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Introduction

T

he
Uks
Research
1
Centre was formally
inaugurated
in
December 1997 as a research,
resource and publication
centre dedicated to the
cause of gender equality
and women’s development.
Since that time, our team at
Uks has continued to push
passionately and tirelessly
for a neutral, balanced and
unbiased approach to women
and women’s issues within,
and through the media and
has already won the support of
the media fraternity (we have
so far trained 3000+ district
and mainstream journalists
on human rights), civil society
organisations, academia (20+
universities across the country)
and communities all over
Pakistan.

Uks continues to utilize
the services of the media
to effectively improve the
present status of the Pakistani
woman and to highlight the
importance of her role in
national development. From
global interventions such as
the ‘Global Media Monitoring
Project’4, to regional studies
‘Inside the News: Challenges
and Aspirations of Women
Journalists in Asia and the
Pacific’5 and media analyses
‘Covering
Crime:
How
Pakistani media reports on
Rape’6, to enhancing media
literacy among the public
“’The Media Literacy Project:
Promoting public discourse
on media content in Pakistan’7,
Uks has used multipronged
approaches for advocacy on
gender equity and equality on

With initiatives focusing on
empowering women within
and through the media,
including ‘More Women
in Media’2 and ‘Powerful
Women; Powerful Nation’3,

PublicationsPDFs/cipemediaguide.pdf
4	
http://cdn.agilitycms.com/who-makesthe-news/Imported/reports_2015/national/Pakistan.pdf
5	
http://www.ifj.org/uploads/media/Inside_the_News_FINAL_040615_UNESDOC.pdf
6	
http://www.uksresearch.com/PublicationsPDFs/COVERING%20CRIME%20
How%20Pakistani%20Media%20Reports%20on%20Rape%20Cases.pdf
7	
h ttp://www.uksresearch.com/PublicationsPDFs/Talking%20Back%20-I.pdf,
http://www.uksresearch.com/PublicationsPDFs/Talking%20Back%20II.pdf

1	Uks Research Centre is registered under
Societies Act XXI of 1860
2	
http://www.uksresearch.com/
PublicationsPDFs/1_3_2IN1.pdf
3	
http://www.uksresearch.com/
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wide ranging issues including
Violence against Women
(VAW), health, education,
HIV and AIDS, and women’s
social, economic, political
empowerment etc. We are
the first CSO in the country
to compile and disseminate
•
a Gender Sensitive Code of
Ethics for the print media
(later revised to cover the
electronic media as well).
The revised gender sensitive
code of ethics for both the print
and the electronic media was
formulated under the Project
‘More Women in Media’ in
collaboration with the Danish
International
Development
Agency, Embassy of Denmark.
In addition we have to our
credit the following activities
and achievements:
•

•

2

Partner and Pakistan’s
representative for the first
time in the Fourth Global
Media
Monitoring
Project
(GMMP
2009/2010) and then again
in 2015
Uks gender sensitivity
awards – bestowed on
reporters
/journalists
for adhering to a gender
sensitive code of ethics,
Bridging the Gap

•

for training a large
number of journalists in
gender sensitivity, and for
reporting on women in a
fair and non-stereotypical
manner
The Pakistan Women’s
Media Complaint Cell
(PWMCC) set up by
Uks to address the lack of
gender responsiveness in
the media. The cell, one
of very few of its kind
worldwide, was initially
launched and operated for
three months from MarJul 2014 by Uks Research
Centre in collaboration
with
the
National
Commission on the Status
of Women. (The Cell closed
down due to lack of funds
but has been revived with
the collaboration of the
National Endowment for
Democracy as the Women’s
Media Complaint Cell)
In 2003, Uks became the
first (as far as we know)
civil society organization
in Pakistan with its own
in-house, state-of-the art
radio studio producing

sensitive issues around
gender responsive and
gender relations
socially responsible radio
programmes (13+ radio
6. Encouraging the media to
series each with 10-60
reflect upon their own lives
programmes)
and organizations, and to
recognize relationships of
Women’s Rights Issues are
inequality that affect them.
Human Rights Issues
Thus, since its inception in 7. Reporting and producing
through a gender lens.
1997, Uks has been focusing
on defining, explaining and Uks has also tried to raise
promoting the fact that gender awareness
among
media
inequality is not ‘merely’ a persons that sex and gender
women’s issue, but rather a are two entirely different
question of discrimination words and concepts
and therefore a human rights
issue. The issues taken up in • Sex refers to the universal,
biological
differences
these past two decades include:
between men and women
1. The nature of the gender
• Gender refers to the
bias
characteristics and qualities
2. Women portrayed as
that societies associate
targets, or objects of the
with masculinity and
media ‘eye’ rather than
femininity. The concept
full participants
of gender encompasses
the social roles and
3. Creating an understanding
relationships
between
of gender roles and
men and women. These
relations
roles and relationships
4. Developing
media’s
are context specific and
ability to think about
can change according to
stereotyping, oppression,
circumstances, and from
and gender relations
generation to generation.
Gender is influenced by
5. Creating mutual trust
other characteristics of
and safety among media
society such as wealth,
persons in discussing
Bridging the Gap
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caste, class, age, education,
race, religion, sexuality and
ideology. Gender relations
in many societies are
unequal and hierarchical.
This is shown by factors
such as access to and
control over resources.
Institutions,
ideologies,
values, ideas and practices
which all play a role in
shaping attitudes about
gender
An important aspect of gender
is ‘Gender Equality’. Gender
equality is about valuing
women and men equally and
recognizing that women and
men have traditionally been
treated differently: housework
(usually done by women) is
treated as worthless, while the
work done outside the home
for monetary remuneration
(by men) is viewed as valuable.
Valuing women and men
equally would thus involve
making changes so that things
like the work that women do
is recognized as valuable and
worthy just as the work that
men do. For example, unpaid
work in the home can be as
valued as work done in an
office for pay.
Among the changes necessary
4
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to enable gender equality is to
view every issue through the
‘Lens of Gender’. ‘Gender
Lens’ is a term best explained
as looking at the community
as a whole through a pair of
spectacles. Out of one of the
lenses we see the participation,
needs and realities of women,
and out of the other lens we
see the participation, needs
and realities of men. Just
as we need both eyes to see
clearly and fully, we need
equal, respectful partnerships
between both men and women
in order to have happy, healthy
families and communities. It
is essential therefore that
the media be sensitized and
trained to apply a gender lens
to its day to day reporting. A
final word, perhaps academia
too should consider looking
at the world through a gender
lens.
Despite
our
years
of
consultations and trainings
with media persons, however,
some practices have continued
unchanged in the media. These
are visible in all sections of the
media; news and current affairs,
entertainment, advertising, and
in all mediums, radio, print,
TV and social media. Some of

the more glaring practices are:
•

Stereotyping

•

Dehumanising

•

Commodification

•

Sensationalism

Therefore, in
order
to
estimate the kind and level
of unacceptable terminology,
stereotyping, objectification
etc. appearing on the media,
we have frequently resorted to
various methods of research
such as a gender test on
stereotyping:

is a human phenomenon, and
that both men and women
cry. Women have displayed
courage in every sphere of life,
including as warriors. And as
we all know, there are many
kinds of battles, not just those
played out in the battlefield.

Objectification is rendered by
terms such as ‘butterfly’ which
are frequently used to describe
a woman, thereby reducing her
to an object, someone who is
not a complete person. When
a woman is described in such
terms, she is not only reduced
to a single aspect of her being,
but the connotation is applied
• Men don’t cry
as an insult and a form of abuse.
• Women
gossip, men However, when a man is called
discuss
a bahanwara (bumble bee),
• Men are brave, women are for example, the connotation
is generally applauded by
not courageous
society as being something to
How
true
are
these be proud of. Unfortunately,
stereotypical
observations? although many of us condemn
Women challenge them at the behaviour implied by the
every tier of society; they have term, we enjoy it nevertheless!
played out every role played This is only one example of the
by men when the opportunity double standards that prevail
arises. We all know that crying in our society.
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Twisted connotations are applied which lead to the
employment of unsuitable language even when ‘sympathising’
with the victim. For example most Urdu newspapers make
use of terms such as ‘izzat lutt jaana’ (being deprived of
honour) to air genuine sympathy for raped women and
such acts are vehemently condemned in opinion pieces and
editorials. However, rape is a heinous crime and has nothing
to do with the victim’s honour. Thus, the media must report
rape as a CRIME AGAINST WOMEN, not as an act
that deprives women of their ‘honour’. Being raped does
not deprive any woman of her honour. Similarly, if an adult
woman leaves her home to marry of her free will, or reside
elsewhere, most reports use words and phrases such as ‘the
woman ran away with her lover’. The man in this context
also may leave his home but will not be said to have ‘run
away’. Further, an adult woman has every right to go where
she chooses and marry whom she chooses. Also, words such
as ‘ashiq’ (lover) are not appropriate and unworthy of mature
journalism as well as a sad commentary on the general grasp
of human rights and social issues in our society.
6
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Sensationalism in journalism,
as we all know, is a method
by which the most simple
story can be ‘dressed-up’ in
gimmickry to attract attention.
It is an undignified way for
the media to gain the public’s
attention and a cover for the
lack of painstaking reportage
based on factual information
which is the true mark of
good journalism. Very often
reference to a female subject
in a news story will be made
in a sensational manner, and
sometimes irrelevant details
may be blown up out of all
proportion for the attention
of voyeurs. For example,
if a burglary is reported, a
sensationalized news story will
focus on the fact that women
were manhandled rather than
on the burglars and police
reports. Many, many innocent
people get caught in the trap
of sensationalism therefore,
the media should ensure,

through adoption of ethical
norms, that such practices
are abandoned. Another way
to sensationalise stories is to
use stereotypical images of
women. Stereotypical images
of women are common to all
publications; the English press
through glamour and glitz
and the Urdu publications
through short stories and
comments. The ‘popular’ press
generally makes no pretence of
respect for women, especially
where stories on genderbased crimes are concerned.
Often, instead of the emphasis
remaining on aspects of the
crime itself, space is given to
the appearance and character
of the victim. This kind of
reporting places the victim
under intense public scrutiny
instead of the criminal, be he
a rapist or a paedophile, and
reinforces existing negative
attitudes about women.

Bridging the Gap
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An Overview of the Media in Pakistan

I

t took almost six decades
of intense struggle for
the media in Pakistan
to become a largely free and
booming industry. Today, we
have over 90 TV channels
(news and entertainment),
170 radio stations, and over
400 print publications (dailies,
monthlies and weeklies) in
various languages (English,
Urdu and regional languages).

and entertainment, one can see
a marked distinction between
the vernacular and English
language media reflecting,
respectively, the conflicting
ideologies of conservatism and
liberalism. In crime reports
the popular trend is to focus
on the woman involved in the
story rather than the actual
crime itself. Images/visuals
of rape victims/survivors and
judgmental language continue
However, we must ask ourselves
to be used in crime reports,
if the rapid, even phenomenal lacking any investigative or
expansion of the media in analytical value.
the past decade has led to an
incremental rise in healthy, Writings in some publications
balanced reportage. Research posit a highly judgmental
and righteous tone chastising
conducted by Uks over the
any individual or group
years, as seen below, indicates who is perceived to flout
that the media has failed society’s pre-conceived, often
abysmally so far as progress misogynist, notions about
along the norms of ethical, certain concepts and issues.
gender balanced, meticulous The language employed to
journalism are concerned.
ostensibly sympathise with the
victim is a sad commentary on
Print media
the general grasp of human
Pakistan has over 400 news rights and social issues in the
publications in English, Urdu media. Similarly, headlines
and regional (vernacular) are crafted to attract readers’
languages with Sindhi being attention, and the image of
the dominant regional press. women conveyed in headlines
Though all of them claim to is a serious concern for the
disseminate news, information educated reader. One headline
8
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made the point succinctly: ‘The
mason was busy working while
a loafer plastered [raped] his
wife’. Note how the subeditor,
a person with no respect
for women certainly, has
negatively utilized his creative
impulses. It is doubtful that a
woman would think of a line
like this.
There are also some Urdu dailies
that have not been able to treat
subjects that directly touch the
quality of lives of women and
girls in an effective manner.
Although surveys show that
most Urdu dailies do allocate
space for topics that have

greater relevance to women,
such as health and education
for example, coverage is mostly
restricted to press releases
only. What are needed for
a positive and beneficial
impact are analytical and indepth articles on relevant
topics of particular interest to
women (as well as men) that
provide critical and pertinent
information. The media is
universally acknowledged as
the ‘watchdog’ over society and
can play an important role in
ensuring government policies
favour the public and in raising
awareness within society.

Bridging the Gap
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Newspapers
Al-Akhbar
Ausaf
Dawn
Din
Frontier Post
Jang – Rwp
Jang- Khi
Khabrain
Nation
Nawa-I-Waqt
Observer
Pakistan
Sahafat
The News

Supportive
1017 (85.3)
1536 (84.0)
1618 (86.5)
1375 (82.5)
729 (92.9)
1589 (77.9)
1846 (79.8)
2430 (77.2)
1795 (82.8)
1929 (82.6)
1133 (81.1)
1801 (80.7)
1032 (71.8)
1565 (82.7)

Non-supportive
175 (14.7)
293 (16.0)
254 (13.6)
292 (17.5)
55 (7.0)
449 (22.1)
466 (20.2)
721 (22.9)
372 (17.2)
407 (17.3)
264 (18.9)
428 (19.2)
405 (28.2)
327 (17.3)

Total
1192
1829
1872
1667
784
2038
2312
3151
2167
2336
1397
2229
1437
1892

Table 1 Comparison of Women-related Treatment across Daily Newspapers
(from a national study of print media conducted by Uks in 2003)

The Table shows that over
a decade ago newspapers
carried quite a high percentage
of supportive treatment of
women-related
coverage
in all the newspapers. This
was due in great part to the
awareness raising and advocacy
campaigns run with regularity
by Uks and other NGO’s,
which practice continues to
date. We recognize however
that there is great room for
improvement both in quantity
and quality.
10
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24/7 News Channels
The electronic media has the
potential to make a tremendous impact in moving society
towards progress and gender
sensitivity given Pakistan’s literacy and demographic statistics. However state owned
and controlled channels which
claimed an exclusive right to
transmit programmes through
televisions from TV’s first inception in the 1960s mostly
limited their output to official

The Internet is another boon
to the media with around 25
million users in 2014 (almost
16 percent of the population,
15m of whom access it through
their cellular phones). The use
of broadband services is also
showing growth, with about
1.7m current users (2014).
News websites of some of
Pakistani media houses rank
among the highest in searches
from Pakistan. Most have a
robust online presence.

seriously regressing over time
as channels race after ‘TRPs’.
In order to ostensibly boost
ratings news channels on
the electronic media present
stories on Violence against
Women etc. (VAW, VAWG)
and crime news involving
female subjects in a sensational
manner. This also leads to a
serious violation of ethical
norms and practices through
the revelation of photographs
and other personal details of
victims/survivors of crime
and violence.

policies. When private TV
channels were permitted to
broadcast programmes in the
1990s onward, there was hope
that they would be utilized for
the dissemination of information on imperative issues
such as women’s rights, human
rights, education and other social endeavours.

Radio
Radio channels are a powerful
tool
for
disseminating
information,
particularly
with regard to Pakistan’s
far flung and rural areas for
people in general and women
in particular. However, this
important medium remains
largely untapped.

However, the mushrooming
of the electronic media across
the country led to a reversal of
the process and things took a
turn for the worse. Today, the
plethora of private channels
does not generally appear to
view women’s rights issues as
important. The quality of the
programmes appears to be

Although Pakistan has come a
long way from Radio Pakistan,
the
single
government
controlled channel and we now
have over a 100 FM channels
as well as dozens of campus
radios, the focus is mainly on
music, light entertainment,
some random discussion
programmes etc. instead of
Bridging the Gap
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pertinent subjects including The question remains: If
and especially women’s rights Mullah Fazlullah could use an
issues.
illegal FM channel to influence
the mindsets of almost the
The projection of women
entire Swat region, especially
on Pakistan Broadcasting
Corporation (PBC), the state its women, why have the legal,
controlled radio station, is licensed FM channels not
also far from accurate, despite been able to address women’s
several ‘women’s programmes’ issues with the seriousness and
mostly restricted to topics commitment they deserve?
considered ‘safe’ by the
policy makers. The response
to these programmes is out
of proportion to their time
allocation. Gender issues
tend to be overlooked as
insignificant and are ignored in
main PBC transmissions. It is
unfortunate that radio has not
been utilized to its optimum
potential for dissemination
of information on subjects
relating to women’s welfare and
progress, especially in the rural
areas of the country where
access to other mediums of
information is already limited.

Glorification of the suffering
woman

The glorification of chaadar
and chardewari (veil and
boundaries) makes little sense
when victims of domestic
violence and marital rape can
testify to the failure of the
system to provide women
with real security. Innumerable
stories are presented advocating
the image of the ideal mother,
sister and daughter being
a woman who must suffer
deprivation and denial of her
rights in silence if she wants to

‘Advertising agencies maintain a strong hold over the total
market of the print media, whether it is daily publications or
weekly magazines. Ironically, it is through this format that
women continue to receive maximum exposure. The effects of such
a market-oriented exposure can never benefit women in the long
run. By presenting stereotypical/traditional portrayals of women,
their serious and grave issues resulting from changing times can
never be addressed forcefully.” –p. 48, Changing Image, 2003.
12
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certainly come a long way in the
previous decade or so in so far
as freedom from government
constraints, the proliferation of
TV channels, and the Internet
revolution are concerned.
Yet, the electronic media in
particular lags well behind
in the quality and content of
its programming which do
not reflect important socially
relevant subjects (including
and
especially
women’s
rights issues) in a mature and
principled manner. Instead,
they resort to sensationalism,
an ultra-conservative ethos,
As seen in the overview above, stereotyping and other ills of
the media in Pakistan has journalism.
be appreciated and honoured
in society. If she dares to speak
up in her own defence or
maintain her ‘human’ rights in
order to resist oppression she
is shunned, often ostracized
by society, and labeled as the
outsider, the ‘other’, who in the
Pakistani context is invariably
‘Western’, in which persona
she is seen to be committing a
crime or a sin by acting against
‘Eastern’ or local tradition.
The blowback is so fast and
furious that for most women,
demanding even their most
basic rights is unthinkable.

Bridging the Gap
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Uks’s Advocacy- A Chronology

I

n order to fully appreciate
the influence the media
has over society in all its
ramifications, how words,
pictures, tone, context etc.
directly affect, positively or
negatively, women’s rights
(which are essentially human
rights), a look at the work done
by Uks over time provides
a glimmer of the challenges
ahead and goals successfully
reached. Analyzing media
representation of women
means analyzing the way
society represents women.
There is intentional as well as
unintentional reinforcement
of social stereotypes about
women in our society. In many
cases, women themselves are
unaware of their own biased
attitudes. Women’s access

14
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to and growth in media
organizations has not been
supported in Pakistan. The
openings for women within
the media industry, especially
in decision-making positions
are limited. In fact women are
missing from top management
positions in media houses
in Pakistan. As the work
environment in media houses
in Pakistan is generally not
conducive to the needs of
women, many are forced to
move away from the media
industry to find other jobs.
There is little or no attempt
to adjust present conditions to
include women in the industry.
Thus, over the decades the
projects Uks has undertaken
have sought to broaden the
scope of journalism in Pakistan.

Workshops, Trainings and Consultations
Uks Research has conducted almost 200 activities facilitating
students, journalists and community on various issues and
themes.

Radio Productions

Uks Research has produced more than 316 radio programmes
under 32 different series as well as 8 digital stories under various
projects.

Bridging the Gap
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Publications

Uks Research has almost 200 publications to its credit including
the thematic annual desk diaries, global and regional researches
based on surveys, research reports, toolkits and guides for media
reporting through the gender lens on various issues and brochures
and posters for awareness raising.

16
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Uks Initiatives – Timeline
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Why the need for a Gender-Sensitive Code of Ethics?

A

Code of Ethics is
essential
to
good
journalism
and
certainly no bar to the
freedom of the media. All
media persons should have
some ethical guideline on
which to base their news
and investigative reports in
order that the dissemination
of information does not
damage innocent individuals
or groups unnecessarily. A
Gender sensitive code of ethics
however leads to and allows
for a more balanced approach
to reporting by eliminating (by
making journalists sensitive
to) problematic factors such
as stereotyping, objectification
of women, etc. Some may
question the necessity for and
efficacy of a gender sensitive
Code of Ethics. The answer
comes
from
examining
the desperate situation of
millions of women living
in every region of Pakistan,
especially those under the
traditional tribal system, who
suffer serious human rights
violations on a daily basis.
Countless women have been
murdered in so-called ‘honour’
killings. Countless others face
terrible domestic violence, rape
and incest and are silenced
on the premise that ‘women’s
18
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issues should remain within
the private domain. Social and
political forces seek to stop and
punish any woman who cries
for help. One of the reasons
they find little or no support or
succor, or seek opportunities
to redress wrongs is an almost
complete lack of awareness of
human rights and women’s
rights. Even when the laws
of this country offer them
protection from brute force,
for example, most women have
no idea that such laws even
exist. It is the media that can
cover this chasm, and through
television, radio, the press etc.
inform citizens, especially
women who are often deprived
of other means of acquiring
information, about their due
rights and privileges, and how
to access them. It is essential
that awareness of women’s
rights (and gender issues)
should filter down to every
adult citizen of this land, both
men and women, through all
possible means. So far, the
press and other media have
failed to effectively create such
awareness, not only of rights
but the importance and value
of a gender balanced society.
These are human rights issues
as well as ‘women’s’ issues, and
should be linked to public

awareness of human rights
violations. Unfortunately, there
is concern that women’s issues
could be lost in the ‘wider’ topic
of human rights violations.

unhindered. Then, in 1993, the
Newspaper Editors Council
of Pakistan formulated a
Code of Ethics but gender
issues were still not addressed.

It was just before the
millennium, therefore, that
Uks took steps to address
this dire need and a Gendersensitive Code of Ethics
for the print media was
initially conceptualized, and
then developed with the
collaboration of the National
Commission on the Status
of Women in a participatory
and inclusive manner. Later,
this CoE was subsequently
expanded and reformulated
in the current context, and
Despite
this
resolution, for the current requirements
the code was never strictly of all media, both electronic
implemented
and
the and
print,
through
a
media continued to practice comprehensive, nation-wide
unethical norms of journalism consultative process. Uks
In fact, with Pakistan having
lived under military rule for
much of its existence, ‘rights’
have generally been subjugated
across the board so far as
the people are concerned.
However, in 1973, a code of
ethics was formulated by the
Pakistan Federal Union of
Journalists in the form of a
constitution. This code did
not address gender issues but
clearly stated the following
points:

•

A member should not do or say anything that would bring
discredit to himself, his union, or his newspaper.

•

It is binding on the member to study the rules of the
union and he should not, by commission or omission, go
against the interests of the union.

•

It also clearly spells out that in order to secure news
material or photographs, no humiliation, bereavement or
pain should be inflicted.
News reports and pictures are to be acquired through
honest means.

•
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ensured the participation of
both men and women working
journalists, media persons,
media
associations
and
unions, media managers, in
addition to the representatives
of CSOs, NGOs, women’s
rights activists, lawyers, police
officials, health personnel, and
other relevant stakeholders.
(It is noteworthy that only
a few countries around the
world have included a gender
component in their respective
journalistic Code of Ethics).
Work on the draft CoE (for

the print media) began in
2000 with substantive inputs
from the media, civil society
organizations
and
rights
activists. Eventually, it was
shared with a few experts from
the South Asia region and
was finally VOLUNTARILY
adopted in 2003.8

Subsequently, In view of
the changing nature and
requirements of the media,
we found both a felt and an
expressed need to review,
revise, and expand the CoE
to cover both the print and

8. http://uksresearch.readyhosting.com/PublicationsPDFs/Code/Of/Ethics/Final.pdf
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electronic media groups under
this project. The review was
especially pertinent to the
latter, in which the private
channels’ ratings wars and the
phenomenon of 24/7 news,
particularly the “breaking
news” syndrome, often results
in horrific disclosures of not
only the identity, but also the
photographs, offensive live
visuals, personal and familial
details, irrelevant disclosures
about survivors or victims of
GBV/VAWG, and completely
unwarranted intrusion into
their privacy.

melodramatic, sensationalized
reporting on cases of violence
against women and girls
(VAWG) and gender-based
violence (GBV); and to strictly
enforce the CoE particularly in
view of the electronic media’s
current blatant and explicit
portrayal of violence and
disrespect towards survivors.
Implementation of the Uks
Gender Sensitive Code of
Ethics in the Media

In addition to addressing the
negative portrayal of women
and GBV in the media, while
formulating the CoE, Uks also
recognized the pressing need
to focus on the situation of
women working in the media.
All these aspects were also
comprehensively addressed by
Uks in the first CoE for the
print media in Pakistan.

According to a recent survey
conducted by Uks with key
media persons, awareness
of Uks’ code of ethics is still
minimal. Generally, most
media houses: print, radio and
television channels have their
own code of ethics, which may
vary and what is acceptable for
one maybe construed vulgar
by another due to the lack of
a clear definition. PEMRA has
some rules and ‘restrictions’ but
how far they are implemented
is anyone’s guess.

The objective of the revised
Code of Ethics was to
ensure
gender-sensitive
and
nondiscriminatory
treatment of women’s issues,
to incorporate among other
things,
guidelines
and
disciplinary measures to check
the invasion of privacy and

Dawn newspaper has its
own ‘code of media ethics
and social media guidelines’,
which broadly touch various
aspects of decency, fairness
and objectivity in covering
matters. The two points mainly
taken into consideration under
this code are; not to intrude
Bridging the Gap
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into anybody’s private life,
or cause grief or distress, be
guilty of gender discrimination
as professional journalists,
display sensitivity to genderrole stereotyping by refraining
from exploitation, and reflect
the intellectual and emotional
equality of both genders
whilst writing. Although there
is no specific definition of
vulgarity, the paper relies on
internationally accepted norms
of ethical and responsible
journalism.

code of ethics with them,
and also distribute written
materials such as posters,
brochures etc. among media
persons for information. Many
suggested that Uks should
follow up on its workshops
and training sessions and stay
in continuous coordination
with media houses in order
to promote presentations of
ethical and intellectual quality
based on acceptable norms of
social behaviour.

Radio FM 100 has its own
code and takes measures not to
play offensive songs, messages
or allow bad language. Other
channels also follow an
unwritten code of ethics and
refrain from airing any such
content that violates human
dignity, gender inequality and
religious and social sentiments.

An essential element in
persuading journalists and
media houses to adhere to a
gender sensitive code of ethics
is a platform for the public to
air their grievances in respect of
media content. Feedback from
the general public, advocacy
groups etc. would provide
producers with direct access to
the mind of the audience.

As far as awareness about
the Uks gender sensitive
code of ethics for media is
concerned except for one or
two positive responses most
of the respondents expressed
ignorance of the code. At the
same time they desired that
Uks should hold workshops
with media professionals,
reporters, editors and PEMRA
officials and share the Uks

We trust that it will become
mandatory by voluntary
resolutions, which we hope
will be adopted by the various
media bodies – the trade
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We look forward to the revised
CoE being adopted voluntarily
by working journalists and
media persons in both public
and private media houses, and
by the print and electronic
media.

unions, associations, councils,
societies and authorities – in
both the public and private
sectors
Pakistan Women’s Media
Complaint Cell
In recognition of the need to
monitor the content and address lack of gender responsiveness in the media, Uks
Research Centre decided to
launch the Pakistan Women’s
Media Complaint Cell (PWMCC). The PWMCC was
successfully launched through
the collaboration of Uks and
NCSW, on 13 February 2014,
in Islamabad and the ceremony was attended by members
of media, civil society organizations and academicians. As
mentioned earlier, the PWMCC was closed down due
to lack of funds but revived
in the shape of the Women’s
Media Complaint Cell in collaboration with the National
Endowment for Democracy in
2015.
The Women’s Media
Complaint Cell
The PWMCC has now been
re-named as Women’s Media
Complaint Cell (WMCC),
which is an independent
body that hears the concerns,
or complaints of the public

against the print and electronic
news media. The Cell is
also responsible for the selfregulation of the news media
through the Uks Gender
Sensitive Code of Ethics for
Media, which defines ethical
guidelines for journalists.
Uks organized the re-launch
of the Cell in Islamabad on 28
October 2015 in the presence
of media persons, coordinators
and representatives from
various CSOs. The WMCC
has a proper structure and
mechanism with an advisory
‘Any reader’s protest must
be addressed promptly
and respectfully. This will
contribute to the creation
of a responsible press.’ p. 67,
Changing Image, 2003

board from media and civil
society. It provides a forum to
the public where they are able
to register their complaints
regarding any insensitive or
sexist content seen/heard/
read on Pakistani TV, radio or
newspapers. Complaints can
be filed through email, phone,
WhatsApp and social media.
The WMCC records cases
and
collects
supporting
documentation. Through a
Bridging the Gap
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mechanism designed with
input from senior media
figures, the WMCC has begun
to share complaints with the
respective producers of the
insensitive media outputs as
well as Pakistan Broadcasters
Association (PBA) Pakistan
Advertisers
Association
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(PAA), Pakistan Electronic
Media Regulatory Authority
(PEMRA), Press Council
of Pakistan (PCP), All
Pakistan Newspaper Society
(APNS), Council for Pakistan
Newspaper Editors (CPNE),
and media organizations/
houses.

Gender-Just Media Drive: A Project that Delivered

I

n
2015,
Uks,
in
collaboration with the
National
Endowment
for Democracy, initiated a
project addressing the lack of
gender responsiveness in the
media titled, ‘Gender Just
Media Drive - Enhancing
Sensitization and Voluntary
adoption of a Gender
Sensitive Code of Ethics
in the Media in Pakistan’.
Uks aimed to promote more
gender-sensitive content and
greater accountability within
the media. To this end, Uks
engaged journalists, students,
and media organizations
through trainings, audience
clubs, and roundtables focused
on understanding and utilizing
a gender-sensitive code of
ethics. Uks also engaged the
broader public by maintaining
a complaint centre:
•

•

To promote more gendersensitive content and
strengthen media ethics
with respect to gender
within the media

The project consisted of a
number of core activities which
have been briefly described
below:
Media Monitoring and
Content Analysis
Media
Monitoring
and
Content Analysis – in
addition to Uks’ regular media
monitoring a specific oneweek of print and electronic
media was conducted in the
run up to the Roundtable
conference to provide updated
evidence-based analyses to
media executives.
The media monitoring sample
included print, broadcast,
and online media outputs in
English, Urdu and regional
languages. The Uks research
team
conducted
media
monitoring from 25 to 31 May,
2015, through the gender lens.

A total of 9 newspapers (4
Urdu and 5 English), 3 TV
channels (news), 2 radio
channels, 4 TV channels
(entertainment) and content
To build the capacity of from social media were
audiences to serve as media monitored. A total of 203
watchdogs by actively hours were monitored (29
using the Women’s Media hours daily) on electronic
media (news, entertainment
Complaint Cell.
Bridging the Gap
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and radio). Talk Shows and
a News Bulletin from three
news channels while magazine
shows were monitored from
two radio frequencies.

the general public as media
audiences on the portrayal of
women through the media.
This activity, also conducted
prior to the Roundtable
conference
with
media
executives, hoped to provide
evidence-based research to
prove public perspectives on
their levels of satisfaction with
media outputs, both news and
entertainment.

Survey - Audience feedback
on media content
More
often
than
not
media owners and editors
justify sensationalism and
objectification of women by
claiming that that ‘it boosts
•
circulation/ratings of media
outputs’ and assuming that this
is what the public wants.
•

More
than
respondents (319)
Approximately

300
equal

Media Monitoring Activity- Scope

In order to verify this
supposition
by
media
houses, Uks conducted a
questionnaire-based
survey •
across the country from
26
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proportion of men and
women
Majority between 20-30
years of age

•

Hailing from Punjab,
KP, and Sindh (mainly
Karachi and Rawalpindi/
Islamabad)

•

Majority of respondents
were students or held
salaried jobs

•

Fifty seven per cent
of
the
respondents
cited a preference for

entertainment
based
content while 38 %
accessed the media for
news
•

Of these the majority
of female respondents
preferred entertainmentbased
content
while
majority
of
male
respondents
preferred
news based content.
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Information,
Education, media houses post on-desk
Communication
(IEC) consultations. To complement
Uks’s advocacy and awarenessMaterial
raising
campaigns,
Uks
The IEC material designed
designed multiple posters
so far includes two posters, a and brochures that could be
digital story and a large pin- disseminated in Uks’s genderup version of the Uks Gender sensitisation workshops with
Sensitive Code of Ethics for media practitioners and media
the media to be put up in students.
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participants,
including
owners, executives, and
management from the media
and entertainment industries
as well as representatives from
advertising agencies, and civil
society organizations. Uks
encouraged them to follow
and
adopt
the
Gendersensitive Code
of Ethics for
their respective
media content.
Uks also shared
public feedback
from
the
survey
conducted
earlier
and
executives, professionals and
academia. The roundtable results from a week’s media
brought
together
thirty monitoring.
Roundtable with Media
Executives
Uks convened a one-day
roundtable (RT) conference to
advocate voluntary adoption
and better implementation of
the Gender-sensitive Code of
Ethics by media organizations,
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Suggestions and feedback from •
the event has been shared below.
It must be understood that
gender bias in media content
is a global issue.
•
• There have been changes
both positive and negative
in media policies and
content in the last decade
in Pakistan
• A media complaint cell
that could share complaints
in real time was imperative.
• A pressure group of media
consumers
on
media
organizations was a must. •
• Media content, both news
and entertainment, is
largely driven by ratings
and most writers and •
journalists
are
given
directions from the top
tiers of management on
what to include/exclude
• The
rating
system
in
Pakistan
was •
unrepresentative of the
audience all across the
country and needs to be
restructured
•
• The change in media needs
to be brought through laws
and strict implementation
of those laws
30
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Both media owners and
media editors should
be involved in the
implementation
of
a
Media Code of Ethics
Supporting activities for
this Gender-Just Drive
should include regular
media
monitoring,
a
media dictionary with
alternate gender sensitive
terminologies (especially
for the print media) and
gender sensitization of
journalists
controlling
editorial polices
Media houses need to
incorporate
women
in news rooms and at
decision-making tiers.
There is a great need for
community radio channels
in order for change to take
place as they have greater
outreach to the grass roots
population
Exploitation of cell phones
for increased awareness
on the role of media
consumers as watchdogs.
Exploitation of Social
Media which is unhindered
by ratings’ concerns and
could amass increased
number of women and

responsive media outputs and
Uks’s gender sensitive Code of
Ethics (CoE). Through various
activities and presentations,
it was ensured that the
participants could analyse
media content through the
gender lens themselves and
adopt the CoE. The session
provided updates on current
trends in the media in Pakistan
One-Day Training of
as viewed through the gender
Trainers/Coordinators
lens and public feedback on
Uks organized a gender- this content through media
sensitisation workshop for analyses and survey activities
ten media practitioners, conducted earlier.
two from each province
participants
as
and two from Gilgit- The
Baltistan. The participants coordinators further served
underwent a day-long training as trainers in their respective
by
conducting
session introducing them locations
to the concept of gender, sessions with media students
the importance of gender- and journalists.
•

their perspectives.
The need for affirmative
action on inclusion of
more women in media
at the top tiers of media
organizations, and revision
of the more or less obsolete
laws by regulatory bodies
like PEMRA
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Training of Journalists by
Coordinators
The ten trained journalists
from each province trained
their colleagues and media
practitioners – at least 25
- at their local press clubs.
The participants included
journalists from print and
electronic media and also
from the entertainment and
advertising industry where
locally available.
The journalists were trained
to produce gender sensitive
outputs, to analyse insensitive
content and to understand
the negative social impact of
irresponsible content. They
were encouraged to adopt the
CoE and made aware of the
WMCC and its working.
The

ten

journalists
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held

a training workshop for
journalists in ten locations, two
in each province and GilgitBaltistan. The ten workshops
have
been
successfully
completed. A total of 214
journalists were trained across
the country with 191 male
and 23 female journalists from
print and electronic media.
Training of Media Students
by Coordinators
Each of the ten coordinators
also held workshops for
media students at universities
at their respective locations.
The workshops also aimed
to sensitise the ‘soon-tobe media practitioners’ on
understanding the need for
a gender responsive media in
Pakistan.

The journalists shared media
analyses reports with the
students and showed them
how to analyse media content
through the gender lens. The
students were also made aware
of Uks’s gender sensitive CoE
and WMCC. Through handson activities, students were
taught how to identify socially
irresponsible content and to

reproduce it in a gender just
manner.
A total of 234 students (142
male and 92 female) were
trained across the country from
ten different universities.
Audience Clubs
The journalists’ third target
group—after having trained
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their fellow journalists and
media students—was the
general public as media
consumers. The main aim of
this session was to make them
aware of the WMCC and to
train them how to use it.

This interactive session lasting
for a couple of hours helped
to gauge public approval/
disapproval of the media
content and understanding of
the social impact of the gender
insensitive content.

Each journalist held two Through these sessions, 313
such meetings with different (147 male and 166 female)
members from the community. community members from

Sensitisation Session by Trained coordinators across Pakistan
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two districts each in all four
provinces were reached. These
included men and women,
including youth from different
social strata and walks of
life including housewives,
students,
civil
society
representatives,
medical
professionals, academicians,
business professionals etc.

with at least 20 of her/his
peers on the importance of
gender sensitive media content
creating a multiplier effect.

The students disseminated
brochures to their peers
providing a Gender-sensitive
CoE and explaining how to use
the WMCC. One hundred and
seven students (49 male and 58
Student outreach peer-tofemale) from five universities
peer sessions
and colleges from Islamabad,
A couple of students were Karachi, Hyderabad, Mardan,
nominated from the students and Peshawar were sensitised
trained earlier. Each student and made aware of Uks’s
was to conduct a short gender-sensitive CoE and the
awareness-raising
session WMCC.
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Geographical Outreach of NED Project

How did WMCC fare?
Complaints by Mediums
Mediums
Print

Electronic News Media
Entertainment
Radio
Ads

No. of
Complaints
135
30
24
-

8

Gender of Complainants
Gender
Male

Female

Name not mentioned

Uks’s Daily Monitoring Team

No. of
Complaints
35
94
8

60
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Complaints by Location across Pakistan:
Location
Karachi
Islamabad/Rawalpindi
Uks Research (Daily Monitoring)
Hyderabad
Kohat
Turbat
Gilgit
Peshawar
Mardan
Multan
Not Mentioned
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No. of Complaints
56
37
60
4
3
2
2
26
1
3
3

Clause of CoE Violated in the Complaints Received
Clauses of Uks Gender Sensitive CoE for the Media

No. of
Complaints

Derogatory/Insensitive Language

39

Privacy Violated

61

Stereotypical Portrayal
Sexual Objectification

Professional Standards
Pictorial Depiction

Gender Biasness on Sports Pages

Harassment at Workplace (media house)

30
14
40
9
3
1
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Complaints against the Electronic Media (Entertainment
and News):
Name of TV Channel
HUM TV

No. of
Complaints
3

ARY Digital

10

Samaa TV

9

ARY News

Express News

Abb Takk News
PTV Home

Dunya News

92HD News Channel

General (channel name not specified)
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3
1
1
1
3
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Complaints against the Print Media
Urdu and Local Newspapers
Daily Khabrain

36

Daily Dunya

5

Daily Jinnah

4

Daily Riyasat

7

Daily Ausaf

16

Daily Pakistan

5

Daily Jang

17

Daily Express

4

Daily Kawish

1

Roznama Eagle

1

Roznama Anjam

1

Daily Awami Dastak

1

English Newspapers

Daily Nai Baat
Daily Qomi Akhbar
Daily Ummat

Daily Intekhab
Daily Jurrat

Daily Basharat

Daily Naya Akhbar
Not Mentioned

6
5
6
1
1
1
1
4

Express Tribune

3

The Nation

3

Friday Times

1

The News

3

Dawn

1

Daily Times

1

Complaints about TV plays:
Name of TV Plays
Pakeeza
Sangat

Anabiya

Beqasoor
Aabru

Bechari
Laga

Dil Lagi

No. of
Complaints
2

Laga

1
2
1
1
1

Dil Lagi

1
1
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Re-enactment and Reality Shows:
Jurm Bolta Hai

5

Shabir To Dekhega

3

Hum Loag

Awam ki Awaz
Haqeeqat
Wardaat

Aisa Bhi Hota Hai

Criminals Most Wanted
Desi Kurryan
Big Boss

Meri Kahani Meri Zubani
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2
1
3
1
1
1
1
1
1

Valid / Invalid Complaints
No. of
Complaints

Complaints
Valid Complaints

Invalid Complaints

9

197
67

9	Invalid Complaints: These complaints were either not relevant or they didn’t violate the
Gender Sensitive Code of Ethics for media
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The more you do, the more you learn!

U

ks, as always, did not
confine itself to project
activities discussed in
the project proposal. Instead,
our team took up many issues
that came up along the way,
and
conducted
audience
surveys, polls, and analysis so
that the results could be shared
with all stakeholders.
Entertainment Media
Long gone are the TV plays
that cleared the streets at
night as viewers stayed home
to watch the latest episode.
Despite the fact that PTV
was and is a government
controlled channel, the quality
of plays initially improved
from inception along the way
on progressive lines giving
citizens glimpses of how
society can be rendered more
harmonious when its women
are respected and appreciated
as important contributors in
all areas of life. The decline
came with the obscurantist
policies of the military dictator
Ziaul Haq which appear to
have entered into the DNA
of those responsible for the
mostly unwatchable TV plays
aired in recent times. The
44
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worst of it is that women are
portrayed in a stereotypical
manner, either as weak and
helpless or as Machiavellian
figures who manipulate, cheat,
and lie in order to gain wealth
or maintain supremacy within
the circle of family. Few if
any plays show women as
they really are, responsible,
intelligent, decisive, and well
able to take charge of their
own lives. Only those women
who willingly sacrifice their
self-respect, dignity, and every
justifiable desire are considered
as worthy and accepted by their
husbands or in-laws, if not
society in general. Religion or
rather religious ritual or norms
are also used as a measure
of a woman’s worth. Thus, a
woman who covers her head
with a dupatta as a matter of
course will be shown saying
her prayers, but not a woman
who chooses to wear what is
seen as ‘Western’ clothing, or
who does not wear a dupatta
on the head all the time. The
message may be nonverbal
but it is very clear: Only those
women who dress traditionally
are religiously motivated and
‘good’ women.
However,

men are not put through
this mill thereby making
women, and their apparel
solely responsible for society’s
ills. Another dangerous and
wholly unrealistic picture
presented by most TV plays
today is that working women
are responsible for the failure
of their marriage and for their
children going astray. Few,
if any plays depict reality:
women homemakers who not
only bring in an income and
support their children, but
often in-laws and the husband
as well. Women take on three
times the responsibility than
most men; they work to
manage the home, to bring
in an income, and to nurture
their children. These plays
may or may not directly call
working women ‘bad’ mothers
or unsuitable wives, but their
representations, coated with
much emotion and bias,
enforce stereotypes that we
need to move away from.

has taken place in most parts
of the world. In the developed
world, women were even jailed
for advocating the right to vote;
it was considered unthinkable
that ‘a woman’ had the ‘right’ or
the intellect to take important
political decisions. However,
their sacrifices and efforts did
win them the vote and one of
the greatest catalysts of this
revolutionary change was the
media of that time—the press,
radio, books, pamphlets etc.
Today, even an undeveloped,
patriarchal
society
like
Pakistan has women from all
walks of life and affiliations in
Parliament.

Similarly, it is equally possible
that gender roles may be
reversed in certain areas of
life. When women today work
at par with men in public
spaces, men may choose to
become homemakers. Thus,
the idea of house husbands
and working wives can be a
perfectly workable situation
for many couples and there is
Changing Social Attitudes by
every reason for society as a
Changing Mindsets
whole to perceive this change
Going back just a hundred in gender roles as ‘normal’ and
years, we see how major change acceptable.
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Changing gender roles is
a key to gender equality
and the media must play its
role by educating the public
on different ways in which
gender roles may be changed
and how this can effect a
major and positive change in
society. There is no reason why
mindsets may not be changed,
even in patriarchal/misogynist
cultures, if such themes and
topics are brought up by the
media frequently and openly
for public debate. Television
plays and advertisements,
in particular, can play an
important role here as research
has shown how effectively they
gain the public’s attention and
response.
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Uks Survey on Changing
Gender Roles in the film ‘Ki
and Ka’
An apt example of how
gender roles may be switched
is when the man becomes the
homemaker and the woman
works outside the home to
support their family financially
as seen in the recently released
(Indian) film entitled ‘Ki and
Ka’. Uks used the premise of
this film to ascertain the views
of respondents on changing
gender roles. Respondents
gave varied answers to our
survey; some didn’t enjoy
it and thought it a waste of
time (without explaining
why), and others favoured the
theme of the film. Among the

respondents who favoured the
film ‘because it appealed to my
feminist impulses’ was Shaista
Yasmeen, Project Coordinator,
Uks, whose comments are
summarized below:

as a debate based on this
film on whether patriarchal/
misogynist mindsets can
change if such themes and
topics are brought up openly
for public debate more

‘Ki and Ka’ has a unique storyline: a couple, Ki and Ka (Kia
and Kabir) marry to establish a home but there is a reversal
of gender roles so that the husband becomes the homemaker
and the wife works outside the home to bring in money.
This leads us to question whether husbands dominate in
patriarchal societies simply because they bring in the money,
and with a reversal of roles, would the wife now dominate in
the marriage if she is supporting the family financially.
Some people may believe that a reversal of gender roles
might resolve many problems in society. However, I believe
that there are some qualities inherent in human nature such
as jealousy, lack of confidence, the need to dominate and
control etc. and a reversal of gender roles may not necessarily
resolve difficulties that stem out of such issues. Some things
may change for the better, but other things may remain the
same.

It is important for a woman to be equal to a man but it
does not mean that all problems within a marriage and
within society will be eliminated. The focus of feminist
thought is that women are equal to men so far as rights and
opportunities are concerned and in a society where women
are treated as equal to men, progress will be more balanced
and harmonious’.
Methodology and Findings
of Survey on the Film ‘Ki and
Ka’: House Husbands and
Working Wives

often, especially through
advertisements and TV plays.

We put up this survey in
connection with the Disclaimer
Uks initiated a survey as well of the released Indian movie
’Ki aur Ka’ as it raises three or
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four issues that Uks has been
working on:
1. Changing social attitudes
by changing mindsets- the
idea of house husbands
and working wives

2. Advertisements can actually play a major role in
changing attitudes and altering behaviors—the hero •
agrees to appear in an ad of
AMOL ghee/oil
3. Changing gender roles is a
key to gender equality

We
collected
responses
through phone calls and by
using social media (Facebook
and Twitter) to find out what
the general public thinks about
the concept introduced in this
film and whether such reversal •
of gender roles would engender
change in mindsets and thus
be helpful in changing social
attitudes.
Findings

We received a total of 93
responses. The responses were
mixed. The main findings
from this survey were on the
effective use of this tool:
•
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A majority agreed on the
strong impact of such role
reversal in society and that
if used effectively, change
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•

in gender roles can bring
change in mindsets. They
also felt that the Pakistani
media as a whole had not
done enough to break
stereotypes and influence
mindsets towards a gender
sensitive/gender neutral
approach to issues
Respondents
questions such as:

raised

o ‘Is the media able to
fully understand the
term “Gender”?’
o ‘Has the media been
gender sensitized as
TV plays in particular often show women
being humiliated as if
they are lesser beings?’

Male respondents showed
a willingness to share
responsibilities with their
partners. They said there
is nothing wrong with
sharing household chores
with their wives. It is a
matter of showing support,
respect and sensitivity
towards their partners
Some were not happy with
the media. They said that
the media itself promoted
bias towards women and
women’s
issues. They

•

•

•

felt media persons were
not adequately trained
or sensitized towards
gender issues and had
little
understanding
of the impact of their
output. The charged the
media with trying to sell
violence against women
or stereotypical images of
women for commercial
gain without assessing the
damage they are causing

They said that women are
not encouraged to work
outside the home in their
community. A concept
such as househusbands and
working wives can only be
seen in movies but in real
life it’s not applicable

Uks also conducted another
survey to ascertain views
from the general public as
well as the media on how they
defined ‘vulgarity/obscenity’
Others felt that a large in the context of content
percentage of the public presented in the Pakistani
did not have access to this media.
film so it would be really
hard to generalize and This question was put to a large
and diverse section of society
assess the impact of this
including male and female
concept on everyone
students, teachers, workers,
Many thought that lack writers, business persons,
of training, expertise, journalists. The responses
sensitivity
to
gender reflected the age and ideology
issues etc. are reflected in that each respondent belonged
the media today. Many to and subscribed to.
media outlets focus on
their financial objectives
exclusively and churn out
substandard work that
promotes
stereotyping,
sensationalism etc

As a generalization, a large
majority defined vulgarity/
obscenity on television as an
act, both visual and verbal,
that cannot be watched with
the family. This has been a
common thread so far as
Some people, mostly from television programmes aired
Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, and presented before private
felt such concepts should television mushroomed in
be strongly discouraged. Pakistan are concerned.
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Changing Mindsets: women’s apparel and other strictures
Increasingly, women are being stereotyped in the media, both news and
entertainment, in magazines, newspapers, and television on the basis
of their chosen apparel. On television plays especially, male characters
are shown passing demeaning and derogatory remarks about the dress
being worn by female characters. From dialogues like ‘did you see her
dress? She was an open invitation for harassment?’ to ‘go and change this
inappropriate dress, this haveli is not used to this kind of dressing’ to the
sari being declared a ‘waheyat’ (vulgar, obscene) dress that is worn ‘only by
women who sweep the roads’.
These quotes come from a sample of TV plays being produced today.
What message do they give? Again, that a woman is judged solely on
the basis of her apparel. When a woman seeks to demonstrate her right
of free choice, she is derided and humiliated by scornful remarks on her
form of dress.
Other instances of ‘attacks’ on women in plays are scenes, sentences and
phrases that seek to reinforce the hidebound notions of a woman’s place
solely being within the four walls of the home. ‘Good’ women are told
to remain silent in the face of every kind of discrimination; ‘bad’ women
speak up for their rights.
Girls and women are told time and again to obey their ‘majazi khuda’ (the
husband) thereby reinforcing the concept of the husband being a perfect
being whose every word is law. This concept negates the very essence
of the wife as an intelligent, productive human being who contributes
fully to her family and society, deserves respect and the fulfillment of
her rights. Reality, in fact, may well be a ‘majazi khuda’ (imaginary god/
god on earth?) who is disrespectful to his wife, even abusive, and rejects
through actions and words every familial responsibility. In fact, even the
most loving and considerate of husbands cannot be termed ‘majazi khuda’
as they are simply men with all the associated weaknesses and strengths
of character common to all members of the human race.
It is strongly urged that PEMRA take notice of all such dialogues and
scenes that are turning this already problem-stricken country into an
intolerant, retrogressive and ultra-conservative society without any room
for debate, discussion or dissent, and certainly with women remaining
easy targets of censure.
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The definitions are based on
content in television plays,
talk shows, morning shows,
item songs, advertisements
that objectify women etc.
Many find plays in which extra
marital relations are the norm
vulgar, while clothes worn
by women such as sleeveless
dresses and by men open below
the throat fall in the category
of being obscene. The portrayal
of women as weak, vulnerable
and scheming has also been
defined as vulgar and obscene.
To some the portrayal of a
father hugging his daughter
has been termed obscene,
given the fact that there is no
relationship between the two
artists in real life.
Political talk shows have been
termed obscene and vulgar
because of the display of
bad language and unsavory
behavior by the participants.
The inclusion of ‘item’ songs in
such programmes is also termed
vulgar mainly because it is not
an appropriate reflection of
our society, culture, traditions
or ethical and religious values.
Language, especially abusive
or with sexual innuendo, is
defined as both vulgar and
obscene. A large majority have
identified the use of women
models in advertising as
vulgar, especially when women

promote products for men. The
promotion of sanitary napkins
through
advertisements,
especially on TV, was also
categorized as inappropriate
and hence vulgar and obscene.
Some respondents were able
to distinguish between what
is vulgar and what is obscene.
Vulgarity was defined as
’something that is crude,
crass, in bad taste or even bad
behavior, which is commonly
shown on our television.
However, they felt that obscene
content, including explicit
sexual expression, is not shown
on our media. Many felt
that television programmes,
especially plays, reflected
what is actually happening in
our society and believed that
PEMRA (Pakistan Electronic
Media Regulatory Authority)
would take strict measures if
channels tried to get away with
anything inappropriate. They
agreed that it is important for us
to be broad minded and liberal
in our attitudes, understanding
and perspectives and check out
the realities of life.
Bridging the Gap- Some
useful tips for the media
Despite some well-meaning
coverage and support by
sensitized people in the media
there are quite a few key
Bridging the Gap
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challenges that impede the
positive or gender-neutral (and
gender sensitive) portrayal
and representation of women
in and through the media in
Pakistan.
No doubt many
issues, especially gender-based
violence, have been brought
forward by the media and
survivors have been assisted
in seeking justice. Among
survivor stories are those of
Zainab Noor and Mukhtaran
Mai, two high profile cases
among many others. In the
case of both these women,
after surviving the most
traumatic and painful physical
and emotional attacks on their
person, the media heaped
insult upon injury through
columns, editorials and talk
shows where those writing or
conducting the programmes
were themselves not very well
aware of the sensitivity of the
issues involved. The Women
Protection bill is another
example of an issue that the
media took up with full force.
However, their well-meaning
approach proved more harmful
than supportive as they
continued to give significant
airtime to negative views,
stereotypical
expressions
etc. Another shortcoming
generally found among today’s
media persons is their lack of
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knowledge of international
commitments and treaties such
as BPFA, CEDAW, UDHR,
MDGs and now SDGs that
Pakistan is signatory to. Uks,
through its many workshops
and trainings of the print and
electronic media, has come to
know how little knowledge
and awareness there is among
them, from the junior reporter
and desk person to the editors
and senior news directors. Uks
tried to facilitate the vernacular
media by translating relevant
material into Urdu to encourage
outreach. Last year, 2015, was
the year for Beijing +20. Did
our media know that women
and the media is one of the
12 critical areas of concern
highlighted in the Beijing
Platform for Action (1995)?
That it includes the objective
of increasing the participation
and access of women to
expression and decisionmaking in and through the
media and new technologies of
communication. Furthermore,
another objective is to
promote a balanced and
non-stereotypical
portrayal
of women in the media?
There were very few, almost
no editorials, columns, or
programmes on radio and
TV on these important issues,
especially in connection with

the present quality of expression
and programming in Pakistan’s
media. Ironically, the media
also fails to give appropriate
attention to the all-important
annual International Women’s
Day celebration on 8 March,
which has been hijacked by the
commercial interests of media
organizations. Content on
women on this day is mostly
sponsored by the corporate
world which is only interested
in attaining publicity with a
view to increased profits.

of Pakistan, is highly negative
and needs to be debated and
discussed by all stakeholders:
the media, women in various
walks of life, academics,
sociologists,
psychologists
etc. Presently, the youth—the
real harbingers of change—
are constantly bombarded by
images of women as objects of
pleasure or pity, powerless and
dependent. The media must
realize that these are strongly
persuasive images that lead the
public, especially the youth,
into negative behaviour and an
The fact is that politics takes unrealistic understanding of
the major chunk of print and the relationship between men
electronic media time and and women.
space; and women are seldom
seen on news, current affairs The media can take positive
programmes/writings
as measures to improve the image
experts in their field of interest, of women by offering solutions
or as political commentators. through balanced, intelligent
In fact, women are often debate and discussion, impact
disrespected and mocked analysis on how stereotypical
in some talk shows. The images, etc. lead susceptible
entertainment media portrays individuals/groups, particularly
women in roles that are the youth, into violent,
neither positive nor realistic. judgmental, and generally
Advertisers focus heavily on aggressive behaviour towards
physical and sexual beauty women. Questions that need
and roles where a woman is to be raised are, for example,
reduced to only a face and a whether the media, perhaps
body. This contributes towards inadvertently,
reinforces
many negative perceptions negative stereotyping along the
about women and their status lines of gender and sexuality.
in society. The impact of this Are media persons preparing
kind of content on all sections content that goes beyond
of society, especially the youth presenting women as victims or
Bridging the Gap
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survivors? Does media content
value and promote awareness
of women’s achievements and
contributions to society?

to such issues is imperative,
as also public debate and
discussion. Furthermore, the
woman’s perspective is mostly
missing from media coverage
It is generally acknowledged of VAW as men dominate
that
Pakistani
society in newsrooms, especially as
is
tradition-bound
and decision makers.
patriarchal,
and
male
chauvinism is a way of life for We list below some important
most. These factors seek to elements of gender balanced
sustain the status quo, which and
gender
sensitive
means subjugating women journalism that should be
and keeping them ‘in their considered when writing,
place’ through various means reporting or producing news,
including
discriminatory entertainment content etc.:
treatment and policies that
begin with her birth which is a  Balanced coverage inclusive
of women as well as men
‘burden’, and thus this ‘omen of
ill-luck’ is barely tolerated, and  A gender balanced perspecmaligned and rejected as an
tive
asset. When young men grow  Avoidance of content that
up believing that a woman is,
reflects/strengthens steto say the least a ‘lesser being’
reotypes
they find her an easy target to
vent their frustrations. Thus,  Use of a gender lens to establish a counter narrative
violence against women and
that challenges and changgirls is unleashed, often to the
es negative images or conextent of torture, both physical
tent
and mental.
 Conscious effort, especially
No doubt, some sections
in news and current affairs
of the media have taken
programming, to bring to
initiatives (on a limited scale)
the fore a solution-based
to raise awareness of Violence
true image of Pakistani
against Women and related
women, and the problems
problems through the press,
they face
radio and television as well as
through street and interactive  Educating the public on the
nature of the gender bias
theatre, but greater attention
54

Bridging the Gap

within society in general.
and the resultant negativity produced
 Portraying women as tar-  Inculcation of a conducive
environment in the media
gets, or objects, of the mewhere women may aim
dia ‘eye’. They should be
for vertical as well as
seen as full participants
horizontal growth
 A gender-sensitive code of
ethics to be adopted by the  Content that contributes
to a greater understanding
media as a bulwark against
and awareness of issues
gender bias/blindness and
pertaining to violence
stereotypical images in the
against women, as well
media
as other relevant topics
99An investment of time and
such as women achievers,
effort to redress the present
education and health
lack of attention and sensiperspectives etc
tivity to women’s issues in
 The contribution of susthe media
tained pressure applied by
 Equal representation of
national and internationboth women (who are 48
al lobbies and advocacy
percent of the population)
campaigns towards greatas well as men in
er coverage of women and
newsrooms and as subjects
women’s issues
of news. At present, women
merit a mere fractional In news stories the intellectual
representation in these qualities of women are not
mentioned. Their abilities as
areas
equal partners in development
However,
 Concrete policy efforts are disregarded.
stereotypical
labels
are used
to encourage the entry
to describe women, such as
of more women in the
‘mother of three’ or ‘someone’s
media.
The
woman’s wife, as if these were the only
perspective is necessary relevant facts about them.
for the empowerment and Similar stories with men
development of women as protagonists will neither
within the media, and mention their marital status,
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nor their children (unless
these are central to the story).
Men are invariably defined
by their work, position and
achievements. Women who
suffer discrimination and
oppression
are
depicted
as the ideal mother/sister/
daughter, while any hint of
outspokenness or resistance
to oppression is portrayed as
unacceptable.
Another area of focus for
improvement in the quality
of media content, especially
gender sensitive content, is a
concerted effort to encourage
mass
communications
students
to
join
the
workforce. Further, to link
universities with media houses
to encourage training and
employment
opportunities
for students, and providing
technical inputs from the
media in the formulation
of academic and skill-based
curricula.
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Academic forums should also
consider including Gender
and Media in the various
disciplines of the social
sciences.
Uks’ endeavours, through
reports, media guides and radio
programmes, to bring forward
an alternative narrative to
counter the misperceptions
about women being promoted
by some sections of the media,
have also sought to identify
actions that can effect positive
change in gender biased
content in the media.
This media booklet is one of
these actions and seeks to fill
a vacuum that has continued
to permit both media persons
and the public they serve to
be misled into offering and
ingesting content that is
offensive to women. Such
content is also a destabilizing
factor
in
establishing

Here we offer another list of questions. Those who answer
in the affirmative must write to Uks and we can include
your name in our list of gender-sensitive media persons.

The questions are:
 Do vulnerable groups have fair, balanced and quality
representation in all aspects of the media?
 Are reporting patterns on women and women’s issues
(news items on women) generally favourable or
unfavourable to females?
Does the media:
 ensure that material that condones or incites any form of
GBV is not used?
 highlight or refer to anti-discriminatory, women’s rights/
human’s rights law, legislation or policy while reporting
GBV?
 ensure that equal treatment is given to all sources of
information in GBV news?
 promote women’s rights issues as human rights issues and
raise public awareness on any human rights violations or
discrimination based on gender?
 promote gender sensitivity and the use of genderinclusive language?
harmonious
male-female gender sensitive individuals.
relations in every sphere of life. Along with recognition comes
The first step towards positive the will and determination to
change
is
identification do away with such means of
and recognition of anti- expression, and a conscious,
women, misogynist words, concerted effort on the part
terms, expressions, etc. many of all those involved in the
of which are considered production of such content,
perfectly acceptable until the to utilize gender neutral and
consequences of their negative gender sensitive material and
connotation are pointed out by adhere to a gender sensitive
Bridging the Gap
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Why not gender-neutral advertisements?
Everything is ‘commercially driven’ say the general public,
media persons, and gender experts. Thus, advertisements rule
over media content, particularly electronic, with ‘commercial
breaks’ taking up such a large amount of media time that
they often surpass the duration of the programme. The
print media is also susceptible to sponsors and advertisers
as they remain major sources of income. Many a newspaper/
magazine has been controlled by the award or withdrawal
of government advertisements. So, imagine the power of
the ‘advertisement’? Its influence on the public mind is
phenomenal and can mould habits, aspirations, dreams and
mindsets. Most of us, however, fail to comprehend their
insidious penetration into our psyche and only worry about
the commercial aspect of ads, and how they have propelled
consumerism and related ills, including petty crime among
the underprivileged.
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Code of Ethics. We hope that
the Uks gender sensitive Code
of Ethics is embraced and
acted upon by all concerned
agencies. We also recognize
the right of media houses and
individuals to formulate their
own gender sensitive code of
ethics.

Picture imperfect: Stereotyping in electronic media

BUSHRA S — PUBLISHED DEC 18, 2011 04:18PM
“...It is about time we become pro-active and start giving these
channels our feedback. Their ratings, and thus revenues, are
dependant on us which makes us their customers. Next time you
witness something which is derogatory to women, whether it is a
comment on a show or a scene in a drama, take a few minutes to
search the channel’s email/postal address and write them a stern
letter. Let them know we expect quality entertainment with
affirmative action to change this overwhelmingly prejudiced setup and we won’t settle for anything less. This could be our small
contribution to try and change “business as usual.”
-http://www.dawn.com/news/681468/picture-imperfect-stereotyping-in-electronic-media
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