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ABSTRACT 

 

Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) is a dynamic and evolving area of law that integrates technology with 

alternative dispute resolution mechanisms like mediation, arbitration and negotiation. In India, ODR has gained 

traction in recent years due to its potential to address the issue of case backlogs, provide cost-effective solutions 

and ensure accessibility to justice for a larger demographic. This paper examines the evolution of ODR 

mechanisms within the Indian legal framework, focusing on the legislative, judicial and institutional milestones 

that have played an instrumental role in shaping its current form. Beginning with the Information Technology 

Act, 2000, which recognized the legality of electronic transactions, the paper explores various developments that 

have supported the growth of ODR in India. Key legal instruments such as the Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 

1996 (amended 2015), the Consumer Protection Act, 2019 and NITI Aayog's ODR Handbook (2021) are 

examined in depth to understand the statutory foundations for ODR. In addition, this paper looks at the role of 

the judiciary and various institutions that have embraced and promoted ODR through innovations like e-

LokAdalats and court-annexed online mediation. While ODR offers numerous advantages, such as reduced 

litigation costs and faster resolution times, the paper also highlights critical challenges—technological gaps, legal 

uncertainties, data privacy issues and the digital divide—that hinder its widespread adoption. Finally, this 

research proposes practical recommendations to strengthen ODR mechanisms in India, ensuring its growth as a 

sustainable, accessible and efficient solution to the Indian judicial backlog. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

India’s judicial system is loaded with an enormous backlog of cases, with millions of pending cases across various 

levels of courts. To tackle such a situation, Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) is an innovative solution to the problem 

of access to justice. ODR presents the dispute resolution by using technology and includes mechanisms such as online 

mediation, arbitration and negotiation. These mechanisms are very useful in a country like India, where millions of 

citizens face challenges in accessing the traditional justice system due to distance, cost and time constraints. 

 

The Indian legal framework, traditionally built on face-to-face hearings and paper-based systems, is gradually evolving 

to incorporate technology into dispute resolution. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this shift by forcing courts to 

adapt to online hearings and digital submissions. While this move was initially driven by necessity, it has demonstrated 

the effectiveness and potential of technology in judicial processes. This evolution paved the way for ODR systems to 

flourish, offering an alternative route for dispute resolution that is cost-effective, time-efficient and accessible to people 

in rural and remote areas. 

 

This paper aims to explore the evolution of ODR mechanisms within India’s legal framework. It traces the journey of 

ODR from its nascent stages to the present-day developments, examining key legal instruments such as the Information 

Technology Act, 2000, the Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996, the Consumer Protection Act, 2019 and recent 

governmental initiatives. Additionally, the paper assesses the challenges that have hindered ODR’s widespread 

adoption including issues related to technological access, legal recognition anddata security concerns. Finally this study 

will offer recommendations to address these challenges, helping to improve ODR adoption and ensure its sustainability 

in India. 

 

CONCEPT AND EVOLUTION OF ODR MECHANISMS 

 

Global Context and Development of ODR 

Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) emerged in the 1990s, driven by the growth of the internet and e-commerce. Early 

ODR systems were used to resolve disputes related to online transactions between consumers and businesses. Platforms 

such as eBay introduced systems where buyers and sellers could resolve disputes without the need for traditional legal 

proceedings. These systems were simple, cost-effective and operated entirely online, offering a fast and convenient 

solution to low-value consumer disputes. 
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The evolution of ODR saw its spread to more complex types of disputes. The United States was among the early 

adopters of ODR, particularly in small claims courts. In 2015, eBay and PayPal incorporated more advanced forms of 

ODR including automated negotiation systems and online mediation, which helped reduce court congestion and 

ensured that issues were resolved more efficiently. The European Union followed suit by launching a centralized ODR 

platform to handle consumer disputes across member states. 

 

The growth of ODR systems was further reinforced by international bodies like the United Nations Commission on 

International Trade Law (UNCITRAL), which issued guidelines to promote the development of ODR in international 

trade. These efforts have provided the global legal community with a roadmap for implementing online dispute 

resolution. 

 

ODR in India: Early Stages and the Role of Technology 
In India, the evolution of ODR mechanisms began in the early 2000s, alongside the rapid growth of the internet and 

digital transactions. The Information Technology Act, 2000, which gave legal recognition to electronic contracts and 

digital signatures, was a major milestone in providing the foundation for ODR. 

 

Despite this legal recognition, ODR systems in India were initially limited and often operated on an ad hoc basis. 

Several private institutions like SAMA (Society for the Advancement of Mediation and Arbitration) began 

experimenting with ODR for resolving commercial disputes. However, the government was slow to adopt these 

systems and there was a lack of a structured approach to regulate and promote ODR. 

 

In the mid-2010s, as e-commerce grew and the judiciary faced an increasing backlog of cases, the need for a more 

formal ODR system became evident. In 2015, the Ministry of Law and Justice in India introduced the concept of e-

LokAdalats (online LokAdalats), designed to offer a platform for resolving disputes using online mediation and 

arbitration. This development marked a significant step forward in the mainstreaming of ODR. 

 

Judicial Recognition and Governmental Support for ODR 
As technology advanced, the Indian judiciary started embracing digital solutions for dispute resolution. The e-court 

project, launched by the government, aimed at digitizing court records and facilitating virtual hearings, played a crucial 

role in promoting the use of digital platforms in the legal domain. The courts began experimenting with virtual hearings 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to greater acceptance of online platforms for dispute resolution. 

 

NITI Aayog’s release of the ODR Handbook in 2021 was another key development. The Handbook outlined a 

comprehensive framework for the adoption of ODR in India, focusing on the role of technology, regulatory 

requirements and the establishment of institutional support for ODR. 

 

LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR ODR IN INDIA 

 

The Information Technology Act, 2000 
The Information Technology Act, 2000, was India’s first major piece of legislation that recognized electronic records, 

digital signatures and electronic contracts. The Act created a legal infrastructure for digital commerce, paving the way 

for the growth of ODR mechanisms. While the Act did not explicitly address ODR, it provided the legal foundation for 

electronic transactions, which are central to online dispute resolution. 

 

The IT Act also allowed for the use of electronic communication in dispute resolution, an important component for 

ODR systems. However, the Act did not provide detailed guidelines on the procedural aspects of ODR, leaving it up to 

private platforms and courts to adapt existing dispute resolution mechanisms to an online environment. 

 

The Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996 (Amended 2015, 2021) 
The Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996, serves as a critical legislative instrument for alternative dispute resolution 

in India. The 2015 amendment to the Act made provisions for online arbitration proceedings, which have become a 

vital component of ODR. Section 19 of the Act allows parties to opt for online hearings and virtual arbitrations, making 

it easier to resolve disputes without physical presence. 

 

These amendments have been crucial in promoting online arbitration and resolving commercial and contractual 

disputes through digital platforms. Additionally, the Act’s provisions on confidentiality and enforceability of arbitral 

awards have provided a legal framework that is compatible with the requirements of ODR systems. 

 

The Consumer Protection Act, 2019 
The Consumer Protection Act, 2019, represents a significant leap forward in recognizing ODR in the consumer sector. 

Section 38(6) of the Act enables hearings through electronic means, which facilitates the resolution of consumer 

disputes through ODR platforms. This provision is especially beneficial for consumers in remote areas who may not 

have easy access to physical consumer courts. 
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The Act also establishes a National Consumer Helpline, which can be integrated with ODR mechanisms to provide 

consumer-friendly services. Furthermore, the Consumer Protection Act encourages the use of mediation and arbitration 

for resolving disputes, both of which can be carried out online. 

 

NITI Aayog’s ODR Handbook (2021) 
The ODR Handbook released by NITI Aayog in 2021 outlines the policy framework for integrating ODR into India’s 

legal system. It provides recommendations for the development of ODR infrastructure, the role of institutional support 

and the creation of a regulatory body for ODR platforms. The Handbook stresses the importance of creating a national 

ODR system that is standardized and accessible across the country. 

 

The recommendations in the Handbook are pivotal for the long-term growth of ODR in India, particularly in terms of 

creating a harmonized regulatory environment and increasing public awareness of ODR services. 

 

JUDICIAL AND INSTITUTIONAL RECOGNITION OF ODR 

 

Judicial Support for ODR in India 
Indian courts have gradually started to recognize the value of ODR as an alternative to traditional litigation. In various 

cases, courts have upheld the enforceability of electronic contracts and agreements, paving the way for the legal 

acceptance of online dispute resolution. 

 

The Supreme Court, in cases like Shakti Bhog Foods Ltd. v. Kola Shipping Ltd., acknowledged the validity of 

electronic agreements, indirectly supporting the concept of ODR. The judiciary has also supported online hearings 

during the pandemic, with courts conducting virtual hearings via platforms like Zoom and Microsoft Teams, setting a 

precedent for future online dispute resolution. 

 

Institutional Recognition and Development 
Various institutions have taken significant steps to integrate ODR into India’s legal ecosystem. For example, SAMA, 

an organization dedicated to advancing mediation, has been at the forefront of ODR adoption in India, offering online 

mediation services for commercial and consumer disputes. 

 

The Indian government has also shown institutional support for ODR through initiatives like the e-court project and the 

establishment of ODR centers across various states. These initiatives aim to streamline the process of dispute resolution 

and integrate digital technologies into India’s judicial infrastructure. 

 

CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS OF ODR IN INDIA 

 

Legal Uncertainty and Gaps in Legislation 
Despite the positive developments, the legal framework for ODR in India remains fragmented. While several laws have 

incorporated elements of ODR, India still lacks a comprehensive, standalone ODR law. This lack of uniformity creates 

legal uncertainty, particularly regarding the enforceability of ODR decisions and the regulation of ODR platforms. The 

absence of clear guidelines on procedural matters like evidence submission and jurisdictional issues further complicates 

the adoption of ODR systems. 

 

Technological Barriers and the Digital Divide 
One of the key challenges to ODR adoption in India is the digital divide. While urban areas have high internet 

penetration, rural regions continue to face issues related to internet access, digital literacy and the availability of 

devices. This disparity limits the reach of ODR systems, preventing large sections of the population from accessing 

justice through digital platforms. 

 

Data Privacy and Security Concerns 
As ODR platforms handle sensitive personal and legal data, concerns over data privacy and security are paramount. 

India lacks comprehensive data protection laws that specifically address the challenges posed by online dispute 

resolution. In the absence of robust data security regulations, users may be hesitant to engage with ODR platforms, 

fearing breaches of confidentiality and misuse of their data. 

 

CASE STUDIES OF ODR IMPLEMENTATION IN INDIA 

 

E-Commerce and Consumer Dispute Resolution 
ODR has found its most significant application in consumer disputes, particularly in the e-commerce sector. Major 

online marketplaces like Amazon and Flipkart have implemented ODR systems to resolve consumer complaints related 

to product quality, delivery delays and refunds. These platforms provide consumers with an automated process to file 

complaints and request resolutions without the need for formal litigation. 
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E-LokAdalats 
E-LokAdalats are one of the most successful examples of ODR in India. These online alternative dispute resolution 

mechanisms have been implemented in several states, offering mediation and arbitration services for a wide range of 

disputes including family law and civil matters. E-LokAdalats have successfully resolved thousands of cases, 

demonstrating the potential of ODR to alleviate judicial pressure. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENGTHENING ODR MECHANISMS 

 

Enactment of Comprehensive ODR Legislation 
To ensure the growth of ODR in India, a dedicated ODR law is essential. This law should address key issues such as 

the procedural aspects of ODR, the enforceability of awards, the roles of mediators and arbitrators and the regulation of 

ODR platforms. Establishing a robust regulatory framework will provide certainty and encourage trust in ODR 

systems. 

 

Addressing the Digital Divide 
India must prioritize bridging the digital divide by improving internet infrastructure in rural and underserved regions. 

Public-private partnerships could play a pivotal role in improving connectivity and ensuring that people in these areas 

can participate in ODR processes. Additionally, digital literacy programs should be launched to equip citizens with the 

skills needed to navigate ODR platforms effectively. 

 

Strengthening Data Privacy and Security 
To enhance the trust and adoption of ODR, the Indian government must introduce comprehensive data protection laws 

that safeguard the privacy and security of users engaging in online dispute resolution. These laws should establish clear 

guidelines on the collection, storage and sharing of personal data within the ODR ecosystem. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Online Dispute Resolution represents a significant innovation in India’s legal landscape, offering a viable alternative to 

traditional litigation. Despite its clear benefits—such as cost-efficiency, convenience and accessibility—ODR in India 

faces challenges related to legal uncertainties, technological gaps and data privacy concerns. However, with the support 

of comprehensive legal frameworks, improved infrastructure and targeted reforms, ODR can play a central role in 

resolving India’s judicial backlog. 

 

As the government and judiciary continue to recognize the potential of ODR, it is crucial that India adopts a holistic 

approach to ODR implementation, ensuring that the legal and technological barriers are addressed. With the right 

reforms and institutional support, ODR can transform the way disputes are resolved in India, making justice more 

accessible to the millions who have been denied timely resolution. 
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