclusive.
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We invest in bold entrepreneurs who help create a meaningful life for every Indian, especially the hundreds 

of millions of Indians in low-income and lower-middle-income populations, ranging from the poorest 

among us to the existing middle class. To drive empowerment and social impact at scale, we work with 

entrepreneurs in the private, non-profit and public sectors, who are tackling India’s hardest and most 

chronic problems.

We make equity investments in early stage enterprises and provide grants to non-profits in the areas of 

Digital Identity, Education, Emerging Tech, Financial Inclusion, Governance & Citizen Engagement, and 

Property Rights.

Omidyar Network India is part of the Omidyar Group, a diverse collection of companies, organizations and 

initiatives, supported by philanthropists Pam and Pierre Omidyar, founder of eBay.

To learn more, visit www.omidyarnetwork.in, and follow us on LinkedIN https://www.linkedin.com/
company/omidyar-network-india/ on Twitter https://twitter.com/on_india

This whitepaper is for informational purposes only and should not be construed as investment or other 

professional advice. Information has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable but Omidyar 

Network and Omidyar Network India do not warrant its completeness or accuracy. Omidyar Network and 

Omidyar Network India own a significant equity stake in some of the companies referenced in this report, 

and expect to continue making investments in these and other companies in this sector.

Legal Disclaimer






