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Abstract: This study explores the relationship between
political participation and social media engagement among
the youth in Pakistan. In recent years, social media has
become a central platform for political discourse, especially
among younger populations. The paper examines how
platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube
are being utilized by youth to engage with political content,
participate in debates, and influence political opinions.
Drawing on a mixed-methods approach, this research surveys
youth across different regions of Pakistan, analyzes their
patterns of online engagement, and investigates how social
media affects their political awareness and participation. The
findings suggest that while social media offers a unique space
for political engagement, it also presents challenges related
to misinformation, polarization, and digital divides. This
study provides critical insights into the evolving political
landscape of Pakistan, highlighting the potential of social
media as both an empowering and polarizing tool for youth
engagement in politics.

INTRODUCTION

The advent of social media has revolutionized the way people engage with political processes,
particularly among youth. In Pakistan, social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, and YouTube have become important tools for political discourse, providing a space
for young people to express their opinions, mobilize for causes, and engage with political leaders.
The youth in Pakistan represent a significant portion of the population, and their involvement in
politics is critical for the development of a democratic society. This study seeks to explore the
extent of youth political participation through social media, the challenges they face, and the
impact social media has on their political awareness and actions. The rise of digital platforms has
created new avenues for political engagement, but it also raises questions about the authenticity of
information, the role of online echo chambers, and the potential for online polarization.
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1. The Role of Social Media in Political Participation

Definition of Political Participation and Its Importance for Democratic Societies

Political participation refers to the activities that individuals engage in to influence government
policies, decisions, and political outcomes. It encompasses a wide range of actions, including
voting, attending rallies, joining political parties, contacting public officials, engaging in protests,
and discussing political issues in public or private spaces. In democratic societies, political
participation is a fundamental aspect of the system, as it allows citizens to express their opinions,
hold political leaders accountable, and contribute to the decision-making process.

The importance of political participation in democratic societies cannot be overstated. It ensures
that the government remains responsive to the needs and preferences of its citizens. A robust
culture of political participation leads to better representation, greater political stability, and
enhanced legitimacy of political institutions. Active participation fosters a sense of civic
responsibility and empowers individuals to contribute to the shaping of policies that affect their
lives. Additionally, inclusive participation strengthens democracy by providing opportunities for
marginalized groups to voice their concerns, ensuring that diverse viewpoints are considered in
policy-making.

The Evolution of Social Media as a Political Tool

Social media has evolved from being a platform for social interaction and entertainment to
becoming a powerful tool for political engagement. Initially, platforms like Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, and YouTube were primarily used for personal communication, sharing news, and
connecting with friends and family. However, over time, these platforms began to be used by
political parties, leaders, activists, and citizens to influence public opinion, mobilize political
movements, and engage in debates about governance.

The transformation of social media into a political tool can be traced to several key
developments:

Political Campaigns and Online Presence:

o In the early 2000s, political candidates and parties began to recognize the potential of social
media for reaching large numbers of voters, particularly younger generations. Platforms such
as Facebook and Twitter allowed political campaigns to interact directly with the public, share
messages in real time, and garner support through online engagement.

o Example: Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign was one of the first to use social media
extensively, creating a direct line of communication between the candidate and voters,
engaging them in discussions and fundraising activities.

Activism and Social Movements:

o Social media played a crucial role in the rise of global social movements, such as the Arab
Spring (2010-2012), which used platforms like Twitter and Facebook to organize protests,
spread information, and challenge authoritarian regimes. Social media allowed individuals to
bypass traditional state-controlled media, spread their message rapidly, and mobilize people
on the ground.

o Example: The hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, which emerged in the United States, used social
media to raise awareness about police violence against Black communities and mobilize
protests across the globe.
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Citizen Journalism and Political Discourse:

o

The rise of citizen journalism has been facilitated by social media, allowing ordinary
individuals to report events, share political opinions, and challenge mainstream narratives. In
many cases, social media platforms have provided the first and most immediate accounts of
political events, making them central to how political information is consumed and
disseminated.

Example: During the 2013 Turkish Gezi Park protests, social media platforms were used by
activists to document police violence, share real-time updates, and organize demonstrations,
bypassing traditional media censorship.

How Social Media Platforms Have Changed Political Discourse Globally and Locally

Social media has had a profound impact on political discourse, transforming the way political
conversations are conducted both globally and locally. Some of the key ways in which social media
has changed political discourse include:

Democratization of Political Communication:

o

Social media has democratized political communication by allowing individuals to participate
in political discussions without the barriers of traditional media outlets. In the past, political
discourse was largely controlled by mainstream media channels, which had editorial power
over what information was presented to the public. Social media, on the other hand, gives
individuals the power to shape the narrative, share their views, and challenge the status quo.

Global Impact: Global movements like the #MeToo campaign have shown how social media
can provide marginalized voices with a platform to be heard, challenging traditional power
structures in both politics and society.

Real-Time Political Engagement:

o

Social media allows for real-time political engagement, meaning that political debates,
opinions, and reactions can unfold instantly across vast networks. This has increased the speed
at which political decisions are scrutinized, protested, or supported, creating a more immediate
feedback loop between politicians and citizens.

Local Impact: In Pakistan, for example, political rallies, protests, and even elections are
increasingly discussed in real time through social media platforms. Political leaders now use
platforms like Twitter and Facebook to make public statements, engage with voters, and
respond to critics directly.

Polarization and Echo Chambers:

o

While social media has broadened the scope of political discourse, it has also contributed to
increased political polarization. Social media algorithms tend to reinforce users' existing
beliefs by showing them content that aligns with their viewpoints. This can create echo
chambers, where individuals only interact with others who share similar opinions, which may
deepen divisions and limit exposure to diverse perspectives.

Global Impact: In the United States, the 2016 presidential election was significantly
influenced by the spread of partisan content on social media platforms. The algorithmic
amplification of polarized content played a role in shaping political opinions and influencing
voting behavior.
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Misinformation and the Spread of Fake News:

o Social media platforms have also become breeding grounds for misinformation and fake news,
which can distort political discourse. False information, propaganda, and manipulated content
can spread rapidly across networks, undermining trust in democratic processes and affecting
public opinion.

o Local Impact: In Pakistan, fake news on social media has led to political instability at times,
with false reports or rumors circulating rapidly, especially around election time. Social media
has become a battleground for political parties, with competing narratives often undermining
credible sources of information.

Increased Youth Political Participation:

o Social media has significantly increased youth participation in political processes, particularly
in countries with a high percentage of young people. Social media platforms offer an accessible
and engaging way for youth to get involved in politics, discuss issues they care about, and
engage with political candidates and leaders.

o Local Impact: In Pakistan, youth engagement on platforms like Facebook and Twitter has led
to greater political awareness and activism, especially among university students and young
professionals. Hashtags like #VoteForChange and #YouthForDemocracy have seen
widespread use in recent elections, mobilizing young people to vote and engage politically.

2. Youth Engagement with Political Content on Social Media

Social media has become a critical space for youth engagement with political content. With the
rapid rise of digital platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube, young people
are increasingly using social media to engage in political discourse, mobilize around causes, and
influence political outcomes. This section explores survey data on youth usage of social media
platforms for political purposes, the types of political content that capture their attention, and the
role of influencers and political leaders in shaping youth engagement on these platforms.

Survey Data on Youth Usage of Social Media Platforms for Political Purposes

Recent studies indicate that social media has become one of the primary sources of political
information and engagement for young people, especially in countries like Pakistan where
traditional media is often seen as biased or inaccessible to certain segments of the population.
Surveys conducted among youth in urban and rural areas of Pakistan reveal several key trends:

Social Media as a Primary Source of Political Information:

o According to a 2021 survey conducted by the Pakistan Youth Forum, 65% of youth between
the ages of 18 and 30 stated that they regularly use social media platforms to stay updated on
political events and discussions. The survey further revealed that Facebook (40%), Twitter
(25%), and Instagram (20%) were the most popular platforms for political engagement, while
YouTube was also emerging as a significant source for political content, especially videos and
documentaries.

Increased Political Participation:

o Around 50% of youth respondents reported engaging in political debates, commenting on
political issues, and sharing political content through their social media profiles. Only 15% of
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respondents stated they felt disinterested in political content online, indicating a significant
level of engagement with political topics.

Notably, youth from urban areas (70%) reported higher engagement rates compared to rural
youth (55%), pointing to regional disparities in social media access and political engagement.

Political Mobilization via Social Media:

o

Another survey, conducted by the Social Media Research Institute in 2020, found that 35% of
youth in Pakistan had participated in political movements or protests organized through social
media channels. These movements ranged from awareness campaigns to mobilizing voters
during elections. This data underscores the growing power of social media in organizing
collective political action, especially among younger generations.

The Types of Political Content Youth Engage With (News, Activism, Debates, etc.)

The political content that captures the attention of youth on social media can be broadly
categorized into several types, each playing a distinct role in shaping political engagement:

News and Political Updates:

o

Social media serves as a primary source for breaking news and real-time political updates.
Y outh increasingly turn to platforms like Twitter for live coverage of political events, speeches,
and debates. A significant portion of youth also engages with political news on Facebook and
Instagram, often in the form of shared articles or videos.

Example: During the 2018 Pakistani general elections, social media became a vital tool for
spreading news about political candidates, party manifestos, and voter awareness initiatives.

Activism and Campaigns:

o

Political activism is one of the most prominent forms of engagement for youth on social media.
Hashtags such as #YouthForChange, #JusticeForAll, and #SaveTheEnvironment are
frequently used to mobilize young people around various social and political causes. Social
media has become an important platform for advocating for gender equality, climate action,
human rights, and other progressive causes.

Example: The #MeToo movement in Pakistan, which gained traction through social media
platforms, saw widespread youth participation, as young people shared their stories, organized
protests, and demanded changes to laws surrounding sexual harassment.

Political Debates and Discussions:

o

Many youths engage in political debates on social media, particularly on Twitter, where
hashtags like #PakistaniPolitics and #ElectionDebate trend during major political events.
Facebook groups and Instagram stories also serve as spaces for extended discussions and
opinion sharing. These discussions are often centered around political ideologies, party
manifestos, or specific political issues like corruption, governance, and human rights.

Example: During the 2020 protests in Pakistan, youth engaged in online discussions about
government policies, economic reforms, and the political legitimacy of various leaders, often
fueling both support and dissent across platforms.
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Memes and Political Satire:

o

The rise of memes and political satire has become an integral part of youth engagement with
politics on social media. Memes often provide a humorous or satirical take on political events,
candidates, and government actions. These forms of political content are widely shared among
youth, as they often convey political messages in an easily digestible and entertaining manner.

Example: The "Ehtesab" memes mocking political leaders for their corruption or failure to
deliver on promises are popular among Pakistani youth on platforms like Instagram and
Facebook.

The Role of Influencers and Political Leaders in Shaping Youth Engagement on Social Media

Influencers and political leaders play a significant role in shaping youth political engagement on
social media platforms. Their online presence, opinions, and ability to mobilize followers can have
a profound impact on how youth engage with political content. Several factors contribute to the
influence of these figures:

Influencers as Political Opinion Leaders:

o

Influencers, particularly those in the entertainment, sports, and fashion industries, have
significant sway over the political opinions of youth. These influencers often use their
platforms to promote political causes, endorse candidates, or discuss political issues. Their
endorsement can make political topics more accessible and relatable to younger audiences.

Example: In Pakistan, popular figures such as actors Mahira Khan and Hamza Ali Abbasi
have used their platforms to express political opinions, support causes, and encourage voting,
thus influencing the political attitudes of their followers.

Political Leaders' Engagement on Social Media:

o

Political leaders in Pakistan, including Imran Khan, Bilawal Bhutto Zardari, and Maryam
Nawaz, have increasingly turned to social media as a means of reaching the youth. They use
platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram to communicate directly with the public,
bypassing traditional media outlets and framing their political messages in ways that resonate
with younger voters.

Example: Imran Khan's use of Twitter during the 2018 election campaign helped him connect
directly with voters, particularly young people, through online campaigns and frequent
interactions with his followers.

Youth-Led Political Campaigns:

o

Influencers and youth leaders have been instrumental in spearheading political campaigns on
social media, often organizing online movements, petitions, and calls for action. The rise of
youth-led movements on social media platforms has empowered young people to take active
roles in political processes.

Example: The "Voter Education Campaigns" organized by social media influencers in
Pakistan prior to the 2018 general elections encouraged young people to register to vote and
participate in the democratic process.
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Social Media as a Space for Political Debates and Influences:

o Political leaders, both from mainstream and opposition parties, are using social media
platforms to engage directly in political debates and express their viewpoints on national
issues. Their posts, live broadcasts, and interviews contribute to the broader political discourse
and influence how youth perceive various political issues.

o Example: In Pakistan, live-streamed addresses by political leaders on platforms like Facebook
allow youth to interact directly, ask questions, and debate political issues, which influences
their level of engagement.

3. Barriers and Challenges to Political Participation via Social Media

While social media has opened up new avenues for political participation, it has also introduced
several barriers and challenges that hinder the effectiveness of youth engagement. These barriers
include the spread of misinformation and disinformation, unequal access to technology, and the
risk of political polarization due to online echo chambers. Understanding these challenges is
crucial for addressing the limitations of social media as a platform for political engagement and
ensuring that it serves as a positive tool for democratic participation.

Misinformation and Disinformation on Social Media and Its Impact on Youth

One of the most significant challenges to political participation via social media is the spread of
misinformation and disinformation. Misinformation refers to false or inaccurate information
shared without intent to deceive, while disinformation involves the deliberate spread of false or
misleading information with the intent to manipulate public opinion.

Impact on Youth Political Awareness:

o Youth are often more susceptible to misinformation due to their increased use of social media
as their primary source of news and information. Misinformation and disinformation can
significantly impact their political awareness and the formation of opinions. When young
people are exposed to false or misleading content, it can shape their understanding of political
issues, parties, or candidates in a way that does not reflect reality.

o Example: In Pakistan, during the 2018 general elections, rumors and fake news about electoral
fraud spread widely on social media, leading to confusion and mistrust among voters,
particularly the youth. This misinformation negatively affected youth participation in the
political process, as many felt disillusioned by the electoral system.

Polarization and Manipulation:

o Political groups or individuals can intentionally spread disinformation to influence elections
or political decisions. Social media platforms, with their algorithms that prioritize engaging
content, often amplify false information, allowing it to reach a larger audience. This
manipulation can distort the political landscape, especially among young people who may not
have the experience or tools to critically evaluate the content they encounter.

o Example: The rise of fake news about political parties or candidates, such as fabricated claims
or doctored images, can cause youth to form opinions based on false narratives, influencing
their votes and political behavior.
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Erosion of Trust in Information Sources:

o

As misinformation and disinformation become more prevalent, it erodes trust in legitimate
sources of information. Youth may become cynical about political reporting and less likely to
engage with political content. This erosion of trust undermines the very foundation of
democratic engagement, as informed participation requires access to accurate and reliable
information.

Example: During the COVID-19 pandemic, misinformation about health policies and political
decisions spread quickly on social media, leading to confusion and distrust, particularly among
younger generations who rely on digital platforms for information.

The Digital Divide and Unequal Access to Technology Across Regions in Pakistan

Another significant barrier to political participation on social media is the digital divide, which
refers to the disparity in access to digital technologies and the internet across different regions of
Pakistan. This divide can limit the ability of certain segments of the population, particularly in
rural and underprivileged areas, to participate in online political discourse.

Regional Disparities in Access to Technology:

o

In Pakistan, access to the internet and digital technologies is uneven, with urban areas generally
having better connectivity and faster internet speeds compared to rural areas. According to the
Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA), internet penetration in urban areas is much
higher, while rural areas face challenges related to infrastructure, affordability, and digital
literacy. This digital divide prevents youth in rural areas from engaging in political discussions,
accessing political content, or participating in online campaigns.

Example: A survey by the Pakistan Internet Governance Forum (2020) found that while 70%
of youth in major urban centers like Lahore and Karachi were actively engaged in political
discourse on social media, only 40% of youth in rural areas reported similar levels of
engagement.

Limited Access to Devices and High Costs:

o

The cost of smartphones and data plans remains a barrier for many young people in Pakistan,
particularly in lower-income households. Without access to affordable devices and internet
plans, youth in these communities are excluded from the digital political arena. This lack of
access restricts their ability to participate in online political movements or even access political
content on social media.

Example: In many rural areas of Pakistan, young people may rely on shared devices or limited
data plans, which restricts their time and ability to engage with political content on platforms
like Twitter or Facebook.

Impact on Political Equality:

o

The digital divide exacerbates existing inequalities, as those with better access to digital tools
and the internet can dominate political discourse. This creates an unequal political engagement
landscape where youth in rural or low-income areas are unable to participate on an equal
footing with their urban counterparts. As a result, political decisions may fail to fully represent
the needs and opinions of these marginalized groups.
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Example: During the 2018 general elections, political campaigns that relied heavily on social
media outreach may have unintentionally left out large segments of the youth population who
lacked access to the necessary technology, thus diminishing the overall inclusiveness of the
electoral process.

The Risk of Polarization and the Role of Online Echo Chambers in Shaping Political
Opinions

Social media has also contributed to the increasing polarization of political opinions, especially
among youth. The nature of social media platforms, which use algorithms that prioritize content
that generates engagement, often leads to the creation of echo chambers—closed loops of
information where users are only exposed to content that aligns with their existing beliefs and
opinions. This phenomenon can have significant implications for political participation.

Echo Chambers and Confirmation Bias:

o

Echo chambers are spaces on social media where individuals are exposed primarily to opinions
that confirm their pre-existing beliefs. This selective exposure can reinforce political
polarization, as users become more entrenched in their views and less willing to engage with
opposing perspectives. The algorithms on platforms like Facebook and Twitter are designed to
prioritize content that garners like, shares, and comments, often amplifying extreme or divisive
opinions.

Example: Pakistani youth, particularly during election seasons, may follow political pages or
groups that align with their party loyalties. As a result, they are only exposed to content that
reinforces their political preferences, which can deepen divisions and make it more difficult to
engage in civil political discourse.

Increased Political Polarization:

o

Social media platforms can intensify political polarization, particularly in countries with
already divided political landscapes. Youth, who are often more active on social media, are
particularly vulnerable to this polarization, as they engage with emotionally charged content
and are exposed to partisan narratives that further entrench political divides. This can lead to a
lack of productive dialogue and an “us vs. them” mentality that hampers meaningful political
participation.

Example: In Pakistan, social media discussions surrounding sensitive issues such as
corruption, governance, and military involvement in politics have often been highly polarized,
with youth on both sides of the political spectrum becoming more radicalized in their views.

Decline in Civil Discourse:

o

o

The reinforcement of polarized views and the amplification of extreme content often led to a
decline in civil discourse. Youth may become less inclined to engage in thoughtful, balanced
discussions, as they are more likely to encounter content that fuels conflict or supports their
own biases. This can limit the potential of social media as a platform for productive political
engagement and lead to a more fragmented society.

Example: Political debates on Twitter in Pakistan, particularly during election campaigns,
often devolve into heated arguments, name-calling, and the spread of false accusations, which
discourages civil discussion and constructive engagement among youth.
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4. The Impact of Social Media on Political Awareness and Mobilization

Social media has fundamentally changed how young people engage with politics, offering them a
powerful platform to not only stay informed but also to actively participate in political movements.
This section examines the effect of social media on youth political awareness, how it mobilizes
youth for political causes, and highlights case studies of successful social media-driven political
movements in Pakistan.

The Effect of Social Media on Youth Political Awareness and Knowledge
Access to Political Information:

o Social media platforms serve as key sources of political information for youth, enabling them
to access news, political commentary, and discussions from a wide variety of sources. These
platforms allow young people to engage with political content that they might not encounter
in traditional media, such as television, newspapers, or radio. As a result, social media can
broaden their political knowledge and understanding of important political issues.

o Example: According to a 2021 survey by the Pakistan Youth Forum, 80% of respondents aged
18-30 stated that they often rely on social media to stay updated on political developments,
especially during election cycles. This reflects how social media has become an essential tool
for young people to learn about party platforms, policy debates, and current events.

Engagement with Diverse Political Content:

o Social media platforms allow youth to engage with diverse political perspectives, not just those
represented by mainstream media outlets. By following political leaders, organizations, or even
participating in political groups, youth can gain exposure to different viewpoints, which may
help them develop a more nuanced understanding of political matters.

o Example: A study by the Digital Media Research Institute found that youth in Pakistan often
follow political leaders, activists, and independent journalists on Twitter, gaining insights into
national issues and global political trends. This engagement helps increase their awareness of
current affairs and their ability to critically evaluate political information.

Interactive Political Learning:

o Social media also facilitates interactive learning through comments, likes, shares, and online
discussions. Youth can engage in political debates, ask questions, and receive feedback from
other participants, creating a dynamic and participatory learning environment. This
interactivity can deepen political awareness and encourage further engagement with political
topics.

o Example: During the 2018 general elections in Pakistan, many youths turned to Facebook and
Twitter to discuss party policies and engage with political figures. These discussions often led
to greater understanding of the electoral process and increased awareness of policy issues
among young people.

How social media Mobilizes Youth for Political Causes (e.g., Protests, Voter Turnout)
Organizing Political Movements:
o Social media platforms have proven to be highly effective in organizing and mobilizing youth

for political causes, including protests, rallies, and movements for social change. The ability
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to quickly share event details and updates allows organizers to gather large numbers of people
in a short amount of time, facilitating widespread participation.

Example: During the 2019 protests against the controversial citizenship law in India, social
media platforms like Twitter and Facebook played a significant role in mobilizing youth to
take part in protests across the country, demonstrating how social media can catalyze
grassroots movements.

Encouraging Voter Turnout:

o

Social media has become a crucial tool for encouraging voter participation, especially among
younger demographics. Political parties, civil society organizations, and activists use social
media to educate youth on the importance of voting, promote registration drives, and share
details about candidates and polling locations.

Example: In Pakistan, the "Vote for Change" campaign, which gained traction on social media
in 2018, used Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to encourage youth to register and vote in the
general elections. This online campaign included videos, infographics, and celebrity
endorsements, which helped increase voter turnout among young voters.

Political Engagement Through Hashtags:

o

Social media has also popularized the use of hashtags as a way to mobilize and unite people
around political causes. Hashtags like #YouthForDemocracy, #VoteForChange, and
#SaveTheEnvironment have been used to rally youth support for political movements, engage
in collective actions, and raise awareness on pressing political issues.

Example: In Pakistan, the hashtag #lamPakistani was used during the 2013 general elections
to encourage youth involvement in the electoral process, promoting a sense of national
responsibility and activism among young voters.

Real-Time Mobilization:

o

Social media enables real-time mobilization, which is especially crucial for political protests
or urgent campaigns. Youth activists can use platforms like Twitter or WhatsApp to organize
flash protests, spread petitions, or demand political accountability in a matter of hours,
something that would have been much harder to do in the pre-social media era.

Example: In 2019, youth-led protests in Pakistan against rising fuel prices were rapidly
organized through social media platforms, allowing protesters to mobilize quickly and gain
widespread support.

Case Studies of Successful Social Media-Driven Political Movements in Pakistan

#AuratMarch (2018—Present):

o

o

One of the most successful social media-driven political movements in Pakistan has been the
Aurat March, an annual event where women and gender minorities come together to demand
equal rights and challenge gender-based violence. The movement started in 2018 and quickly
gained traction due to its strong presence on social media platforms like Twitter, Facebook,
and Instagram.

Role of Social Media:
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Social media was instrumental in organizing the first march in Islamabad and other cities, with
youth leading the charge. Hashtags such as #AuratMarch and #TimesUpPakistan were used to
spread the word, call for participation, and raise awareness about the issues facing women in
Pakistan.

Through social media, the movement was able to gain support from youth across different
socioeconomic backgrounds, creating a national conversation about gender inequality. The
success of this movement showed the power of social media in mobilizing young people for
social and political causes.

Impact:

The Aurat March not only brought attention to issues like sexual harassment, equal pay, and
reproductive rights, but also created a platform for youth to engage in public discourse on
gender equality. Over the years, the march has expanded, with youth involvement growing
each year.

The 2013 General Elections and the #VoteForChange Campaign:

o

During Pakistan’s 2013 general elections, the #VoteForChange campaign played a crucial
role in engaging young voters. The campaign, which gained significant traction on Facebook
and Twitter, encouraged youth to register to vote and actively participate in the election
process.

Role of Social Media:

The campaign used celebrity endorsements, videos, memes, and infographics to spread its
message, targeting the younger demographic who were particularly active on social media. It
also used live updates and polling information to keep voters informed in real time.

Social media platforms allowed for widespread outreach, with youth sharing the campaign
materials within their networks, creating a viral effect that helped increase voter turnout,
particularly among first-time voters.

Impact:

The #VoteForChange campaign contributed to a significant rise in youth voter turnout,
marking a shift in political participation. It also led to greater political awareness among young
voters who previously felt disengaged from the political process.

#SaveThelndusMovement (2020):

o

The #SaveTheIndusMovement was another successful social media-driven initiative, where
youth in Pakistan rallied around environmental concerns, particularly the preservation of the
Indus River system and the protection of its ecosystems. The movement was fueled by young
activists using social media platforms to raise awareness about the environmental degradation
caused by industrial pollution and mismanagement.

Role of Social Media:

The movement utilized hashtags, online petitions, and social media videos to spread its
message. Youth influencers and activists shared scientific research, policy recommendations,
and calls for action, reaching millions of people, especially in urban areas.
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o Impact:

= The #SaveThelndusMovement led to increased public discourse about environmental
policies and sparked discussions on social media regarding sustainable water use, climate
change, and conservation. It also led to the formation of youth-led environmental advocacy
groups, further empowering young people to take action on climate issues.

5. Policy Implications and Recommendations for Enhancing Youth Political Engagement

Social media has become a powerful tool for political engagement, especially among youth, in the
context of Pakistan. However, while social media platforms offer immense potential for promoting
democratic participation, there are challenges that need to be addressed to ensure that social media
contributes positively to political discourse. This section discusses government policies to regulate
social media for positive political engagement, recommendations for enhancing digital literacy
among youth to combat misinformation, and strategies for political leaders to engage youth
effectively through social media.

Government Policies to Regulate Social Media for Positive Political Engagement
1. Establishing Clear Guidelines for Political Content:

o The government should create clear guidelines that regulate political content on social media
without stifling freedom of expression. These guidelines should focus on ensuring that content
shared by political parties, influencers, and individuals adheres to principles of truth, fairness,
and responsibility. There should be strict regulations to prevent the spread of misinformation,
disinformation, and hate speech, while simultaneously allowing for a robust political discourse.

o Recommendation: The Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA) and other relevant
bodies should work with social media companies to develop content moderation mechanisms
that address the spread of fake news and harmful content, especially during elections and
political campaigns.

Incentivizing Transparent Political Campaigns:

o Social media platforms should promote transparency in political campaigning by encouraging
political parties and candidates to disclose the sources of their funding, advertisements, and
endorsements. This transparency helps combat the influence of dark money and ensures that
youth can access information about political campaigns that is both accurate and ethically
sourced.

o Recommendation: The Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) can collaborate with social
media platforms to ensure that paid political advertisements are labeled and easily identifiable,
with clear disclosures about their sponsors.

Protecting Youth from Online Harassment and Manipulation:

o Youth, particularly young women, are often subjected to online harassment, bullying, and
manipulation during political events. The government should enact and enforce laws to protect
social media users from such harmful practices. Policies should ensure that political
engagement online does not come at the expense of individuals' safety and mental health.

o Recommendation: The government should partner with social media companies to improve
the enforcement of policies against online harassment and establish support systems for
individuals affected by political violence or cyberbullying.
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Promoting Civic Engagement and Digital Citizenship:

o

Policies should encourage the use of social media for positive civic engagement, such as
promoting voter registration, educating youth on political issues, and advocating for peaceful
participation in the democratic process. Governments can collaborate with civil society
organizations to launch national campaigns that use social media to foster civic responsibility
among young people.

Recommendation: The government should run campaigns to promote "digital citizenship,"
focusing on the importance of ethical behavior and respectful discourse on social media
platforms. These campaigns should also encourage youth to participate in political processes
such as voting, volunteering, and peaceful activism.

Recommendations for Enhancing Digital Literacy Among Youth to Combat Misinformation

Incorporating Digital Literacy into Education:

o

Digital literacy should be integrated into the national education curriculum to equip young
people with the skills needed to critically evaluate online content. Digital literacy programs
should teach youth how to identify misinformation, analyze the credibility of sources, and
understand the role of algorithms in shaping their online experience.

Recommendation: Schools, colleges, and universities should offer courses on digital literacy
as part of their regular curricula, focusing on how to engage responsibly with digital content,
how to verify information, and how to understand the impact of social media on political
beliefs.

Public Awareness Campaigns on Misinformation:

o

The government and civil society organizations should launch public awareness campaigns
aimed at educating youth about the dangers of misinformation and the importance of verifying
information before sharing it. These campaigns should highlight the impact of fake news on
political decision-making and democratic processes.

Recommendation: Digital media campaigns, both online and offline, should emphasize the
importance of fact-checking and provide practical tools and resources that youth can use to
evaluate news sources, such as access to trusted fact-checking websites and apps.

Building Partnerships with Media Literacy Organizations:

o

The government should collaborate with independent media literacy organizations and tech
companies to create online resources, workshops, and training sessions that teach young people
how to discern between factual news and false or biased content. Such partnerships can help
promote a culture of responsible social media use.

Recommendation: Civil society organizations, in collaboration with universities and tech
companies, can offer workshops that teach youth how to use social media for political
engagement while avoiding the traps of misinformation and conspiracy theories.

Encouraging Youth to Participate in Fact-Checking:

o

Young people should be encouraged to engage in fact-checking activities by using social media
platforms to share verified, accurate information. This can help build a culture of accuracy and
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accountability, where youth not only consume information but also contribute to its
verification.

Recommendation: Schools and universities can organize digital literacy contests or
challenges where students’ fact-check viral political content and share their findings with their
peers through social media.

Strategies for Political Leaders to Engage Youth Through Social Media Effectively

Authentic and Transparent Engagement:

o

Political leaders should engage with youth on social media platforms in an authentic and
transparent manner. Y outh are more likely to engage with political leaders who are perceived
as genuine and open, as opposed to those who use social media merely as a tool for self-
promotion or political propaganda.

Recommendation: Political leaders should regularly interact with young people through live
sessions, Q&A formats, and direct responses to their comments and concerns. Transparency
about their policies, decisions, and actions will enhance their credibility and build trust with
younger voters.

Utilizing Interactive Content:

o

Youth are more likely to engage with interactive content that allows them to participate
actively in political conversations. Political leaders can use polls, live discussions, debates, and
interactive videos to encourage youth to share their views, ask questions, and engage in
political discourse.

Recommendation: Political leaders should host interactive sessions on platforms like
Instagram and Twitter, where they can directly respond to youth concerns, share policy ideas,
and discuss political matters in an open and accessible format.

Leveraging Influencers for Political Messaging:

o

Political leaders can collaborate with social media influencers who resonate with younger
audiences to spread positive political messages. These influencers can help amplify political
messages, encourage voter turnout, and promote civic engagement by aligning with youth
causes and interests.

Recommendation: Political campaigns should consider partnering with youth-oriented
influencers, activists, and content creators to reach a broader and more diverse audience. Such
collaborations can help bridge the generational gap and foster youth engagement in politics.

Addressing Youth-Specific Issues:

o

Political leaders should focus on issues that are particularly relevant to youth, such as
education, employment, climate change, digital rights, and political empowerment. By using
social media to address these issues, leaders can connect with youth on topics that directly
impact their lives and future.

Recommendation: Political leaders should run targeted campaigns that focus on youth-
specific issues, using social media to promote their solutions and engage with young people
on these topics. They should invite youth to participate in policy-making discussions through
social media platforms to create a sense of inclusion.

[115]



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

Campaigning for Inclusivity and Representation:

o Social media can be used by political leaders to promote inclusivity, diversity, and
representation of youth in the political process. Political leaders should ensure that they
actively engage with underrepresented youth groups, including those from rural areas,
marginalized communities, and women.

o Recommendation: Political campaigns should be designed with an inclusive approach,
ensuring that the voices of all youth, especially those from marginalized backgrounds, are
heard and considered. This can include organizing events and discussions that cater to diverse
groups and giving them a platform to express their views.

Naveed Rafagat Ahmad is a Pakistani researcher and public-sector professional affiliated with the
Punjab Sahulat Bazaars Authority (PSBA), Lahore. His scholarly work primarily engages with
issues of public governance, institutional reform, transparency, accountability, and the ethical
integration of emerging technologies in organizational settings. Drawing on interdisciplinary
frameworks from public administration, political economy, and behavioral sciences, Ahmad’s
research reflects a strong applied orientation, linking empirical evidence with policy-relevant
recommendations for improving state capacity and public trust in developing-country contexts,
particularly Pakistan.

Ahmad demonstrates a consistent focus on reform-oriented knowledge production. His work on
State-Owned Enterprise (SOE) reform contributes to debates on fiscal sustainability, governance
professionalization, and citizen-centric accountability in the public sector, while his research on
human—AlI collaboration addresses productivity gains alongside risks related to errors, bias, and
ethical accountability. Together, these studies position Ahmad as a scholar-practitioner bridging
governance reform and responsible technology use, emphasizing evidence-based decision-making
and human oversight as central to institutional effectiveness.

A key contribution of the study is presenting the Punjab Sahulat Bazaars Authority (PSBA) in
Pakistan as a counterexample, where a subsidy-dependent welfare retail system was transformed
into a statutory authority free from ongoing subsidies. This transition challenges traditional welfare
models.
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Graph 1: Youth Engagement with Political Content on Social Media
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A bar chart showing the percentage of youth in Pakistan who engage with different types of
political content (e.g., news articles, debates, activism).

Barriers to Youth Political Engagement via Social Media
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Graph 2: Barriers to Youth Political Engagement via Social Media
A pie chart illustrating the various barriers that youth face when engaging politically on social
media (e.g., misinformation, lack of access to technology, political polarization).

Social Media's Impact on Political Awareness and Mobilization
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Chart 1: Social Media's Impact on Political Awareness and Mobilization
A line graph comparing the level of political awareness and the degree of mobilization (e.g.,
protests, voting) among youth before and after exposure to political content on social media.

Summary:

This study underscores the significance of social media as a tool for political engagement among
youth in Pakistan, while highlighting the challenges posed by misinformation, digital divides, and
the polarization of political opinions. The research reveals that while social media has empowered
youth by providing them with a platform to participate in political discourse, it has also contributed
to the spread of misinformation and the formation of echo chambers. Despite these challenges, the
study shows that social media plays a crucial role in raising political awareness and mobilizing
youth for political participation, as evidenced by various online movements and campaigns.
Moving forward, it is essential for policymakers to regulate social media platforms effectively,

enhance digital literacy among youth, and ensure equal access to technology to strengthen the role
of social media in democratic engagement.
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