Journal of Media Horizons

ISSN: 2710-4060 2710-4052

Volume 6, Issue 7, 2025

MEDIA AS A CATALYST FOR WOMEN’S DIGITAL EMPOWERMENT IN

PAKISTAN

Asma Javed

Research Scholar, Department of Media Science, SZABIST University, Islamabad-

asmajaved9@gmail.com

10.5281/zenodo.18081739

Keywords

Women’s  Empowerment;  Digital

Platforms; Gender; Pakistan

Atrticle History

Received on 28 October 2025
Accepted on 16 December 2025
Published on 29 December 2025

Copyright @Author

Corresponding Author: *
Asma Javed

INTRODUCTION

Abstract

Research on women’s empowerment in Pakistan often focuses on economic
and social indicators, while the emerging influence of digital media remains
underexplored. Digital marketplaces and online communities are reshaping
how women discover opportunities and negotiate agency in their everyday
lives. This study adopts a qualitative approach to examine how digital media
is shaping and accelerating women’s empowerment in Pakistan. Rather than
relying solely on traditional measures, the research investigates the lived ways
in which digital spaces provide wisibility, expand possibilities for
participation, and strengthen women's sense of agency. These dynamics hold
particular significance in contexts where cultural norms and structural
constraints continue to limit women’s public presence. Grounding the
analysis in women’s everyday digital practices allows the study to illustrate
how online platforms function not merely as tools but as gateways to greater
autonomy and control over personal and professional futures. Findings
indicate that digital media enables women to transition from passive
consumers to active producers of knowledge and narratives. Through online
platforms, build

entrepreneurial networks, and challenge restrictive cultural norms. This study

women gain wisibility in maledominated spaces,

contributes to media and gender research by situating women’s digital
empowerment within Pakistan’s socio-cultural context. It highlights the
transformative potential of digital media while offering insights for
policymakers, development practitioners, and educators committed to
advancing gender equality and social inclusion.

Media, as both a cultural and communicative
force, plays a central role in shaping how societies
construct identity, power, and social progress.
Scholars such as McQuail (2010) and Kellner
(2019) emphasize that media does not merely
transmit  information—it public
understanding, legitimizes certain voices, and

frames

influences patterns of participation. Across the
globe, media increasingly serves as a bridge
between information and empowerment, enabling
new forms of expression, education, and civic
participation (UNESCO, 2019). Within this
global discourse, the intersection of media and
gender has become a vital area of inquiry,
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highlighting how communication systems both
reproduce and challenge inequalities (Zia, 2009).
In Pakistan, the rapid growth of digital
technologies has deepened this relationship
between media and empowerment. Television,
radio, and social media platforms now offer
women new spaces for entrepreneurship, learning,
and activism. Yet, these opportunities coexist with
enduring structural barriers in education,
employment, and political representation (UN
Women Pakistan, 2022). This dual reality—of
transformation and constraint—calls for a closer
examination of how media simultaneously
empowers and limits women’s agency within
Pakistan’s evolving socio-cultural landscape.

1.1: Background and Context

In Pakistan, where gender disparities persist across
education, employment, and political
participation, the media landscape has undergone
rapid evolution. The rise of television networks,
mobile connectivity, and social media platforms
has created unprecedented opportunities for
women to share experiences, promote businesses,
and advocate for social change (Zia, 2009). Yet,
despite increased representation, women'’s access
to media production and decision-making remains
limited. The country’s digital gender divide
continues to mirror its  socio-economic
inequalities, restricting the potential of media as
an inclusive space (UN Women Pakistan, 2022).

1.2: Problem Statement and Rationale:

While economic participation and
entrepreneurship have been widely discussed as
pathways to women’s empowerment (Kabeer,
2005; Roomi & Parrott, 2008), the role of media
as a direct catalyst for empowerment remains
underexplored in Pakistan. Previous studies have
largely focused on representation—how women are
*portrayed® in media—rather than participation—
how they *use* media to redefine their roles and
identities. This analytical gap is significant at a
time when digital technologies are reshaping
gender norms across South Asia. Addressing it
provides an opportunity to understand media not
only as a mirror of society but also as a mechanism
of transformation.

1.3 Research Gap

Despite increasing attention to women’s
empowerment, scholarship in Pakistan reveals
persistent gaps. Most existing studies concentrate
on economic or political participation, with
limited  examination of media’s  direct
contribution to empowerment. The digital divide,
cultural resistance, and unequal access continue to
hinder inclusion. Moreover, everyday digital
practices—such as online entrepreneurship,
creative  selfrepresentation, and  grassroots
activism—remain underexplored. These gaps
highlight the need for a contextualized inquiry
that situates women’s agency within Pakistan’s
socio-cultural environment.

1.4: Aims and Objectives

This study aims to examine how traditional,
digital, and social media serve as catalysts for
women’s empowerment in Pakistan. Specifically, it
seeks to:

. Explore how women utilize media to
enhance visibility, agency, and participation in
public life.

° Investigate the challenges and
opportunities  that arise from women’s
engagement with media platforms.

. Analyze how media contributes to
transforming gender perceptions within Pakistan’s
socio-cultural context.

1.5: Significance of the Study

This research contributes to the growing field of
media and gender studies by situating women’s
empowerment within the lived realities of
Pakistani society. Theoretically, it bridges Kabeer’s
(1999) empowerment framework with feminist
media theory, offering a multidimensional
understanding of how access, participation, and
agency interact. Practically, it provides insights for
policymakers, educators, and media practitioners
seeking to design inclusive and equitable
communication strategies. By highlighting both
media’s transformative potential and its structural
limitations, this study underscores the need for
gender-sensitive digital policies and educational
reforms that support women’s participation in
media spaces.
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In short, this study positions media not merely as
a tool for communication but as a field of
negotiation, agency, and empowerment for
women in Pakistan. It sets the stage for analyzing
how visibility, participation, and agency intersect
to redefine women’s social presence in the digital
age.

(II). Review of Literature

Global studies have long emphasized the
contradictory potential of media. Scholars like
Gallagher (2014) and Byerly (2016) argue that
traditional media often reinforces patriarchal
stereotypes, while others highlight how digital
media facilitates female agency and participation
(Jin, 2018). In South Asia, similar patterns emerge
where social media enables mobilization but
remains  constrained by  cultural and
infrastructural limitations (Sahoo, 2019; Haque &
Rashed, 2018). In Pakistan, the discourse on
women’s empowerment has primarily focused on
economic participation (Kabeer, 2005; Roomi &
Parrott,  2008), often  overlooking the
communicative dimension of empowerment.
More recent works (Khan & Fatima, 2020; Nisar
& Hagq, 2021) show women using digital platforms
for entrepreneurship and advocacy, yet academic
engagement with these practices remains limited.

III: Conceptual Framework

This study integrates  Kabeer’s  (1999)
empowerment model with Feminist Media Theory
(Harding, 1991; Gill, 2021) to explain how media
shapes women’s empowerment within Pakistan’s
socio-cultural context. Kabeer conceptualizes

empowerment as a dynamic process through
which individuals who have been denied the
ability to make strategic life choices acquire such
ability. Her framework emphasizes three
interrelated dimensions—resources, agency, and
achievements—which together determine the
extent of empowerment. Within this framework,
media functions both as a resource and as a space
of agency: it provides women with access to
information, visibility, and networks, while also
offering platforms for expression, participation,
and self-definition.

Feminist Media  Theory  deepens  this
understanding by examining how media
constructs and contests gendered meanings. It
highlights the politics of representation and
authorship, arguing that while media often
reproduces patriarchal stereotypes, it can also serve
as a powerful tool for resistance and redefinition
(Gill, 2007; Zia, 2009). Through this Iens,
empowerment is not only about access to
technology or platforms but about control over
one’s narrative the ability to tell, frame and sustain
stories that challenge dominant norms.

By bringing these perspectives together, the study
views empowerment through media as both a
transformative and negotiated process. Media
enables women to convert access into visibility,
visibility into voice, and voice into influence. Yet,
it also exposes them to new hierarchies of power,
digital divides, and social scrutiny. Thus,
empowerment through media is understood here
as a cycle of opportunity and constraint, shaped by
both structural conditions and individual agency.
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Conceptual Model of the Study

Figure 1. Conceptual

Model of

Media-Driven

Empowerment

(Source: Author, adapted from Kabeer (1999) and Feminist Media Theory, Gill (2007))

The findings reaffirm the study’s conceptual
model, shown in Figure 1. The model illustrates
empowerment as a continuous process: access to
media provides resources that enable agency,
leading to achievements which, in turn, reinforce
women’s visibility and participation within
Pakistan’s socio-cultural context.

Emerging Gap

Even though earlier research in Pakistan has
examined women’s empowerment through
economic or political participation, there is still
little understanding of how media itself
contributes to this process. Most studies stop at
discussing representation—how women are shown
in the media—without exploring how women
actually use media to build confidence, expand
networks, and influence change in their
communities.

This study takes that conversation a step further.
It looks at empowerment not just as access to
technology or airtime, but as the ability to shape
meaning and to use media as a tool for social
mobility and visibility. What remains unclear in
existing literature—and what this research aims to
address—is how women navigate this space
between opportunity and restriction: using media
to claim agency while negotiating cultural
boundaries that still define what is “acceptable.”
By studying this intersection, the research hopes to
show that empowerment through media in
Pakistan is both transformative and fragile—a

process that opens doors for change but still
depends on the broader environment of gender,
class, and culture.

IV: Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design to
examine how women in Pakistan engage with
digital media as a pathway to empowerment. A
qualitative approach is appropriate for capturing
lived experiences, social meanings, and contextual
realities that cannot be understood through
quantitative measures (Creswell, 2014). An
exploratory design was chosen to gain insight into
how digital media functions as a catalyst for
empowerment within Pakistan’s socio-cultural
environment.

Consistent with the study’s scope, the research
relies on a single method: semi-structured
interviews. This method allows participants to
describe their experiences in their own words
while giving the researcher flexibility to probe
deeper into emerging themes. To strengthen the
study’s credibility, participant validation (member
checking) was used to confirm interpretations and
reduce potential researcher bias. Detailed
descriptions were maintained to ensure
transparency and support the transferability of
findings.

IV.1 Participants and Sampling
Participants were selected through purposive
sampling, focusing on women who actively use
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media for professional, entrepreneurial, or
advocacy purposes. The sample included fifteen
participants comprising women entrepreneurs,
media professionals, and social activists from
different sectors in Islamabad. This diversity
ensured representation across age, education, and
socio-economic backgrounds, consistent with
qualitative criteria of information richness and
purposeful selection of information-rich cases in
qualitative inquiry (Campbell et al., 2020; Dahal,
2024).

1V.2 Data Collection Procedures

Data for this study were gathered through semi-
structured interviews, giving women the space to
speak openly about their digital experiences and
the role media plays in their everyday lives. This
conversational format helped foster trust and
encouraged  participants to share stories,
reflections, and examples that may not have
emerged in a more structured setting.

Interviews were conducted in Urdu or English,
depending on each participant’s comfort level, and
were recorded with their consent. Fieldwork
extended over eight weeks, using a mix of in-
person meetings and virtual sessions to ensure
participants’ convenience and safety. All
interviews were transcribed carefully so that
participants’ expressions and meanings were
preserved as closely as possible.

IV.3 Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). This process
involved iterative reading, coding, and theme
development to capture patterns related to
visibility, participation, and barriers. Both deductive
coding, guided by Kabeer’s (1999) framework, and
inductive coding, emerging from participants’
narratives, were applied. The final themes were
synthesized into conceptual categories aligned
with the study’s objectives.

1V.4 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained in accordance with
SZABIST  University’s research  guidelines.
Participants were informed of the study’s purpose,
their right to withdraw, and confidentiality

protocols. Pseudonyms were used to ensure
anonymity, and all recordings were securely stored.
These measures align with the ethical standards

outlined by BERA (2018) for qualitative research.

IV.5 Limitations of the Methodology

As with most qualitative research, this study
acknowledges certain limitations. The relatively
small sample size—fifteen participants—does not
allow for broad generalization across Pakistan’s
diverse population. Instead, it offers context-
specific insights that deepen understanding of
women’s lived experiences with media. Because
interviews rely on self-reported narratives, findings
may reflect participants’ perceptions more than
measurable outcomes. Additionally, while online
interviews enabled inclusion from multiple cities,
they limited the researcher’s ability to observe non-
verbal cues that might enrich interpretation.
Despite these constraints, the methodological
rigor—through triangulation, participant
validation, and thematic depth—ensures that the
findings remain credible, transparent, and
reflective of the social realities explored. These
limitations therefore do not weaken the study but
instead emphasize the interpretive nature of
qualitative inquiry.

V: Findings and Discussion

As women’s stories unfolded through interviews a
powerful pattern became clear: media in Pakistan
is no longer just a platform for information—it has
become a space where women build voice,
confidence, and agency. This transformation
mirrors feminist understandings of media as both
an instrument and a site of power (Gill, 2007; van
Zoonen, 2005). The findings derived from
thematic analysis are grouped into four
interrelated themes: Media as a Platform for
Empowerment, Women’s Empowerment as Voice
and Agency, Digital Platforms as Spaces of
Participation and Opportunity, and Negotiating
Gender and Cultural Barriers in Pakistan.

Theme 1: Media as a Platform for Empowerment
Participants repeatedly described media as the first
meaningful bridge between their private and
public selves. Traditional outlets such as radio or
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television, alongside newer social platforms,
provided women with unprecedented channels to
communicate, share experiences, and present their
work.

“Media lets me share my perspective in a society
that rarely asks for it,” (Participant 2, media
student, age 24).

This finding reinforces earlier scholarship that
identifies media as a social institution shaping
public discourse and access to voice (Zia, 2009;
Gill, 2021). However, access remains uneven:
participants from major cities cited relative ease in
navigating online tools, while those from smaller
towns spoke of poor connectivity, family
restrictions, or limited technical literacy. Such
disparities echo UNESCQ’s (2019) observation
that gendered access to information technology
remains a defining obstacle to inclusion in South
Asia.

Theme 2: Women’s Empowerment as Voice and
Agency

For many participants, empowerment was
described less as economic gain and more as the
ability to express, decide, and influence. Social
media platforms provided immediate, unfiltered
spaces  for  participation  that  bypassed
conventional gatekeepers.

“l can express my ideas without waiting for
permission or validation,” (Participant 7, activist,
age 33).

Through this engagement, women transitioned
from consumers of media to producers of
meaning—illustrating Kabeer’s (1999) threefold
model of empowerment encompassing resources,
agency, and achievements. Yet, empowerment was
seldom linear. Participants reported both
encouragement and backlash, noting how online
criticism and gendered trolling created anxiety and
self-censorship. This coexistence of freedom and
restraint resonates with McRobbie’s (2009)
argument that digital spaces reproduce patriarchal
power even as they appear liberating.

Theme 3: Digital Platforms as Spaces of
Participation and Opportunity

Digital platforms emerged as catalysts for
entrepreneurship, activism, and professional
mobility. Women narrated how Instagram pages,

YouTube channels, and Facebook groups allowed
them to market products, showcase creative work,
and connect with supportive audiences.

“The internet became my office—I sell, advertise,
and learn all from my phone,” (Participant 10,
entrepreneur, age 29).

These stories align with empirical evidence that
digital tools enable women to build economic and
social capital (Khan &  Fatima, 2020).
Nevertheless, the opportunities were shadowed by
structural inequities: unreliable internet, lack of
funding, and the threat of online harassment
(Digital Rights Foundation, 2021). Digital
empowerment, therefore, remains conditional—
contingent upon sustained access, literacy, and
safety.

Theme 4: Negotiating Gender and Cultural
Barriers in Pakistan

Across the sample, gender norms and cultural
expectations remained the most persistent
obstacles. Women who gained public visibility
online often faced moral policing, gossip, or
familial pressure to withdraw.

“My family worries about what people will say, but
I keep my profile active under a different name,”
(Participant 12, content creator, age 26).

Such experiences reveal that empowerment is
negotiated within constraint. Feminist Media
Theory identifies these acts as microresistance—
everyday strategies through which women claim
partial autonomy inside patriarchal structures
(Gill, 2007). By using pseudonyms, selective
privacy settings, or coded language, participants
demonstrated tactical agency that redefines what
visibility means in conservative contexts.
Discussion Summary

Together, these findings reinforce the study’s
conceptual model. Access to media (resources)
enables participation and self-expression (agency),
which produce confidence, recognition, and
visibility (achievements)—a cyclical process that
continuously re-energizes empowerment. Yet, the
loop is fragile, shaped by cultural hierarchies,
technological gaps, and safety concerns. However,
the findings also highlight persistent challenges
including online harassment, cultural resistance,
and unequal access to digital literacy. These
barriers reinforce structural inequalities identified
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in Kabeer’s empowerment framework. The study’s
analysis underscores that empowerment through
media is a negotiated process, shaped by both
opportunities and constraints.In  Pakistan’s
contemporary media landscape, empowerment
operates as both a possibility and a process. Media
opens doors to self-representation and solidarity
while simultaneously reflecting the structural
inequalities it seeks to dismantle. Policymakers
and educators must therefore focus on
strengthening digital inclusion, promoting media
literacy, and protecting women’s online rights so
that empowerment through media evolves from
isolated success to sustainable social change.

V1: Implications for Policy and Practice

The study recommends that policymakers, NGOs,
and media institutions develop gendersensitive
media  strategies and promote inclusive
communication policies. Digital literacy programs
should be expanded in rural and urban regions
alike, and online safety mechanisms must be
strengthened to counter cyber harassment.
Furthermore, integrating women’s perspectives
into media regulation and production can foster
more equitable representation. Such interventions
align with Pakistan’s commitments to Sustainable
Development Goals—particularly SDG 5 (Gender
Equality) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and
Economic Growth).

VII: Conclusion

The research concludes that media—especially
digital platforms—acts as both a catalyst and a
constraint in women’s empowerment. By offering
visibility, networks, and agency, media empowers
women to engage in public discourse and
economic participation. Yet, the persistence of
patriarchal norms and the digital divide limits the
transformative potential of these platforms. The
study contributes to feminist media discourse by
situating women’s  empowerment  within
Pakistan’s cultural context and demonstrating
how localized media engagement can advance
gender equity.

VIII. Limitations and Future Research
Directions

While this study provides valuable qualitative
insights, its limited sample size and focus on urban
areas restrict broader generalization. Future
studies should adopt mixed(-method approaches
to quantify empowerment outcomes and compare
regional differences. Further, cross-national
comparisons and longitudinal research could
deepen understanding of how emerging
technologies—such as artificial intelligence and
algorithmic media visibility—reshape gender
empowerment in South Asia.
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IX. REFERENCES

Introduction

Media, as both a cultural and communicative
force, plays a central role in shaping how societies
construct identity, power, and social progress.
Scholars such as McQuail (2010) and Kellner
(2019) emphasize that media does not merely
transmit  information—it  frames public
understanding, legitimizes certain voices, and
influences patterns of participation. Across the
globe, media increasingly serves as a bridge
between information and empowerment, enabling
new forms of expression, education, and civic
participation (UNESCO, 2019). Within this
global discourse, the intersection of media and
gender has become a vital area of inquiry,
highlighting how communication systems both
reproduce and challenge inequalities (Zia, 2009).
In Pakistan, the rapid growth of digital
technologies has deepened this relationship
between media and empowerment. Television,
radio, and social media platforms now offer
women new spaces for entrepreneurship, learning,
and activism. Yet, these opportunities coexist with
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enduring structural barriers in education,
employment, and political representation (UN
Women Pakistan, 2022). This dual reality—of
transformation and constraint—calls for a closer
examination of how media simultaneously
empowers and limits women’s agency within
Pakistan’s evolving socio-cultural landscape.

1.1: Background and Context

In Pakistan, where gender disparities persist across
education, employment, and political
participation, the media landscape has undergone
rapid evolution. The rise of television networks,
mobile connectivity, and social media platforms
has created unprecedented opportunities for
women to share experiences, promote businesses,
and advocate for social change (Zia, 2009). Yet,
despite increased representation, women’s access
to media production and decision-making remains
limited. The country’s digital gender divide
continues to  mirror its  socio-economic
inequalities, restricting the potential of media as
an inclusive space (UN Women Pakistan, 2022).

1.2: Problem Statement and Rationale:

While economic participation and
entrepreneurship have been widely discussed as
pathways to women’s empowerment (Kabeer,
2005; Roomi & Parrott, 2008), the role of media
as a direct catalyst for empowerment remains
underexplored in Pakistan. Previous studies have
largely focused on representation—how women are
*portrayed” in media—rather than participation—
how they *use* media to redefine their roles and
identities. This analytical gap is significant at a
time when digital technologies are reshaping
gender norms across South Asia. Addressing it
provides an opportunity to understand media not
only as a mirror of society but also as a mechanism
of transformation.

1.3 Research Gap

Despite increasing attention to women’s
empowerment, scholarship in Pakistan reveals
persistent gaps. Most existing studies concentrate
on economic or political participation, with
limited examination of media’s  direct
contribution to empowerment. The digital divide,

cultural resistance, and unequal access continue to
hinder inclusion. Moreover, everyday digital
practices—such as online entrepreneurship,
creative  selfrepresentation, and  grassroots
activism—remain underexplored. These gaps
highlight the need for a contextualized inquiry
that situates women’s agency within Pakistan’s
socio-cultural environment.

1.4: Aims and Objectives

This study aims to examine how traditional,
digital, and social media serve as catalysts for
women’s empowerment in Pakistan. Specifically, it
seeks to:

. Explore how women utilize media to
enhance visibility, agency, and participation in
public life.

. Investigate the challenges and
opportunities  that arise from women’s
engagement with media platforms.

. Analyze how media contributes to
transforming gender perceptions within Pakistan’s
socio-cultural context.

1.5: Significance of the Study

This research contributes to the growing field of
media and gender studies by situating women’s
empowerment within the lived realities of
Pakistani society. Theoretically, it bridges Kabeer’s
(1999) empowerment framework with feminist
media theory, offering a multidimensional
understanding of how access, participation, and
agency interact. Practically, it provides insights for
policymakers, educators, and media practitioners
seeking to design inclusive and equitable
communication strategies. By highlighting both
media’s transformative potential and its structural
limitations, this study underscores the need for
gender-sensitive digital policies and educational
reforms that support women’s participation in
media spaces.

In short, this study positions media not merely as
a tool for communication but as a field of
negotiation, agency, and empowerment for
women in Pakistan. It sets the stage for analyzing
how visibility, participation, and agency intersect
to redefine women’s social presence in the digital
age.
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(II). Review of Literature

Global studies have long emphasized the
contradictory potential of media. Scholars like
Gallagher (2014) and Byerly (2016) argue that
traditional media often reinforces patriarchal
stereotypes, while others highlight how digital
media facilitates female agency and participation
(Jin, 2018). In South Asia, similar patterns emerge
where social media enables mobilization but
remains  constrained by  cultural and
infrastructural limitations (Sahoo, 2019; Haque &
Rashed, 2018). In Pakistan, the discourse on
women’s empowerment has primarily focused on
economic participation (Kabeer, 2005; Roomi &
Parrott,  2008), often  overlooking the
communicative dimension of empowerment.
More recent works (Khan & Fatima, 2020; Nisar
& Haq, 2021) show women using digital platforms
for entrepreneurship and advocacy, yet academic
engagement with these practices remains limited.

III: Conceptual Framework

This  study integrates Kabeer’s  (1999)
empowerment model with Feminist Media Theory
(Harding, 1991; Gill, 2021) to explain how media
shapes women’s empowerment within Pakistan’s
socio-cultural context. Kabeer conceptualizes
empowerment as a dynamic process through
which individuals who have been denied the
ability to make strategic life choices acquire such
ability. Her framework emphasizes three

Representation
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interrelated dimensions—resources, agency, and
achievements—which together determine the
extent of empowerment. Within this framework,
media functions both as a resource and as a space
of agency: it provides women with access to
information, visibility, and networks, while also
offering platforms for expression, participation,
and self-definition.

Feminist Media  Theory  deepens  this
understanding by examining how media
constructs and contests gendered meanings. It
highlights the politics of representation and
authorship, arguing that while media often
reproduces patriarchal stereotypes, it can also serve
as a powerful tool for resistance and redefinition
(Gill, 2007; Zia, 2009). Through this Iens,
empowerment is not only about access to
technology or platforms but about control over
one’s narrative the ability to tell, frame and sustain
stories that challenge dominant norms.

By bringing these perspectives together, the study
views empowerment through media as both a
transformative and negotiated process. Media
enables women to convert access into visibility,
visibility into voice, and voice into influence. Yet,
it also exposes them to new hierarchies of power,
digital divides, and social scrutiny. Thus,
empowerment through media is understood here
as a cycle of opportunity and constraint, shaped by
both structural conditions and individual agency.

Exercise of
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(self-expression,
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Conceptual Model of the Study

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Media-Driven Empowerment
(Source: Author, adapted from Kabeer (1999) and Feminist Media Theory, Gill (2007))
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The findings reaffirm the study’s conceptual
model, shown in Figure 1. The model illustrates
empowerment as a continuous process: access to
media provides resources that enable agency,
leading to achievements which, in turn, reinforce
women’s visibility and participation within
Pakistan’s socio-cultural context.

Emerging Gap

Even though earlier research in Pakistan has
examined women’s empowerment through
economic or political participation, there is still
little understanding of how media itself
contributes to this process. Most studies stop at
discussing representation—how women are shown
in the media—without exploring how women
actually use media to build confidence, expand
networks, and influence change in their
communities.

This study takes that conversation a step further.
It looks at empowerment not just as access to
technology or airtime, but as the ability to shape
meaning and to use media as a tool for social
mobility and visibility. What remains unclear in
existing literature—and what this research aims to
address—is how women navigate this space
between opportunity and restriction: using media
to claim agency while negotiating cultural
boundaries that still define what is “acceptable.”
By studying this intersection, the research hopes to
show that empowerment through media in
Pakistan is both transformative and fragile—a
process that opens doors for change but still
depends on the broader environment of gender,
class, and culture.

IV: Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design to
examine how women in Pakistan engage with
digital media as a pathway to empowerment. A
qualitative approach is appropriate for capturing
lived experiences, social meanings, and contextual
realities that cannot be understood through
quantitative measures (Creswell, 2014). An
exploratory design was chosen to gain insight into
how digital media functions as a catalyst for
empowerment within Pakistan’s socio-cultural
environment.

Consistent with the study’s scope, the research
relies on a single method: semi-structured
interviews. This method allows participants to
describe their experiences in their own words
while giving the researcher flexibility to probe
deeper into emerging themes. To strengthen the
study’s credibility, participant validation (member
checking) was used to confirm interpretations and
reduce potential researcher bias. Detailed
descriptions were maintained to ensure
transparency and support the transferability of
findings.

IV.1 Participants and Sampling

Participants were selected through purposive
sampling, focusing on women who actively use
media for professional, entrepreneurial, or
advocacy purposes. The sample included fifteen
participants comprising women entrepreneurs,
media professionals, and social activists from
different sectors in Islamabad. This diversity
ensured representation across age, education, and
socio-economic backgrounds, consistent with
qualitative criteria of information richness and
purposeful selection of information-rich cases in
qualitative inquiry (Campbell et al., 2020; Dahal,
2024).

1V.2 Data Collection Procedures

Data for this study were gathered through semi-
structured interviews, giving women the space to
speak openly about their digital experiences and
the role media plays in their everyday lives. This
conversational format helped foster trust and
encouraged participants to share stories,
reflections, and examples that may not have
emerged in a more structured setting.

Interviews were conducted in Urdu or English,
depending on each participant’s comfort level, and
were recorded with their consent. Fieldwork
extended over eight weeks, using a mix of in-
person meetings and virtual sessions to ensure
participants’ convenience and safety. All
interviews were transcribed carefully so that
participants’ expressions and meanings were
preserved as closely as possible.
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IV.3 Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). This process
involved iterative reading, coding, and theme
development to capture patterns related to
visibility, participation, and barriers. Both deductive
coding, guided by Kabeer’s (1999) framework, and
inductive coding, emerging from participants’
narratives, were applied. The final themes were
synthesized into conceptual categories aligned
with the study’s objectives.

1V.4 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained in accordance with
SZABIST  University’s research  guidelines.
Participants were informed of the study’s purpose,
their right to withdraw, and confidentiality
protocols. Pseudonyms were used to ensure
anonymity, and all recordings were securely stored.
These measures align with the ethical standards
outlined by BERA (2018) for qualitative research.
IV.5 Limitations of the Methodology

As with most qualitative research, this study
acknowledges certain limitations. The relatively
small sample size—fifteen participants—does not
allow for broad generalization across Pakistan’s
diverse population. Instead, it offers context
specific insights that deepen understanding of
women’s lived experiences with media. Because
interviews rely on self-reported narratives, findings
may reflect participants’ perceptions more than
measurable outcomes. Additionally, while online
interviews enabled inclusion from multiple cities,
they limited the researcher’s ability to observe non-
verbal cues that might enrich interpretation.
Despite these constraints, the methodological
rigor—through triangulation, participant
validation, and thematic depth—ensures that the
findings remain credible, transparent, and
reflective of the social realities explored. These
limitations therefore do not weaken the study but
instead emphasize the interpretive nature of
qualitative inquiry.

V: Findings and Discussion

As women’s stories unfolded through interviews a
powerful pattern became clear: media in Pakistan
is no longer just a platform for information—it has

become a space where women build voice,
confidence, and agency. This transformation
mirrors feminist understandings of media as both
an instrument and a site of power (Gill, 2007; van
Zoonen, 2005). The findings derived from
thematic analysis are grouped into four
interrelated themes: Media as a Platform for
Empowerment, Women’s Empowerment as Voice
and Agency, Digital Platforms as Spaces of
Participation and Opportunity, and Negotiating
Gender and Cultural Barriers in Pakistan.

Theme 1: Media as a Platform for Empowerment
Participants repeatedly described media as the first
meaningful bridge between their private and
public selves. Traditional outlets such as radio or
television, alongside newer social platforms,
provided women with unprecedented channels to
communicate, share experiences, and present their
work.

“Media lets me share my perspective in a society
that rarely asks for it,” (Participant 2, media
student, age 24).

This finding reinforces earlier scholarship that
identifies media as a social institution shaping
public discourse and access to voice (Zia, 2009;
Gill, 2021). However, access remains uneven:
participants from major cities cited relative ease in
navigating online tools, while those from smaller
towns spoke of poor connectivity, family
restrictions, or limited technical literacy. Such
disparities echo UNESCQO’s (2019) observation
that gendered access to information technology
remains a defining obstacle to inclusion in South
Asia.

Theme 2: Women’s Empowerment as Voice and
Agency

For many participants, empowerment was
described less as economic gain and more as the
ability to express, decide, and influence. Social
media platforms provided immediate, unfiltered
spaces for  participation that  bypassed
conventional gatekeepers.

“I can express my ideas without waiting for
permission or validation,” (Participant 7, activist,
age 33).

Through this engagement, women transitioned
from consumers of media to producers of
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meaning—illustrating Kabeer’s (1999) threefold
model of empowerment encompassing resources,
agency, and achievements. Yet, empowerment was
seldom linear. Participants reported both
encouragement and backlash, noting how online
criticism and gendered trolling created anxiety and
self-censorship. This coexistence of freedom and
restraint resonates with McRobbie’s (2009)
argument that digital spaces reproduce patriarchal
power even as they appear liberating.

Theme 3: Digital Platforms as Spaces of
Participation and Opportunity

Digital platforms emerged as catalysts for
entrepreneurship, activism, and professional
mobility. Women narrated how Instagram pages,
YouTube channels, and Facebook groups allowed
them to market products, showcase creative work,
and connect with supportive audiences.

“The internet became my office—I sell, advertise,
and learn all from my phone,” (Participant 10,
entrepreneur, age 29).

These stories align with empirical evidence that
digital tools enable women to build economic and
social ~capital (Khan & Fatima, 2020).
Nevertheless, the opportunities were shadowed by
structural inequities: unreliable internet, lack of
funding, and the threat of online harassment
(Digital Rights Foundation, 2021). Digital
empowerment, therefore, remains conditional—
contingent upon sustained access, literacy, and
safety.

Theme 4: Negotiating Gender and Cultural
Barriers in Pakistan

Across the sample, gender norms and cultural
expectations remained the most persistent
obstacles. Women who gained public visibility
online often faced moral policing, gossip, or
familial pressure to withdraw.

“My family worries about what people will say, but
I keep my profile active under a different name,”
(Participant 12, content creator, age 26).

Such experiences reveal that empowerment is
negotiated within constraint. Feminist Media
Theory identifies these acts as micro-resistance—
everyday strategies through which women claim
partial autonomy inside patriarchal structures
(Gill, 2007). By using pseudonyms, selective

privacy settings, or coded language, participants
demonstrated tactical agency that redefines what
visibility means in conservative contexts.
Discussion Summary

Together, these findings reinforce the study’s
conceptual model. Access to media (resources)
enables participation and self-expression (agency),
which produce confidence, recognition, and
visibility (achievements)—a cyclical process that
continuously re-energizes empowerment. Yet, the
loop is fragile, shaped by cultural hierarchies,
technological gaps, and safety concerns. However,
the findings also highlight persistent challenges
including online harassment, cultural resistance,
and unequal access to digital literacy. These
barriers reinforce structural inequalities identified
in Kabeer’s empowerment framework. The study’s
analysis underscores that empowerment through
media is a negotiated process, shaped by both
opportunities and constraints.In  Pakistan’s
contemporary media landscape, empowerment
operates as both a possibility and a process. Media
opens doors to selfrepresentation and solidarity
while simultaneously reflecting the structural
inequalities it seeks to dismantle. Policymakers
and educators must therefore focus on
strengthening digital inclusion, promoting media
literacy, and protecting women’s online rights so
that empowerment through media evolves from
isolated success to sustainable social change.

VI: Implications for Policy and Practice

The study recommends that policymakers, NGOs,
and media institutions develop gender-sensitive
media  strategies and promote inclusive
communication policies. Digital literacy programs
should be expanded in rural and urban regions
alike, and online safety mechanisms must be
strengthened to counter cyber harassment.
Furthermore, integrating women’s perspectives
into media regulation and production can foster
more equitable representation. Such interventions
align with Pakistan’s commitments to Sustainable
Development Goals—particularly SDG 5 (Gender
Equality) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and

Economic Growth).
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VII: Conclusion

The research concludes that media—especially
digital platforms—acts as both a catalyst and a
constraint in women’s empowerment. By offering
visibility, networks, and agency, media empowers
women to engage in public discourse and
economic participation. Yet, the persistence of
patriarchal norms and the digital divide limits the
transformative potential of these platforms. The
study contributes to feminist media discourse by
situating  women’s  empowerment  within
Pakistan’s cultural context and demonstrating
how localized media engagement can advance
gender equity.

VIII. Limitations and Future Research
Directions

While this study provides valuable qualitative
insights, its limited sample size and focus on urban
areas restrict broader generalization. Future
studies should adopt mixed(-method approaches
to quantify empowerment outcomes and compare
regional differences. Further, cross-national
comparisons and longitudinal research could
deepen understanding of how emerging
technologies—such as artificial intelligence and
algorithmic media visibility—reshape = gender
empowerment in South Asia.
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