
International Journal of Research & Social Sciences 

 

 
 

Page | 8  
 

 

Media Representation and Public Perception of Social Issues 
Bilal Ahmed 

Assistant Professor, Department of Communication, COMSATS University Islamabad 

Email: bilal.ahmed@comsats.edu.pk 
Sara Ali 

Lecturer, Department of Journalism, University of Lahore 

Email: sara.ali@uol.edu.pk 
Abstract: 

This paper examines the role of media in shaping public perception of social issues in 
Pakistan. The media, as a powerful social institution, significantly influences how people 
understand and engage with issues such as gender inequality, poverty, environmental 

challenges, and political corruption. By analyzing content from Pakistani television, 
newspapers, and social media, this study highlights the narratives constructed by the media 

and their implications for societal attitudes and behaviors. The paper aims to underscore the 
potential of media to both challenge and reinforce existing power structures, offering insights 
into how media representation of social issues can drive or hinder social change. 
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Introduction: 

In Pakistan, as in many parts of the world, the media plays a central role in framing public 

discourse about social issues. Whether through the broadcast of news programs, political talk 

shows, or viral social media content, the media shapes how issues like gender inequality, poverty, 

and political corruption are perceived by the public. The power of media lies in its ability to 

construct narratives that influence societal attitudes, often presenting complex social issues in 

simplified or sensationalized ways. This paper explores how Pakistani media represents key 

social issues and how these representations affect public perceptions and contribute to social 

change. 

The influence of media on public opinion in Pakistan 

The influence of media on public opinion in Pakistan is profound and multifaceted, given the 
country’s diverse media landscape and the rapid growth of digital platforms in recent years. 

Traditional media, including television and newspapers, have long been pivotal in shaping public 
perception. News programs, talk shows, and editorials are influential tools that guide the public’s 
understanding of political, social, and economic issues. The media in Pakistan often serves as a 

primary source of information for the public, shaping attitudes towards national and international 
events, political parties, and social issues. 
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Television, in particular, plays a dominant role in influencing public opinion, with a wide reach 
across urban and rural areas. News channels and talk shows often set the agenda by focusing on 
specific issues, framing them in particular ways, and repeatedly highlighting certain narratives. 

For example, discussions on political corruption, judicial independence, or economic challenges 
are often framed in a way that reinforces particular viewpoints, leading to polarized opinions 

among viewers. Similarly, the portrayal of social issues such as gender inequality or religious 
intolerance influences societal norms and attitudes, either reinforcing traditional views or 
challenging them. 

The advent of social media has further amplified the media's influence on public opinion. 

Platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube have become major sources of information and 
discussion, especially among younger, more tech-savvy populations. These platforms have 

facilitated the spread of both grassroots movements and viral content that can quickly shift public 
opinion. Social media provides an avenue for marginalized voices, but it also enables the spread 
of misinformation, which can distort public perceptions. The rapid dissemination of news and 

opinions on social media platforms can sometimes lead to the amplification of divisive 
narratives, influencing public opinion in real-time. 

In addition, media plays a critical role in shaping political behavior. The way political parties and 

candidates are portrayed in the media can significantly impact voters' choices. Political parties 
often use media channels to present their platforms, while opponents utilize media to challenge 
their rivals. Public opinion, therefore, is often molded by the framing of political issues, debates, 

and campaigns. The media’s role in electoral processes is crucial, as it determines the visibility 
and legitimacy of political leaders, shaping public sentiment in favor or against them. 

Thus, the media in Pakistan is not just a reflection of public opinion but a powerful force that 

shapes it, both consciously and unconsciously, by setting agendas, framing issues, and 
influencing the discourse on social and political matters. 

Historical context of media representation in Pakistan 

The historical context of media representation in Pakistan is deeply intertwined with the 

country’s political, social, and cultural evolution. Since its inception in 1947, Pakistan's media 
landscape has undergone significant changes, reflecting the shifting dynamics of power, 
ideology, and governance. In the early years following independence, the media in Pakistan was 

heavily state-controlled, with the government playing a central role in shaping public discourse. 
The first major form of media, radio, was used as a tool for promoting national unity and 

government policies. The Pakistan Broadcasting Corporation (PBC) was established in 1947, and 
for several decades, radio remained the primary means of communication for the masses, 
particularly in rural areas. 

The role of the press was more pronounced in the 1950s and 1960s, especially during periods of 

military rule under General Ayub Khan. Newspapers began to gain prominence, although they 
still operated within a heavily censored environment. The press often had to toe the line of the 

government, with limited room for dissent. However, this period also witnessed the emergence 
of independent newspapers and journalists who pushed back against state control, despite facing 
considerable risks. The 1960s marked a turning point in the development of the press, as 
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Pakistan’s media began to mirror the political and ideological battles of the time, especially in 
relation to issues like East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and national identity. 

The media landscape underwent another transformation in the 1980s with the advent of satellite 
television. Under the military rule of General Zia-ul-Haq, Pakistan witnessed the rise of 

television as a mass medium. State-run Pakistan Television (PTV) was the sole broadcaster 
during this era, and it was used as a tool for government propaganda. However, the late 1980s 

saw the emergence of privately-owned television channels, marking a shift towards a more 
pluralistic media environment. The establishment of cable networks and the gradual opening up 
of the media market in the 1990s further democratized the media, allowing for greater diversity 

in the coverage of social issues. 

The early 2000s witnessed the liberalization of media, particularly after the military government 
of General Pervez Musharraf lifted media restrictions. This period saw a boom in private 

television channels, which became instrumental in shaping public opinion on social and political 
issues. Television and newspapers increasingly became platforms for debates on governance, 
political corruption, and social issues, with media outlets becoming critical of government 

policies and actions. 

By the 2010s, the rise of digital media, especially social media platforms, transformed the media 
landscape even further. Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube became vital tools for public discourse, 

offering platforms for free expression, activism, and citizen journalism. Social media’s ability to 
bypass traditional gatekeepers has had profound implications on how social issues, political 

movements, and public figures are represented. The role of media in Pakistan has become more 
complex, as it now operates in a landscape where both traditional and new media coexist, 
influencing the way social issues such as gender inequality, corruption, religious extremism, and 

environmental concerns are framed and perceived. 

Throughout its history, Pakistan’s media has shifted from being a tool of state control to 
becoming a critical space for public discourse. However, media representation remains a 

contested arena, with ongoing debates about freedom of the press, censorship, and the balance 
between journalistic integrity and political influence. 

The role of traditional media (television and newspapers) in shaping views on social issues 

Traditional media, particularly television and newspapers, have played a pivotal role in shaping 
public views on social issues in Pakistan. For decades, television and newspapers have been the 

primary sources of information for the majority of the population, particularly in regions with 
limited access to the internet. These media platforms have not only informed the public about 

national and international events but also provided a space for public discourse on various social, 
political, and cultural issues. The influence of traditional media is significant, as it reaches a 
broad and diverse audience, often including those in rural areas with limited access to alternative 

sources of information. 

Television, in particular, has been a dominant force in shaping public opinion on social issues. 
With its broad reach and engaging format, it has had the power to inform, entertain, and persuade 

viewers. In Pakistan, state-run Pakistan Television (PTV) initially had a monopoly over the 
broadcast media, and while its programming often aligned with the government's agenda, it 
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played a critical role in spreading national messages of unity, cultural pride, and social progress. 
In the post-liberalization era, private television channels emerged, providing more diversity in 
programming and content. These channels started airing talk shows, news programs, 

documentaries, and drama serials that addressed social issues such as gender inequality, poverty, 
corruption, and education. While these discussions brought important social problems to the 

forefront, the framing of these issues by television media often reflected the political affiliations 
and biases of the networks, influencing how viewers perceived them. 

Newspapers, on the other hand, have long been a trusted source of information, particularly 
among the urban elite and the educated middle class. In Pakistan, print media have historically 

been influential in shaping public opinion on social issues, with newspapers like Dawn, The 
News, and Jang offering a range of perspectives on national and global affairs. Newspapers often 

feature editorials, opinion pieces, and investigative reports that shed light on social issues, 
providing in-depth analysis and commentary on topics such as human rights, the environment, 
health, and education. The role of print media in promoting social change cannot be understated, 

as many of Pakistan's most significant movements for gender equality, minority rights, and 
environmental protection have found a platform in the print media. However, print media, like 

television, have been criticized for their sometimes sensationalist coverage, selective reporting, 
or bias toward certain political or social groups. 

Both television and newspapers, while diverse in content and reach, have significantly influenced 
public opinion on social issues by framing the way these issues are understood. For instance, 

how gender inequality is represented in television dramas or news reports can shape societal 
attitudes toward women’s rights and roles in society. Similarly, media coverage of issues like 

poverty, unemployment, and political corruption can mobilize public opinion, spark debates, and 
even influence policy decisions. Despite the rise of digital media, traditional media remains 
influential in Pakistan, particularly in setting the agenda for public discussion and establishing 

the narratives that shape public perceptions of key social issues. 

The rise of social media and its impact on public discourse 

The rise of social media has profoundly impacted public discourse in Pakistan, reshaping how 
information is disseminated, consumed, and discussed. With platforms like Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, and YouTube becoming ubiquitous, social media has provided a space for real-time 
interaction, enabling citizens to engage directly with social, political, and cultural issues. Unlike 

traditional media, which often operates under certain editorial guidelines and state or corporate 
control, social media platforms offer a more democratized space where anyone with an internet 
connection can express their opinions, share content, and influence public conversation. This 

shift has both empowered individuals and led to a more participatory form of public discourse. 

One of the most significant impacts of social media on public discourse in Pakistan is its ability 
to amplify voices that were previously marginalized in mainstream media. Activists, minority 

groups, and ordinary citizens can now raise awareness about social issues, from gender 
inequality to corruption, environmental degradation, and human rights violations, in ways that 
were not possible in the pre-digital era. For example, social media campaigns such as 

#MeTooPakistan and #JusticeForZainab have sparked national conversations about sexual 
harassment, child abuse, and justice, bringing issues that were often underreported or ignored by 

traditional media into the spotlight. 
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Social media has also made it easier for information to spread rapidly, breaking news stories, 
political events, and social movements can go viral in minutes. This has resulted in a more 
immediate and often more intense public response to key issues. The viral nature of social media 

enables public figures, politicians, and institutions to be held accountable in real-time, as users 
share news, opinions, and critiques. However, this speed can also be a double-edged sword. The 

rapid spread of unverified information, misinformation, and fake news is a significant concern. 
In Pakistan, social media has sometimes been a tool for spreading divisive or harmful narratives, 
particularly in the context of political rivalries and ethnic tensions. The lack of regulation and 

oversight on social media platforms means that fake news, hate speech, and incitement to 
violence can spread quickly, sometimes without consequences. 

Furthermore, social media has altered the dynamics of political discourse in Pakistan. Politicians 

and political parties now use platforms like Twitter and Facebook to communicate directly with 
the public, bypassing traditional media channels. This has allowed for more immediate 
interactions with constituents but has also led to a more polarized environment. Social media 

platforms often create echo chambers, where individuals are exposed mainly to opinions that 
align with their own views, reinforcing existing biases and divisions. This has made constructive, 

fact-based discussions more difficult and has led to the rise of digital echo chambers that 
intensify political and social polarization. 

Despite these challenges, the rise of social media has undoubtedly transformed public discourse 
in Pakistan, making it more interactive, accessible, and, at times, more inclusive. While the 

power of social media to democratize information is undeniable, its potential to foster both 
positive social change and negative consequences highlights the need for greater media literacy 

and regulation to ensure that it contributes constructively to the public discourse. 

Media framing of gender inequality in Pakistan 

Media framing of gender inequality in Pakistan has played a crucial role in shaping societal 
attitudes toward women's rights, roles, and challenges. The portrayal of gender issues in both 

traditional and social media often reflects and reinforces prevailing cultural norms, but it also has 
the potential to challenge and disrupt those norms. In Pakistan, gender inequality remains a 
deeply entrenched issue, and the media’s representation of women’s experiences—ranging from 

issues of domestic violence and sexual harassment to access to education and economic 
opportunities—greatly influences public perception and policy discussions. 

Traditional media, particularly television and newspapers, often frame gender inequality through 

narratives that are either sympathetic or conservative, depending on the outlet’s editorial stance. 
For example, many Pakistani television dramas portray the struggles of women in patriarchal 
family structures, depicting their victimization but also their eventual empowerment. These 

dramas can have a dual effect: on the one hand, they raise awareness of gender inequality by 
humanizing the struggles women face; on the other hand, they sometimes reinforce traditional 

gender roles by offering resolutions that still adhere to societal expectations, such as a woman’s 
eventual return to a domestic role or her submission to familial authority. In such cases, media 
framing often maintains the status quo, subtly suggesting that the ultimate goal for women 

should be harmony within traditional structures rather than challenging or changing those 
structures. 
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News coverage in Pakistani media also plays a significant role in framing gender inequality. 
Stories about violence against women, including domestic abuse, honor killings, and sexual 
harassment, are often framed in ways that either downplay the severity of these issues or focus 

on the victim’s behavior as a contributing factor to the violence. This victim-blaming rhetoric 
can perpetuate societal norms that place the onus of responsibility for gender inequality on 

women themselves. For example, news reports on acid attacks or rape cases might highlight the 
victim's actions or appearance, implicitly suggesting that their behavior provoked the attack, 
while neglecting to discuss the broader systemic issues such as patriarchy, lack of legal 

protection, or societal tolerance of violence against women. 

However, there have been notable shifts in the media's framing of gender inequality in Pakistan, 
especially with the rise of social media and women's rights activism. Social media platforms like 

Twitter and Facebook have allowed women to share their personal stories, organize campaigns, 
and directly challenge traditional media narratives. Movements like #MeTooPakistan have 
brought attention to sexual harassment and gender-based violence in ways that traditional media 

outlets, which are often reluctant to address these issues in-depth, have not. Through these 
platforms, women have reframed gender inequality not only as an individual problem but as a 

structural one that requires systemic change. 

In recent years, some media outlets have started to frame gender equality in a more progressive 
light, emphasizing the need for legal reforms, equal access to education, and women’s economic 
empowerment. However, such portrayals are often overshadowed by more conservative or 

sensationalized narratives. Overall, while the media’s role in framing gender inequality in 
Pakistan has the potential to challenge patriarchal structures, it remains deeply influenced by 

cultural, political, and economic factors that can either reinforce or question the status quo. As 
the media landscape evolves, the framing of gender inequality will continue to shape how 
Pakistani society perceives women's rights and the path toward gender equality. 

Representation of poverty and class divisions in Pakistani media 

The representation of poverty and class divisions in Pakistani media has been a critical reflection 
of the country’s socio-economic disparities, often reinforcing or challenging entrenched societal 
structures. Poverty in Pakistan is a pervasive issue, affecting millions of people across urban and 

rural areas. The way media frames poverty and class divisions can shape public perception, 
influence policy discussions, and either highlight or obscure the structural factors contributing to 

these inequalities. 

In traditional media, such as television dramas, news programs, and print outlets, poverty is often 
portrayed through individual stories of hardship, focusing on personal struggles rather than 
systemic causes. Television dramas, in particular, frequently depict the lives of characters living 

in poverty, often framing them as victims of circumstance. These portrayals tend to focus on the 
emotional or moral aspects of poverty, emphasizing the resilience or suffering of individuals in 

disadvantaged circumstances. While such representations may evoke empathy and raise 
awareness, they often fail to address the deeper, structural issues such as economic inequality, 
unemployment, lack of access to education, and poor governance that perpetuate poverty in the 

country. 
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The media's portrayal of class divisions, particularly in urban centers like Karachi and Lahore, 
often highlights the stark contrast between the affluent and the impoverished. In news coverage, 
this division is frequently framed in a way that emphasizes the disparity in living conditions, 

access to resources, and opportunities between different classes. However, these stories 
sometimes focus too heavily on the visible signs of poverty, such as slums, child labor, and street 

begging, without delving into the socio-political forces that create and sustain these divisions. 
This can lead to a narrative that portrays poverty as an inevitable condition for certain segments 
of society, rather than a result of policy failure, unequal distribution of resources, or corruption. 

In contrast, some media outlets have increasingly begun to challenge this limited framing by 

focusing on the socio-economic conditions that perpetuate poverty and class divisions. 
Investigative journalism, for example, has highlighted issues such as the exploitation of workers, 

the failure of the state to provide basic services, and the widening gap between the rich and poor. 
Reports on income inequality, land ownership, and the lack of social safety nets have shed light 
on the systemic factors that sustain class divisions in Pakistan. These reports aim to humanize 

poverty, showing that it is not just an individual struggle but a collective issue that requires 
structural change, such as better labor laws, improved healthcare, and more equitable distribution 

of resources. 

The rise of social media has also contributed to a shift in the representation of poverty and class 
divisions in Pakistan. Activists and ordinary citizens have used platforms like Twitter, Facebook, 
and YouTube to share stories of inequality and advocate for social justice. These platforms have 

become spaces where class divisions are discussed openly, and where marginalized groups can 
challenge mainstream media portrayals. Social media also allows for the amplification of voices 

that have historically been ignored by traditional media, such as those from rural areas or low-
income urban communities. Campaigns like #PovertyInPakistan and #ClassDivide have brought 
attention to issues of wealth inequality, access to basic services, and the need for broader 

economic reforms. 

While there has been progress in how poverty and class divisions are represented in Pakistani 
media, the challenge remains in shifting the narrative from one of individual victimhood to one 

of collective responsibility and systemic change. Media plays a crucial role in shaping public 
awareness, and it has the power to either perpetuate or challenge the social and economic 
inequalities that define Pakistani society. Ultimately, a more nuanced and systemic approach to 

representing poverty and class divisions could foster greater social consciousness and encourage 
the kinds of policy reforms needed to address these deep-rooted issues. 

The portrayal of political corruption and its influence on voter behavio 

The portrayal of political corruption in Pakistani media has a significant influence on voter 

behavior, shaping how citizens perceive political parties, leaders, and the electoral process. 
Political corruption, a long-standing issue in Pakistan, is often framed by the media in ways that 

either reinforce public cynicism about politics or drive calls for accountability and reform. The 
way corruption is depicted can directly affect the level of trust voters have in political institutions 
and, consequently, their participation in elections. 

Traditional media outlets, such as television news programs, newspapers, and political talk 

shows, frequently cover high-profile corruption cases involving politicians, government officials, 
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and business elites. These portrayals often highlight the personal and political ramifications of 
corruption, focusing on scandalous revelations, financial embezzlement, and abuse of power. In 
some instances, media coverage of corruption may be sensationalized, emphasizing the moral 

failings of individuals rather than critiquing the systemic issues that allow corruption to thrive. 
This sensationalist portrayal can reinforce a narrative of political dysfunction, leading voters to 

view all politicians as inherently corrupt, which may result in political apathy or disengagement 
from the electoral process. 

At the same time, the media also plays a crucial role in exposing corruption and holding political 
leaders accountable. Investigative journalism, in particular, has brought attention to scandals 

such as the Panama Papers leak, which implicated high-ranking Pakistani officials and their 
families in offshore wealth accumulation. Such media coverage has mobilized segments of the 

population, especially urban youth and the middle class, to demand greater transparency, anti-
corruption reforms, and accountability. When the media actively campaigns against corruption, it 
has the potential to galvanize public opinion and influence voter behavior by pushing issues like 

transparency, governance, and electoral integrity to the forefront of political discussions. 

The portrayal of political corruption in the media also shapes voters’ perceptions of political 
parties and candidates. When corruption is framed as widespread across political parties, it often 

leads to voter disillusionment, with many believing that no party is free from corruption. This 
perception can affect voter turnout, with some choosing not to vote out of frustration or a sense 
that their vote will not make a difference. However, when one political party is singled out for 

corruption, the media can influence voters' choices by framing elections as a battle between the 
"corrupt" incumbents and the "clean" challengers. This can lead to a shift in voter allegiance, 

with citizens flocking to opposition parties that promise to fight corruption and deliver cleaner 
governance. 

Additionally, media portrayal of political corruption often intersects with broader narratives of 
class and social justice. Corruption is frequently depicted as a barrier to economic progress and 

equitable development, especially in a country where poverty and inequality are pervasive. This 
framing can lead voters, particularly those from marginalized communities, to view corruption as 

an impediment to improving their socio-economic conditions. As a result, media coverage of 
corruption can serve as a call to action for voters, urging them to support candidates and parties 
that promise anti-corruption policies and greater public accountability. 

Overall, the portrayal of political corruption in Pakistani media has a complex and far-reaching 
impact on voter behavior. While it can lead to political cynicism and disillusionment, it can also 
inspire civic engagement and demand for political change. The media, by choosing how to frame 

and highlight corruption, plays a key role in shaping public attitudes toward elections and 
governance, influencing how voters perceive their role in a democratic society. 
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Summary: 

Media representation significantly shapes public perception of social issues in Pakistan. Through 

both traditional media (television, newspapers) and newer digital platforms (social media), the 
media plays a pivotal role in constructing and disseminating narratives that influence how people 
view critical social challenges. Gender inequality, poverty, corruption, and environmental 

concerns are among the most frequently discussed topics. However, the media often presents 
these issues in ways that either reinforce societal inequalities or obscure the complexities of the 

problems. For instance, media coverage of gender issues may tend to perpetuate stereotypes 
rather than challenge them, while portrayals of political corruption may either amplify cynicism 
or fail to inspire action. This paper argues that while the media has the power to influence public 

attitudes, it also has a responsibility to provide nuanced and balanced representations that foster a 
more informed and engaged citizenry. 
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