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Abstract

The current inquiry explores the profound disparity between the proliferation of virtual dissemination
platforms and the corresponding technical proficiency among unorganized micro-enterprises within the
Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC) jurisdiction. Spanning the historical epoch of 2015 to 2025, this
research utilizes a qualitative-historical framework to identify systemic skill deficiencies that impede the
commercial optimization of localized mercantile entities. Through the synthesis of archival data and
regional economic reports, the study delineates a critical lag in areas such as semiotic content creation,
algorithmic customer engagement, and electronic transaction security. The findings indicate that while
the ubiquity of low-cost bandwidth has facilitated basic access, the absence of structured pedagogical
interventions tailored for the unorganized workforce remains a significant barrier to sustainable technical
integration. Statistical evaluations reveal a correlation between intergenerational knowledge gaps and the
rejection of formalized digital interfaces. Furthermore, the analysis highlights the necessity for
vernacular-centric training modules that acknowledge the socio-cultural specificities of the Marathi-
speaking merchant class. The study concludes that current governmental literacy programs often lack the
functional compatibility required by micro-vendors, necessitating a shift toward decentralized,
association-led training models. These insights provide a foundational understanding for municipal
policy interventions aimed at bridging the digital competency divide within Pune’s fragmented yet
resilient informal economy, ensuring that modernization does not exacerbate existing socio-economic
marginalization.

Keywords: Digital Skill Gaps, Unorganized Micro-Enterprises, PMC Region, Technical Literacy,
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1. Introduction

The historical metamorphosis concerning commercial proficiency within the Pune Municipal
Corporation (PMC) administrative limits necessitates an investigation into the evolution of digital
competence between 2015 and 2025. Traditionally, the unorganized micro-enterprises of Pune—ranging
from the heritage-rich Peth areas to the expanding suburbs—have operated via tactile, relationship-based
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mercantile models. These establishments, often categorized by their lack of formal institutionalization,
initially perceived technical modernization as an extraneous overhead rather than a fundamental
requirement. However, the decentralization of telecommunication infrastructures in the mid-2010s
introduced a new communicative stratification. The proliferation of mobile interfaces created a
prerequisite for non-physical engagement that most proprietors were ill-equipped to navigate. This
period did not witness a concurrent rise in technical education; instead, it produced a fragmented
adoption where access far outpaced understanding.

As the longitudinal trajectory progressed toward the late 2010s, the implementation of unified
taxation and digital payment protocols acted as an extrinsic pressure, forcing a rudimentary level of
technical compliance. Observations from the 2017-2019 period suggest that while kirana proprietors and
artisanal vendors could execute basic digital transactions, the deeper skillsets required for strategic
marketing remained absent. There existed a profound disconnect between the "usage™ of a tool and the
"optimization" of its commercial potential. This skill gap was not merely technical; it was conceptual,
involving a lack of familiarity with digital consumer psychology and virtual brand representation. The
unorganized sector, characterized by its reliance on physical word-of-mouth, struggled to translate its
localized trust-based identity into the asynchronous environment of the web. This mismatch led to a
period of technical frustration, where many vendors abandoned complex platforms in favor of simpler,
less effective communication channels.

The global health crisis of 2020-2022 served as a secondary catalyst, exposing the lethality of
this competency divide. Entities that lacked a basic digital footprint were systematically excluded from
the marketplace during periods of restricted mobility. This era forced a "bottom-up™ learning curve, yet
this self-taught proficiency was often limited to survival-level functions. The characterization of this
period involves a rapid, unstructured acquisition of skills that prioritized immediate utility over long-
term strategic growth. By the mid-2020s, the unorganized sector in PMC found itself at a crossroads.
While the "digital divide" in terms of hardware access had largely narrowed, the "competency divide"
had widened, creating a new form of commercial marginalization. The intergenerational nature of many
Pune businesses further complicated this transition, as the elder generation of proprietors often delegated
digital tasks to younger family members without acquiring the knowledge themselves, creating a
precarious internal dependence.

The subsequent years leading to 2025 have witnessed the emergence of vernacular-centric Al
and voice-based interfaces, which promise to lower the barriers to entry. However, the fundamental need
for structured training remains. The current study argues that the "skill gap™ is a moving target,
constantly redefined by the rapid evolution of digital platforms. Without a localized, pedagogical
framework that acknowledges the linguistic and operational realities of the Marathi-speaking
entrepreneur, the unorganized sector in PMC risk becoming permanent laggards in a data-driven urban
economy. This inquiry, therefore, seeks to map the specific dimensions of these skill gaps, evaluating
the efficacy of existing training initiatives and proposing a more resilient model for future technical
empowerment within the Pune metropolitan region.

The administrative context of the PMC, with its mix of high-density commercial hubs and
sprawling residential zones, provides a unique environment for studying these training needs. The
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municipal body's efforts to promote "Smart City" initiatives have often focused on infrastructure,
frequently overlooking the "human capital” required to operate within such a framework. Consequently,
the unorganized sector has been left to navigate a complex technical morphology with minimal formal
support. The study highlights that the perceived difficulty of digital marketing is often a function of poor
interface design and a lack of localized documentation. By 2025, the demand for "digital literacy™ has
evolved into a demand for "digital fluency,” a distinction that many current training programs fail to
address. This introduction establishes the necessity for a high-resolution analysis of the competencies
that are currently missing from the unorganized merchant's toolkit.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The academic discourse regarding the digital transition of micro-scale entities reveals a
significant focus on the "access" narrative, often neglecting the “proficiency” narrative. Early
investigations by Kulkarni and Bhat (2016) noted that the primary barrier to digital adoption in Pune’s
retail sector was not a lack of hardware, but a profound skepticism toward non-physical commerce.
These researchers suggested that the "trust gap™ was essentially a "knowledge gap," where vendors did
not understand the security protocols protecting their transactions. The literature from this period
emphasizes the psychological barriers to technical integration, suggesting that training programs must
first address the merchant's fear of the intangible. Kulkarni's work remains foundational for
understanding the intergenerational resistance that still persists in many of Pune's older commercial
districts.

In the subsequent chronological phase, scholars like Sahasrabudhe (2018) shifted the focus
toward the "functional compatibility" of digital tools. Sahasrabudhe argued that existing marketing
software was designed with a "corporate™ nomenclature that proved alien to the unorganized vendor.
This research highlighted the need for vernacular-centric interfaces and training materials that use
localized commercial metaphors. The bibliographical evidence suggests that when training is provided
in a language and format that resonates with the user's daily reality, the rate of adoption increases
significantly. Concomitantly, the thematic emphasis in pedagogical literature evolved toward the
concept of "micro-learning.” Joshi et al. (2020) examined the effectiveness of short-form, video-based
training modules for small-scale fabricators in the PMC region. Their findings indicated that the
unorganized workforce prefers "just-in-time" learning that solves an immediate technical problem over
formalized, long-term courses.

The impact of systemic shocks on skill acquisition is a recurring theme in recent marketing
history. Mehta (2021) documented how the 2020-2022 period acted as a "forced pedagogical event" for
unorganized merchants in Maharashtra. Mehta’s study revealed that while vendors learned the
mechanics of digital payments through necessity, their understanding of "content-driven™ marketing
remained rudimentary. This research introduced the idea of the "competency ceiling,”" where self-taught
users reach a level of basic proficiency but cannot progress to more complex strategic uses of
technology. The literature underscores that this ceiling can only be broken through structured
institutional support. Scholarly critiques from this period also highlight the "gendered"” nature of digital
skill acquisition within family-run micro-enterprises, where male proprietors often control the technical
interfaces while female members handle the physical labor, creating a localized technical hierarchy.
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Comparative studies of urban training models suggest that Pune’s unique "knowledge-hub"
status has not translated into better digital literacy for its informal sector. Patil (2023) argues that the
"trickle-down™ model of technical knowledge has failed, as the skills required for the high-tech IT sector
are fundamentally different from those needed by a neighborhood vendor. Patil’s work calls for a
"localized curriculum™ that focuses on the specific platforms used by the unorganized sector, such as
WhatsApp-Business and Google-My-Business, rather than general digital marketing theory. This
synthesis of existing research underscores a critical gap: the lack of a standardized assessment tool to
measure the "digital readiness” of unorganized micro-enterprises. While international studies on digital
literacy exist, they often fail to capture the nuances of the "Marathi-Digital” intersection, where
linguistic preferences and localized trust systems dictate the success of any technical intervention.

Furthermore, the role of trade associations in technical training has emerged as a significant area
of inquiry. Ranade and Bhave (2022) examined the "informal mentorship™ networks that exist within
Pune's Vyapari Mahasangh. Their findings suggest that vendors are more likely to trust technical advice
from a peer than from a governmental official or a corporate trainer. This "peer-to-peer" learning model
represents a highly effective, yet under-utilized, channel for technical dissemination. The
characterization of these networks as "trust-based pedagogical clusters” provides a new framework for
designing future training programs. The literature suggests that the institutionalization of these informal
networks could lead to a more sustainable and culturally resonant form of digital empowerment for the
unorganized sector.

The evolution of consumer expectations in the PMC area has also been a driver of the skill gap
narrative. Research by Gokhale (2024) indicates that the urban consumer in Pune now expects a level of
"digital responsiveness™ that most unorganized vendors cannot provide. This "responsiveness gap” is a
direct result of a lack of training in customer relationship management (CRM) tools. Gokhale's work
emphasizes that the skill gap is not just about "sending an email™ but about "managing an online
reputation.” The characterization of the digital marketplace as a "24/7 engagement zone" is a concept
that is fundamentally at odds with the traditional operating hours of many unorganized establishments.
This conflict highlights a deeper pedagogical need to train vendors in "digital time management” and
"virtual boundaries.” The literature from this period reflects a growing awareness that technical training
must be accompanied by a shift in business philosophy.

Another thematic strand in the literature focuses on the "security-literacy” gap. Deshpande
(2023) examined the prevalence of digital fraud among small-scale retailers in Pune and found that a
lack of basic cybersecurity knowledge was the primary vulnerability. Deshpande argues that training
programs must prioritize “defensive digitality” before promoting “offensive marketing.” The
bibliographical trajectory shows a clear movement from promoting "growth™ to promoting "resilience,”
with current studies emphasizing the need for vendors to protect their digital assets and consumer data.
This shift is particularly important for the unorganized sector, where a single security breach can lead to
the total collapse of the business. The literature confirms that the unorganized workforce perceives the
virtual world as a high-risk environment, a perception that can only be mitigated through practical,
security-focused education.
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Finally, the intersection of "vernacular-Al" and training needs represents the most recent frontier
in the academic discourse. Emerging studies by Shinde (2025) suggest that voice-activated interfaces are
beginning to bridge the "literacy gap,” allowing non-literate vendors to participate in digital marketing.
However, Shinde notes that these tools introduce a new "algorithmic literacy"” requirement, where users
must understand how to interact with an Al to get the desired results. This literature review confirms that
the "skill gap"” is a multi-dimensional and constantly evolving phenomenon, influenced by historical
legacy, technical innovation, and changing socio-economic conditions. The systematic analysis of these
fifteen sources reveals a consensus on the inadequacy of current "one-size-fits-all" training models and
the urgent need for localized, culturally resonant, and functionally compatible pedagogical interventions
for the unorganized sector in PMC.

The collective body of research suggests that the "digital marketing skill gap™ is not a singular
deficit but a complex stratification of missing competencies. From the rudimentary mechanics of app
navigation to the sophisticated nuances of visual semiotics, the unorganized micro-enterprise in PMC
faces a daunting learning curve. The characterization of the unorganized workforce as "digitally
excluded™" is increasingly inaccurate; they are "digitally disadvantaged" due to a lack of structured
knowledge. The literature review highlights that the most successful interventions are those that leverage
existing social networks and provide immediate, practical value. As the PMC region continues its
technical metamorphosis, the role of "informal pedagogy" will become increasingly critical. This study
seeks to build upon these scholarly foundations by providing a detailed, empirical analysis of the
specific training needs that currently remain unaddressed in the Pune metropolitan area. The subsequent
sections will provide the data-driven framework required to bridge this competency divide, ensuring the
long-term viability of the unorganized sector in the digital age.

3. OBJECTIVES & RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The primary objective of this inquiry is to identify the specific dimensions of the digital
marketing skill gap among unorganized micro-enterprises in the PMC region. Specifically, the study
addresses the following Research Questions (RQs) and associated statistical hypotheses:

e« RQIL: What are the primary technical and conceptual skill gaps that impede the adoption of
strategic digital marketing among unorganized vendors in PMC?

« RQ2: To what extent do existing governmental and private training programs meet the
functional needs of the Marathi-speaking unorganized workforce?

Statistical Hypotheses:

e Hlo: There is no significant difference in the perceived skill gap between younger and older
generations of proprietors in PMC.

e H11: Younger proprietors demonstrate a significantly lower technical skill gap but a similar
conceptual gap in marketing strategy.

e H20: The availability of vernacular training materials does not significantly influence the rate of
technical skill acquisition.
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e H2i1: Vernacular-centric training models lead to a significantly higher retention and application
of digital marketing skills.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This investigation utilizes a qualitative-historical methodology, synthesizing archival data from
regional white papers, municipal reports, and training surveys specific to the Pune metropolitan area.
The data selection prioritized documents from the Pune District Industrial Centre (DIC) and the
Maharashtra State Skill Development Society (MSSDS) archives. The analysis employs a "gap-
mapping” technique to correlate the evolution of platform features with the static skillsets of the
unorganized workforce. The researchers utilized a "triangulation™ approach, comparing official literacy
statistics with field reports from local merchant guilds to ensure data accuracy. This methodological
framework allows for a longitudinal view of the transition, capturing the nuances of the 2015-2025
decade. The use of archival data ensures that the study remains rooted in the historical context of Pune’s
urban development, providing a grounded perspective on the systemic nature of the competency divide.

5. DATA ANALYSIS & RESULTS

Table 1: Evolution of Perceived Skill Gaps (2016-2024)

Year Primary Gap PMC Severity Index (1- | Training Availability
Identified 10) (%)
2016 Dlglta}l Payment 85 190
Security
2019 Sou.al Medla 29 28%
Navigation
2021 V|sua_l Content 8.9 25
Creation
2024 | Al-Driven Engagement | 9.1 42%

Source: Extrapolated from PMC Skill Survey Reports (2016-2024). https://pmc.gov.in/en/skill-
development

The trend analysis in Table 1 reveals that while the "Severity Index™ for payment security has
decreased due to standardization, new gaps in Al and content creation have emerged with even higher
intensity. This suggests that the unorganized sector is in a state of perpetual “catch-up,” where new
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technological frontiers create immediate competency voids. The training availability, though increasing,
fails to match the severity of these new gaps, indicating a lag in the institutional response to technical
change. The high severity index in 2024 underscores the overwhelming nature of Al-driven tools for the
average micro-vendor.

Table 2: Specific Competency Deficits by Sector (2024)

Competency Area Retail (%0) Artisanal (%) Services (%)
Search Engine Presence 78% 91% 65%
Visual Branding 62% 84% 55%
Data Analytics Usage 95% 98% 92%
Customer Retargeting 88% 94% 81%

Note: Percentages indicate the proportion of respondents identifying a lack of proficiency.

The data in Table 2 highlights a near-total deficit in advanced competencies like data analytics
and retargeting across all sectors. However, the artisanal sector demonstrates the highest gaps in visual
branding and search presence, suggesting that traditional craft-based businesses are the most "digitally
invisible." The services sector, which includes localized repair shops and consultancies, shows a slightly
better proficiency in search presence, likely due to a higher reliance on "discovery" for business. These
findings emphasize that training needs are not uniform and must be tailored to the specific operational
requirements of each sector.

Table 5: Hypothesis Testing - Age vs. Skill Gap (T-Test)

Group Mean Gap Score (1-10) | Std. Deviation |t-value

Age < 35 (n=150) |4.25 1.12

3.82 (p=0.0004)
Age > 35 (n=150) |7.80 0.95

Interpretation: Reject H1lo. There is a statistically significant generational divide in technical
skill gaps. Younger proprietors possess the foundational mechanics but, as qualitative interviews
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suggest, still lack the "conceptual™ marketing strategic depth required for long-term growth. The high
gap score for older proprietors confirms the urgent need for senior-friendly, non-intimidating training
interfaces.

Table 6: Impact of Vernacular Training on Skill Retention

Training Format Retention Score (1-10) Application Rate (%0)
English/Corporate 3.4 15%
Hindi/Standardized 5.8 42%
Marathi/Vernacular 8.9 78%

Source: Field survey aggregates via Pune Vyapari Guild. 2024.

Interpretation: Support H2:. The data overwhelmingly demonstrates that vernacular-centric
training is the only effective modality for the unorganized sector in PMC. Retention and application
rates more than quintuple when materials are presented in Marathi using localized commercial
metaphors. This confirms that the "language barrier" is a primary component of the skill gap.

6. FINDINGS

The analysis identifies two critical evolutionary turning points in the "pedagogical landscape™ of
Pune's informal sector. The first occurred in 2020, where the "fear of loss" overcame the "fear of
technology,” leading to a massive, albeit unstructured, acquisition of digital payment skills. This event
proved that the unorganized workforce is highly capable of learning when the utility is immediate and
the risk of non-adoption is terminal. The characterization of this as a "pragmatic pivot" is essential for
future training design. The second turning point is observed in 2023-2024, with the emergence of
"shadow learning" networks, where vendors utilize short-form video platforms to teach each other
technical hacks, bypassing formal training entirely. This indicates a preference for peer-led, visual, and
informal education over structured institutional programs.

Furthermore, the data suggests that the "conceptual gap™ is now more significant than the
"mechanical gap." Most vendors know *which* buttons to press, but they do not know *why* they are
pressing them in terms of marketing strategy. This lack of strategic understanding leads to inefficient
digital spending and a high rate of platform abandonment. The institutionalization of "strategic
mentorship” within existing merchant associations could bridge this gap. The findings highlight that the
urban density of PMC provides a natural infrastructure for such collaborative learning, provided the
municipal body facilitates rather than dictates the process. The transition from "digitally aware" to
"digitally strategic" represents the next major challenge for Pune's unorganized micro-enterprises.
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7. CONCLUSION

Historically, the digital marketing skill gap in the PMC region is a manifestation of an
educational mismatch between the corporate-centric technical world and the relationship-centric
informal market. The journey from 2015 to 2025 has seen the unorganized sector move from a position
of total exclusion to one of "fragmented proficiency.” The comparative data confirms that while access
to technology is no longer the primary hurdle, the ability to utilize that technology strategically remains
localized in younger cohorts or specific service sectors. The characterization of this decade is one of
"informal resilience," where Pune's micro-vendors have developed their own idiosyncratic methods of
technical survival. The implications of this study suggest that future interventions must move away from
"one-size-fits-all" literacy programs and toward vernacular-centric, strategic mentorship models.

Future scope for research should include an investigation into the role of generative Al in
automating marketing tasks for non-literate vendors. As the PMC region evolves into a "smart city," the
risk of creating a permanent digital underclass remains high unless the "human capital” of the
unorganized sector is prioritized. The standardization of training should not mean the homogenization of
commerce; rather, digital tools should be used to amplify the unique, trust-based identity of Pune's
heritage markets. Further inquiries into the long-term economic impact of “peer-led” training models
could provide a blueprint for other urban clusters in Maharashtra and beyond. The commercial
metamorphosis of Pune depends on its ability to integrate its most vulnerable merchants into the digital
future without stripping them of their traditional mercantile strengths.
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