
Data is increasingly associated with visions of political, economic and social progress 
in India. As India embraces AI as an instrument for this growth, we must examine the 
foundations and practices of the ecosystem upon which this future is envisioned.

Our study, “Towards Responsible Data Practices for Machine Learning in India: Health & 
Agriculture”, seeks to examine these practices and develop a bottom-up, contextualised 
agenda for Responsible AI in India, which starts with its core building block – data.

Through this graphic narrative series, we present some of the challenges of building  
AI-based interventions in healthcare and agriculture in India, to provide context for 
what responsible data practices may look like.

Note: The characters in this series are fictional, but are based on the respondents to the study.
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HEALTHHEALTH



I am Tara, I have been an ASHA 
worker in Sangli for five years.

My team handles child and maternal 
care, immunisation, and first-contact 
healthcare. We know everyone in the 
area by name.

Last year, we were trained in data 
collection for a partnership between 
the government and a private firm.

To take videos for the company, we had 
to learn many things that were beyond 
our skillset as healthcare workers, like 
video angles, lighting and timing.

We send these videos and photos to 
the company. This might sound like This might sound like 
a simple task, but it is a huge a simple task, but it is a huge 
addition to our existing work.addition to our existing work.

Even the ANMs* we work with say 
they have to send similar data to 4-5 
different platforms. So, the workload 
has increased that many times too.

ASHA workers are considered voluntary helpers, so we 
don’t get a salary. We get task-based incentives: 300 
rupees for childbirth, 100 rupees for child immunisation. 

But there is nothing in the government guidelines But there is nothing in the government guidelines 
for compensating data collection for private for compensating data collection for private 
companies.companies.

The company trainers say we are 
being empowered because of this 
partnership. That our work will get 
easier because of it…

But the companies are the 
ones tying up with the 
government, not us.  And 
we are doing work the 
companies should be doing 
themselves, and we are not 
even considered workers. So, 
where is the empowerment?

I N V I S I B L E  D A T A  W O R KI N V I S I B L E  D A T A  W O R K

* Auxillary Nurse Midwife



Often, the collected data is messy 
and chaotic. There is no information 
about its origins and the contexts 
in which it was collected.

I get a lot of data in the form of 
chest x-rays for lung cancer, but no 
information on the outcome of 
treatments. No medical history either.

Without this information, it Without this information, it 
becomes harder to accurately becomes harder to accurately 
analyse the data, which leads analyse the data, which leads 
to flawed AI solutions.to flawed AI solutions.

This is in addition to what is 
already a subjective process. 
Even with comprehensive Even with comprehensive 
data, observer bias exists.data, observer bias exists.

For example, radiologists 
often disagree over 
diagnoses based on 
x-rays. The same doctor 
could also have different 
assessments of a case 
after a year, based on 
experience.

What’s more, we need opinions of 
multiple professionals at a time,  
but we lack expertise at that but we lack expertise at that 
level in India.level in India.

This is especially true for radiologists. 
Because we are so few, there is 
always a patient overload. This is 
where AI can help, but the systems 
so far have low accuracy rates.

However, to build more 
accurate AI solutions, we are 
redeployed to analyse data, 
which adds to our workload. 
This gap needs to be bridged.

We cannot make do with flawed and inaccurate 
AI solutions in healthcare. Even a 10% margin 
of error could have tragic consequences. 

I’m Zainab, and I am a radiologist. 
I work with AI companies to make 
sense of the data collected for 
their projects.

The stakes, as you can imagine, 
are colossal.

G A R B A G E  I N ,  G A R B A G E  O U TG A R B A G E  I N ,  G A R B A G E  O U T



I’m Varun, I work as a developer 
at an AI company. My team builds 
models based on data that has 
been collected and annotated.

One of the biggest conflicts we 
have to navigate is between 
preserving the privacy of the 
data subjects and building 
unbiased AI models. In our company, we never 

collect or use sensitive data 
like gender or caste, or 
anything that could violate 
patient privacy.

But this makes it 
harder to detect 
whether our data 
is representative 
enough, causing 
what we call  
‘AI bias’.

Of course, all data 
comes with its own 
biases. But our 
responsibility is to 
build models that 
are not entirely 
based on these 
prejudices.

But what happens if 
there’s a data leak?

Making a less biased AI platform 
requires extensive and granular 
data, which will include a lot of 
sensitive information. 

A data leak would put 
the company at risk. 
Legal complications 
would only tarnish 
our reputation.

These are decisions with real-world These are decisions with real-world 
implications, but we don’t have implications, but we don’t have 
much to rely upon other than our much to rely upon other than our 
own discretion. own discretion. We have no real 
guidelines or legal framework.

This simultaneously gives and takes away 
power from our hands. We can make big 
decisions with little accountability, especially 
to the people whose data we collect…

… but these choices are restricted 
by the lack of systemic frameworks. 
There are no easy answers.

T H E  P R I V A C Y  C O N U N D R U MT H E  P R I V A C Y  C O N U N D R U M
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I am Surya, a farmer from Khammam 
district, Telangana. The farmers in our 
village are part of an AI initiative 
led by the government and an AI 
company.

We take photos of infected 
plants or pest infestations using 
smartphones and share the photos 
with the company via WhatsApp.

The company helps 
identify the infection 
or pest, gives us 
an idea of the 
possible solutions, 
and suggests best 
agricultural practices.

The company also gets similar information 
from Extension Agencies*.

We don’t know what really We don’t know what really 
happens with this data; all we happens with this data; all we 
know is that the company holds know is that the company holds 
proprietary value over it.proprietary value over it.

This is a small part 
of the large network 
of farmers who send 
these photos and 
other information 
to the company, 
resulting in a massive 
repository of data.

If the data is sold to a third 
party, what is the company 
earning from it? And what 
are the consequences we 
might face?

Technology companies are given 
free rein to define the problem 
in a way that makes it seem like 
technology is the only solution. 
Farmers are rarely consulted, so 
the solutions often fail to address 
the problems we face.

The private companies have The private companies have 
more power over our data, more power over our data, 
and therefore more power and therefore more power 
over the possible solutions.over the possible solutions.

We click these photos, we build this 
database, but we have no control over it. 
We don’t even feature in the larger picture. 

Are we not entitled 
to what we create?

 * Institutions that help spread agricultural knowledge and training among farmers

W H O S E  D A T A  I S  I T  A N Y W A Y ?W H O S E  D A T A  I S  I T  A N Y W A Y ?



I am Heena. In our village, farmers 
were asked to take photos and 
upload them on WhatsApp by the 
local Extension Agency.

However, most of us didn’t have 
smartphones with good cameras. 
Some don’t even have regular 
power supply or bandwidth, 
let alone the ability 
to use WhatsApp.

Last year, the agency picked some 
progressive farmers* to facilitate 
this process and to collect more 
data through surveys.

Most of these farmers are men from dominant 
castes, and they tend to neglect the interests 
of women and marginalised social groups.

The men said they would 
like to grow maize, as it 
gives good market returns.

One of the surveys 
undertaken by them was 
about preferred crop choices. 
This was important to provide 
helpful farm advisories.

But women do 
not prefer maize 
because the shelling 
process is arduous.

The men who conduct surveys 
also overlook other constraints 
faced by women, 
like domestic 
responsibilities, 
childcare, and 
lack of access 
to facilities.

Since the data was Since the data was 
collected by men, it ended collected by men, it ended 
up being misleading.up being misleading.

If our interests are not If our interests are not 
represented, any intervention will represented, any intervention will 
misdiagnose our problems, deepen misdiagnose our problems, deepen 
inequality, and adversely affect inequality, and adversely affect 
our communities.our communities.

*Farmers who actively adopt methods and technologies toward more efficient agricultural practices

E X C L U S I O N  A N D  O V E R S I G H T E X C L U S I O N  A N D  O V E R S I G H T 



I am Sabah, a policy researcher. 
Currently, there are over 80 
AI-based programmes in the 
agricultural sector in India.

Many of these follow the 
private-public partnership 
model, between ministries 
and agri-tech platforms.

These partnerships are often 
based on what ‘feels or looks 
right’ or a personal connection, 
rather than a rigorous technical 
or social-impact assessment.

What is also not accounted What is also not accounted 
for are stipulations for how for are stipulations for how 
the data can be used by the data can be used by 
these private players.these private players.

Most of these agreements
do not include financial 

payments or compensation 
to the companies, 

which raises questions
about the

motivations of these
tech companies.

So, it can be assumed that 
the tech companies access 
other market offerings 
with the huge amounts 
of data they now have 
unrestricted access to.

….how are these companies 
held accountable for the 
outcome of these initiatives?

Even the evaluation of the proposed outcome is unclear, 
especially considering the lack of technical expertise 
in the government agencies signing off on these 
partnerships.

However, there is very little transparency 
surrounding most of these initiatives, 
starting with how the partners are 
selected and vetted.

With no guidelines and 
provisions on using the 
data, and no clarity on 
evaluation…

T H E  A C C O U N T A B I L I T Y  G A PT H E  A C C O U N T A B I L I T Y  G A P



THE PATH FORWARDTHE PATH FORWARD
The recent efforts to digitise and centralise data repositories and to develop 
AI solutions in the health and agriculture sector are riddled with foundational 
issues like data gaps, unreliable datasets, a lack of interoperability, and a 
shortage of expertise for data annotation.

In the ‘Towards Responsible Data Practices’ report, we identify six pathways 
towards building responsible data practices and a bottom-up agenda for 
Responsible AI in India. 



QUESTION UNDERLYING 

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT DATA

PRACTICE DATA 

DOCUMENTATION 

RECOGNISE LABOUR 

AND REDISTRIBUTE 

TECHNOLOGY GAINS 

DEVELOP PARTICIPATORY 

MODELS FOR DATA-BASED 

INNOVATIONS 

INSTITUTE GREATER 

TRANSPARENCY AND 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

OVER DATA FLOWS 

ACROSS PUBLIC AND 

PRIVATE ACTORS 

INDUCE BROADER CULTURAL SHIFTS BY 

DEVELOPING A DATA ETHICS CURRICULUM 

AND CODES OF PROFESSIONAL ETHICS 

Read more about these pathways 
in the ‘Towards Responsible 
Data Practices’ report.
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