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Abstract

The rapid growth of internet usage in Pakistan, coupled with the increasing presence of social media platforms,
has amplified concerns around online harassment, particularly among women. This study investigates the socio-
psychological implications of cyber harassment faced by working women in Khanewal District, a region that
reflects the diverse socio-cultural landscape of Pakistan. By employing a mixed-methods approach, the research
combines both qualitative and quantitative techniques to explore the prevalence, psychological impact, and social
consequences of online abuse. The study reveals that women in the region experience various forms of harassment,
including sexual harassment, cyberbullying, and stalking. The emotional toll of harassment is significant, with
many respondents reporting emotional distress, a loss of trust in digital interactions, and feelings of isolation.
Social repercussions such as disruptions in academic and work performance were also identified. These findings
underscore the need for comprehensive interventions, including legal reforms, educational initiatives, and mental
health support, to mitigate the damaging effects of online harassment. The study stresses the importance of
fostering a safe and inclusive digital environment, promoting digital literacy, and empowering women to reclaim
their agency in both online and offline spaces. The research calls for stronger policy frameworks, community-
based support systems, and institutional accountability to protect women from digital abuse and ensure their
active, safe participation in the digital age. This study contributes to the growing body of knowledge on online
harassment in Pakistan and offers a foundation for future research and interventions aimed at creating safer
online spaces for women.

Keywords: Cyber Harassment, Socio-Psychological Impact, Women, Online Abuse
Introduction

In the 21st century, the internet is now an integral part of daily life, influencing the way women
make connections, access information, and define themselves. The proliferation of digital
technologies and social media platforms has provided a paradigm shift in the way we
communicate and has made new forms of global connectivity and interaction possible. But in
this digital age, new challenges have arisen, particularly the alarming fact of online harassment.
Online harassment is a major issue in Pakistan, with the use of the internet increasing in recent
years how it has affected women's security, mental health, and their freedom of speech (Shah
& Rafiq, 2020). The internet has changed the way women talk, reach out, and share. Life in
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Khanewal District: An area of mixed urban and rural populations, Zafar (2023) reported that
victims of internet harassment in this region are confronted with the above-listed socio-
psychological consequences. Minority Identity /Rivalry versus Coexistence-1(3) 2018 Page
43 and cry for critical attention. Victims of harassment frequently face not only the immediate
emotional pain inflicted by the harassment but also long-term psychological effects that are
likely to have profound effects on their daily lives, relationships, and overall well-being (Khan,
Fatima, & Ahmad, 2021). Traditional values, gender roles, and new technology intersect in a
complex landscape where victims may feel isolated, ashamed, and lack support (Ali & Fatima,
2022).

Knowledge of these psychosocial implications is important to create support systems and
interventions adapted to the needs of affected individuals. This research seeks to understand
the multiple victimization of internet harassment experienced among victims and their
emotional, social, and cognitive consequences in the context of Khanewal District. By
exploring these dimensions using qualitative and quantitative research approaches, the study
aimed to paint a detailed picture of how cyber harassment impacts women at a psychological
level. It will also deal with more systemic issues and examine the social issues that contribute
to such instances (Zafar, 2023). Online harassment Online harassment, also known as cyber
harassment or digital abuse, includes a variety of abusive behavior by an individual or group
that is intended to intimidate, harass, provoke, or otherwise cause emotional or physical harm.
This encompasses social media, email, messaging, and forums. The type of online harassment
can range from personal attacks or cyberbullying to a more methodical form of abuse, such as
doxxing (releasing private information) and trolling. With the rapid growth of digital
infrastructure and internet accessibility in Pakistan, the exponential rise of online harassment
and its implications have come into the forefront (Ahmed & Tariq, 2021). A first step towards
understanding online harassment in Pakistan is to identify its different types and forms.
Personal attacks are one of the most obvious and concrete types of harassment. The attacks
include the receipt of threatening, harassing, or offensive messages and comments on women's
digital devices. Cyberbullying is another common form of online victimization in Khanewal
District. Unlike one-on-one personal attacks, it refers to when a person uses the internet and/or
technology to systematically and chronically bully, degrade, harass, torment, humiliate, or
otherwise target another person, threatening a person's livelihood, career, or well-being. That
can include a concerted attack of trolling, professional discrediting of women, and public
shaming. Social media's anonymity can give even more power to the abusers; they can hit and
run before they would ever get caught. The mental health implications of cyberbullying can be
severe, causing the victims to experience anxiety, depression, and a reduced feeling of safety
(Khan et al., 2021).

Literature Review

The arrival of connectivity has revolutionized how we communicate with each other. As
beneficial as these have been, they come with some cons, and none are starker in the online
harassment space. Online harassment has become a major social problem in Pakistan's fast-
digitalizing society with far-reaching implications for women's safety, freedom of expression,
and mental well-being. This literature review seeks to review the related literature about online
harassment in Pakistan, including its incidence, effects, social-cultural framework, and the
instrumental efficiency of legal and institutional responses. Online abuse takes many forms, all
of which aim to intimidate, insult, or threaten silence through digital platforms. These
behaviors may consist of cyberbullying, cyberstalking, social media harassment, and the
sharing of negative information (Kowalski et al., 2014). In Pakistan, online abuse comes in the
shape of abusive comments, threats, and disinformation (Ahmed & Tariq, 2021). Studies show
that online harassment is a major problem in Pakistan. Pakistan Telecommunication Authority
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PTA (2020) study has shown that a significant proportion of internet users in Pakistan
experience online harassment. A recent survey by the DRF discovered that more than 60% of
women in the country have experienced online harassment (Digital Rights Foundation, 2022).
The demographics of victims and perpetrators in Pakistan indicate a complex nexus of
sociocultural elements. Some previous research has found that women, especially those
engaging in social media and public lives, are significantly victimized (Javed & Malik, 2019).
Moreover, ethnic minorities are at a higher risk of being bullied online (Ali & Rashid, 2023).
Gender and technology are important factors that shape the online harassment landscape in
Pakistan. Conventional cultural expectations for gender frequently lead to female victimization
and prevent them from reporting harassment (Khan, 2020).

Furthermore, discussing such issues is stigmatized, compounding the issue even more
(Mehmood, 2021). Such a landscape presents an uphill battle for victims, not least in socially
conservative areas like Khanewal District, where gender roles are more strictly defined and
women may have extra hurdles to overcome in order to obtain help. Pakistan's legislation on
addressing online harassment. A law that falls under the niche of online harassment is the
Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA), 2016, which prescribes punishment for a number
of offenses associated with cybercrime, including the offence of online harassment
(Government of Pakistan, 2016). Nevertheless, implementation is uneven, and victims struggle
for justice (Rehman 2022). Loopholes of PECA are also argued in terms of its implementation
as well as the rights of the victim (Bukhari, 2023).

Theoretical Framework

For this study on the socio-psychological implications of cyber harassment faced by women in
Khanewal District, two primary theoretical frameworks are utilized to guide the investigation
and interpretation of the findings:

Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 2001)

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) posits that individuals learn and develop behaviors through
observation, imitation, and modeling. It emphasizes the role of external social influences and
internal cognitive processes in shaping an individual’s actions and attitudes. In the context of
online harassment, SCT helps to explain how both perpetrators and victims are influenced by
their digital environment.

Application to the Study: Perpetrators of cyber harassment may observe harmful behaviors
(e.g., cyberbullying, trolling) in their social circles or online spaces and model those behaviors.
The perceived anonymity and lack of immediate repercussions in the digital space may further
embolden them to engage in online abuse. Victims, on the other hand, may internalize the
experience of harassment. Continuous exposure to online abuse can lead to feelings of
helplessness and insecurity. SCT explains how such harassment can result in changes in the
victim's behavior, including avoidance of online spaces or withdrawal from social interactions,
as they model the responses to harassment observed around them.

Feminist Theory (MacKinnon, 1987)

Feminist theory, particularly MacKinnon’s work on gendered violence, provides an essential
framework for understanding the gendered dynamics of online harassment. It highlights how
systemic gender inequalities and patriarchal structures manifest in both physical and digital
spaces. This theory asserts that online harassment is a form of gender-based violence that
disproportionately affects women, reinforcing power imbalances and societal norms that
marginalize women.

Application to the Study: Online harassment in this study is seen as an extension of societal
gender inequalities. Women in Khanewal, like many women globally, face targeted abuse in
digital spaces that reflect deeply rooted cultural norms about gender, honor, and control.
Cultural norms and the stigma surrounding women's experiences with harassment play a
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significant role in how they perceive and react to online abuse. The theory suggests that
harassment is not only an individual issue but a structural one, deeply embedded in societal
attitudes toward women’s autonomy and public participation.

Research Gap

To effectively address online harassment in Pakistan, it is essential to bridge the existing
research gaps and explore new areas of inquiry. Although studies have been conducted in
different countries regarding digital abuse, examining this issue in an underdeveloped city like
Khanewal in southern Punjab holds particular importance (Khan & Ali, 2024). As digital
platforms continue to expand in the region, they present new challenges and opportunities for
addressing cyber harassment. Longitudinal studies that track the long-term effects of online
harassment on women and society could provide valuable insights into developing more
effective strategies for prevention and intervention (Bukhari et al., 2024).

Objectives of the Study

The primary aim of this study is to examine the socio-psychological implications of cyber
harassment faced by working women in Khanewal District. The study's objectives are as
follows:

To Assess the Prevalence of Online Harassment in Khanewal District

To Analyze the Psychological and Emotional Impact of Being Exposed to Harassment

To Explore the Social Consequences of Being Exposed to Harassment

Significance of the Study

Because of the unique cultural and societal dynamics in the country, it is important to learn
about the socio-psychological effects of online harassment in Pakistan. As the internet and
internet access are rapidly getting popular in Pakistan, and now the youths are mostly inclined
towards the internet which the risk of online harassment is also increasing. With the rise of
more women in digital environments, it is also important to better understand specific risks and
create specific prevention campaigns. Reviewing this problem can help to design educational
interventions and community interventions to foster safe online behavior and help users use
digital media appropriately (Zafar, 2023). Mental health is increasingly getting attention in
Pakistan, but stigma silences conversations about mental suffering. Investigating the
consequences of cyberharassment will help understand the threats to mental health that victims
are in danger of. This awareness can shape the creation of support and intervention resources
that target the psychological impact of harassment and assist survivors to rebuild and heal
(Khan et al., 2021). Research on internet harassment may also be used to educate political
forces about the necessity of regulations and protection measures. If lawmakers are aware of
the nature of the problem, they can draft laws that are tailored to deal with the problem of
online harassment more effectively and make the Internet a safer place. This is especially
relevant in a setting in which legal protections for victims are weakly implemented (or not
enforced at all) (Ali & Fatima, 2022). It explores the issue and allows the victims to speak up
and seek help. Raising awareness may result in enhanced advocacy for the rights of women
facing abuse, fostering social change and accountability.

Research Methodology

The methodology for studying the Socio-Psychological Implications of Cyber Harassment
Faced by Working Women: A Study of Khanewal District employs a structured approach for
collecting and analyzing data from a diverse sample of respondents. The use of survey methods
allows for the collection of quantitative data on internet usage, experiences with online crimes,
and awareness of cybersecurity practices. This section outlines the survey design, data
collection procedures, sampling strategies, and analytical techniques used to investigate the
relationship between internet use and criminal behavior.
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Survey Design

Questionnaire Development

The survey questionnaire was carefully developed to capture information related to internet-
related crimes in Khanewal District. The development process followed a scientific approach,
beginning with a comprehensive review of existing literature and research on online
harassment, cybercrime, and related issues. This review helped identify key themes and
questions for the survey, ensuring that the items addressed critical aspects of online abuse,
internet usage patterns, and cybersecurity awareness.

Data Collection

The survey for this study was administered using offline methods to ensure it reached a diverse
population, particularly women in Khanewal District who may not have reliable internet
access. The data collection was carried out through the offline distribution of printed surveys
to 100 university students in South Punjab, with a focus on reaching women from various
demographic backgrounds. The survey was also made available at community centers,
educational institutions, and during relevant local events, targeting both students and
professionals. The target population for this study includes women who use the internet in
Khanewal District, specifically university students actively engaged in social media and online
platforms, general internet users who access the internet daily or weekly for personal or
professional purposes, victims of internet crimes such as harassment or stalking, and
professionals who may experience online abuse in a work-related context.

Sampling Method

A convenience sampling method was used for this study. This sampling technique targeted
specific locations where respondents were accessible, such as university campuses, community
centers, and local events. This method was deemed suitable for reaching a diverse group of
women who may not be reachable through online methods alone.

The sample size of 100 respondents was determined based on statistical power analysis,
ensuring the sample size is sufficient to provide reliable data for analysis.

Data Analysis

The collected data was analyzed using several quantitative techniques to identify trends and
patterns in the experiences of women regarding online harassment and cybercrimes:
Descriptive Statistics: Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the survey data. This
included a summary of respondents' internet usage patterns, experiences with various forms of
online harassment, and their awareness of cybersecurity practices.

Inferential Statistics: Techniques like Chi-square tests and t-tests were used to explore
relationships between demographic factors (e.g., age, education) and the likelihood of
experiencing online harassment. These tests helped identify significant predictors and
determine the strength of associations between variables.

Data Visualization: MS Excel was used to generate graph, and tables to present the findings
in a visually accessible format. These visual aids were essential for illustrating trends and
relationships clearly and effectively.

Reporting and Interpretation

After analysis, the results of the study were presented in two principal ways. Descriptive
reports: Two-page reports summarizing the primary findings of the survey, including headline
figures and trends in the data. The studies gave a background of the level of crimes on the
internet and the knowledge of the respondents about cybersecurity measures. Detailed analysis
of the relationship of different variables and assessing the Impact of various factors on the
likelithood of moderation of harassment were also carried out. This study also included
inferential tests and regression models to characterize the general patterns and relationships
among the data. Data Visualization was instrumental in communicating the results. Figures and
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tables were used to present the results. They had a good impact in using the visual aids to clarify
complex information, simplify data, and increase accessibility of the results.

Insights and Implications

The findings of the survey were analyzed to make sense of the sociopsychological macabre of
online harassment against women of Khanewal District. The relevance was commented on in
several major aspects. Psychological Impact described the personal mental toll of Internet
harassment, such as anxiety, depression, and an extreme erosion of trust for victims. Whether
the real-life consequences of online harassment are a decline in quality of social relationships,
a detriment to academic performance, and more still to professional prospects, women said
they had struggled to keep up with their academic and social lives. At the same time, many had
suffered severe career setbacks. Finally, some recommendations for Policy and Practice were
made, drawing from the survey results. These ranged from recommendations to bolster internet
safety, to elevate the public’s understanding of cybersecurity measures, to combat online
harassment through policy changes and community-driven efforts. The findings underlined the
importance of taking a holistic approach to address online harassment that will enhance the
safety of the online environment for women.

Results and Data Analysis

Following the analysis of the data collected from 100 women in Khanewal District, the
following results emerged regarding the direct, indirect, personal, and social effects of online
harassment. The findings highlight the prevalence and diversity of harassment experienced by
women, underscoring the need for comprehensive strategies to address these issues.

Direct Harassment

Impersonation | 44

ol 1N g el 53

Stal i g | — 60

Sexual Harassmment |l 71

Cyberbul Ly in g | —— 67

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80
Cyberbullying  Sexual Harassment Stalking Trolling Impersonation
M Series1 67 71 60 53 44
Axis Title

Chart 1: Showing the Direct Harassment Faced by women of Khanewal District

Type of Harassment Percentage (%)
Cyberbullying 67
Sexual Harassment 71
Stalking 60
Trolling 53
Impersonation 44
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Cyberbullying (67%): The finding that 67% of respondents have experienced cyberbullying
indicates a significant prevalence of this form of harassment.

Sexual Harassment (71%): The alarming rate of 71% for sexual harassment reveals that a
substantial portion of women face unwanted sexual advances or comments online.

Stalking (60%): The 60% prevalence of stalking indicates that a significant number of women
are subjected to invasive behaviors online, such as persistent monitoring or harassment.
Trolling (53%): With 53% of respondents experiencing trolling, this form of online
harassment appears to be relatively common.

Impersonation (44%): The 44% rate of impersonation, where women create fake profiles to
deceive or harm others, indicates that this form of harassment is a significant concern as well.

Indirect Harassment

Image-Based Abuse | 26

Hate Speech | 47

Swatting | — 24

DO g | —— B6

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
Doxxing Swatting Hate Speech Image-Based Abuse
@ Series1 86 24 47 26
Axis Title

Chart 2: Showing the Indirect Harassment Faced by women of Khandwa District

Type of Harassment Percentage (%)
Doxxing 86
Swatting 24

Hate Speech 47
Image-Based Abuse 26

Doxxing (86%): The extremely high prevalence of doxxing at 86% indicates that this form of
harassment is alarmingly widespread among the respondents.

Swatting (24%): The 24% rate of swatting is notable, suggesting that while it is less common
than doxxing, it remains a serious issue.

Hate Speech (47%): A prevalence rate of 47% for hate speech indicates that nearly half of the
respondents have encountered derogatory or threatening language targeting specific groups.
Image-Based Abuse (26%): The 26% prevalence of image-based abuse, which includes
sharing intimate images without consent, is concerning but lower than the other forms of
harassment mentioned.
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Personal Effects of Harassment

Fear for Safety |, 91

Behavioral Changes |, 89

Physical Health Issues 1 60

Decreased Self-Esteem | — 57

Impact on Mental Health . 64

[solation | 59

Loss Of Trust | 89

Emnotional Distress . 86

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
Emotional Loss of . Impact on Decreased Physical Behavioral = Fear for
. [solation Mental Health
Distress Trust Self-Esteem Changes Safety
Health Issues
@ Series1 86 89 59 64 52 60 89 91
Axis Title

Chart 3: Showing the Personal effects of Harassment Faced by People of Khanewal District

Personal Effect Percentage (%)
Emotional Distress 86
Loss of Trust 89
Isolation 59
Impact on Mental Health 64
Decreased Self-Esteem 52
Physical Health Issues 60
Behavioral Changes 89
Fear for Safety 91

Emotional Distress (86%): The high prevalence of emotional distress indicates that a
substantial majority of women report feelings of anxiety, sadness, and overall psychological
pain due to their experiences with online harassment.

Loss of Trust (89%): An alarming 89% of respondents reporting a loss of trust highlights how
online harassment can significantly damage women' perceptions of safety in digital
interactions.

Isolation (59%): The 59% prevalence of isolation reflects a common coping mechanism
among victims, who may withdraw from social interactions to avoid further harm.

Impact on Mental Health (64%): The fact that 64% of respondents reported negative impacts
on their mental health points to the serious psychological consequences of online harassment,
which may include depression, anxiety disorders, and PTSD.

Decreased Self-Esteem (52%): With 52% of women experiencing decreased self-esteem, it is
evident that online harassment can lead victims to internalize negative messages about
themselves.

Physical Health Issues (60%): The 60% prevalence of physical health issues among victims
indicates a clear link between emotional distress and physical well-being.
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Behavioral Changes (89%): The high rate of behavioral changes at 89% reveals that the
impact of online harassment can significantly alter how women engage with the world.
Fear for Safety (91%): The staggering 91% of respondents expressing fear for their safety
underscores the serious nature of online harassment and its potential to escalate into real-
world threats.

Social Effects of Harassment

Professional Consequences | 53

Work Performance Lssues | 8?2

Social IssUes | 71

Academic Issues ] 56

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90
. . Work Performance Professional
Academic Issues Social Issues
Issues Consequences
@ Series1 56 71 82 53
Axis Title

Chart 4: Showing the Social Effects of Harassment Faced by working women of Khanewal

District
Social Effect Percentage (%)
Academic Issues 56
Social Issues 71
Work Performance Issues 82
Professional Consequences 53

Academic Issues (56%): The finding that 56% of respondents report academic issues indicates
that online harassment can severely disrupt educational pursuits. Victims may struggle with
concentration, attendance, and overall engagement in their studies due to the emotional and
psychological toll of harassment.

Social Issues (71%): The prevalence of social issues at 71% suggests that online harassment
significantly affects women' interpersonal relationships and social interactions.

Work Performance Issues (82%): A striking 82% of respondents indicate work performance
issues as a consequence of online harassment, highlighting its profound impact on professional
life.

Professional Consequences (53%): The 53% rate of professional consequences suggests that
online harassment can lead to reputation damage, career setbacks, or strained workplace
relationships.

Conclusion and Discussion

The examination of data on the experiences of women affected by online harassment in
Khanewal District portrays a complex and deeply disturbing terrain shaped by cultural, social,
and institutional processes. The study's results, revealing high levels of emotional distress, trust
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reduction, social isolation, and types of harassment, make it more imperative to implement
integrated measures to combat these problems.

In Pakistani sub-urban settings, including Khanewal District, cultural values and norms
influence the incidence of online harassment, which is further reinforced by cultural norms and
values that often restrict and oppress the harassed, particularly women and minority groups.
The statistics reveal that 71% of women have been subjected to online sexual harassment,
which mirrors patterns of gender-based violence in wider society. The prevalence of this
highlights the urgent need for specific actions targeting the protection of susceptible groups
and the establishment of safe environments, whether in the virtual or the real world.
Furthermore, results suggest that the effects of cyberbullying may translate into larger
consequences for one's academic, social, and professional success. With 56% of those
experiencing academic problems, the potential for harassment to derail academic achievement,
not only of women but for academics in general, is evident. This disruption is a major
dislocation in a society where education has been revered as the way out of poverty and an
avenue to upward mobility. Schools need to step up for these children, offering counseling and
education about digital citizenship and empathy programs to prevent future incidents."

The ramifications in real life of online abuse are just as disturbing, with 71% of respondents
feeling isolated. In a society in which community and relationships are very high on the agenda,
such isolation can cause huge mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression. The stigma
attached to the harassment means the victims don't seek help, and the silence becomes the
mechanism by which society divides itself. To address this issue, community-driven efforts
that create environments for open discussion of harassment and its effects should be developed.
The development of support communities and safe spaces for victims to bond can combat
loneliness and alienation.

The staggering number of people whose performance work has been affected by online...e
harassment, reported by 82% of respondents, emphasizes the urgency of employers in Pakistan
to develop strong anti-harassment measures. Workplaces need to create a culture of safety and
respect where employees feel comfortable reporting harassment without fear of retribution.
That includes extensive training for managers and employees to identify harassment and react
properly. Organizations should also establish reporting procedures and available resources for
employees who are affected so that a culture of accountability and compassion can be fostered.
Discussion. In summary, the findings of this study reveal that there is an urgent need to tackle
online harassment in Khanewal District collectively. "Since the devastating bombings, the
heavy emotional and psychological impact on the victims has been enormous," they said in a
statement. "The high rates of emotional distress, social estrangement, and academic and
professional difficulties suffered by the victims require prompt and ongoing solutions. As we
create a culture of respect, safety, and support, we will start to deconstruct the taboo of
harassment, allowing women to claim back their agency both online and offline. Using
comprehensive approaches that involve education, policy change, and community engagement,
Pakistan can work toward a future in which all women are able to freely and safely participate
in the online world without the fear of harassment. The path to this goal needs a shared
determination and effort, with the understanding that a safer internet is also crucial for the
advancement of our communities and society.
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