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Abstract 
 
Pakistan¶s journalists confront severe safety risks across the country and impunity to crimes 
against them allows the perpetrators to go unpunished. Now the country is recognized as one 
of the deadliest places for working journalists in the world. Given this situation, the Pakistani 
female journalists are more vulnerable because they are not only prone to safety risks and 
sexual harassment, but also they face gender discrimination when it comes to their 
recruitment and equal pay-scale. In the past decade, there has been an alarming increase in 
attacks on female journalists and incidents of their sexual harassment in Pakistan. 
Notwithstanding the growing plague of sexual harassment and gender discrimination in the 
country, the resilience of female journalists to work within a threatening and prejudiced 
environment has not yet fully explored and analysed. Therefore, drawing on the postcolonial 
feminist theory, this study aims to investigate the Pakistani female joXrnalisWs¶ lived 
experiences of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination. The study also analyses the 
impacts of sexual harassment, threats and gender discriminaWion on Whe coXnWr\¶s female 
journalists. To achieve the aforementioned aims, this study uses the qualitative methods of in-
depth interviews and focus groups discussion, and offers a thematic analysis of qualitative 
data.      
 

Keywords: Sexual harassment, threats, gender discrimination, resilience level, the 
Pakistani female journalists 
 
 
Introduction  
 

Sexual harassmenti is a dilemma that almost every society in the world continues to 
deal with today. More recently, the world has come across shocking instances followed under 
the #MeToo campaign that has encouraged increasing numbers of women to share their 
experiences of sexual harassment and abuse. Attention is turning to perpetrators and the 
structures that protect them (Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller 2018). For the first time, from 
Hollywood to the airline industry, the world is witnessing that powerful abusers face real 
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condemnations for sexual harassment. One prominent example is of Hollywood film director, 
Harvey Weinstein, the co-owner of US Entertainment Company (Miramax Films), who was 
accused of sexual harassment by Hollywood actress, Alyssa Milano in October 2017. This 
prominent case has revived #MeToo movement across the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Canada, Australia, Israel and India (Kunst, Bailey, Prendergas, and Gundersen 
2018). Now women are increasingly reporting their stories of sexual abuse especially on 
social media. In the last couple of years, #MeToo campaign has gained momentum with the 
emergence of other hashtags such as: ³#MeNoMore; #TrustWomen; #BelieveWomen; 
#BeenRapedNeverReported; #YesAllWomen; #HimToo, #BlackLivesMatter, #TimesUp and 
#NowAustralia. These hashtags suggests an ³intersectionality between sexual violence, 
identity politics, race, ethnicity, religion, language, class and human rights in our daily lives´ 
(Rodino-Colocino 2018; Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller 2018; Keller, Mendes, and Ringrose 
2016).  

When analysing the case of Pakistan, the relationship between intersectionality and 
sexual violence is very evident. The Pakistani women have multiple identity components 
based on their class, ethnicity, religion, language and profession, and there are various 
groXnds for Wheir se[Xal abXse and oppression. The coXnWr\¶s Zomen are apparent victims 
and iW goes be\ond one¶s XndersWanding jXsW hoZ man\ PakisWani Zomen deal ZiWh sexual 
harassment in their professional and personal lives. Gender discriminationii is another 
prevailing problem in Pakistan that is the by-product of societal conservatism and religious 
extremism. The coXnWr\¶s joXrnalism profession reflecWs a Yer\ WhoXghW proYoking siWXaWion in 
Werms of Zomen¶s represenWaWion in Whe profession. ³Less Whan five percent of journalists in 
Pakistan are women and those in the profession face substantial risks, hurdles and 
discrimination´ (NXsraW 2018). This raises serioXs qXesWions aboXW hoZ Whe media can 
perform its watchdog role when journalists are not safe, and how it can reflect and inform the 
public opinion when journalism profession is so unrepresentative of the society it serves.  

Despite the pressing need of investigating the aforementioned facts, the issues of sexual 
harassmenW and gender dispariW\ in PakisWan¶s joXrnalism profession have not been explored 
in detail by the local academics yet. Therefore, drawing on the postcolonial feminist theory, 
this study offers insights into three key objectives: (i) to explore the Pakistani female 
joXrnalisWs¶ liYed e[periences of se[Xal harassmenW, threats and discrimination; (ii) to identify 
the sources (or perpetrators) of sexual harassment, threats and gender discrimination in 
Pakistan; (iii) to evaluate the impacts of sexual harassment, threats and gender discrimination 
on Pakistani female journalists¶ professional and personal liYes. In order to achieve these 
objectives, this study uses the qualitative methods of in-depth interviews and focus groups 
discussion, and it offers thematic analysis of qualitative data.   

Hence, firstly this article explains postcolonial feminist theory and intersectionality as 
the framework of this study. Secondly, the article¶s reYieZs past studies into women in 
journalism and recent reports on gender-based harassment and discrimination in the 
profession. Subsequently, the article elaborates the methodology of this study. The article 
goes on discussing the findings of this study. Finally, it presents conclusion that proposes 
some recommendations for combating the challenges of sexual harassment and gender 
discrimination, thereby to strengthen the role and representation of female journalists in the 
Pakistani journalism profession.      

 
 
 



 
 

Theoretical framework  
 
Feminist movements 
 
The feminist moYemenWs haYe baWWled and conWinXe Wo campaign for Zomen¶s righWs inclXding 
the rights to education, suffrage, work, equal pay-scale, own property, marry and maternity 
leaves. The proponents of feminism have also campaigned and still campaign for Zomen¶s 
legal and physical protection from sexual harassment, assault, rapes, verbal and physical 
abuse, domestic violence, forced marriages and gender discrimination (Hawkesworth 2006; 
Beasley 1999). Historically, the feminist movements can be classified into three main waves. 
The first wave of feminism traces back its history to the late ninetheenth century, when well-
resourced and well-educated women from the Global North raised their voice to have their 
right to vote and legal protection for gender equality (Lewis and Sara 2003). The second 
wave of feminism gained momentum in the early 1960s and motivated the Western women to 
battle for their rights related to sexuality, equal pay-scale, domestic issues and non-
discriminatory practices at workplace and society on the whole. Critics of first and second 
waves of feminism assert that these movements have a narrow scope to campaign for 
Zomen¶s righWs becaXse these movements solely focus on white Western women. And the 
proponents of first and second waves of feminism largely ignore the differences between 
women in terms of race and class. In late 1980s, thus the third wave of feminism emerged that 
is called as postcolonial feminism. This feminist movement is racially focused and rejects the 
assumptions of Western feminism WhaW Wend Wo focXs on homogeni]aWion of Zomen¶s needs, 
issues and experiences. Postcolonial feminist movement emphasizes to look at the socio-
political and economic contexts and the complex layers of oppression that impinge on the 
Zomen¶s liYes in the postcolonial societies of the Global South (Mohantay  2004, 1988).      
 
Postcolonial feminist theory and intersectionality 

Postcolonial feminism theory attempts to highlight Whe W\picaliW\ of Zomen¶s issXes in 
postcolonial third world countries, especially in the Global South, denouncing µWesWern 
feminism¶, Zhich Wends Wo accentuate homogenisation and emphasises that all women have 
the same needs and similar experiences (Mohanty 2004). Postcolonial feminism helps to 
classif\ and correcW Whe ³blind spots of Western feminist theory (Mohantay 1984, 334), which 
ofWen prodXces a µsingXlar µThird World Zoman¶ as an embodiment for ³underdevelopment, 
oppressive traditions, high illiteracy, rural and urban poverty, religious fanaticism and 
overpopulation´ (Mohantay and Toress 1991, 5-6). Proponents of postcolonial feminism 
assert that one must think beyond the Western assumption and ideas about the Third World 
women that hardly attempts to recognize and address the complexity and fluidity of the lives 
of these non-Western women. Mohantay (1988, 2004) further suggests that Third World 
women are not necessarily oppressed and retrained as underlined by Western feminist 
theorists, and she may be more powerful, if she belongs to an educated and well-off 
background.    

One major achievement of the proponents of postcolonial feminism is their ability to 
explain the complexity of women in the Third World postcolonial societies. For example, 
Kirsten Holst Petersen and Anna Rutherford (1986) suggest that women in the Third World 
posWcolonial socieWies sXffer from µdoXble coloni]aWion¶ as Whe\ sWrXggle Wo baWWle beWZeen 
colonialism and patriarchy both (like in the case of Pakistan). Gayatri Spivak (1988) further 
e[Wends Whe idea of µdoXble coloni]aWion¶ and asserWs WhaW poor (sXch as peasanWs, Wribal, loZ 
castes) and black women face difficulty to represent their issues and get their voices heard.      



 
 

While Petersen and Rutherford (1986) talk about µdouble colonization¶, Spivak turns 
this into Whe noWion of µWriple coloni]aWion, asserting if you are poor, black, and female you get 
the oppression in three ways. In the post 9/11 secenario, Abu-Lughod (2002) and Santesso 
(2013) suggest that if you are poor, black, Muslim and female you get the oppression in four 
ways (Santesso 2013, 5). This progression of postcolonial feminism from double to triple and 
quadruple approaches indicates the need for a theory, which takes into account multiple 
oppressions. Kimberlp CrenshaZ¶s 1989 concept of intersectionality fills this gap. 
CrenshaZ¶s (1989, 1993) concepW of µinWersecWionaliW\¶ mainl\ focXses on Wo address Whe 
issues of American Black women from various perspectives as women do have multiple 
identities and that can serve as the ground for their oppression.    

Within the South Asian diasporic context, the concept of intersectionality was further 
extended by Actar Brah (1996, 10-16). She emphasizes that a South Asian woman can have 
multiple identity components and grounds for oppression at once, which is the core idea of 
intersectionality in various other contexts as well. Brah (1996) underlines that women can be 
oppressed and discriminaWed dXe Wo a nXmber of conWe[WXal facWors sXch as ³race and gender, 
there is class (and caste), religious background, age, disability, sexual orientation, and so on´. 
Therefore, women cannot be seen as a monolithic subject of sexual violence, oppression and 
discrimination. Rather, any analysis of gender violence, harassment and disparity should be 
context-based, reflecWing Whe Zomen¶s issXes ZiWhin their specific historical, political, 
religious and cultural environments. Therefore, this study draws on postcolonial feminist 
theory and intersectionality, which help to understand the intersection between sexual 
violence, identity politics, race, ethnicity, religion, language, class and human rights in 
Pakistan (see Rodino-Colocino 2018; Keller, Mendes, and Ringrose 2016; Mendes, Ringrose, 
and Keller 2018).  

Literature review 

Women in journalism: Issues of sexual harassment and online abuse  

Every year, journalists confront risks and intimidation and are even killed for bringing 
the public truth.  Female journalists face an extra risk that of being a woman. Physical, sexual 
and online abuse is a routine reality for many female media professionals across the globe. A 
number of recent reports by international organizations unpack very depressing facts about 
what female journalists face as part of their work. According to a recent UNESCO report 
(2017), ³11 female journalists had been killed in 2017 ± the highest number since the UN 
agency started recording killings of journalists in 2006´. Women journalists also experience 
sexual harassment and sexual violence. And they are much more likely to face online abuse 
(such as sharing embarrassing or cruel content about a person to impersonation, doxing, 
stalking and electronic surveillance to the non-consensual use of photography and violent 
threats); online harassment; online rape threats; cyber-stalking; blackmail and much more 
(Chen and Pain 2017; Edstrom 2016; Ging and Norman 2016; Hunt 2016; International 
Women Media Foundation 2014). The online harassment of women, sometimes called 
Cyber-sexism or cyber-misogyny, is specifically gendered abuse targeted at women and girls 
online. It incorporates sexism, racism, religious prejudice, homophobia and transphobia.  

Sexual harassment, threats and online abuse impact not only the wellbeing of the 
women who are targeted ± it can affect their professional and personal lives. Awareness of 
the issues women journalists face is growing as the media and social media continue to report 
on issues of sexual harassment, online and offline abuse and sexual violence. However, in 



 
 

many postcolonial countries, especially in Pakistan, the problem persists because the cases of 
threats, sexual harassment and violence against female journalists go unreported. Thus, there 
is a need to dig-out the Pakistani Zomen joXrnalisWs¶ liYed e[periences of se[Xal harassmenW 
and discrimination, thereby to understand how it impacts on their lives and whether they are 
resilient enough to battle against violence and discrimination against them regardless of their 
class, ethnicity, religious sect or religion.  
 
 
Journalism profession and gender discrimination 
 

Journalism scholars have substantially paid attention to gender inequality in the 
profession. Many past studies have analysed the participation and influence of women in the 
news media and have revealed the increasing numbers of female journalists globally. 
Particularly, the growing proportion of Western women in the journalism profession has 
draZn inWeresW Wo Whe Zoman¶s sWaWXs in media organisations and newsroom agendas 
(Gallagher 2001). However, there are studies that have clearly indicated male dominance in 
the profession, especially at management level positions such as producers, executives, chief 
editors and publishers (Byerly 2010; Myer 2009). The growing interest in journalism as a 
masculine profession has given rise to accusations of a glass ceiling facing female journalists 
worldwide (Fröhlich and Lafky 2008; Vochocová 2008; Morna 2007). According to many 
studies, there are obvious differences between women and men in both their experiences and 
practices of professional work (Zilliacus-Tikkanen 2008; Chambers, Steiner, and Fleming 
2004; Steiner 1998). 

 
From a feminist perspective, scholars usually assert that in most cultures men have 

more opportunities to progress socially and professionally than do women (Hooks 1984). 
This feminist assumption of gender inequality is quite evident in the Pakistani journalism 
profession because less than five percent of journalists in the profession are female and most 
of them are assigned reporting on soft issues such as health, education, social issues, the 
family, or arts and living (Nusrat 2018; White 2009). The Pakistani female journalists face 
sexism and discrimination. But the question is whether they are discriminated, abused (either 
offline or online) and face sexual harassment on the basis of their ethnicity, religion or 
religious sect, socio-economic status. This study attempts to explore this question by 
investigating the female joXrnalisWs¶ liYed e[periences of se[Xal Yiolence and harassmenW and 
sexism.     
 

Methodology 

Research questions  

This study investigates three research questions, namely: (i) HoZ PakisWan¶s female 
journalists experience sexual harassment, threats and discrimination when doing their 
professional work? (ii) What are the sources of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination 
to female journalists in Pakistan? (iii) How do the challenges of sexual harassment, threats 
and gender discrimination impact on female journalists¶ professional and personal lives in 
Pakistan? In order to investigate these research questions, this study uses the qualitative 
methods of in-depth interviews and focus group discussions.  
 
 



 
 

Sampling  
 

Using purposive samplingiii, this study includes responses from a total of forty-one (41) 
female journalists, of age ranging between 25 and 60 years, from five ethnicities (i.e. Sindhi, 
Punjabi, Balochi, Pashtu and Urdu-speaking) and from three religions (i.e. Muslim, Christian 
and Hindu). The selected female journalists are full-Wime emplo\ee of PakisWan¶s mainsWream 
Urdu and English-langXages¶ neZspapers and WeleYision neZs channels in Karachi including: 
fiYe English langXage¶s neZspapers (i.e. Dail\ DaZn, E[press TribXne, The NaWion, The 
NeZs InWernaWional and BXsiness Recorder); Whree UrdX langXage¶s neZspapers (i.e. Dail\ 
Jang, Daily Express and Nawa-e-Waqt); eleven television news channels (i.e. Pakistan 
Television News Corporation, Geo News, SAMAA News, ARY News, AAJ News, Express 
News, Dunya News, Ab Tak News, Dawn News, News One and Channel 92).   

Precisely, this study incorporates 25 in-depth interviews of female journalists. In 
addition, this study includes two focus groups discussion: (i) first group is comprised of eight 
female joXrnalisWs belonging Wo PakisWan¶s mainsWream UrdX and English langXage¶s 
newspapers, (ii) and the second group consists of eight female journalists from PakisWan¶s 
most influential and mainstream television news channels. For the confidentiality and safety 
of journalists, interviewees and focus groups participants have been quoted using numbers 
(between 1 and 25) and alphabets (between A and H for the female focus group from 
newspapers; between I and P for the female focus group from television news channels) 
respectively.  

 
InterviewV¶ and focus groups discussionV¶ aUUaQgePeQW  
 

The author has carried out the data collection (i.e. in-depth interviews and focus group 
discussions) of this study between April 2018 and October 2018 in Karachi. The reason to 
choose Karachi as the main location of data collection is that the city is media hub of 
Pakistan. Initially, using personal contacts, the author had prepared a tentative list of 70 
journalists and they were contacted through phone calls and e-mails in order to participate in 
this study. Then the author prepared a final list of journalists who had agreed to participate in 
this study. The process of arranging in-depth interviews and focus groups discussions was not 
at all easy because journalists were contacWed b\ Whe aXWhor jXsW foXr monWhs before PakisWan¶s 
2018 elections (i.e. mid March 2018), which was a busy time-period for female journalists 
due to their engagement in the coverage of election campaigns and their long and extra hours 
of duties (especially in television news channels). However, the author managed to have a 
sample of total 41 female journalists.        

 
InterviewV¶ and focus groups discussionV¶ fRUPaW aQd SURcedXUeV 
 
Each journalist, in this study, has been interviewed for around 50-60 minutes (i.e. almost one 
hour). And the focus group discussions have been carried out for one and a half hour (i.e. 90 
minutes) for each focus group. All interviewed female journalists and focus group 
participants have been asked questions related to: their real life experiences of sexual 
harassment, threats (online and offline) and gender crimination that they have faced when 
doing their duties; sources of threats and discrimination to them and the impact of threats and 
discrimination on their personal and professional lives.   



 
 

 
As far as the procedure of data collection is concerned, all questions (either during 

interviews or focus groups discussion) have been asked in Urdu-langXage (i.e. joXrnalisWs¶ 
mother tongue in Pakistan), and then interview and focus groups discussion transcripts have 
been transcribed in English-language and in verbatim. All participants, in this study, have 
been provided a project information sheet that provides information about: the objectives of 
this study, methodology, types of research questions with examples, voluntary participation, 
confidenWialiW\ of joXrnalisWs¶ names and access Wo research findings.  

 
Considering the cultural sensitivity of the Pakistani society, the researcher had also 

discussed interview questions and focus groups discussions¶ themes with the research 
participants in order to ensure comfortability to respond questions related to their real life 
experiences of sexual harassments, threats and gender discrimination.   
Coding process and inter coder reliability (ICR) 

 
This study has followed five coding steps in order to ensure an acceptable level of 

reliability. At the first step, the author (i.e. the researcher of this study) has worked together 
with another female coder, a Pakistani Master graduate in Media Studies, who has transcribed 
the interviews¶ and focus groups discussions¶ data. At the second step, the author has done 
the segmentation of interviews¶ and focus groups discXssions¶ WranscripWs. While segmenWs 
(i.e. research-relevant and meaningful units of transcribed text) can either be a single word or 
a paragraph, Whis sWXd\ considers joXrnalisWs¶ responses Wo each research qXesWion (including 
follow-up questions) as the segments (See also Krippendorff 1995). At the third step, the 
author  has created a manual code book for the qualitative data of this study. For this purpose, 
the author  has created WZo code books ZiWh Whree porWions of inWerYieZs¶ and focXs groXps 
discXssions¶ daWa (i.e. Whe seW of joXrnalisWs¶ responses releYanW Wo each research qXesWion).   

In this study, the author  has done coding in the first code book as the key coder. The 
second coder, in this study, has worked independently to assess the responses of journalists to 
each research question and has examined the themes that emerge from data.  At the fourth 
step, the author and the second coder have then compared together the list of codes in both 
coding books and have compared the list of emerging themes in the entire data-set (i.e. 
inWerYieZs¶ and focXs groXps discXssions¶ WranscripWs).  

Moreover, it is always imperative to discuss the list of codes with the co-coder in order 
to ascertain whether the listed codes are relevant to the research questions; whether codes 
haYe been lisWed folloZing Whe same seW of rXles, sXch as releYanc\ Wo Whe sWXd\¶s objecWiYes, 
careful assessment of texts and segmentation; and above all to ensure a good level of 
consistency in coding process (See also Boyatzis 1998, 31).    

Finally, at the fifth step, the author and the second coder have checked the reliability of 
codes. Scholarship sXggesWs WhaW ³Whe reprodXcibiliW\ across coders²often called intercoder 
reliability²where the concern is whether different coders would code the same data the same 
way (MacPhill et al., 2015; Popping 2010, 1068; Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998, 75-85). While 
there are many ways of statistical calculations for assessing and reporting inter coder 
reliabiliW\ (ICR), Whis sWXd\ Xses Cohen¶s kappa formula to measure reliability among the first 
(myself) and the second coder. The firsW reason Wo Xse Cohen¶s kappa formXla is WhaW iW helps 
Wo ³measXre agreemenW beWZeen WZo coders´ indicaWing Wheir leYel of agreemenW. Therefore, 
the author has used the following Cohen¶s kappa formula to measure the reliability of coding 
for each research question (see Table 1):  



 
 

K=Po-Pe/1-Pe 

 
 
Whereby:  
Po = ³Whe relaWiYe obserYed agreemenW among coders´  
Pe = ³Whe h\poWheWical probabiliW\ of chance agreemenW´ 
 
Another reason for using Cohen¶s kappa measure for evaluating the ICR is that the 

second coder has been chosen deliberately in this study and not randomly. As 
aforementioned, the second coder has done the transcription of interviews¶ and focus groups 
discussions¶ data. Also, the second coder has studied qualitative research methods at a 
postgraduate level in the country. Therefore, the author could professionally discuss the 
coding process and themes emerged from the transcribed texts with the second coder in order 
to ensure the consistency and to discuss any disagreement about the listed codes. 

 
Furthermore, Cohen¶s kappa sWaWisWical resXlWs range beWZeen 0 and 1. In this study, 

sWaWisWics calcXlaWed b\ Cohen¶s kappa formXla indicaWe WhaW Whe daWa coded b\ boWh coders 
share a good level of agreement and consistency. Table, 1, below, explains the inter coder 
reliability for each research question in this study.  

 
ICR Calculation 
XVing Cohen¶V 
kappa formula 

ICR for research question one  ICR for research question two ICR for research question three 

 
 
 
 
Po calculation 
(observed 
agreement) 

Total number of codes: 45 
Both coders agree on 17 codes 
Both coders disagree on 19 codes 
 
9 codes (i.e. related to physical 
assault by public; mob lynching 
during coverage of religious 
processions; threats by intelligence 
agencies) have not been included 
from the data-set of research 
question one as journalists has not 
provided any real life experience 
related to these codes and instead 
these issues have been highlighted 
by them quite generally.     
 
Po= number in agreement = 
(17+19/45)= 0.8  

 

Total number of codes: 33 
Both coders agree on 21 codes 
Both coders disagree on  9 codes 
 
3 codes (i.e. threats from Taliban, 
army and husband) have not been 
included from the data-set of 
research question two due to 
incomplete and unclear sentences 
in joXUnaliVWV¶ responses)      
 
 
 
 
 
 
Po=number in agreement= 
(21+9/33)= 0.9 

Total number of codes: 40 
Both coders agree on 20 codes 
Both coders disagree on 14 codes 
 
6 codes (i.e. related to impacts on 
joXUnaliVWV¶ maUiWal liYeV, chaUacWeU 
assassination and bad family 
attitude) have been not been 
included from the data-set of 
research question three due to a 
lack of clarity in their responses 
and evidences shared from their 
real lives.     
 
 
 
Po=number in agreement= 
(20+14/40)= 0.8 

 
 
Probability of 
agreement   

Coder 1: clearly agrees on 25 listed 
codes (25/45=0.55 or 55%) 
Coder 2: clearly agrees on 20 codes 
(20/50=0.44 or 44%) 
 
Total: 0.55×0.44=0.24  

Coder 1: clearly agrees on 20 
listed codes (20/33=0.50 or 60%) 
Coder 2: clearly agrees on 23 
codes 
(23/33=0.69 or 69%)  
 
Total: 0.60×0.69=0.41  

Coder 1: clearly agrees on 12 
listed codes (12/40=0.3 or 30%) 
Coder 2: clearly agrees on 23 
codes (21/40=0.52 or 52%) 
 
Total: 0.3×0.5=0.1 

 
 
Probability of 
disagreement  

Coder 1: clearly disagrees on 20 
codes (20/45=0.44 or 44%) 
Coder 2: clearly disagrees on 25 
codes (25/45=0.55 or 55%) 
 
Total: 0.44×0.55=0.24 

Coder 1: clearly disagrees on 3 
codes (3/33=0.09 or 9%) 
Coder 2: clearly disagrees on 10 
codes (10/33=0.30 or 30%) 
 
Total: 0.09×0.30=0.02  

Coder 1: clearly disagrees on 9 
codes (9/40=0.2% or 20%) 
Coder 2: clearly disagrees on 12 
codes (12/40=0.3 or 30%) 
 
Total: 0.2×0.3=0.06 

Pe= Overall 
probability of 
agreement 
between two 
coders 

Pe=0.24+0.24=0.48 Pe=0.41+0.02=0.42 Pe=0.1+0.06=0.16 

 
Cohen¶V kappa 

Po-Pe/1-Pe 
0.8-0.48/I-0.48=0.6 

Po-Pe/1-Pe 
0.9-0.4/1-0.4 

Po-Pe/1-Pe 
0.8-0.1/1.0.1 



 
 

measure    
 
ICR  

 
0.6= Slightly above average and 
moderate agreement  

 
 
0.83=substantial agreement  

 
0.7= above average agreement 
and more than moderate level  

 
TabOe 1: IQWeU cRdeU UeOiabiOiW\ caOcXOaWiRQ XViQg CRheQ¶V NaSSa fRUPXOa  
 
 
Thematic analysis 
 

The data from in-depth interviews and focus groups discussions have been analysed 
thematically using key and sub-themes. The key themes have been derived from the research 
questions of this study and thus there are three key themes that underpin the thematic 
analysis, namely: (i) female joXrnalisWs¶ liYed e[perience of sexual harassment, threats and 
discrimination; (ii) PakisWan¶s joXrnalism profession: sources of sexual harassment, threats 
and gender discrimination; (iii) impacts of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination on 
female journalists.  

 
The thematic analysis, in this study, starts from the listing of initial significant 

statements relevant to each research questions and the overall focus of this study. Secondly, 
Whese lisWed sWaWemenWs haYe been segmenWed according Wo joXrnalisWs¶ responses Wo each 
research qXesWion. Thirdl\, joXrnalisWs¶ responses haYe been coded in a manual coding book 
by two coders (i.e. the author and the second coder, who have done the transcription of 
qualitative data). Finally, the author has identified sub-themes that have been emerged 
µinductively¶ from the interviews¶ and focus groups¶ coded data. These sub-themes have been 
classified on the basis of the prevalence of key-Zords in Whe joXrnalisWs¶ responses Wo each 
research questions. And the prevalence of sub-themes has been decided on the basis of the 
nXmber of joXrnalisWs¶ responses in each sub-theme.   

 
As aforementioned, interview and focus groups discussion data, in this study, have 

been anal\sed µWhemaWicall\¶. This has required the quantification of the joXrnalisWs¶ 
responses in each sub-theme. The use of numbers has facilitated to indicate the prevalence of 
different sub-themes across the data-set of all research questions. This study has relied on 
numbers in order to augment the thematic analysis of qualitative data. Qualitative research 
draws itself largely on the constructivist stance, which emphasizes Whe Xse of µZords¶ Wo 
describe Whe people¶s meanings, actions and experiences; therefore, Whe µXse of nXmbers¶ to 
interpret qualitative data is widely seen as contentious (Maxwell 2010; Sandelowski 2001, 
230). However, the verbal quantification of data in qXaliWaWiYe sWXdies (sXch as µmajoriW\¶, 
µman\¶, µmosW¶ and µa feZ¶) needs the numerical power of numbers, which makes the 
interpretation of qualitative data more precise (Becker 1970). For example, Sandelowski et 
al. (2009, 2010) suggest that the use of numbers in qualitative research helps to recognize the 
emerging paWWerns ³or oWherZise Wo e[WracW meaning from qXaliWaWiYe daWa, accoXnW for all 
data, and verify interpretations.´ Thus, in this study, the main rationale for using quantitative 
estimates for analyzing the qualitative data is to offer an approximate level of sexual 
harassment, threats and discrimination faced by Pakistani female journalists.   

 
As far as validity of data is concerned, this study has used the method of triangulation 

that refers to the ³observation of research problem from at least two different aspecWs´ (Flick, 
2000). In this study, data has been collected by using two qualitative methods including in-
depth interviews and focus groups discussions (FGD) so as to ensure the validity.  
 



 
 

Findings  
 
FePaOe jRXUQaOiVWV¶ OiYed e[SeUieQce Rf Ve[XaO haUaVVPeQW, WhUeaWV aQd diVcUiPiQaWiRQ 
in Pakistan  
 
This study reveals that a majority of Pakistani female journalists confront the challenges of 
verbal abuse within and outside of their media organizations, sexual harassment and gender 
discrimination (See Table 2). When analysing the interviews¶ and focus groups discussions¶ 
data comparatively, this study finds that the Pakistani journalists, who are working in 
mainstream television news channels, are suffering severely with these challenges as 
compared Wo Whose Zorking in Whe coXnWr\¶s mainsWream neZspapers. According Wo an 
interviewed female journalist from a local television news channel:  

Working enYironmenW of PakisWan¶s English and UrdX langXages¶ neZspapers is far better and 
decent than the television news channels. Verbal abuse by male colleagues is very common 
within some big media organizations and public do so on streets. I have faced sexual 
harassmenW once in a WeleYision neZs channel in earl\ da\s of m\ career««IW Zas a 
traumatic experience that had affected my ambition level to work as a journalist. However, 
my family encouraged me to switch job to another television news channel««Gender 
discrimination is another very common problem in both print and electronic media in 
Pakistan. If you belong to a rich background, you may have good opportunities to have career 
growth. Otherwise, girls from middle and lower-middle class families do face discrimination 
at the time of recruitment because of their economic background««««.UnforWXnaWel\, 
female journalists are not paid equally too. The criteria of good pay-scale to female 
journalists, in many television news channels, is beauty and then influential family 
backgroXnd«««««««..EdXcaWion and hard work have Yer\ limiWed YalXe in PakisWan¶s 
media«««««««Some Urdu language¶s newspapers are religiously conservative and 
you will never find a non-Muslim women working there because they are considered as 
modern or liberal in their attitude and dressing style. (Interviewee number 3)           

Many Pakistani female journalists, particularly those working in television news channels, 
do face psychological and online abuse as well (See Table 2). ³No one can feel good ZiWh 
constant online threats and abusive messages on Face Book and Twitter. We fear to speak 
about sexual harassment but such cases happen time and again in most of the media 
organizations of PakisWan´, sa\s a focXs groXp parWicipanW from a local television news 
channel (Focus Group Participant I). Table 2, below, explains the female joXrnalisWs¶ liYed 
experience of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination in Pakistan (RQ1).  

        
Ke\ WhePe 1: FePale jRXUQaliVWV¶ liYed e[SeUieQce Rf Ve[Xal haUaVVPeQW, threats and discrimination (RQ1) 

 
 
 

Sub-themes (RQ1) 

 
In-depth interview 

 
Number of 
journalists 

 

Newspapers: 
Female focus 

group 
 

(Number of 
journalists) 

Television news 
channels: Female 

focus group 
 

(Number of 
journalists) 

 
Sub-theme 1 (P=12) 
 

Physical violence and attack 9 out of 25 (36%) 0 out of 8 (0%) 3 out of 8 (37%) 

Sub-theme 2 (P=30) Sexual harassment  17 out of 25 (68%) 5 out of 8 (62%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 

Sub-theme 3 (P=25) Psychological abuse 18 out of 25 (72%) 1 out of 8 (12%) 6 out of 8 (75%) 

Sub-theme 4 (P=23) Online threats and abuse 13 out of 25 (52%) 3 out of 8 (37%) 7 out of 8 (87%) 

Sub-theme 5 (P=32) Verbal abuse within media 
organization and outside  

21 out of 25 (84%) 4 out of 8 (50%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 



 
 

Sub-theme 6 (P=28) Discrimination in recruitment and 
pay-scale 

16 out of 25 (64%) 5 out of 8 (62%) 7 out of 8 (87%) 

Sub-theme 7 (P=6) Rape threat 6 out of 25 (24%) 0 out of 8 (0%) 0 out of 8 (0%) 

 

Table 2: Female MRXUQaOiVWV¶ OiYed e[SeUieQce Rf Ve[XaO haUaVVPeQW, WhUeaWV aQd diVcUiPiQaWiRQ 

Interestingly, this study highlights that female journalists, either from newspapers and 
television news channels, do not face physical violence and attacks much (See Table 2). 
³Female joXrnalisWs ma\ face ph\sical injXries Zhen reporWing from field, bXW male 
joXrnalisWs e[perience ph\sical assaXlW and Yiolence and life WhreaWs mXch more Whan Xs´, 
sWaWes an inWerYieZed joXrnalisW from an English langXage¶s newspaper (Interviewee number 
2). Another noticeable finding is that none of the female journalists, who have participated 
in this study, talk about rape threats to them. A majority of interviewed female journalists 
(i.e. 19 out of 25) and all focus groups participants confirm that there is no widespread 
trend of rape threats to female journalists in Pakistan, but they did highlight a couple of 
rape incidents of female journalists in the Interior Sindh and Baluchistan areas.     

 
PakiVWaQ¶V jRXUQaOiVP SURfeVViRQ: SRXUceV Rf Ve[XaO haUaVVPeQW, WhUeaWV aQd geQdeU 
discrimination  
 
This study reveals three major sources of sexual harassment, threats and gender 
discrimination to Pakistani female journalists including media owner/or editor, male 
colleagues and religious organizations. Table 3, below, explains the sources of sexual 
harassmenW, WhreaWs and discriminaWion in PakisWan¶s joXrnalism profession.  
 

Key theme 2: Sources of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination (RQ2) 

 
 
 

Sub-themes (RQ2) 

 
In-depth interview 

 
Number of 
journalists 

 

Newspapers: 
Female focus 

group 
 

(Number of 
journalists) 

Television news 
channels: Female 

focus group 
 

(Number of 
journalists) 

 
Sub-theme 1 (P=36) 
 

Boss (i.e. media owner and 
editor) 

23 out of 25 (92%) 5 out of 8 (62%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 

Sub-theme 2 (P=32) Male colleagues  22 out of 25 (88%) 2 out of 8 (25%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 

Sub-theme 3 (P=24) Political parties 13 out of 25 (52%) 4 out of 8 (50%) 7 out of 8 87%) 

Sub-theme 4 (P=30) Religious organizations 17 out of 25 (68%) 5 out of 8 (62%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 

Sub-theme 5 (P=20) Public  5 out of 25 (20%) 7 out of 8 (87%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 

 

Table 3: Sources of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination in Pakistan 

 
A majority of interviewed journalists and focus groups participants, especially from 
television news channels, reveal how their bosses, male colleagues and people from 
religious organizations harass and target them (See Table 3). According to two focus group 
participants from a local television news channel and an UrdX langXage¶s neZspaper:   

Most of the time bosses (including media owners, director news and editors) are involved in 
the cases of sexual harassment, apart from male colleagues. I have mostly worked as a news 
anchor in the Pakistani television news channels. I have switched job once because of 
harassment by my director news. I had the fear of losing my job and thus I never shared how 



 
 

the director news used to sexually harass me«««.I belong to a Pashtu family. While my 
family has allowed me to do job, they do feel concerned about what people say about my 
work as a journalist and a news anchor..«««««.It is always tough to share the 
experience of sexual harassment because we live in a conservative and a male dominated 
socieW\ and people pXW all blame on Whe girl««.So, I WhoXghW iW Xseless Wo share eYen ZiWh 
m\ female colleagXes and I changed m\ job«««..I feel sad Wo sa\ WhaW people ZiWh 
religious-mindset in Pakistan, who belong to religious organizations, do not pay respect to 
women in general and they behave very abusive towards female journalists. Islam does not 
teach this. However, people belonging to religious organizations do not threat women equally 
and discriminate them on the basis of their gender. (Focus Group Participant E) 

This is first ever time I am sharing my experience of sexual harassment on the condition that 
m\ name Zill be kepW anon\moXs«««.I Xsed Wo Zork as a neZs anchor in a repXWable 
television news channel four years back. I was repeatedly harassed by my male colleague and 
even news producer and I used to receive wats app abusive messages by unknown people. I 
needed job because of the financial circumstances of my family; therefore, I compromised 
four years within such a pathetic and fearful environment. Finally, I got job in a newspaper 
and I am mXch happier noZ«««.leW me Well \oX WhaW m\ ChrisWian female colleagXe Zas 
physically harassed and verbally abused online several times by some religious 
organi]aWions«««.DiscriminaWion and harassment on the basis of religion and ethnicity is 
Yer\ common in PakisWan¶s media. (Focus Group Participant A)         

This study suggests that many female journalists, either belonging to newspapers and 
television news channels, have experienced sexual harassment and threats from political 
parties and the public in Pakistan (See Table 3). ³Most Pakistani politicians, like a large 
proportion of public, do not pay respect to female journalists. They think them women of 
loZ characWers ««..and hence Whe\ Whink iW Wheir righW Wo do an\Whing ZiWh Whem´, sa\s an 
interviewed journalist from an English-langXage¶s neZspaper (InWerYieZee nXmber 6). 
These findings are not surprising because of male dominance in the Pakistani society, low 
literacy rate, a lack of ethics and morality in the countr\¶s poliWicians¶ condXcW and 
generally in the behaviour of illiterate people (See also UNESCO 2015).  

 

Impacts of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination on female journalists 
 
This study unpacks very apprehensive implications of sexual harassment, threats and 
gender discrimination for the female journalists in Pakistan. For example, a majority of 
inWerYieZed joXrnalisWs and focXs groXps¶ parWicipanWs, who belong to television news 
channels, share that they suffer from psychological stress due to being constantly harassed, 
verbally abused (especially online through wats app and social media) and targeted on the 
basis of their gender (See Table 4). Reflecting upon the issue of psychological stress, an 
interviewed senior female news producer states:  

 

Women journalists from print media are not suffering sexual harassment as badly as 
those working for television news channels. Many of my colleagues have complained 
about the stress they confront due to sexist slurs by their male colleagues and social 
media trolls. Then gender pay gap is also very evident. If you are beautiful, you may 
get salary more than competent male and female journalists. But everyone is not 
beautiful and we all have financial needs. There is no system of gender equality in 
terms of pa\ scale and promoWions in PakisWan¶s neZs media. In neZspapers, Where is a 



 
 

Wage Board Award that articulates the salary structure of journalists. However, it is 
hardly implemented by most of the newspapers. But still print media is better than the 
electronic media. I would say sexual harassment and gender discrimination is worst in 
television news channels. 

Likewise, a female joXrnalisW from an English langXage¶s neZspaper shares:  

I have suffered depressioniv and anxiety a couple of years because of traumatic experience of 
online harassment. I used to receive abusive wats app messages from unknown numbers and 
threats of kidnapping on email. Being afraid, I refused to do some major investigative stories 
and my assignmenWs Zere assigned Wo m\ male colleagXe When««««.I belong Wo a Balochi 
famil\ and iW is noW Yer\ common in Baloch cXlWXre for a girl Wo Zork as a joXrnalisW««.So, I 
had to face family pressure as well. In depression, I resigned my job and stayed at home for 
some Wime dXring 2017««..EYenWXall\, m\ ediWor called me and encoXraged Wo join back m\ 
Zork«««Male joXrnalisWs do face faWal WhreaWs mosWl\ becaXse of Wheir inYesWigaWiYe 
sWories. PakisWan¶s female joXrnalisWs are oppressed and YicWimised dXe Wo multiple factors 
including their gender, ethnic background and class. (Focus Group Participant C) 

This study unpacks that many female journalists, particularly from television news 
channels, are compelled to do self-censorship to avoid harassment and threats (See Table 
4). ³It is better to seal the tongue instead of facing a lifetime trauma. Do you think a 
kidnapped or physically assault girl can survive in the Pakistani society with respect? No! 
Self-censorship is a safe Za\ Wo pracWice joXrnalism,´ sa\s an interviewed female journalist 
from a television news channel (Interviewee number 11). Moreover, this study reveals that 
a number of female journalists, from television news channels, lose their jobs because of 
sexual harassment and discrimination. Table 4, below explains the impacts of sexual 
harassment, threats and discrimination on female journalists in Pakistan.    

 
Key theme 3: Impacts of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination on female journalists (RQ3) 

 
 
 
 

Sub-themes (RQ3) 

 
In-depth interview 

 
Number of 
journalists 

 

Newspapers: 
Female focus 

group 
 

(Number of 
journalists) 

Television news 
channels: 

Female focus 
group 

 
(Number of 
journalists) 

 
Sub-theme 1 (P=36) 
 

Psychological stressv 23 out of 25 (92%) 5 out of 8 (62%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 

Sub-theme 2 (P=24) Self-censorship 16 out of 25 (64%) 2 out of 8 (25%) 6 out of 8 (75%) 

Sub-theme 3 (P=20) Losing a job  13 out of 25 (52%) 0 out of 8 (0%) 7 out of 8 (87%) 

Sub-theme 4 (P=28) Losing an assignment 17 out of 25 (68%) 3 out of 8 (37%) 8 out of 8 (100%) 

Sub-theme 5 (P=8) Leaving or changing the 
profession  

6 out of 25 (24%) 0 out of 8 (0%) 2 out of 8 (25%) 

 
Table 4: Impacts of sexual harassment, threats and discrimination on female journalists in Pakistan 

 
Unfortunately, the menace of sexual harassment and gender discrimination is depriving many 
talented women to pursue career as a journalist. ³Misog\n\; gender trolling; online abuse; 
and recruitment and pay-scale discrimination on the basis of looks, ethnicity, religion and 
class ± these are warning signs for a girl to choose journalism as a career in Pakistan´, 
underlines a female focus group participant from a television news channel (Focus Group 
Participant J). This study unpacks that female journalists, especially belonging to television 



 
 

news channels, do not only lose their jobs and assignments, but it also affects their career in 
long-term. For example, a female journalist from a local television news channel shares her 
traumatic experience of multiple job losses and assignments. She says:  

 

In 2012, I started my journalism career as a junior reporter in a local television news channel, 
which is a middle-scale media organization in Pakistan. I had an ambition to work on-screen as 
a news anchor as well. Very soon, within four months of my appointment, I was offered to read 
news bulletin. I still feel traumatic to recall that experience because I could not say to anybody 
what I was suffering then. I used to be touched by my news producer unnecessary when having 
instructions about how to read news. On the other hand, camera men used to pass indecent 
remarks. I belong to a conservative Punjabi family and it was very hard for me to get 
permission to work as a journalist and news anchor. Finally, I decided to quit my first job. I had 
to wait five months to get appointed in a local English-language¶s fashion magazine. Now the 
biggest challenge there was discrimination. As I have mentioned, I belong to a conservative 
family and I usually wear Shalwar Qameez (i.e. the traditional attire of Pakistan). My female 
colleagues, who used to wear Western attires, used to have major assignments (including the 
coverage of leading fashion events in the country), and at times I had to do office work only. I 
was not satisfied with my situation and once again I decided to search job that could help me to 
polish my journalistic skills. You will surprise to know, it took almost eleven months to get a 
new job in a television news channel. It is a big news organization and much better in terms of 
pay-scale and delegation of assignments to female journalists. I would say that I could not 
pursue any journalism training or international fellowship because of this struggle, which has 
affected me mentally a lot. My ambition level has dropped considerably and I really need 
motivation to get back to my ambition of pursuing journalism fellowships and trainings 
nationally and internationally.  (Interviewee number 21)             

While this study indicate that some female journalists are compelled to either change or quit 
the journalism profession, there are many other Pakistani female journalists (either from 
newspapers and television news channels), who are resilient enough to combat with the 
challenges of sexual harassment and discrimination and they do not prefer to change their 
profession (See Table 4, Sub-theme 5).     

 

Discussion 
  
Career-related challenges are commonly faced by men and women across the globe. 
However, being a journalist in the current times is not an easy job because it is one of a few 
unsafe careers in many countries of the world (Carlsson and Poyhatri 2017). The safety of 
journalists is one of the challenges that all media houses face in Pakistan. The coXnWr\¶s 
journalists live in a society that feels free to violate, intimidate, harass and assault them 
(Jamil 2017a, 2017b). In the past decade, more females have entered the Pakistani journalism 
profession, which has increased their exposure to all forms of harassment, discrimination, 
fear and favour (Rehmat 2017). Most Pakistani journalists face a daily task of producing 
exclusive and breaking news pieces with the challenges and risks present in each situation. 
This task is not easy for both male and female journalists. However, females are more 
vulnerable to a society that is ridden with conservatism, religious extremism, crime and 
gender discrimination. This sWXd\ also manifesWs WhaW PakisWan¶s female journalists, 
peculiarly belonging to television news channels, face a relentless barrage of sexual 
harassment, online and offline verbal abuse and gender discrimination. While sharing their 
experiences of sexual harassment and discrimination, two participants of focus group 



 
 

discussion, who work for television news channels as reporters for political and business 
beats respectively, state:  

I do political reporting in a local television news channel and I have worked as a news anchor 
as well. I feel sad to share that my news producer and camera men often send sexist remarks 
on my face book and wats app. They do so with my other female colleagues as well. No one 
likes to work in such an ill environment. I am compelled to continue my job because of my 
financial circumstances and above all I do not want to quit my profession. (Focus Group 
Participant I) 

Many female journalists do not speak about their experiences of sexual harassment because 
no one accepWs a Zoman¶s sWaWemenW in PakisWan. We liYe in a cXlWXrall\ conserYaWiYe and 
religiously extremist society ± where women are blamed for everything. Why don¶W \oX Zear 
Burqa or Hijab (veil) if feel unsafe or harassed? Such statements come from religious leaders, 
misogynists and even women of conservative mind-set«««««..I acknoZledge WhaW 
BXrqa (Yeil) is parW of PakisWan¶s eWhnic cXlWXres (especiall\ in PashWu, Baloch and 
conservative Punjabi and Urdu-speaking families), and many women do wear it with their 
choice as well. However, one must not ignore that many girls are forced to wear it so that to 
be saYed from se[Xal harassmenW, se[isW slXrs and men¶s sWreet remarks and many people do 
see iW as a s\mbol of oppression in PakisWan««««««.Just take the example of Meesha 
Shafi¶s case. She is a famoXs PakisWani singer - who has alleged a male singer Ali Zafar for 
sexual harassment. Now she is facing social media troll, online misogyny and even she has 
been labelled as a #MeToo campaigner in PakisWan«««..No one boWhers Wo Whink aboXW her 
ps\chological WraXma as a Zoman«««««««««. It is said that Pashtun or Baloch 
families are conservative and they do not allow girls to come in media industry. Let me tell 
you that women from Punjabi and Sindhi cultures too face restrictions for pursuing career as 
a journalist in Pakistan «««««..Gender disparity has spread in our society like a 
plagXe««««.OfWen female joXrnalisWs are not paid equally as their work is considered as 
inferior to male journalists. Then many female journalists face recruitment issues if they are 
not pretty or they belong to a middle or lower-middle class background ««««and non-
Muslim females are not hired in some rightist media organizations. (Focus Group Participant 
K)     

From the perspective of intersectionality, it is clearly evident that the Pakistani female 
journalists have multiple identity components (based on their ethnicity, religion and class) 
and they do face oppression and discrimination on the basis of their identities. Moreover, as 
quoted by a focus group participant above (Participant K), people with religious mind-set 
view Hijab (veil) as way to protect women from harassment in Pakistan. On the contrary, 
many Pakistanis view it as a symbol of oppression rather than a protection from harassment. 
Postcolonial feminist, Abu-Lughod, provides a thoughtful analysis of the veiling debate. 
³RaWher Whan Whe XniYersal s\mbol of oppression WhaW man\ WesWern assume it to be, the 
Burqa or Hijab (veil) is a Pashtun garment and there can be empowerment in it ± one 
anWhropologisW describes iW as porWable seclXsion´ (Papanek, qXoWed in AbX-Lughod 2002, 
785). While Abu-Lughod disagrees with any enforcement of the wearing of Burqa (veil), she 
notices that many women wear these outfits voluntarily and have no wish to discard them. I 
think this is somehow the case of Pakistan.     

This study reveals that sexual harassment is a sensitive issue and those affected may 
feel unable to report the matter or lodge a formal grievance because of societal conservatism 
and religious extremism in Pakistan. Sexual and workplace harassment is a grave issue.  
There are many Pakistani laws commissioned to deal issues of: Zomen¶V physical assault 
(Section 354 A, Pakistan Penal Code 1860); forced physical intercourse and sexual relations 
(Section 366 A. Pakistan Penal Code 1860); insult and public harassment (sections 509 and 
510, Pakistan Penal Code 1860); sexual harassment, verbal abuse and threats at workplace 



 
 

(Section 509, Pakistan Penal code 1860); false accusation against a female (Section 496 C, 
Pakistan Penal Code 1860); workplace harassment (Workplace Harassment Act 2010).vi 
Notwithstanding these legal protections, sexual harassment and threats to women is very 
common in the Pakistani news media and the existing laws are practically ineffective.  

While Whe coXnWr\¶s media regXlarl\ reporWs Whe incidenWs of se[Xal Yiolence, 
harassment and rape, this study highlights that it is ³rare to find news reports´ on female 
joXrnalisWs¶ e[perience of se[Xal harassmenW and rape in PakisWan. A ke\ poinW in 
intersectional scholarship is the argument that the women of colours are usually unseen as 
rape victims as compared to the white women (Jackson 2013; MacKenzie and Marcel 2009; 
Stabile 2006; Crenshaw 1993). In the light of this argument, the case of Pakistan is very 
complicated because not all women are invisible as rape or sexual harassment victims in the 
media reports, but ethnicity and class do play a role in the media reporting on rape and sexual 
Yiolence. ³IncidenWs of se[Xal Yiolence in Sindhi feXdal families, PashWXn and Baloch Wribal 
areas are at times censored because journalists face threats. Unfortunately, it is rare to find 
media reporWs if an\ female joXrnalisW is se[Xall\ harassed ZiWhin media organi]aWion´, sa\s 
an interviewed journalist from a television news channel (Interviewee number 13).   

Furthermore, as the internet becomes an increasingly important part of human 
existence, a Zoman¶s inabiliW\ Wo feel safe online is an impedimenW Wo her freedom, as Zell as 
to her basic human rights. The problem of online violence and harassment is often 
overlooked in discussions of violence against women. Some recent studies have revealed that 
women journalists face the threat of online harassment, which can be different from what 
male journalists experience as it can target them based on their gender or sexuality. This 
harassment, malicious sexist attacks reflect the experiences of many women in general online 
(Chen and Pain 2017; Edstrom 2016; Ging and Norman 2016; Chess and Shaw 2015; Cole 
2015).  

In the case of Pakistan, this study mirrors that online abuse and harassment is a routine 
experience of female journalists, either working for newspapers or television news 
channels, and they face an endless stream of abuse in real time (see Sub-theme 4, Table 2). 
With the recent #MeToo movements worldwide, more people are holding discussions around 
the topics of sexism, gender inequality, sexism and misogyny in Pakistan perhaps because 
earlier these challenges Zere sWrXcWXring µoffline¶ and now these have been transferred online 
in different labels like µonline misog\n\¶, µc\ber-bXll\ing¶, µonline harassment and se[ism¶. 
While there are limited studies to conclude that misogyny has increased after the internet era 
(Yarrow 2018), it may be argued that the digital space has facilitated, if not amplified, 
misogynistic behaviours. From comments on news stories to Face book posts to Twitter 
comments to YouTube videos and memes, misogyny on the internet has taken diverse forms. 
While women from all walks of lives are affected by online misogyny in Pakistan, female 
journalists and media celebrities are facing daily harassment because of the nature of their 
work, which requires their internet presence. The ³anonymity nature of the internet´ has also 
emerged as one of the major challenges in ³combating online sexism´. With regard to online 
harassment, a female journalist from an Urdu-language newspaper states, ³it is hard to find 
the actual culprits as many people post comments on social media sites using fake 
accoXnWs«« anon\miW\ nature of the internet is a big challenge to combat online sexism and 
harassmenW´ (InWerYieZee nXmber 12).  

For PakisWan¶s female joXrnalisWs, Whe challenges don¶W sWop here. According to a recent 
reporW, ³less than 5 percent of journalists in Pakistan are women´ (See Rehmat 2017), which 
raises serious questions about how PakisWan¶s neZs media can reflect and inform public 



 
 

opinion when the coXnWr\¶s news organizations are so unrepresentative of the society it 
serves. Female joXrnalisWs¶ feedbacks, in Whis sWXd\, also confirm WhaW PakisWan¶s female 
journalists face discrimination at various grounds including their ethnicity, religion and class 
(i.e. socio-economic background). According to a senior news producer from a local 
television news channel: 

Let me list up major issues. You may face problems in recruitment generally, if you belong to a 
middle or lower middle class family. Girls, who wear head scarf or do Hijab (Veil), can face 
some challenges in most of the television news channels and leftist (liberal) newspapers 
because then they may not have field assignments and on-screen jobs. Non-Muslim girls and 
those from liberal Muslim families are usually not hired in rightist (religious) media 
organizations. Another problem is of pay-scale that is not uniform. Male journalists are often 
paid more and mostly prettier female news anchors are paid higher than other female 
reporWers«««..DiscriminaWion also occXrs in Werms of job assignment. Female journalists are 
not usually assigned stories related to national security, jXdiciar\, goYernmenW¶s and miliWar\¶s 
affairs. (Interviewee number 7)        

This study indicates  a gender pay gap, even when women are more qualified and 
experienced than their male colleagues. For example, an interviewed female journalists 
highlighWs, ³I haYe done MasWers in Media SWXdies and I have eleven years of experience as a 
political reporter. My salary is far lesser than the newly appointed male host of a political talk 
shoZ, Zho is jXsW gradXaWe in Science (BSC)´ (InWerYieZee nXmber 8). A joint report by 
International Federation of Journalists (IFJ), UNESCO and UNWomen also suggest that in 
Asia Pacific ³Cambodia and PakisWan had Whe ZidesW gender pay gap with men earning much 
higher salaries´ (UNESCO 2015, 21). Between a lack of safe working environment and any 
equality policy, prejudice of male journalists, and a refusal to offer women the opportunity to 
report the beats they prefer by media owners, PakisWan¶s female journalists present a picture 
of antiquated, male-dominated journalism insWiWXWion Zhere Zomen¶s presence in Whe 
newsroom is seen as a novelty at best and a threat to existing powers at worst (See also 
Siddique, 2015; UNESCO 2015, 23). These findings call upon for further research into 
gender equality in PakisWan¶s neZs media, reYealing deWails aboXW hoZ Whe\ sXffer 
professionally and financially due to gender discrimination.  

The participating female journalists, especially those who work for television news 
channels, underlines that sexual harassment and discrimination often comes from within their 
own media outlets and is most likely to be perpetrated by their immediate boss and male 
colleagues (See Table 3). This study reveals detrimental impacts of these challenges on 
female joXrnalisWs¶ professional and personal liYes in PakisWan (See Table 4). A majority of 
participating journalists, who belong to television news channels, suggest that they suffer 
from psychological stress by virtue of working in a threatening and prejudiced environment 
(See sub-theme 1, Table 4). Many of them suffer by losing an assignment or job and they are 
compelled to practice self-censorship due to threats. However, this study highlights a very 
good resilience level of the Pakistani female journalists as majority of them (either from 
newspapers and television news channels) continue to struggle with challenges instead of 
quitting their profession (See Table 4, Sub-theme 5).  

PakisWan¶s news media has witnessed massive expansion during the past fifteen years, 
which has provided space to women journalists to enter into the journalism profession. 
Nevertheless, this study manifests that women journalists still strive to have their space at 
management positions, to combat sexual harassment and other online and offline threats (See 
also Rehmat 2017a; Siddiqui 2015). This indicates that the multiplicity of news media outlets 



 
 

is not playing any role to facilitate gender equality and safety in PakisWan¶s journalism 
landscape. However, in the wake of the global #MeToo movement, the issues of sexual 
harassment and gender discrimination are now gaining public¶s, media organi]aWions¶ and 
goYernmenW¶s attention in Pakistan. This can facilitate somehow a safe working environment 
and better opportunities for local female journalists to work more in current affairs and at 
leading management positions, resulting in their ability to influence goYernmenW¶s leYel 
policies and their better represenWaWion in pXblic¶s debaWes.  

Conclusion  
 
Postcolonial feminists insist on recognising the lives and experiences of women in contexts 
completely different from those of women in the West (Petersen and Rutherford 1986; 
Spivak 1988; Mohantay and Toress 1991; Brah 1996; Abu-Lughod 2002; Mohantay 2004; 
Santesso 2013). For instance, Pakistan shares a colonial past with India and Bangladesh. 
While these countries have inherited many Western ways and ideas, the practice of those 
ideas is not without problems (Jayawardena 1994). The Western concepts of µsafeW\¶, 
µfreedom¶ and µeqXaliW\¶ are conWesWed in posWcolonial coXnWries sXch as PakisWan, especiall\ 
Zhen iW comes Wo Zomen¶s righWs and Wheir liYing e[perience. Notwithstanding emancipation 
from colonial oppression, PakisWan¶s socieW\ is sWill conserYaWiYe and does noW respecW 
Zomen¶s righWs to safety, freedom and to make their own choices within and outside the 
home.  

This study highlights a clear relationship between intersectionality and sexual 
harassmenW againsW female joXrnalisWs in PakisWan. The coXnWr\¶s Zomen joXrnalisWs haYe 
multiple identity components based on their gender, class, ethnicity and religion, and they are 
abused and oppressed on these grounds. The main reasons for their oppression are no doubt 
PakisWan¶s Zell enWrenched conservatism, religious extremism and patriarchal culture. 
Notwithstanding the quandary of sexual harassment, online abuse and discrimination, this 
study reveals that the Pakistani female journalists are resilient enough to fight against these 
challenges as a majority of them continue their profession (see Table 4).  

While #MeToo campaign has gained some momentum in Pakistan that provides 
courage to the Pakistani women and female journalists to speak against sexual harassment 
and discrimination they face, much more is needed to achieve broader impacts of it. One 
possible solution is to replicate the Western #MeToo rhetoric and to apply it to the literate 
circles of the society. Nevertheless, this would not benefit to a large proportion of the 
Pakistani women who are neither literate enough to understand the Western feminist rhetoric 
not they are familiar with their rights and with what constitutes sexual harassment and abuse. 
For having a grass-root level¶s impact, another option is to customize the #MeToo movement 
keeping in view local context and cultural nuances of the Pakistani society. This means 
introducing sex education programmes at higher secondary school level, launching gender 
safety awareness programmes in both rural and urban areas, and facilitating a culture of 
respect towards women in general through mutual efforts of public, media, goYernmenW¶s and 
non-goYernmenW¶s organizations. Though these solutions may be tough to implement due to 
widespread conservatism and religious extremism of the Pakistani society, but #MeTOO 
campaign can be adapWed bearing in mind PakisWan¶s cXlWXral sensiWiYiWies and socieWal 
pressure for effective outcomes.    



 
 

Last but not least, this study invokes Pakistani female journalists to train themselves on 
how to handle sexual and online harassment and to back them up after it happens. This also 
reqXires local XniYersiWies and joXrnalisWs¶ Xnions to offer professional development courses 
to include training about how to handle threats, sexual and online harassments. Atop, 
PakisWan¶s female joXrnalisWs need Wo speak Xp pXblicl\ ZiWh coXrage to report on their 
personal experience of abuse, sexual harassment and discrimination. This shall help to 
develop gendered journalistic practices and a more vocal and representative journalism 
institution in Pakistan.  
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End Notes 
i ³Sexual harassment is defined by law and includes requests for sexual favors, sexual advances or other sexual conduct 
when (1) submission is either explicitly or implicitly a condition affecting academic or employment decisions; (2) the 
behaviour is sufficiently severe or pervasive as to create an intimidating, hostile or repugnant environment; or (3) the 
behaviour persists despite objection by the person to whom the condXcW is direcWed.´ 
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/uncoordination/antiharassment.html 

ii³DiscriminaWion is an\ Xnfair WreaWmenW or arbiWrar\ disWincWion based on a person¶s race, se[, religion, naWionaliW\, eWhnic 
origin, sexual orientation, disability, age, language, social origin or other status. Discrimination may be an isolated event 
affecting one person or a group of persons similarly situated, or may manifest itself through harassment or abuse of 
aXWhoriW\.´ https://www.un.org/womenwatch/uncoordination/antiharassment.html  
 
iii Purposive sampling refers Wo Whe ³selecWion of cerWain groXps or indiYidXals for Wheir releYance Wo Whe issXe being sWXdied´ 
(Gray, Williamson, Karp and Dalphin, 2007: 105). The rationale for using purposive sampling, in this study, is to ensure the 
represenWaWion of male and female joXrnalisWs from PakisWan¶s mosW inflXenWial UrdX and English-langXages¶ neZspapers and 
television news channels.   
 
iv ³Depression, in psychology, a mood or emotional state that is marked by feelings of low self-worth or guilt and a reduced 
ability to enjoy life. A person who is depressed usually experiences several of the following symptoms: feelings of sadness, 
hopelessness, or pessimism; lowered self-esteem and heightened self-depreciation; a decrease or loss of ability to take 
pleasure in ordinary activities; reduced energy and vitality; slowness of thought or action; loss of appetite; and disturbed 
sleep or insomnia´ (Enc\clopedia BriWannica: https://www.britannica.com/science/depression-psychology) 
  . 
v By definition, stress is any uncomfortable "emotional experience accompanied by predictable biochemical, physiological 
and behavioral changes" (Baum 1990) 
 
vi See laws details at: http://stopharassmentnow.org/women-sexual-harassment-laws-pakistan/ 


