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Mobile learning is expected to reach a market value of $78.5 billion by 2027, indicating a positive trend towards using smartphones
as educational tools. Although research has been done on the positive correlation between smartphone ownership and educational
attainment, the gendered impacts of access to smartphones have been overlooked. I will be focusing on evidence from rural India.
I theorize that access to smartphones will increase the educational motivation and career ambition of both males and females, but
will have a more pronounced effect on females. I use qualitative evidence gained from in depth one-on-one interviews with male
and female Indian college students to show that smartphone access is strongly correlated with career and educational ambition. I
also outline the gendered differences in smartphone usage and how they tie in with the digital divide. I found that regardless
of gender, interviewees’ confidence in accomplishing their career and educational goals increased after obtaining their first
smartphone. Smartphones have also served as mechanisms to apply to and land jobs, widen their social network, and take courses
outside of college. However, smartphones proved to have a more pronounced effect on a female’s career and education confidence.
I found this was due to the Role Model Effect. Most males listed their professors, fathers, or mothers as their guiding inspirations,
while most females listed successful women they have been exposed to by their smartphones.
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Introduction

Recent literature has proven communication technologies im-
pact women’s empowerment. Information technologies have
been proven to create opportunities for women, allowing them
into political, social, and economic processes they’ve always
dreamed of experiencing1. While it has been theorized that
technological globalization creates jobs and access to education
for women, no studies have been conducted on the role of smart-
phones on women’s education and career. We lack concrete
evidence connecting these two variables. This paper will fill
this gap in literature by probing the following question: How
do smartphones increase one’s career ambition and educational
motivation and are these effects conditioned by gender? This
paper explores how smartphones impact Indian male and female
college students’ career ambition and educational motivation by
examining three mechanisms: confidence, social networks, and
access to education.

I develop a theory of how smartphone access increases educa-
tional motivation and career ambition. Smartphones guarantee
access to news events, role models, and job opportunities, which
will close the gender gap imprinted by society. Smartphones also
instill a broader idea of what is possible, increase confidence,
and increase access to smartphones.

To test this theory, I conduct a qualitative, international anal-

ysis of the relationship between smartphone access and Indian
male and female college students’ educational and career ambi-
tions. I use process tracing to test the proposed causal mecha-
nisms.

This paper makes several contributions to the scholarship
field of technology, education, and career. First, it clearly shows
the differences between male and female educational motivation
and career ambition after obtaining a smartphone. Females were
more likely to want smartphone access and were more likely
to have female role models online. My paper dissects the true
effects of the digital divide by studying villages in India, regions
where traditional ideology takes precedence.

In addition, I also found surprising results on the digital divide
in India. Women mentioned being encouraged by society to
chase their dreams. They also attributed a lot of their success
to their smartphones and said their smartphones helped them
reach the high expectations their parents have for them. India’s
infamous gender blocking divide seems to be bridging.

The paper proceeds as follows. The first section provides
scholarship context for my paper and explains how my research
fills a gap in the literature. The second section explains my
theory and argument based on research done before starting my
interviews. The third section explains how I recruited, collected,
and analyzed data. The fourth section presents qualitative evi-
dence for my theory. The final section discusses the results and
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concludes.

Literature Review

A growing body of scholarship has examined the relationship
between communication technologies and women’s empower-
ment, but there are still many aspects left to unpack. Elia Alves
and Andrea Steiner found ICTs create opportunities for women,
allowing them into political, social, and economic processes
they’ve always dreamed of experiencing1. They propose that
technological globalization correlates with women’s empower-
ment through new jobs, entrepreneurship opportunities, and/or
thorough education. Economic opportunities through ICTs can
change women’s family and workplace roles and unlock limit-
less career opportunities. Additionally, access to ICTs provides
women with access to powerful knowledge. Finally, Alves and
Steiner note that ICTs promote remote learning, which can
spread quality education to women who need it.

They mention that there have been no studies done on the
role of new information technologies on women’s education
and employment, allowing my research to be the puzzle piece
completing the puzzle. Alves and Steiner focused on women
around the World, a broad generalization, making their findings
difficult to apply to specific areas or solve with specific policies.
I choose to zoom in on Indian rural communities with traditional
ideologies as I’ve noticed a gap in literature in this area. Doing
so, I will be able to further analyze the effects of the digital
divide on my favored outcomes: career ambition and educational
motivation. Villages are often areas where the digital divide is
prominent, making my analysis of gendered impacts especially
important. Additionally, rural areas are often located far from
quality schools, libraries, and career opportunities. Examining
the impacts of smartphone access will provide insight as to
how smartphones are helping people overcome some of these
challenges. Small villages in India also have unique traditions,
values, and customs that may impact technology’s effectiveness.
Lessons learned from my research are applicable to men and
women around the World, creating definitive answers to crucial
questions.

On the other hand, research has found that there is a gendered
gap in terms of access to ICTs, meaning that as ICTS become
more commonplace and integrated into our lives, women are left
behind their male counterparts. Unequal technological access is
present in almost every country, each social class less fortunate
and with less Internet access than the prior2. In 2013, angry
mobs of Brazilians protested against the billion dollar budget
for the World Cup, claiming the government cared more about
a sport than allocating money to make national improvements.
The protesters were mostly white and belonged to the upper
classes, so one thing became clear: the rich and poor social
networks did not overlap as the digital divide in Brazil was de-
fined by geography and income. While the research addresses

social and digital inequalities, it does not explore gender or
educational disparities. Furthermore, it focuses on the elite’s
role in influencing these inequalities, leaving questions about
marginalized groups unexamined. My study builds on this re-
search by shifting the focus to rural and traditional communities,
specifically examining how smartphones influence women’s ed-
ucation and career opportunities in lower socioeconomic classes.
By addressing gender and educational inequalities, my work
investigates whether such communities can use technology to
empower women or remain constrained by long standing sexist
norms. This approach provides a more nuanced understanding
of the digital divide’s intersection with gender and education.

Going back to Alves and Steiner’s work, the pair noted inter-
net access may only be significant when paired with a reduction
in the digital divide1. In comparison to men, women still lag
behind in achieving digital literacy. In a broader sense, women
face challenges in terms of limited opportunities for income, ed-
ucation, training, as well as gender roles and women’s restricted
participation in politics and decision-making. This limiting
factor is something I must clearly consider in my paper.

Global G.L.O.W. has also touched on similar issues, specif-
ically taking Indian women into account by incorporating im-
portant statistics and explanations to show the digital divide’s
effect3. For example, Indian females are 56% less likely to use
mobile internet than males. This could be due to traditional
norms, societal expectations, or limited access to smartphones.
Furthermore, only 28% of Indian women own cell phones, com-
pared to 43% of Indian men. The disparities in numbers are
hard to ignore, making the digital divide even more important
and pressing in my paper. Smartphone usage differs between
males and females, but it is crucial to understand the different
ways smartphones impact male and females, which my paper
will cover.

I focus on rural communities in India which can be impacted
by patriarchal attitudes. Patriarchal attitudes restrict women’s
rights to public spaces as well as private ones, which can strip
them from technology and thus from educational and career
opportunities. Companies should put in conscious efforts to
employ women, schools should diminish gender biases, WiFi
should be strengthened in villages, and India should provide
resource centers to women looking for employment or schooling
opportunities. I investigate smartphones’ effects on the digital
divide and on women’s outlooks on their own lives based on
how technology has served their needs.

Theory

I argue that an increase in access to smartphones allows ac-
cess to a wider social network, guaranteeing greater exposure
to news events and role models. This will unlock greater ac-
cess to education, a broader idea of what is possible, and an
increase in confidence, leading to an increase in career ambition
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and educational motivation. Moreover, I argue that these im-
pacts will be gendered. While access to smartphones will raise
women and men’s career ambition and educational motivation,
the increase will be more pronounced for women. I posit this
because the access to information, social networks, and poten-
tial role models smartphones provide is likely to be newer for
women than it is for men. Recent literature has linked women’s
empowerment with communication technologies, so I assume
smartphones can prove to have a similar relationship with am-
bition1. Smartphones have social media and educational and
career applications which have the potential to increase ambition
further than past communication technologies.

In the context I study, gender inequality and traditional values
that can discourage women from pursuing higher education and
careers outside the home are prevalent. Without smartphones,
men might already have role models in their community and
access to information and social networks that can advance their
education and their career. Women are less likely to have this
access without smartphones4.

The Role of Smartphones

Social media allows people to tap into their networks for find-
ing work, alert friends when they hear about position openings,
or promote their skills in a way obvious to potential employ-
ers. 50% of young adults have used a smartphone during a job
search5. Smartphones and social media also give access to news
events and role models. 68% of Indians use their smartphone as
their primary tool for news consumption6. The role model effect
allows for both men and women to have a broader idea of what
is possible, as well as an increase in confidence. By modeling
the possibility of female activity and achievements in politics,
women politicians encourage greater interest in political partic-
ipation among girls7. Access to smartphones allows men and
women to see people performing jobs that are different from
what they see around them, also expanding their idea of what is
possible. Having a smartphone grants access to communication,
news stories, role models, possibilities, and confidence, which
will all increase educational motivation and career ambition.

Gendered Impacts of Smartphones

I argue that the impacts of smartphones on educational motiva-
tion and career ambition will be different for men and women.
While smartphones are an important tool for education and ca-
reer regardless of gender, the value they add for women is greater
because of women and men’s relative position in society. While
men likely have role models, social networks and information
that can advance their career in their communities, women may
not. In fact, men aren’t losing role models, women are, due
to historical and societal female inferiority8. Smartphones can
provide women their own role models to look up to, as well

as access to educational and career tools. This will enhance
their career and educational ambitions, expand their realm of
possibilities, and bridge the gendered digital divide.

The role model effect is greater for women because they are
less likely to observe professional and educated females in their
own lives. In politics, female politicians often credit themselves
with the inspiration of young women in public service, claiming
they are positive role models for women and girls to mirror.
Male candidates, however, do not advertise their presence as
positive role models, as young boys need no additional evidence
that power and resources are available to them7. Actions of
female role models go deeper than surface level; they boost
educational motivations and time management skills, not just as-
pirations9. Young girls will see successful and working women
online and expand their realm of capabilities.

Gender identity as a social construct is highly correlated with
educational goals and career choices. Gender disparities are
almost always cited as a factor behind the difference between
male and female aspirations, especially in politics. It has been
proven that women are less likely to become scientists because
they don’t see same-sex scientists. Exposure to female experts
in career areas will boost women’s morale and launch them into
traditionally male dominated roles9. Gender ideology and roles
inhibit women from maximizing their capital (education and
experiences). Additionally, men don’t see the need for women
to have jobs outside of their homes. In order to close the gender
gap, policy makers must advocate for changes that remove re-
straints on women to realize their full potential as professionals.
On top of this, NGOs and MFIs have effectively encouraged
women to work in male dominated sectors10. Smartphone own-
ership will allow women access to these NGOs as well as to role
models.

Hypothesis

My theory leads to the following hypotheses:

H1: Access to smartphones will increase individuals’ educa-
tional motivation and career ambition through increasing
confidence, widening their social network, and allowing
greater access to education.

H2: This effect will be more pronounced for women than for
men because women are less likely to have smartphones,
may be less encouraged to pursue education/career by com-
munity/family members, and may not have role models in
their communities for the careers they want.

Methods

I use process tracing to examine the causal relationship between
access to smartphones and educational and career ambition.
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Process tracing is a qualitative analysis tool used to examine
evidence and trace it back to the argument. Once evidence is
gathered, process tracing systematizes the findings in light of
research questions and hypotheses posed by the investigator11.
In other words, the ultimate aim of process tracing is to identify
the steps that lead to a particular outcome while confirming
or denying several hypotheses. In my project, I theorize that
increased access to smartphones will unlock access to a wider
social network, an increase in confidence, greater access to
education, and exposure to alternative social norms which will
ultimately lead to increased educational and career ambition.
In my interviews, I ask questions that allow me to see whether
respondents follow or defer from this path. I will review my
qualitative evidence with the process tracing test chart found
at the end of this section. If the evidence for a hypothesis or
argument is sufficient, I will rely on qualitative interview data
and my theoretical framework to explore the underlying reasons.
Similarly, if the evidence for a hypothesis is insufficient, lacking,
or contradictory, I will use the same approach to understand the
discrepancies.

I selected rural India as my primary research location partly
due to the nation’s growing digital divide and partly due to my
connections- including work with an educational non-profit-
and cultural understanding. Only 28% of women in India own
a cell phone. Unless the digital gender divide is studied and
acknowledged, the political, social, and educational marginal-
ization of females will only increase3. Societal expectations,
traditions, and cultural norms are the main factors behind this
digital divergence, three things that can easily be observed and
noted in rural Indian villages. The effect of the digital divide
in a traditional environment is perfectly displayed by the young
college students I interviewed.

I conducted 5 interviews over Zoom with both male and fe-
male Indian college students. To recruit participants, I reached
out to students at an Indian engineering college, whose numbers
I gained access to from both a non-profit I have worked for and
my family friends who have been associated with the college.
These students live in rural villages scattered across Maharash-
tra. In preparation for these interviews, I created a research
plan, questionnaire, and IRB approval form which was signed
by an administrator at my school. With both online and verbal
consent from and anonymization of each participant, I asked
questions on their background and demographics, college work-
load, confidence in school, career outlook, career confidence,
ways in which they use their smartphones, and cultural, societal,
and familial expectations. If at any point in the interview, a
respondent was uncomfortable answering a question, I made it
clear that they could skip the question or stop the interview. We
took breaks in between questions so the translator could explain
and so I could take notes. At the end of the 5 interviews, I had
all 5 interviews transcribed and ready to analyze.

I assess the evidence for my hypotheses by applying pro-

cess tracing to these interview transcripts. More specifically, I
analyze these interviews for the empirical implications of my
hypotheses, outlined in Table 1 below. This table will be re-
ferred to when discussing my results. For example, smartphones
should not only be mentioned when discussing useful tools for
school, but respondents must mention increased participation
and confidence in college and career.

Results: Qualitative Evidence from India

This section assesses evidence for the causal mechanism pro-
posed by Hypothesis 1. I trace the evidence for the increase
in confidence, widened social network, and increase in access
to education mechanisms from qualitative interviews with both
male and female Indian college students. I then turn to alterna-
tive explanations if necessary.

Interviewees consistently noted that they felt a high level
of confidence in accomplishing their career and educational
goals after obtaining their first smartphone, regardless of gen-
der. Every respondent connected their confidence to gaining
more knowledge, resources, and skills. One interviewee said, “I
built my high confidence level by reading information online.”
Another interviewee said, “I listen to motivational speeches on
YouTube. By seeing other people work hard to achieve their
goals, I built my own career confidence.” There is clear evidence
that access to smartphones increases educational and career am-
bition by increasing confidence. However, females proved to
be more dependent on their smartphones for career and educa-
tion confidence, which will be discussed more under “General
Gender Differences”.

Owning a smartphone will widen one’s social network, grant-
ing them more opportunities, boosting their educational and
career ambition. 100% of respondents used their smartphones
to contact professors and text friends for help with homework
assignments. Additionally, they mentioned looking elsewhere
for help on their smartphones. When asked how his attitude
towards school had shifted since obtaining access to a smart-
phone, one interviewee said, ”My attitude has improved greatly.
If professors aren’t proficient in teaching concepts, I feel like
it is better to go online and learn that concept.” His social net-
work was clearly broadened as he not only feels comfortable
contacting professors and friends, but can find information from
anyone around the World on his smartphone.

Smartphone ownership has transformed career ambition by
presenting job opportunities as well as ways to contact potential
employers. Every respondent learned about or learned more
about the career they’re pursuing from their smartphones. Prior
to owning a smartphone, respondents were less clear on the
career they would pursue. One answerer said, “I did not know
what I wanted to do. I didn’t know there were this many op-
portunities in electrical engineering until I got a smartphone.”
Another noted, “I always knew I wanted to work in technology,
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Table 1 Hypotheses and Empirical Implications I
Argument Empirical Implications
H1: Access to smartphones will in-
crease educational motivation and
career ambition through:

Respondents mention smartphones when discussing which tools have
been useful in school

Increasing confidence Respondents mention participating often in class, feeling confident as a
student, and feeling confident in accomplishing their career goals. (After
smartphone usage)

Granting a wider social network Respondents mention meeting new people, getting access to more jobs,
being able to contact professors and get help/motivation due to smart-
phone access.

Allowing access to more education Respondents mention that educational applications have been beneficial
and mention using their smartphones as tools for completing schoolwork
and additional courses.

H2: This effect will be more pro-
nounced for women than for men
because:
Women are less likely to have access
to smartphones

Women will mention that they brought up buying a smartphone to their
parents and not the other way around. They also might add that they
have restrictions on their smartphone usage or were not allowed access
to family smartphones prior to getting their own.

Women may be less encouraged to
pursue education/career by commu-
nity/family members

Women discuss differences in parental expectations of them versus per-
sonal expectations of themselves in terms of career and education. On
the other hand, men might have planned their educational and career
goals with their parents and they might have pushed them to take more
on (adding to their ambition/motivation).

Women may not have role models
in their communities for the careers
they want

Women discuss a lack of role models in their immediate family or
friendships. They also add being inspired by successful women online
in their respective fields of interest. Men discuss having role models in
their community that inspired their educational motivation and career
ambition.

but my smartphone helped me gather the skills to make this
dream a reality.” Regardless of gender, smartphones increased
opportunities and allowed these students to broaden their hori-
zons. Smartphones have helped respondents narrow down their
career and educational goals. When asked about his career goals
before having a smartphone, an answerer said, “I did not have
a goal, I was just going with the flow.” However, after obtain-
ing a smartphone, every respondent plans on applying to and
searching for jobs using their smartphone. All of them have
already set up informational interviews or contacted potential
employers on their phones. There is clear evidence that access
to smartphones increases educational and career ambition by
widening and creating social networks.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, access to smartphones
unlocks educational opportunities which increases educational
motivation and career ambition. When asked which tools help
them complete their schoolwork, every respondent mentioned
their smartphone as a key instrument. Interviewees reported

an average 4.3 hours of smartphone usage per day, adding that
they use their smartphones to read information about their areas
of interest, complete work, learn coding languages, and watch
lectures on YouTube. To complete schoolwork, many also down-
loaded educational and career applications such as Duolingo,
Linkedin, GitHub, Google Classroom, Word, Sheet, Powerpoint,
Zoom, and more. In one specific case, when asked about ed-
ucational and career apps, a male respondent said, “I’ve been
preparing for the GATE exam, so I downloaded apps to help me
study as well as apps that you can give the exam on. I’ve also
used apps to apply to government scholarships.” For context, the
GATE exam is an exam that must be passed to earn a master’s
degree in India. Similarly, a female respondent said she watches
videos on YouTube to prepare for the GATE exam. In both
cases, students were granted more opportunities to further their
education because of their smartphones.

Along the lines of widening social networks and granting
more education opportunities, smartphones have been proven
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to increase news following. Majority of respondents reported
reading the news more frequently after obtaining a smartphone.
Specifically, they went from only reading the sports column
to reading from news applications and watching news videos
on YouTube everyday. In addition, every respondent reported
using their smartphone to take additional classes (outside of
college) and to receive tutoring. Many of them have taken
advantage of global non-profit organizations for tutoring. A
female interviewee said, “I use Youtube to learn things outside
of college that will be helpful for my career.” There is clear
evidence that access to smartphones increases educational and
career ambition by increasing educational opportunities.

General Gender Differences

The evidence I found that positively correlated smartphone ac-
cess with career and educational ambition also supports that
smartphones have more pronounced effects on women than on
men. I will now discuss general differences in how male and
female respondents answered questions. This parallels my sec-
ond hypothesis: Females will experience a more pronounced
effect on their educational motivation and career ambition after
obtaining a smartphone than men will. I trace the evidence from
my interviews with both males and females, and will turn to al-
ternative explanations when necessary. I will start with gendered
differences I found while tracing one of my key mechanisms:
smartphones increase confidence which increases educational
and career motivation. I will then explain and support my pro-
posed mechanisms for Hypothesis 2.

While tracing the “increase in confidence” mechanism, I
found clear gender differences that highlight the unique impacts
smartphones have on both males and females. When asked
about the tools that helped them build their confidence, women
and men differed in their responses. Females attributed their con-
fidence to reading information online from e-books, on Google,
or YouTube, as well as from online courses or classes they’ve
taken on their smartphones. One female interviewee clearly
stated, “As I improved my skills, my confidence improved. My
smartphone helped me in the process.” Women turn to digital
resources for educational and career confidence because they
may lack female role models for the types of careers they want,
building on the role model effect mechanism. Women have
faced societal oppression, prompting them to seek confidence
from alternative sources, such as information and smartphones.
On the other hand, males originated their career and educational
confidence in societal aid. A male interviewee said, “I felt edu-
cational confidence because I got a lot of help from others which
kept me in the loop. This allowed me to confidently present
information and succeed in college.” When asked about career
confidence, males also attributed their feelings to past working
experiences and jobs, many of which were given to them by
recommendations from professors.

Interviewees’ responses also varied greatly when asked how
often they participated in class in their college days. The ma-
jority of female respondents said they don’t feel confident par-
ticipating in class, while all male respondents noted high con-
fidence in public speaking and educational participation. The
female respondents said they often don’t participate in class
due to their lack of self-confidence. They said they feel more
comfortable participating when they have their girl friends with
them, supporting them, and they also participate when they’re
knowledgeable about the subject being discussed. They said
they will find more knowledge using their smartphones on apps
such as Google and YouTube. Males said they felt extremely
confident participating in class as their friends, families, and
professors built them up to feel comfortable in their educational
setting. Females have been oppressed by society and in career
and educational settings, tend to be less confident than their male
counterparts12. However, female respondents clearly stated they
will turn to smartphones to fill the void and build the confidence
they lack.

Women are less likely to have access to smartphones, so
smartphone access will help bring them out of their bubble and
increase their career ambitions13. Every female respondent
brought up buying a smartphone to their parents, but for males,
the decision was made mutually (both the parents and child
agreed together). When asked what restrictions they have on
their smartphone usage, both males and females generally had
little to no restrictions. I had previously thought that women
would have more restrictions than males, but perhaps the people
I interviewed came from liberal backgrounds with open parents.
However, some females said that they were aware of data usage
and felt they had to limit their smartphone activity. In addition,
I theorized women wouldn’t be the first in their families to get
smartphones and would be banned from using the household
smartphone. However, I received mixed results. Every inter-
viewed male was the first in their family to get a smartphone,
one of them was even gifted one by his younger brother. He
said, “My younger brother saved up for me and bought me a
phone since I didn’t have money. I paid back the favor when I
started earning from my job.” Every female I interviewed was
second or third in their family to get a smartphone, but was
allowed access to the household smartphones before they had
their own. This result can also be attributed to my previously
mentioned alternative explanation that the people I interviewed
had relatively liberal families and ideology compared to what I
had initially predicted.

Women may be less encouraged to pursue their education
and career goals by community and/or family members, so
smartphones will have more of an effect on them. When asked
if they faced any resistance from their parents or community in
the pursuit of their education or career, every male and female
respondent said no. What I found interesting, however, was that
females gave answers such as, “No, my community encouraged
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me to continue my education”, while males simply said they
did not face resistance. Whether females are more uplifted by
society than males is unclear, but females made sure to add that
they’ve been encouraged to chase their academic dreams. These
kinds of results are not at all what I was expecting, which means
the digital divide is slowly bridging in India.

I also believed the parents of males would have more specific
or difficult goals for them, increasing their educational motiva-
tion and career ambition. But, female respondents noted their
parents had high expectations for them, such as passing difficult
government exams, getting government jobs, and being placed
in highly reputable companies. Male respondents said their par-
ents wanted them to be “happy and stable.” Females have higher
ambitions and motivation due to their parents’ expectations, so
my theory does not hold true. Smartphones will not necessarily
have a stronger influence on a female’s ambitions than a male’s.
But, there is still one factor left to examine.

Women may not have role models in their communities for the
careers they want. Smartphones will help them see female role
models and increase their ambitions. The majority of female
respondents said they do not have role models in their com-
munity for the career they want to pursue. One female noted,
“Both my parents are farmers. My father is also a driver and
my mother is a housewife. Other people in my community are
also farmers.” As expected, females turn to their smartphones to
seek role models. The same respondent said, “I see successful
women on Instagram and YouTube reels.” Males also agreed that
they have role models online but were less likely to elaborate
on this subject. Most males simply agreed that they found role
models online that pursue different careers than the careers their
parents/community pursue.

Summary of Results

The evidence from my qualitative interviews clearly supports
Hypothesis 1 and the three proposed theoretical mechanisms.
All respondents mentioned participating often in class, feeling
confident as a student, and feeling confident in accomplish-
ing their career goals after smartphone usage. They also said
they met new people and were allowed more job opportunities
thanks to the widened social network their smartphones offered
them. Finally, interviewees took courses outside of college and
explored educational applications on their smartphones which
helped them complete their coursework and pursue their careers.

The evidence also supports Hypothesis 2: men and women
use smartphones differently and there seems to be a greater
impact for women than men. However, I did not find strong
evidence for all of my proposed mechanisms. The Role Model
Effect mechanism has the strongest evidence. As I predicted,
males derived their educational motivation and career ambition
from role models in their community. Majority of males listed
their mother, father, and professors as their role models. They

have immediate access to successful role models, while females
turn to their smartphones for this. Hence, the effect of smart-
phones on career ambition and educational motivation is more
pronounced for females than for males.

Conclusion

In conclusion, my research shows the role of smartphone access
in shaping educational motivation and career ambition, partic-
ularly among female college students in India. By providing
access to a wealth of information, including news events, role
models, and job opportunities, smartphones serve as powerful
tools in closing the gender gap perpetuated by societal norms.
The broader spectrum of possibilities smartphone usage offers
increases confidence and access to educational resources, em-
powering individuals to aspire towards higher academic and
professional goals.

The findings of this study offer valuable insights into the
gender divide, particularly in regions such as India where tradi-
tional ideologies often prevail. By examining the experiences
of male and female college students in villages, this research
reveals the impact of smartphone access on educational and
career aspirations, with females exhibiting a greater inclination
towards digital resources and female role models. This under-
standing challenges current narratives surrounding women’s em-
powerment. It also shows the importance of addressing digital
inequalities to promote inclusive socio-economic development.

However, there are certain limitations to this paper. Focusing
on specific villages may not fully capture the varied ideological,
cultural, and economical contexts across India. Additionally,
the sample size, while sufficient for qualitative analysis, limits
the generalizability of the findings. The unexpected findings re-
garding societal encouragement and parental expectations shed
light on the complex relationship between cultural norms and
how they shape women’s career journeys. But, they also serve
as a limitation. The liberal views of respondents’ families could
potentially skew the results towards progressiveness and pos-
sibly misrepresent the diverse ideologies of families in India.
Furthermore, common technological barriers in the studied re-
gions such as inconsistent internet connectivity as well as varied
smartphone penetration in different regions, significantly influ-
ences smartphone access, presenting many challenges that may
not be reflected in every area.

There are three confounding variables potentially influencing
the observed outcomes: socioeconomic status, parental educa-
tion, and prior academic achievement. The respondents’ so-
cioeconomic status ranged from lower middle class to middle
class. This may have increased access to smartphones as well
as educational ambition because the lower middle class and
middle class see education as a method of upward mobility,
placing great value on it. Additionally, this variable may have
increased smartphone reliance for career ambition as those of
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the lower middle class do not have access to the supplementary
resources that someone of the upper class may have. The par-
ents of respondents are mostly housewives and farmers, with
the maximum education level being a high school diploma. This
may have influenced outcomes as parents want more for their
children than they had, pushing their children to get educated
and build their careers, increasing respondents’ motivations and
ambitions. Lastly, all respondents had already completed high
school and were attending college during the time of interviews.
This clear emphasis on and value of education could have im-
pacted ambition and motivation, possibly diluting smartphones’
impact.

The bridging of India’s gender divide, shown by female stu-
dents attributing their success to smartphone access, highlights
the transformative potential of information and communication
technologies in promoting gender equity and fostering socio-
economic empowerment. Moving forward, policymakers must
recognize the pivotal role of smartphone access in shaping ed-
ucational and career trajectories, and work towards addressing
digital disparities to ensure inclusive opportunities for all.

To build on the findings of this study, future research could
explore the development of specific digital education tools de-
signed specifically to boost women’s career ambitions. Long-
term studies can also be conducted on the career outcomes of
women and men with smartphone access, both in rural as well
as urban contexts. In my paper, women’s families were more
supportive of their educational and career ambition and own-
ership of smartphones than anticipated. Future studies could
explore this variable by investigating how familial and soci-
etal perceptions influence women’s smartphone use and careers,
with a focus on how these perceptions evolve to challenge and
overcome traditional ideologies.

References
1 E. E. C. Alves and A. Q. Steiner, Globalization, Technology and Fe-

male Empowerment: Breaking Rights or Connecting Opportunities?, 2016,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-016-1395-1.

2 K. Kay and C. Shipman, The Confidence Gap, The Atlantic, 2014,
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/
05/the-confidence-gap/359815/.

3 P. Gahlaut, Bridging the Digital Divide: Girls’ Lack of Ac-
cess to Technology in India, Global G.L.O.W, 2021, https:
//globalgirlsglow.org/bridging-the-digital-divide-
girls-lack-of-access-to-technology-in-india/.

4 V. Smith, Boys Aren’t Losing Role Models – Girls Are, The Critic Mag-
azine, 2023, https://thecritic.co.uk/boys-arent-losing-
role-models-girls-are/.

5 OECD, BRIDGING the DIGITAL GENDER DIVIDE INCLUDE, UPSKILL,
INNOVATE, Oecd.org, 2018, https://www.oecd.org/digital/
bridging-the-digital-gender-divide.pdf.

6 V. N. Streets and D. A. Major, Gender and Careers, 2013, https://
doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199658213.013.013.

7 D. E. Campbell and C. Wolbrecht, See Jane Run: Women Politicians as Role
Models for Adolescents, 2006, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2508.2006.00402.x.

8 A. Smith, U.S. Smartphone Use in 2015, Pew Research Center: Internet, Sci-
ence & Tech, 2015, https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/
2015/04/01/us-smartphone-use-in-2015/.

9 L. Beaman, E. Duflo, R. Pande and P. Topalova, Female Leadership Raises
Aspirations and Educational Attainment for Girls: A Policy Experiment in
India, 2012, https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1212382.

10 D. Haase, Closing the Gender Gap, 2007, https://
scholarsarchive.byu.edu/esr/vol9/iss2/3/.

11 D. Collier, Understanding Process Tracing, 2011, https:
//polisci.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/people/
u3827/Understanding%20Process%20Tracing.pdf.

12 M. T. Group, What Is Mobile Learning and Why Is It Im-
portant?, The Mandatory Training Group, 2024, https:
//www.mandatorytraining.co.uk/blogs/education-
training/what-is-mobile-learning-and-why-is-it-
important.

13 D. Nemer and M. Tsikerdekis, Political Engagement and ICTs: Internet
Use in Marginalized Communities, 2017, https://doi.org/10.1002/
asi.23779.

8 | NHSJS Reports © The National High School Journal of Science 2025

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-016-1395-1
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/05/the-confidence-gap/359815/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/05/the-confidence-gap/359815/
https://globalgirlsglow.org/bridging-the-digital-divide-girls-lack-of-access-to-technology-in-india/
https://globalgirlsglow.org/bridging-the-digital-divide-girls-lack-of-access-to-technology-in-india/
https://globalgirlsglow.org/bridging-the-digital-divide-girls-lack-of-access-to-technology-in-india/
https://thecritic.co.uk/boys-arent-losing-role-models-girls-are/
https://thecritic.co.uk/boys-arent-losing-role-models-girls-are/
https://www.oecd.org/digital/bridging-the-digital-gender-divide.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/digital/bridging-the-digital-gender-divide.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199658213.013.013
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199658213.013.013
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2006.00402.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2006.00402.x
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2015/04/01/us-smartphone-use-in-2015/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2015/04/01/us-smartphone-use-in-2015/
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1212382
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/esr/vol9/iss2/3/
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/esr/vol9/iss2/3/
https://polisci.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/people/u3827/Understanding%20Process%20Tracing.pdf
https://polisci.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/people/u3827/Understanding%20Process%20Tracing.pdf
https://polisci.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/people/u3827/Understanding%20Process%20Tracing.pdf
https://www.mandatorytraining.co.uk/blogs/education-training/what-is-mobile-learning-and-why-is-it-important
https://www.mandatorytraining.co.uk/blogs/education-training/what-is-mobile-learning-and-why-is-it-important
https://www.mandatorytraining.co.uk/blogs/education-training/what-is-mobile-learning-and-why-is-it-important
https://www.mandatorytraining.co.uk/blogs/education-training/what-is-mobile-learning-and-why-is-it-important
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23779
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23779

