International Journal of Social Science Archives

ISSN: 2707-8892

Available at www.ijssa.com

International Journal of Social Science Archives, Jan-March, 2024, 7(1), 650-670

Family Influence, Cultural Norms, and Women’s Digital
Empowerment: Examining Social Media Participation in Pakistan

Farah Naseer

Lecturer, Department of Sociology, Sardar Bahadur Khan Women’s University Quetta

Abstract:

The rapid growth of social media has significantly transformed communication, education, entrepreneurship,
and political engagement across the globe. In Pakistan, social media platforms have increasingly become
important spaces for women’s self-expression, networking, awareness-building, and economic participation.
However, women’s engagement in digital spaces remains strongly influenced by family structures, patriarchal
traditions, and cultural expectations. The major problem addressed in this study is the contradiction between the
empowering potential of social media and the socio-cultural barriers that restrict women’s online participation
in Pakistan. Many women experience family monitoring, social restrictions, fear of online harassment, privacy
concerns, and reputational pressures, which limit their confidence and freedom in digital environments. The
purpose of this study is to examine how family influence and cultural norms shape women’s social media
participation and digital empowerment in Pakistan. The research specifically investigates the impact of gender
roles, family expectations, social values, and cultural restrictions on women’s online behavior, access to
opportunities, and digital self-expression. A mixed-methods research design is adopted, combining quantitative
surveys with qualitative interviews among women from urban and semi-urban areas of Pakistan. The collected
data are analyzed using descriptive statistics and thematic analysis to identify patterns of digital participation,
empowerment, and barriers. The findings reveal that although social media offers opportunities for education,
entrepreneurship, social connectivity, and awareness, women’s digital participation is significantly constrained
by patriarchal attitudes, cultural restrictions, online harassment, and concerns regarding family honor. Despite
these challenges, many women continue to use digital platforms for identity expression and empowerment. The
study concludes that strengthening women’s digital empowerment in Pakistan requires gender-sensitive digital
policies, awareness campaigns, digital literacy initiatives, online safety mechanisms, and greater societal
acceptance of women'’s participation in digital spaces.
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1. Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital technologies and social media platforms has transformed
communication, education, business, and social interaction across the world. Social media has become
one of the most influential tools for information sharing, public engagement, networking, and identity
formation in contemporary societies. Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, X (formerly
Twitter), YouTube, and WhatsApp have created new opportunities for individuals to participate in
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social, economic, educational, and political activities beyond traditional physical boundaries. In
developing countries like Pakistan, social media usage has increased significantly during the last
decade due to the wider availability of smartphones, internet connectivity, and digital applications
(Kemp, 2023). For many women, social media has emerged as an important platform for
communication, entrepreneurship, awareness-building, learning, and self-expression. However,
despite these opportunities, women’s participation in digital spaces remains strongly influenced by
family structures, cultural expectations, patriarchal values, and gender norms embedded within
Pakistani society.

Pakistan is a culturally diverse yet deeply patriarchal society where social norms and family systems
continue to shape women’s mobility, education, decision-making, and participation in public life.
Traditional gender roles often define women primarily through domestic responsibilities and family
honor, limiting their access to social and economic opportunities (Ashraf & Javed, 2021). Although
women'’s access to education and digital technologies has improved in recent years, many women still
face restrictions regarding their online presence and social media usage. Families often monitor
women’s digital activities due to concerns related to privacy, morality, family reputation, and cultural
values. Such restrictions create barriers to women’s digital participation and reduce their ability to
freely engage in online spaces. Consequently, women’s digital experiences in Pakistan are
significantly different from those of men because they are shaped by societal expectations, family
control, and cultural limitations (Shahid & Sattar, 2022).

The increasing use of social media among women in Pakistan has generated both opportunities and
challenges. On one hand, social media enables women to access educational resources, develop
professional networks, establish online businesses, participate in awareness campaigns, and express
their opinions on social and political issues. Women entrepreneurs increasingly use social media
platforms for marketing products, providing services, and earning income from home, particularly in
conservative communities where physical mobility is restricted (Raza & Tarig, 2020). Similarly, social
media has played an important role in spreading awareness regarding women’s rights, gender equality,
health, education, and social justice. Online movements and digital campaigns have empowered
women to raise their voices against discrimination, harassment, and violence. Digital platforms have
also created spaces where women can share experiences, build solidarity, and participate in social
discussions that were traditionally dominated by men (Khan et al., 2021).

On the other hand, women’s participation in digital spaces is associated with serious social and cultural
challenges. Many women face online harassment, cyberbullying, threats, character assassination, and
privacy violations, which negatively affect their confidence and willingness to engage online. Research
indicates that women in Pakistan often experience gender-based harassment on social media, including
abusive language, stalking, fake profiles, and unauthorized sharing of personal content (Digital Rights
Foundation, 2022). Fear of online harassment discourages many women from expressing opinions
publicly or maintaining visible digital identities. In conservative communities, women’s online
visibility is frequently linked to family honor and social reputation, leading families to impose
restrictions on social media usage. Such conditions create a digital environment where women’s
participation remains conditional, monitored, and socially controlled.

Family influence plays a central role in shaping women’s access to and participation in social media
in Pakistan. The family institution in Pakistani society is often characterized by collective decision-
making, patriarchal authority, and social conformity. Parents, brothers, husbands, and other male
family members may influence or regulate women’s digital activities due to cultural expectations
regarding modesty, morality, and reputation (Fatima & Qureshi, 2021). In many cases, women are
discouraged from posting personal photographs, interacting with strangers online, or participating in
public discussions on social media platforms. Such restrictions are more visible in rural and semi-
urban areas where traditional values remain stronger and women’s independence is more limited.
Family restrictions not only reduce women’s freedom of expression but also limit their access to
educational, economic, and networking opportunities available through digital platforms.

Cultural norms also significantly shape women’s online behavior and digital participation. Pakistani
society is influenced by patriarchal traditions that define acceptable behavior for women and men
differently. Women are often expected to maintain modesty, obedience, and limited public visibility,
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while men generally enjoy greater social freedom. These cultural expectations extend into digital
spaces where women’s online activities are closely scrutinized and judged (Bari, 2020). Women who
actively participate in social media discussions or share opinions publicly may face criticism, social
pressure, or reputational concerns. Cultural barriers therefore create a situation in which women must
constantly negotiate between digital participation and societal expectations. As a result, many women
engage in self-censorship or adopt limited online identities to avoid criticism and social backlash.
Another important issue associated with women’s digital participation in Pakistan is the digital gender
divide. Although internet access has expanded across the country, women continue to have lower
access to digital technologies compared to men. According to the Pakistan Telecommunication
Authority (PTA, 2023), gender disparities remain visible in internet access, smartphone ownership,
and digital literacy, particularly in rural areas. Women from low-income families often face limited
access to smartphones and internet facilities due to economic constraints and cultural priorities
favoring male access to technology. This unequal digital access reduces women’s opportunities for
education, employment, entrepreneurship, and participation in online communities. The digital gender
divide therefore reflects broader patterns of gender inequality existing within Pakistani society.
Despite these barriers, many women in Pakistan continue to use social media as a tool for
empowerment, identity formation, and socio-economic participation. Social media platforms provide
women with opportunities to challenge stereotypes, share personal experiences, access information,
and develop independent voices. Women-led online businesses, educational initiatives, and awareness
campaigns demonstrate how digital spaces can contribute to women’s empowerment and social
inclusion (Ahmed & Yousaf, 2023). Young women, particularly in urban areas, increasingly use digital
platforms for skill development, networking, freelancing, and advocacy activities. Social media has
also enabled women to participate in discussions related to politics, human rights, mental health,
education, and gender equality. Such developments indicate that digital platforms have the potential
to transform traditional gender relations by providing alternative spaces for participation and
empowerment.

The major problem addressed in this study is the tension between the empowering potential of social
media and the socio-cultural barriers that restrict women’s participation in digital spaces in Pakistan.
While social media offers opportunities for communication, learning, entrepreneurship, and
awareness, women’s digital participation remains constrained by patriarchal attitudes, family
restrictions, cultural expectations, and online harassment. Existing studies have explored social media
usage and women’s empowerment separately; however, limited research comprehensively examines
the combined role of family influence and cultural norms in shaping women’s digital participation
within the Pakistani context. This study therefore aims to analyze how family structures, gender roles,
and cultural expectations influence women’s engagement with social media and their experiences of
digital empowerment.

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between family influence, cultural norms, and
women’s social media participation in Pakistan. The research seeks to understand how societal values,
family expectations, gender roles, and online safety concerns affect women’s access to digital spaces,
freedom of expression, and opportunities for empowerment. The study adopts a mixed-methods
research design involving quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews among women from urban
and semi-urban areas. Through this approach, the research aims to provide a deeper understanding of
women’s experiences in digital environments and identify the social and cultural barriers limiting their
participation.

This study is significant because it contributes to the growing discourse on gender, technology, and
digital inclusion in Pakistan. Understanding the role of family and cultural norms in women’s digital
participation can help policymakers, educational institutions, civil society organizations, and
technology stakeholders develop gender-sensitive digital policies and awareness programs. The
findings may also support efforts to improve digital literacy, online safety, and women’s access to
digital opportunities in Pakistan. Furthermore, the study highlights the importance of creating inclusive
digital spaces where women can participate freely, safely, and confidently without fear of harassment,
discrimination, or social restrictions.

1.2 Problem Statement
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Social media has become an important platform for communication, education, entrepreneurship,
networking, and public engagement across the world. In Pakistan, women increasingly use digital
platforms for self-expression, awareness-building, and economic participation. Despite these
opportunities, women’s social media participation remains significantly constrained by patriarchal
family structures, cultural expectations, gender norms, and concerns regarding family honor and
privacy. Many women face restrictions from family members regarding online visibility, interaction,
and digital freedom, while fear of cyber harassment, reputational damage, and social criticism further
limits their participation in digital spaces.
Although previous studies have examined social media usage and women’s empowerment separately,
limited research has focused on how family influence and cultural norms collectively shape women’s
digital participation and empowerment in Pakistan. The absence of comprehensive research on this
issue creates a gap in understanding the socio-cultural barriers affecting women’s online engagement.
Therefore, this study seeks to examine the extent to which family structures, patriarchal attitudes, and
cultural expectations influence women’s social media participation, self-expression, and digital
empowerment in Pakistan.
1.3 Research Objectives
The study aims to examine the role of family influence and cultural norms in shaping women’s social
media participation and digital empowerment in Pakistan. The specific objectives of the study are as
follows:
1. To analyze the impact of family influence on women’s social media participation in Pakistan.
2. Toexamine how cultural norms and gender roles affect women’s digital engagement and online
self-expression.
3. To investigate the challenges faced by women on social media, including online harassment,
privacy concerns, and social restrictions.
4. To explore the role of social media in promoting women’s empowerment, awareness,
entrepreneurship, and social connectivity.
5. To assess the relationship between patriarchal attitudes and women’s freedom to participate in
digital spaces.
6. To suggest policy recommendations for improving women’s digital inclusion, online safety,
and empowerment in Pakistan.
1.4 Significance of the Study
This study is significant because it contributes to the growing academic and policy discourse on gender,
technology, and digital empowerment in Pakistan. In contemporary society, social media has become
a powerful tool for communication, education, entrepreneurship, and social interaction. However,
women’s participation in digital spaces continues to face socio-cultural barriers rooted in patriarchal
traditions, family control, and gender-based discrimination. By examining the relationship between
family influence, cultural norms, and women’s digital participation, this study provides a deeper
understanding of the challenges and opportunities associated with women’s use of social media in
Pakistan.
The study is academically important because it fills an existing research gap regarding the combined
influence of family structures and cultural expectations on women’s online participation. Most
previous studies have focused either on women’s empowerment or social media usage separately,
while limited attention has been given to the socio-cultural dynamics shaping women’s digital
experiences. Therefore, the findings of this research will contribute to the literature on gender studies,
media studies, sociology, and digital communication.
The study is also socially significant because it highlights the barriers faced by women in accessing
safe and inclusive digital environments. Understanding these barriers can help policymakers,
educational institutions, civil society organizations, and digital rights groups design gender-sensitive
digital policies, awareness campaigns, and online safety mechanisms. Furthermore, the study may
encourage greater societal acceptance of women’s participation in online spaces and promote digital
inclusion and empowerment for women in Pakistan.
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1.5 Scope and Delimitation of the Study

This study focuses on examining the role of family influence and cultural norms in shaping women’s
social media participation and digital empowerment in Pakistan. The research specifically explores
how family expectations, patriarchal attitudes, cultural values, gender roles, and online safety concerns
affect women’s engagement with social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok,
WhatsApp, and X (formerly Twitter). The study also investigates the opportunities and challenges
associated with women’s digital participation, including education, entrepreneurship, awareness-
building, self-expression, and online harassment.

The geographical scope of the study is limited to selected urban and semi-urban areas of Pakistan,
where women have relatively greater access to digital technologies and internet services. The study
primarily targets women who actively use social media platforms and belong to different educational,
social, and professional backgrounds. A mixed-methods research design is adopted, combining
quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews to gain a comprehensive understanding of women’s
digital experiences.

Despite its broad relevance, the study has certain delimitations. First, the research focuses only on
women’s participation in social media and does not examine men’s digital experiences in detail.
Second, the study is limited to selected areas and may not fully represent the experiences of women
living in remote rural regions with limited internet access. Third, due to time and resource constraints,
the study relies on self-reported responses from participants, which may involve personal bias or
subjective interpretation. Nevertheless, the study provides valuable insights into the socio-cultural
factors influencing women’s digital participation and empowerment in Pakistan.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Concept of Digital Empowerment

Digital empowerment refers to the ability of individuals to access, use, and benefit from digital
technologies for social, educational, economic, and political advancement. It involves digital literacy,
access to online resources, participation in digital communication, and the freedom to express ideas in
virtual environments. According to United Nations Women (2021), digital empowerment enhances
individuals’ capacity to participate in social and economic activities by reducing barriers related to
communication and information access. For women, digital empowerment creates opportunities for
entrepreneurship, education, awareness-building, and civic participation. However, access alone does
not guarantee empowerment because socio-cultural barriers often limit women’s effective
participation in digital spaces.

Scholars argue that digital empowerment is closely linked to social inclusion and gender equality.
Gurumurthy and Chami (2019) explain that digital technologies can challenge traditional inequalities
by providing women with platforms for learning, networking, and economic engagement. In
developing countries, digital empowerment is particularly important because women often face
restrictions in physical mobility and access to public spaces. Social media platforms therefore become
alternative spaces for participation and interaction. Nevertheless, unequal access to technology, low
digital literacy, and patriarchal control continue to limit women’s digital empowerment in societies
like Pakistan.

2.2 Social Media and Women’s Participation

Social media has become a major platform for women’s participation in social, political, and economic
activities. Women increasingly use social media for communication, education, online business,
advocacy, and identity expression. According to Al-Menayes (2020), digital platforms allow women
to participate in discussions and activities that were traditionally inaccessible due to cultural or social
restrictions. Social media also enables women to create professional networks and access information
that contributes to personal and professional development.

In Pakistan, women’s use of social media has expanded significantly during recent years. Studies
indicate that young women particularly use social media for education, entertainment, awareness, and
entrepreneurial activities (Igbal & Zakar, 2021). Women-led online businesses on Facebook and
Instagram have increased opportunities for home-based economic participation. Moreover, social
media campaigns related to women’s rights and gender equality have amplified women’s voices in
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public discourse. However, participation remains unequal because women continue to face online
abuse, family restrictions, and societal criticism regarding their online presence.

2.3 Patriarchy and Gender Roles in Pakistan

Patriarchy refers to a social system in which men hold dominant authority in political, economic, and
family structures. In Pakistan, patriarchal traditions strongly influence gender relations, family
dynamics, and women’s public participation. According to Ali and Gavino (2019), women in Pakistan
are often expected to prioritize domestic responsibilities and maintain socially approved behavior that
reflects family honor and cultural values. Such gender expectations shape women’s educational
opportunities, employment choices, mobility, and digital participation.

Traditional gender roles continue to affect women’s access to technology and online spaces. Women’s
social behavior is frequently monitored by families and communities, particularly in conservative areas
where female visibility in public spaces is viewed negatively (Naz & Mahmood, 2022). Patriarchal
attitudes often discourage women from openly expressing opinions or participating in public
discussions online. Consequently, women’s digital engagement remains conditional and controlled
within the framework of cultural expectations and gender norms.

2.4 Family Influence on Women’s Decision-Making

Family plays a significant role in shaping women’s decisions and social behavior in Pakistani society.
Family structures are often collective in nature, where elders and male members influence important
decisions regarding education, employment, marriage, and social interaction. According to Hussain
and Bittles (2020), women’s autonomy in Pakistan is frequently limited by family expectations and
traditional norms regarding modesty and social conduct. Such influences extend into digital spaces
where women'’s social media activities may be monitored or restricted.

Research shows that many families perceive social media as a source of moral risk and reputational
damage for women. Parents and husbands may impose restrictions on online interactions, profile
visibility, or content sharing to protect family honor and cultural values (Mahmood & Sheikh, 2021).
While some families support women’s educational and entrepreneurial use of digital platforms, others
discourage active online participation due to fear of criticism, harassment, or social stigma. Therefore,
family influence significantly shapes women’s confidence and freedom in digital environments.

2.5 Cultural Restrictions and Online Identity

Cultural norms strongly influence how women construct and present their identities online. In
conservative societies like Pakistan, women’s online behavior is often judged according to traditional
expectations of modesty and respectability. According to Baloch and Musyani (2021), women
frequently face pressure to maintain socially acceptable online identities to avoid criticism from family
and society. This pressure limits freedom of expression and encourages self-censorship among female
social media users.

Women may avoid sharing personal photographs, political opinions, or public comments due to fear
of social backlash and reputational harm. In some cases, women use anonymous profiles or restricted
privacy settings to protect themselves from criticism and harassment. Cultural restrictions therefore
shape not only women’s participation in digital spaces but also the way they represent themselves
online. Such limitations demonstrate how traditional social values continue to influence digital
identities in modern societies.

2.6 Online Harassment and Digital Safety

Online harassment is one of the major barriers limiting women’s participation in social media. Women
across the world experience cyberbullying, abusive language, stalking, identity theft, and privacy
violations on digital platforms. According to Amnesty International (2020), women are
disproportionately targeted by online abuse, particularly when they express opinions publicly or
participate in political and social discussions. Such harassment negatively affects women’s mental
well-being, confidence, and willingness to engage online.

In Pakistan, online harassment has become a serious concern for female social media users. Studies
show that many women avoid active participation on social media due to fear of trolling, blackmail,
and reputational attacks (Naseer & Farooq, 2023). Weak implementation of cyber safety laws and
limited awareness regarding digital rights further increase women’s vulnerability in online spaces.
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Consequently, concerns regarding privacy and security discourage many women from utilizing social
media platforms for education, networking, or activism.

2.7 Social Media as a Tool for Empowerment

Despite the challenges associated with digital participation, social media continues to serve as an
important tool for women’s empowerment. Social media platforms provide opportunities for women
to gain knowledge, build networks, access economic opportunities, and participate in social activism.
According to Rahman and Islam (2021), digital platforms enable women to challenge traditional
gender stereotypes and develop independent identities beyond cultural restrictions.

In Pakistan, social media has supported women entrepreneurs, freelancers, educators, and activists by
providing alternative spaces for economic and social participation. Women increasingly use digital
platforms for online businesses, awareness campaigns, educational initiatives, and advocacy activities
(Saleem & Riaz, 2022). Social media also allows women to connect with support networks and
participate in discussions related to gender equality, health, education, and human rights. Therefore,
despite socio-cultural barriers, digital platforms possess transformative potential for women’s
empowerment and inclusion.

2.8 Research Gap

Existing literature highlights the growing importance of social media in women’s empowerment and
participation; however, limited studies comprehensively examine the combined role of family
influence and cultural norms in shaping women’s digital experiences in Pakistan. Most research
focuses separately on digital empowerment, online harassment, or gender inequality without analyzing
how these factors interact within patriarchal social structures. Furthermore, previous studies often
emphasize urban populations while giving limited attention to women from semi-urban and culturally
conservative communities.

There is also insufficient qualitative understanding of how women negotiate family expectations,
cultural restrictions, and digital participation simultaneously. Therefore, this study seeks to fill this
research gap by examining the relationship between family influence, cultural norms, and women’s
social media participation through a mixed-methods approach. The study aims to provide a broader
understanding of women’s digital empowerment and the socio-cultural barriers affecting their online
engagement in Pakistan.

3. Theoretical Framework

3.1 Feminist Theory

Feminist Theory provides an important framework for understanding gender inequality and women’s
experiences within patriarchal societies. The theory argues that social structures and cultural norms
systematically privilege men while limiting women’s opportunities and freedoms. According to hooks
(2020), patriarchy influences social institutions, family systems, and communication practices that
shape women’s identities and participation in society. In the context of this study, Feminist Theory
explains how patriarchal values and gender norms influence women’s access to digital spaces and
social media participation in Pakistan.

The theory is relevant because it highlights how women’s online experiences are shaped by unequal
power relations and societal expectations. Feminist perspectives also emphasize women’s agency and
resistance, explaining how social media can become a platform for empowerment, advocacy, and
identity formation despite cultural restrictions.

3.2 Social Construction Theory

Social Construction Theory explains how social realities, norms, and identities are created through
social interaction and cultural practices. Berger and Luckmann’s ideas, further applied in digital
studies, suggest that societal values and meanings influence individual behavior and perceptions.
According to Burr (2019), gender roles and cultural expectations are socially constructed rather than
biologically determined.

In Pakistani society, ideas regarding women’s modesty, honor, and acceptable behavior are socially
constructed through family, religion, media, and cultural traditions. These constructions influence how
women use social media and how society reacts to women’s online participation. The theory therefore
helps explain how cultural narratives shape women’s digital identities and online experiences.

3.3 Digital Divide Theory
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Digital Divide Theory focuses on inequalities in access to digital technologies, internet connectivity,
and digital literacy. According to Van Dijk (2020), the digital divide is not limited to physical access
but also includes differences in skills, opportunities, and effective use of technology. Gender-based
digital inequality remains a major issue in developing countries where women often have lower access
to smartphones, internet services, and digital education.

In Pakistan, the digital divide reflects broader patterns of social and gender inequality. Women from
rural and low-income backgrounds often face greater barriers in accessing technology due to economic
limitations and cultural restrictions. This theory is relevant to the study because it explains how
unequal access to digital resources affects women’s participation and empowerment through social
media.

3.4 Technology Acceptance Theory (TAM)

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), developed by Davis, explains how individuals adopt and use
technology based on perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. According to Maranguni¢ and
Granic¢ (2020), individuals are more likely to use digital technologies if they believe the technology is
beneficial and easy to operate.

In the context of this study, TAM helps explain women'’s attitudes toward social media platforms and
digital participation. Women’s acceptance of social media is influenced not only by technological
factors but also by social and cultural conditions. Family support, digital literacy, online safety, and
social acceptance can significantly affect women’s willingness to engage in digital platforms.
Therefore, the theory provides a useful framework for understanding the relationship between
technology use and socio-cultural influences on women’s digital participation in Pakistan.

4. Research Methodology

4.1 Research Design

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design to examine the relationship between family
influence, cultural norms, and women’s social media participation in Pakistan. The mixed-methods
design combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the research problem. Quantitative methods help measure patterns, trends, and
relationships among variables, while qualitative methods provide deeper insights into women’s
experiences, perceptions, and socio-cultural realities regarding digital participation.

The research is exploratory and descriptive in nature because it seeks to explore the socio-cultural
factors affecting women’s engagement with social media and describe the barriers and opportunities
associated with digital empowerment. The design is appropriate for the study because women’s social
media participation is influenced by both measurable social factors and subjective cultural experiences.
Therefore, integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches allows the researcher to obtain reliable
and detailed findings.

4.2 Mixed-Methods Approach

The study employs a convergent mixed-methods approach in which quantitative and qualitative data
are collected simultaneously and analyzed separately before integrating the findings. The quantitative
component focuses on measuring patterns of social media usage, family restrictions, cultural
influences, online harassment, and digital empowerment among women. The qualitative component
aims to understand women’s personal experiences, perceptions, and challenges related to online
participation and digital identity.

The mixed-methods approach is useful because it strengthens the validity and reliability of the research
findings. Quantitative data provide statistical evidence regarding women’s social media participation,
while qualitative interviews offer contextual explanations of how patriarchal norms and family
expectations shape digital behavior. By combining both methods, the study captures both numerical
trends and human experiences related to women’s digital participation in Pakistan.

4.3 Population of the Study

The population of the study consists of women social media users in Pakistan, particularly those living
in urban and semi-urban areas. The study focuses on women between the ages of 18 and 40 who
actively use social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, TikTok, YouTube, and
X (formerly Twitter). The selected population includes students, professionals, entrepreneurs,
homemakers, and freelancers from different educational and socio-economic backgrounds.
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The reason for selecting women social media users as the target population is that they are directly
affected by family influence, cultural restrictions, online harassment, and digital participation
challenges. Urban and semi-urban women are included because they have relatively greater access to
internet facilities and digital technologies compared to women in remote rural areas. However, the
study also aims to capture variations in experiences across different social and educational groups.
4.4 Sampling Technique and Sample Size
The study uses a combination of purposive sampling and stratified sampling techniques. Purposive
sampling is applied in selecting women who actively use social media and possess relevant experiences
regarding online participation and digital empowerment. Stratified sampling is used to ensure
representation from different age groups, educational backgrounds, and occupational categories.
For the quantitative survey, a sample size of 300 respondents is selected from urban and semi-urban
areas of Pakistan. The sample size is considered appropriate for obtaining statistically meaningful
findings regarding women’s social media participation and socio-cultural challenges. For the
qualitative component, 20 semi-structured interviews are conducted with selected participants to gain
deeper insights into personal experiences and perceptions. Interview participants are selected based on
their active engagement with digital platforms and willingness to share detailed experiences regarding
online participation and family influence.
4.5 Data Collection Methods
The study uses both primary and secondary sources of data collection. Primary data are collected
through surveys and semi-structured interviews, while secondary data are obtained from books,
research articles, reports, and digital policy documents related to gender, social media, and digital
empowerment.
Surveys
A structured questionnaire is used to collect quantitative data from women social media users. The
survey consists of close-ended questions focusing on patterns of social media usage, family
restrictions, cultural attitudes, online harassment, digital literacy, and women’s empowerment. The
questionnaire uses Likert-scale items to measure respondents’ perceptions and experiences regarding
social media participation. Surveys are distributed both physically and through online platforms to
ensure wider participation.
The survey method is selected because it allows the researcher to collect data from a large number of
participants within a limited period of time. It also provides measurable data that can be analyzed
statistically to identify patterns and relationships among variables.
Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews are conducted to collect qualitative data regarding women’s personal
experiences and perceptions about social media participation. The interviews allow respondents to
discuss issues such as family influence, cultural restrictions, online harassment, self-expression, and
digital empowerment in detail. Open-ended questions are used to encourage participants to freely share
their views and experiences.
Semi-structured interviews are important because they provide deeper understanding of socio-cultural
realities that cannot be fully captured through quantitative surveys alone. The flexibility of interviews
also enables the researcher to explore emerging themes and obtain contextual information regarding
women’s digital experiences in Pakistan.
4.6 Variables of the Study
The study consists of independent and dependent variables that help examine the relationship between
socio-cultural factors and women’s digital participation.
Independent Variables

e Family Influence

e Cultural Norms

o Patriarchal Attitudes

e Online Harassment

« Digital Literacy

e Privacy and Safety Concerns
Dependent Variables
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e Women’s Social Media Participation

o Digital Empowerment

e Online Self-Expression

e Educational and Economic Participation Through Social Media
The independent variables represent socio-cultural and digital factors affecting women’s online
participation, while the dependent variables represent outcomes related to digital engagement and
empowerment.
4.7 Data Analysis Techniques
The collected data are analyzed using both quantitative and qualitative analysis techniques to ensure
comprehensive interpretation of findings.
Descriptive Statistics
Quantitative survey data are analyzed through descriptive statistical methods using SPSS software.
Descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, mean scores, and standard deviations are used
to summarize respondents’ demographic characteristics and patterns of social media participation.
Statistical analysis also helps identify relationships between family influence, cultural norms, online
harassment, and women’s digital empowerment.
Descriptive statistics are appropriate because they provide clear and systematic presentation of
numerical data, making it easier to understand patterns and trends related to women’s social media
usage and socio-cultural barriers.
Thematic Analysis
Qualitative interview data are analyzed using thematic analysis. The researcher identifies recurring
themes, patterns, and concepts emerging from participants’ responses regarding family restrictions,
online identity, digital participation, and empowerment experiences. Thematic analysis helps organize
interview data into meaningful categories for interpretation and discussion.
This method is suitable because it allows the researcher to examine subjective experiences and socio-
cultural realities influencing women’s digital engagement. It also helps connect qualitative findings
with the broader objectives of the study.
4.8 Ethical Considerations
Ethical principles are carefully considered throughout the research process to protect participants’
rights, privacy, and dignity. Before data collection, participants are informed about the purpose of the
study, research objectives, and their role in the research process. Informed consent is obtained from all
participants before conducting surveys and interviews. Participation in the study is entirely voluntary,
and respondents are given the right to withdraw at any stage of the research without any pressure or
consequences.
The confidentiality and anonymity of participants are strictly maintained. Personal information,
identities, and responses are kept secure and are used only for academic purposes. Sensitive
information related to online harassment, family restrictions, and personal experiences is handled with
care to avoid psychological discomfort or social risk to participants.
The researcher also ensures neutrality and avoids any form of discrimination, bias, or manipulation
during data collection and analysis. Ethical guidelines related to academic integrity, data protection,
and responsible research practices are followed to maintain the credibility and authenticity of the study.

5. Findings and Data Analysis
5.1 Demographic Profile of Respondents
Table 5.1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Variable Category Frequency Percentage
Age 18-25 Years 120 40%
26-33 Years 110 36.7%
34-40 Years 70 23.3%
Education Intermediate 60 20%
Bachelor’s 140 46.7%
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Variable Category Frequency Percentage

Master’s and Above 100 33.3%

Residence Urban 180 60%
Semi-Urban 120 40%

Occupation Students 110 36.7%
Professionals 80 26.7%
Homemakers 60 20%
Entrepreneurs/Freelancers 50 16.6%

Analysis

The demographic findings indicate that the majority of respondents belonged to the age group of 18—
25 years, showing that younger women are more active users of social media platforms in Pakistan.
Respondents with bachelor-level education formed the largest proportion of the sample, suggesting
that higher educational exposure contributes to greater digital engagement and social media awareness.
Urban respondents were comparatively higher than semi-urban respondents, reflecting better internet
access and digital connectivity in urban areas.

The occupational profile demonstrates that students and professionals are more engaged in social
media participation compared to homemakers and other groups. This finding suggests that educational
institutions and professional environments encourage greater digital interaction and exposure to online
platforms. The demographic diversity of respondents provides a balanced understanding of women’s
digital participation across different educational, social, and occupational backgrounds.

5.2 Patterns of Social Media Usage Among Women
Table 5.2: Social Media Usage Patterns Among Women
Platform Frequency of Usage Percentage

WhatsApp Daily 90%
Facebook Daily 76%
Instagram Daily 68%
TikTok Daily 55%
YouTube Daily 72%
X (Twitter) Daily 34%
Purpose of Usage  Frequency Percentage
Communication 260 86.7%
Education 220 73.3%
Entertainment 250 83.3%
Online Business 120 40%
Awareness and News 170 56.7%

Analysis

The findings reveal that WhatsApp is the most frequently used social media platform among women,
followed by Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram. These platforms are primarily used for
communication, educational purposes, entertainment, and accessing information. The lower usage of
X (Twitter) suggests that women prefer visually interactive and communication-oriented platforms
over politically driven digital spaces.

The data further show that communication and entertainment are the dominant reasons for social media
usage among women. However, a significant percentage also use digital platforms for educational
activities, awareness-building, and online businesses. This indicates that social media is not only a
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source of entertainment but also an important medium for learning, information sharing, and economic
participation among women in Pakistan.

5.3 Family Monitoring and Restrictions
Table 5.3: Family Monitoring and Restrictions on Women’s Social Media Usage

Response Category Frequency Percentage
Strong Family Monitoring 130 43.3%
Moderate Monitoring 100 33.3%
Limited Monitoring 45 15%
No Monitoring 25 8.4%
Type of Restriction Frequency Percentage
Restrictions on Posting Photos 180 60%
Restrictions on Online Interaction 150 50%
Restrictions on Public Opinions 120 40%
Time Limitations 110 36.7%

Analysis

The findings demonstrate that family monitoring remains a significant factor influencing women’s
social media participation in Pakistan. A large proportion of respondents reported strong or moderate
monitoring of their digital activities by parents, brothers, or husbands. This reflects the continued
influence of patriarchal family structures on women’s access to and participation in online spaces.
Restrictions related to posting photographs and interacting with strangers were among the most
common forms of control. Families often associate women’s online visibility with cultural values and
family reputation, leading to limitations on digital freedom and self-expression. These findings
indicate that women’s social media participation remains socially regulated within traditional family
systems.

5.4 Cultural Expectations and Gender Norms

Table 5.4: Cultural Expectations and Gender Norms Affecting Women’s Participation

Statement Agree Neutral Disagree
Women should avoid public online visibility ~ 58% 20%  22%
Social media affects family honor 65% 15%  20%

Women face more criticism online than men 72% 10%  18%

Cultural values limit women’s online expression 69% 14%  17%
Analysis
The findings indicate that cultural expectations strongly influence women’s online participation and
identity formation. A majority of respondents agreed that women are expected to avoid excessive
online visibility due to concerns regarding modesty, morality, and family honor. Such cultural attitudes
reflect traditional gender norms that continue to shape women'’s social behavior in digital spaces.
The data also reveal that women experience greater social criticism online compared to men.
Respondents believed that women’s opinions, photographs, and online activities are more heavily
scrutinized by society. These findings suggest that cultural values and patriarchal norms continue to
limit women’s freedom of expression and participation in public digital discussions.
5.5 Fear of Online Harassment and Privacy Concerns
Table 5.5: Online Harassment and Privacy Concerns Among Women

Type of Concern Frequency Percentage
Fear of Cyberbullying 220 73.3%

Fear of Fake Profiles 180 60%
Privacy Concerns 240 80%
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Type of Concern Frequency Percentage
Fear of Blackmail 160 53.3%
Fear of Harassment in Comments 210 70%

Analysis

The findings show that online harassment and privacy concerns are major barriers affecting women’s
social media participation in Pakistan. Privacy concerns emerged as the most significant issue,
followed by fear of cyberbullying and harassment through comments and messages. Many respondents
expressed concerns regarding misuse of personal information and unauthorized sharing of
photographs.

The fear of fake profiles, blackmail, and abusive online behavior discourages women from actively
participating in digital platforms. These findings highlight the unsafe nature of online environments
for women and demonstrate the urgent need for stronger cyber safety mechanisms, awareness
campaigns, and digital protection policies in Pakistan.

5.6 Social Media for Education and Awareness

Table 5.6: Educational and Awareness Benefits of Social Media

Purpose Frequency Percentage
Accessing Educational Content 230 76.7%
Awareness About Women’s Rights 190 63.3%
Skill Development 170 56.7%
News and Current Affairs 200 66.7%
Health and Social Awareness 180 60%

Analysis

The findings indicate that social media serves as an important educational and awareness-building tool
for women. A majority of respondents reported using digital platforms for accessing educational
materials, learning new skills, and staying informed about social and political issues. Social media
therefore contributes positively to women’s knowledge and awareness.

Women also use digital platforms to learn about health issues, women’s rights, and social development
topics. These findings demonstrate that social media provides alternative opportunities for education
and information-sharing, especially for women who face mobility restrictions or limited access to
formal learning environments.

5.7 Social Media and Economic Opportunities

Table 5.7: Economic Opportunities Through Social Media

Economic Activity Frequency Percentage

Online Business Promotion 130 43.3%
Freelancing 90 30%
Online Shopping/Selling 150 50%
Skill-Based Services 80 26.7%
Digital Marketing 70 23.3%

Analysis

The findings show that social media has created economic opportunities for women, particularly in
online businesses and digital entrepreneurship. Many respondents reported using social media
platforms for selling products, promoting businesses, and engaging in online commercial activities.
This indicates that digital platforms contribute to women’s economic inclusion and financial
independence.

Freelancing and skill-based services also emerged as important forms of economic participation among
educated women. Social media enables women to work from home and overcome mobility restrictions
imposed by traditional cultural environments. These findings demonstrate the transformative role of
digital platforms in supporting women’s entrepreneurship and economic empowerment in Pakistan.
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5.8 Women’s Self-Expression and ldentity Formation
Table 5.8: Social Media and Women’s Self-Expression
Statement Agree Neutral Disagree

Social media allows free self-expression 68% 15% 17%

Women feel confident sharing opinions online 55% 20%  25%

Social media helps develop personal identity 70% 12%  18%

Fear of criticism limits self-expression 74% 10%  16%
Analysis
The findings reveal that social media plays an important role in women’s identity formation and self-
expression. Many respondents agreed that digital platforms allow them to express opinions, share
experiences, and communicate ideas more freely compared to traditional social settings. Social media
therefore provides women with alternative spaces for visibility and interaction.
However, fear of criticism and negative societal reactions continues to limit women’s confidence in
expressing themselves online. Many women engage in self-censorship due to concerns regarding
family reputation and social judgment. These findings demonstrate the tension between empowerment
and restriction within women’s digital experiences in Pakistan.
5.9 Urban and Semi-Urban Differences
Table 5.9: Urban and Semi-Urban Differences in Social Media Participation

Variable Urban Women Semi-Urban Women
Access to Internet 88% 62%
Family Restrictions 40% 68%
Use for Education 80% 58%
Online Business Activities 48% 30%
Fear of Harassment 65% 78%

Analysis

The findings show significant differences between urban and semi-urban women regarding social
media participation and digital empowerment. Urban women reported greater internet access,
educational usage, and economic engagement through digital platforms. Better infrastructure,
educational exposure, and social openness in urban areas contribute to higher levels of digital
participation.

Semi-urban women, however, reported stronger family restrictions and greater fear of online
harassment. Traditional cultural values and limited digital literacy appear to influence women’s online
experiences more strongly in semi-urban communities. These findings indicate that geographical and
socio-cultural differences significantly affect women’s digital participation in Pakistan.

5.10 Barriers to Digital Empowerment

Table 5.10: Major Barriers to Women’s Digital Empowerment

Barrier Frequency Percentage
Patriarchal Attitudes 220 73.3%
Online Harassment 210 70%
Limited Digital Literacy 160 53.3%
Family Restrictions 230 76.7%
Lack of Privacy and Safety 200 66.7%

Analysis

The findings identify family restrictions and patriarchal attitudes as the most significant barriers
affecting women’s digital empowerment in Pakistan. Women’s access to and participation in digital
spaces are strongly influenced by traditional social structures and gender expectations that limit
independence and online freedom.

Online harassment and lack of digital safety also emerged as major barriers discouraging women from
active participation on social media platforms. Limited digital literacy among some respondents further
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reduces opportunities for educational and economic empowerment. These findings suggest that
improving women’s digital inclusion requires social awareness, policy reforms, digital education, and
stronger online protection mechanisms.

5.11 Mean Score Analysis of Key Variables

Table 5.11: Mean Scores of Major Study Variables

Variables Mean Score Standard Deviation
Family Influence 4.21 0.71
Cultural Restrictions 4.10 0.76
Fear of Online Harassment 4.34 0.69
Digital Literacy 3.62 0.81
Women’s Digital Empowerment 3.88 0.74
Social Media Participation 4.05 0.72

Analysis

The mean score analysis demonstrates that fear of online harassment received the highest mean value
(4.34), indicating that most respondents strongly perceive online abuse and privacy threats as major
barriers to digital participation. Family influence and cultural restrictions also showed high mean
scores, reflecting the significant role of patriarchal social structures in shaping women’s online
behavior. These findings suggest that women’s social media participation is not entirely independent
but is strongly influenced by family expectations and societal norms.

The findings further reveal that women’s digital empowerment and social media participation have
moderately high mean scores, indicating that despite socio-cultural restrictions, women continue to
actively engage in digital platforms for communication, education, and awareness. However, the
comparatively lower mean score for digital literacy suggests that many women still face limitations in
technological skills and digital confidence, particularly in semi-urban communities.

5.12 Correlation Between Family Influence and Women’s Digital Participation

Table 5.12: Correlation Analysis of Key Variables

Variables Family Cultural Online Digital
Influence Restrictions Harassment Empowerment
Women’s Social Media .0.68 .0.63 059 +0.71

Participation

Analysis

The correlation analysis indicates a strong negative relationship between family influence and
women’s social media participation (-0.68). This suggests that higher levels of family monitoring and
restrictions reduce women’s confidence and freedom in digital spaces. Similarly, cultural restrictions
and online harassment also show negative relationships with women’s digital participation, indicating
that patriarchal attitudes and unsafe online environments discourage women from engaging actively
on social media platforms.

On the other hand, digital empowerment demonstrates a strong positive relationship (+0.71) with
women’s social media participation. This finding indicates that greater digital awareness, confidence,
and technological access contribute positively to women’s online engagement and self-expression. The
results therefore suggest that strengthening digital literacy and empowerment initiatives can
significantly improve women’s participation in digital spaces.

Table 5.13: Major Themes Identified Through Interviews

Theme

NoO Emerging Themes Participant Responses

Women reported parental and marital control over online
activities

Respondents expressed concerns regarding cyberbullying and
fake accounts

Theme 1 Family Monitoring

Theme 2  Fear of Harassment
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Theme

No Emerging Themes Participant Responses
Social Media for Women used platforms for educational and professional
Theme 3 .
Learning development
Theme 4  Self-Censorship Many women avoided expressing opinions openly

Women highlighted online businesses and freelancing

Theme 5 Economic Participation .
opportunities

Analysis

The thematic findings from semi-structured interviews reveal that family monitoring remains one of
the most influential factors affecting women’s online participation. Many respondents stated that
family members regularly monitor their digital activities and discourage public online visibility due to
concerns regarding family honor and cultural expectations. Respondents from semi-urban
backgrounds particularly emphasized restrictions related to photographs, interaction with strangers,
and political discussions.

The interviews also highlighted that despite these restrictions, women actively use social media for
educational growth, professional networking, and economic activities. Several respondents viewed
digital platforms as spaces for empowerment and personal development. However, fear of online
harassment and criticism often forced women to practice self-censorship and limited online interaction.
These findings support the quantitative results and demonstrate the complex relationship between
empowerment and restriction in women’s digital experiences in Pakistan.

Table 5.14: Research Objectives and Findings Summary
Research Objectives Major Findings

To examine family influence on women’s Strong family monitoring limits online freedom
participation
Patriarchal norms shape women’s digital

behavior

Harassment and privacy concerns are major
barriers

Social media supports education and
entrepreneurship

To assess digital participation differences Urban women show greater digital participation
Analysis

The objective-wise findings confirm that family influence and cultural norms significantly shape
women’s social media participation in Pakistan. Women’s online activities remain closely connected
with societal expectations regarding modesty, morality, and family reputation. Family restrictions, fear
of criticism, and patriarchal attitudes continue to limit women’s digital freedom and confidence in
online spaces.

At the same time, the findings demonstrate that social media possesses significant empowering
potential for women. Educational opportunities, entrepreneurship, awareness-building, and identity
formation emerged as important benefits associated with digital participation. Urban women
particularly showed higher levels of digital engagement due to better educational exposure and
technological access. Overall, the study highlights the dual nature of social media as both a platform
for empowerment and a space shaped by socio-cultural control.

6.Finding and Discussion

6.1 Social Media Between Empowerment and Restriction

The findings of this study demonstrate that social media functions simultaneously as a space of
empowerment and restriction for women in Pakistan. On one hand, digital platforms provide
opportunities for education, entrepreneurship, awareness-building, networking, and self-expression.
Women increasingly use social media to access educational resources, promote online businesses,

To analyze cultural norms and gender roles
To investigate online challenges

To explore empowerment opportunities
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develop professional skills, and engage in discussions regarding social and political issues. These
findings support the argument presented by Rahman and Islam (2021), who noted that social media
has become an important tool for women’s empowerment and participation in developing societies.
On the other hand, women’s participation in digital spaces remains constrained by cultural
expectations, family restrictions, and fear of online harassment. The study revealed that many women
avoid expressing opinions openly due to fear of criticism, reputational damage, and cyber abuse. This
indicates that digital spaces in Pakistan are not entirely free from traditional social control. Instead,
patriarchal norms and gender expectations continue to shape women’s online behavior. According to
Gurumurthy and Chami (2019), digital technologies possess transformative potential, but
empowerment remains limited when structural inequalities and social barriers continue to exist.
Therefore, women’s digital participation in Pakistan reflects a constant negotiation between
empowerment and social restriction.

6.2 Patriarchal Structures and Digital Spaces

The findings strongly indicate that patriarchal social structures continue to influence women’s digital
participation and online experiences in Pakistan. Family systems, cultural traditions, and gender norms
significantly shape women’s access to social media and their freedom in digital spaces. Women
reported restrictions regarding profile visibility, posting photographs, and online interactions due to
societal expectations related to modesty and morality. These findings are consistent with Naz and
Mahmood (2022), who argued that patriarchal culture in Pakistan continues to regulate women’s
public and private behavior, including their participation in digital environments.

Patriarchy in digital spaces also manifests through unequal freedom of expression and online
surveillance. Women face greater scrutiny and criticism online compared to men, reflecting broader
societal inequalities. Feminist scholars argue that digital spaces often reproduce existing gender
hierarchies rather than eliminating them (hooks, 2020). The findings of this study support this
perspective by showing that women’s social media participation remains socially monitored and
culturally conditioned. Although digital platforms create opportunities for empowerment, patriarchal
attitudes continue to limit women’s autonomy and online confidence in Pakistani society.

6.3 Family Honor and Women’s Online Visibility

One of the most significant findings of the study is the connection between family honor and women’s
online visibility. Respondents reported that families often associate women’s social media activities
with social reputation, morality, and cultural values. Consequently, women face restrictions regarding
photographs, online interactions, and public discussions to protect family honor. These findings reflect
the collectivist and patriarchal nature of Pakistani society, where women’s behavior is often viewed as
representative of family dignity and social respectability (Hussain & Bittles, 2020).

The findings further indicate that concerns regarding family honor contribute to self-censorship among
women. Many respondents reported avoiding political opinions, personal photographs, and public
debates due to fear of criticism and reputational damage. Similar findings were highlighted by
Mahmood and Sheikh (2021), who argued that family control over women’s digital participation is
strongly linked to cultural expectations regarding modesty and acceptable behavior. This demonstrates
that women’s online identities are not entirely individual choices but are shaped by broader family and
societal pressures.

6.4 Digital Gender Divide in Pakistan

The study highlights the existence of a significant digital gender divide in Pakistan, particularly
between urban and semi-urban women. Urban women reported greater access to internet services,
digital devices, educational opportunities, and online economic activities compared to women living
in semi-urban areas. Semi-urban respondents experienced stronger family restrictions, lower digital
literacy, and greater fear of online harassment. These findings support Van Dijk’s (2020) argument
that the digital divide extends beyond physical access to include inequalities in skills, opportunities,
and effective technology usage.

The findings also indicate that socio-economic status, education, and cultural environment influence
women’s digital participation. Women from conservative and low-income backgrounds face greater
limitations in accessing digital resources and online opportunities. According to the Pakistan
Telecommunication Authority (PTA, 2023), women in Pakistan continue to have lower internet access
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and smartphone ownership rates compared to men. The persistence of the digital gender divide
therefore reflects broader structural inequalities related to education, gender, and socio-economic
development in Pakistani society.

6.5 Comparison with Existing Literature

The findings of this study are largely consistent with existing literature on women’s digital
participation and socio-cultural barriers in developing societies. Previous studies have emphasized that
social media provides women with opportunities for communication, entrepreneurship, and awareness-
building while simultaneously exposing them to online harassment and social control (Al-Menayes,
2020; Saleem & Riaz, 2022). Similarly, the present study found that women use social media for
educational and economic purposes but continue to face restrictions rooted in patriarchal culture and
family expectations.

The findings also align with research conducted by Igbal and Zakar (2021), who noted that women in
Pakistan increasingly use digital platforms for educational and professional activities despite facing
societal limitations. Furthermore, the study supports the observations of Naseer and Farooq (2023),
who identified online harassment and privacy concerns as major barriers limiting women’s
participation in digital spaces. However, this study contributes additional insights by examining the
combined influence of family honor, patriarchal structures, cultural norms, and digital participation
within the Pakistani context. The mixed-methods approach further strengthens the analysis by
integrating statistical findings with personal experiences and thematic interpretations.

6.6 Implications for Women’s Empowerment Policies

The findings of this study have important implications for women’s empowerment and digital
inclusion policies in Pakistan. First, there is a need for gender-sensitive digital policies that promote
women’s safe and equal participation in online spaces. Policymakers should strengthen cyber safety
laws, reporting mechanisms, and legal protections against online harassment to create safer digital
environments for women. According to Amnesty International (2020), effective online safety policies
are essential for increasing women’s confidence and participation in digital platforms.

Second, digital literacy programs should be expanded, particularly in semi-urban and underserved
communities, to reduce the digital gender divide. Educational institutions, civil society organizations,
and technology stakeholders should collaborate to provide women with technological skills, awareness
regarding digital rights, and online safety training. Third, awareness campaigns targeting families and
communities are necessary to challenge patriarchal attitudes and cultural restrictions limiting women’s
digital participation. United Nations Women (2021) emphasized that sustainable digital empowerment
requires not only technological access but also supportive social and cultural environments.

Finally, women’s economic empowerment through digital entrepreneurship should be encouraged
through financial support programs, training opportunities, and online business initiatives. Social
media platforms can serve as important tools for women’s financial independence and social inclusion
if structural barriers are reduced. Therefore, policies aimed at women’s empowerment in Pakistan must
address both technological access and socio-cultural challenges to ensure inclusive and equitable
digital participation.

7. Recommendations

7.1 Promoting Digital Literacy Among Women

Digital literacy programs should be expanded to improve women’s technological skills, online
awareness, and confidence in using digital platforms. Government institutions, universities, and civil
society organizations should provide accessible training programs, particularly in semi-urban and
underserved communities, to enhance women’s participation in education, communication,
entrepreneurship, and digital engagement.

7.2 Strengthening Online Safety Mechanisms

Strong online safety mechanisms are essential to protect women from cyberbullying, harassment, fake
accounts, and privacy violations. Government agencies and digital platforms should strengthen
cybercrime laws, reporting systems, and awareness regarding digital rights. Effective online protection
can increase women’s confidence and encourage safer participation in digital environments across
Pakistan.

7.3 Gender-Sensitive Digital Policies
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The government should develop gender-sensitive digital policies that ensure equal access to internet
services, digital technologies, and online opportunities for women. Such policies should address socio-
cultural barriers, digital inequality, and online discrimination while promoting inclusive participation
in education, employment, entrepreneurship, and digital communication within Pakistani society.

7.4 Awareness Campaigns for Families and Communities

Awareness campaigns should be organized to educate families and communities about the positive
role of social media in women’s education, empowerment, and economic participation. These
campaigns can help challenge patriarchal attitudes, reduce unnecessary restrictions on women’s online
participation, and encourage supportive family environments for digital inclusion and empowerment.
7.5 Encouraging Women’s Entrepreneurship Through Social Media

Women should be encouraged to use social media platforms for entrepreneurship, freelancing, and
online business activities. Government institutions and private organizations should provide financial
support, training opportunities, and digital marketing programs to help women develop sustainable
online businesses and improve their economic independence through digital participation.

7.6 Institutional Support for Women’s Digital Inclusion

Educational institutions, technology organizations, and policymakers should collaborate to strengthen
women’s digital inclusion in Pakistan. Universities and training centers should provide digital
education, technological resources, and mentorship programs for women. Institutional support can
significantly reduce the digital gender divide and promote women’s social, educational, and economic
participation in digital spaces.

8.Conclusion

Social media has emerged as one of the most influential tools shaping communication, education,
economic participation, and social interaction in contemporary society. In Pakistan, women
increasingly use digital platforms for learning, networking, entrepreneurship, awareness-building, and
self-expression. The study found that social media provides important opportunities for women to
participate in educational, social, and economic activities that were traditionally limited by cultural
and social restrictions. Digital platforms therefore possess significant potential for promoting women’s
empowerment and inclusion in Pakistani society.

The findings of the study reveal that women’s social media participation is strongly influenced by
family structures, patriarchal traditions, and cultural expectations. Family monitoring and restrictions
remain common, particularly regarding online visibility, interaction, and self-expression. Many
women continue to experience pressure to maintain socially acceptable behavior online in order to
protect family honor and avoid criticism. These findings demonstrate that traditional gender norms
continue to shape women’s participation in digital spaces despite technological advancement and
increasing internet access.

The study also highlighted that online harassment, privacy concerns, and cyberbullying are major
barriers limiting women’s digital participation. Fear of fake profiles, abusive comments, blackmail,
and reputational attacks discourages many women from actively engaging on social media platforms.
Such concerns create unsafe digital environments that negatively affect women’s confidence and
freedom of expression. The findings suggest that digital empowerment cannot be fully achieved
without ensuring online safety and effective cyber protection mechanisms for women.

At the same time, the study found that social media serves as an important source of educational
opportunities and economic participation for women. Many respondents reported using digital
platforms for accessing educational content, developing skills, promoting businesses, freelancing, and
participating in awareness campaigns. Social media has therefore become a valuable tool for women’s
entrepreneurship, professional development, and socio-economic empowerment, especially for those
facing mobility restrictions in traditional social settings.

The research further revealed significant differences between urban and semi-urban women regarding
digital participation and empowerment. Urban women showed greater access to internet facilities,
educational opportunities, and economic engagement through social media compared to women from
semi-urban areas. Semi-urban women experienced stronger family restrictions, lower digital literacy,
and greater fear of online harassment. These findings highlight the existence of a digital gender divide
influenced by socio-economic conditions, education, and cultural environments in Pakistan.
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The study concludes that women’s digital experiences in Pakistan reflect a complex relationship
between empowerment and restriction. While social media provides opportunities for visibility,
participation, and independence, women’s online activities remain shaped by patriarchal structures,
family control, and cultural values. Women continuously negotiate between the benefits of digital
participation and the social pressures associated with traditional gender expectations. Therefore,
technological advancement alone is insufficient to ensure women’s empowerment without broader
social and cultural transformation.

Finally, the study emphasizes the need for gender-sensitive digital policies, online safety mechanisms,
digital literacy programs, and awareness campaigns aimed at reducing socio-cultural barriers affecting
women’s digital participation. Government institutions, educational organizations, technology
stakeholders, and civil society must work collectively to create inclusive and safe digital environments
for women. Strengthening women’s digital inclusion can contribute significantly to gender equality,
educational advancement, economic development, and social empowerment in Pakistan.
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