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John Phillips, the SVP of Customer Supply Chain & Logistics for Pepsico Inc., rightly said, “We will 
continue to see a convergence of the digital and physical world. Those who conquer that trend will be 
market leaders” about the fast-evolving, highly digitalized market today. The shift of consumer behavior 
from physical retail shopping to online shopping led to the emergence of electronic commerce, or e-
commerce. The explosion of smartphones has given rise to a number of ways in which a consumer can 
purchase goods and services online. Mobile commerce, or m-commerce, a term coined in 1997 by Kevin 
Duffey, the then-Group Telecoms Director at Logica, refers to sales transactions through wireless 
handheld devices, including smartphones and handheld computers. 

Mobile commerce has generated approximately US$315 billion in global retail revenue in 2015, with 1.7 
billion transactions per year across desktop and mobile sites, and over 3,300 online retail and travel 
businesses globally. Consumers now have several specific apps designed for a variety of purchases, 
ranging from shopping and food delivery to booking flights and hotels via these apps. Asia represents 
nearly half of the m-commerce market, with Japan and Korea ranked first and third respectively in 
mobile conversion rates. 

In India, the fall in the average price of a smartphone handset, coupled with the availability of cheap data 
plans, has led to a dramatic increase in the number of smartphone users, estimated by Cisco to reach 
651 million by 2019. Smartphones have begun to penetrate rural India, and now consumers have access 
to a variety of goods previously unavailable to them, at competitive, significantly marked down prices. 
The market for m-commerce, valued at US$2 billion in 2014, is estimated to grow up to US$19 billion by 
2019, as per a market report by Zinnov in 2015. 

Some of the key takeaways from studying the emerging trend of m-commerce in India revolve around 
understanding the “App Vs. Desktop Website” model. In 2015, Myntra, a leading e-commerce fashion 



and lifestyle company, owned by Flipkart, India’s largest e-commerce company, decided to shut down its 
desktop and mobile websites, and move to an app-only e-tailer model. The idea behind the app only 
strategy is to shut out competitors from the individual’s shopping experience. Flipkart prepared to 
follow suit, planning to shut down its website and direct all users to download an app. Their Big Billion 
Day sale in October 2015 was app-only. 

However, this strategy backfired for Flipkart as competitor Amazon received 30 million unique visitors 
in October 2015, about 10% more than Flipkart which had around 27 million, according to internet 
analytics firm, comScore. Amazon even issued full page ads in newspapers to thank India for making 
Amazon the most frequented e-commerce website. Reversing strategy, Flipkart started Flipkart Lite, a 
mobile site described by the company as a “progressive web app.” In February 2016, Myntra relaunched 
their mobile website. This has led to soaring user engagement rates, with the number of mobile website 
users far surpassing desktop website users. 

This trend is echoed across the marketplace. While companies are making aggressive efforts to push for 
mobile commerce, with some launching apps for their businesses, the most successful models for online 
businesses in India are those where mobile is optional alongside desktop, versus those where mobile is 
the primary means of online transactions. The progress of mobile as a channel can be seen through the 
example of the travel planning app Cleartrip receiving 60% of its traffic from mobile channel, surpassing 
desktop for the first time, in late 2015. 

Several big businesses are transitioning into mobile via Lite mobile websites instead of launching their 
own apps, such as Flipkart Lite. These websites are easier to load than traditional desktop websites, and 
they use up less data and battery. Additionally, this ensures that companies can continue to leverage 
search engines to direct users to their websites, rather than needing them to download mobile apps in 
order to drive growth. 

Within the spectrum of mobile apps to promote sales, apps for individual business are being overtaken 
by aggregator apps that compile a host of diverse products and services, ranging from retail to 
restaurants to health service providers, under one app. With the exception of some big businesses such 
as PVR and Domino’s, most companies are becoming reliant on aggregators, such as Zomato and 
MakeMyTrip, to market their goods and services. Some businesses that have attempted to design 
individual apps have been unsuccessful in achieving desired results in terms of user response. Notable 
examples are companies like Myntra and Shopper’s Stop. 

There has also been an increase in companies devising websites and apps to provide hyperlocal 
delivery, such as Flipkart Nearby, Grofers and Faasos, and other hyperlocal services, such as 
transportation apps Uber and Ola cabs, which use mobile as the primary channel for business. This 
coming together of online placements for offline delivery merges the digital with the physical, taking 
consumer experience to a higher level. 

M-commerce has also given rise to several fintech startups, dedicated exclusively to providing secure 
payment processing gateways to these mobile channels. To ensure maximum trust between m-
commerce providers, payment gateways and consumers, e-commerce education (which is still in its 
infancy in India) needs to improve dramatically. 

However, India still faces a number of challenges with regards to further growth and success for mobile 
commerce. For instance, in India, the average number of apps on a phone are 32, versus the global 
average of 42. This typically means that a large portion of space for apps on a smartphone in India is 
taken up by basic necessity apps, decreasing the margin for online commerce apps to really flourish and 
succeed to their maximum potential. 

Moreover, several infrastructural problems also pose hindrances to m-commerce. These include limited 
capabilities of budget smartphones and slow or sporadic network connectivity. While companies are 



trying to address and combat these problems with solutions such as ‘Lite’ websites, consumer 
experience can be enhanced even further if infrastructural improvements are put into play. 

M-commerce has made tremendous progress in India for several simple reasons. It provides flexible 
accessibility to goods and services. The ease of connectivity to virtual marketplaces has been facilitated 
by increased smartphone usage and improved user experience on mobile platforms. It is a time efficient 
way for consumers to gain access to a large variety of things to select from and purchase. Businesses 
need to wake up to this reality and react quickly if they wish to grab market share. 

 


