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ABSTRACT

Background: Social media and professional networking platforms are increasingly influential in shaping career development
and leadership trajectories across various sectors. In the context of Pakistan, where gender disparities in health leadership
persist, these platforms may offer valuable opportunities for empowerment and visibility among women in health professions.

Objective: This study aimed to explore the extent, patterns, and perceived impact of social media and networking platform
usage on the leadership development of Pakistani women in the health sector.

Methods: A cross-sectional survey design was employed, targeting women aged 30 and above, working or studying in health-
related fields across Pakistan. A total of 210 respondents participated via a structured online questionnaire. Descriptive statistics
were used to analyze platform usage frequency, perceived leadership benefits, barriers, and enabling factors.

Results: LinkedIn (58.1%) and Twitter/X (46.2%) were the most commonly used platforms for professional purposes.
Respondents reported high perceived impact in areas such as mentorship access (mean score = 4.2), policy advocacy (4.3), and
networking (4.1). Key barriers included cultural restrictions (52.4%) and fear of online harassment (48.1%), while enablers
included access to professional communities (51.4%) and supportive institutional policies (41.9%).

Conclusion: Social media platforms play a crucial role in advancing women's leadership in health by providing access to
mentorship, advocacy spaces, and professional networks. Strategic interventions such as digital literacy training and
institutional support are essential to overcome existing barriers and foster gender-equitable leadership in Pakistan’s health
sector.

Keywords: Women in healthcare, leadership, social media, Pakistan, digital networking, gender equity, professional
development.

© 2025 et al. Open access under CC BY License (Creative Commons). Freely distributable with appropriate citation. 466


mailto:rabiazulfiqar@outlook.com
mailto:drsaimabukhari1996@gmail.com

4+,

INSIGHTS-JOURNAL OF
INSIGHTS-JHR

HEALTH AND REHABILITATION INSIGHTS-JOURNAL OF HEALTH

AND REHABILITATION ® = &

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, social media and networking platforms have emerged as transformative tools in the professional development of
individuals across various sectors, including healthcare.! In Pakistan, where gender disparities persist in leadership roles, particularly in
the healthcare sector; these platforms offer a unique opportunity for women to overcome traditional barriers to leadership and career
advancement.” Despite significant progress in women’s education and workforce participation, women’s representation in healthcare
leadership roles in Pakistan remains disproportionately low.3 This gap can be attributed to multiple factors, including societal norms,
gender biases, limited access to mentorship, and a lack of professional networks that are critical for career progression. The role of social
media and networking platforms in bridging this gap is becoming increasingly significant.* Platforms such as LinkedIn, Twitter, and
Facebook provide women with the opportunity to build professional networks, access mentorship from experienced leaders, advocate
for gender equality, and engage in health policy discussions that influence their professional trajectory.> Moreover, these platforms
enable women to establish a visible presence in the global healthcare community, facilitating collaboration, knowledge exchange, and
leadership opportunities that were previously less accessible in the traditional healthcare environment.®

The healthcare sector in Pakistan is experiencing a growing need for leadership that is both diverse and inclusive, especially as the
country faces complex health challenges ranging from communicable diseases to rising non-communicable diseases.” Empowering
women to take on leadership roles in this context is not only important for addressing gender imbalances but also for improving the
effectiveness and inclusivity of the healthcare system.® Social media platforms, with their ability to transcend geographical boundaries,
provide an effective means for women to navigate the barriers they face in Pakistan’s healthcare system, connect with like-minded
professionals, and elevate their roles as leaders.” Despite the increasing global recognition of women’s contributions in healthcare,
Pakistani women remain significantly underrepresented in leadership positions within the health sector. Cultural norms, gender biases,
and limited access to traditional leadership development pathways continue to hinder their professional advancement. However, the rise
of social media and networking platforms has introduced new opportunities for visibility, mentorship, advocacy, and collaboration.
While anecdotal evidence suggests that these digital tools may empower women and amplify their leadership potential, there remains a
lack of empirical research specifically examining how Pakistani women in health utilize these platforms for professional growth and
influence. Understanding this dynamic is essential to address the digital gender divide and foster inclusive leadership in healthcare. So,
our study aims to explore the frequency and perceived impact of social media and networking platform usage among Pakistani women
engaged in the health sector, particularly in relation to their leadership development. Furthermore, the findings will contribute to global
discussions on the intersection of technology, gender, and leadership in healthcare, with specific relevance to the socio-cultural and
professional context of Pakistan.

METHODS

This study adopts a cross-sectional survey design aimed at exploring the frequency and perceived impact of social media and networking
platform usage among Pakistani women engaged in the health sector, particularly in relation to their leadership development. This was
the multicenter study and conducted during the period of two months (January 2025 to February 2025). Ethical approval was sought
from an Institutional Review Board (IRB). Informed consent was obtained electronically before participation. Data confidentiality and
anonymity was maintained throughout. The target population includes Pakistani women currently working or studying in various health-
related fields, including but not limited to medicine, public health, pharmacy, nursing, health administration, and allied health sciences.
Participants from public and private sectors, as well as academia were included. A non-probability purposive sampling method was used
to recruit participants who are female, Pakistani nationals, aged 30 and above, currently working or studying in the health sector, and
active on at least one social media or networking platform (e.g., LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp groups, ResearchGate).
Samples of approximately 210 respondents were targeted to ensure adequate representation and statistical reliability. The final size will
depend on response rates. A structured, self-administered online questionnaire will be developed using tools such as Google Forms. The
questionnaire included closed-ended (multiple choice, Likert scale) questions, divided into the such as demographics (age, profession,
work setting, region, years of experience, education level), social media use (frequency and type of platform used for professional
engagement), leadership development (perceived role of social media in networking, mentorship, career visibility, advocacy, and skill-
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building), and barriers and facilitators (challenges faced in using digital platforms, and enablers that enhance usage). Data was analyzed
using descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, mean scores) using SPSS or Microsoft Excel. Key variables such as platform
usage, frequency, and leadership impact were summarized.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the 210 respondents included in the study. The age distribution was relatively
balanced, with the largest group being 30-39 years old (38.1%, n=80), followed closely by respondents aged 40—49 years and those
aged 50 years and above, both comprising 31.0% (n=65) of the sample. In terms of professional background, medical doctors made up
the largest proportion of participants (41.4%, n=87), indicating a strong representation from clinical medicine. Public health
professionals accounted for 23.8% (n=50), while nurses and paramedics represented 14.3% (n=30). Pharmacists constituted 11.9%
(n=25) of the respondents, and 8.6% (n=18) were from allied health fields or other related professions. Regarding sectoral affiliation,
nearly half of the respondents (45.7%, n=96) were working in the government sector, while 27.6% (n=58) were from the private sector,
and 26.7% (n=56) were engaged in academia or training institutions. This distribution reflects a diverse mix of professional roles and
work settings among Pakistani women in the health sector, providing a comprehensive foundation for analyzing social media
engagement in leadership development.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (n = 210)

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Age 30-39 years 80 38.1
4049 years 65 31.0
50+ years 65 31.0
Profession Medical Doctor 87 41.4
Public Health Professional 50 23.8
Nurse/Paramedic 30 14.3
Pharmacist 25 11.9
Allied Health/Other 18 8.6
Sector Government 96 45.7
Private 58 27.6
Academia/Training 56 26.7

In Figure 1, the analysis of social media platform usage among Pakistani women in the health sector revealed notable trends. LinkedIn
emerged as the most commonly utilized platform, with 58.1% of respondents (n=122) engaging with it for professional purposes. This
was followed by Twitter/X, used by 46.2% (n=97), and WhatsApp Groups at 41.9% (n=88), highlighting a strong inclination towards
both formal and informal networking tools. Facebook was used by 38.1% (n=80) of the participants, while ResearchGate—a more
academically oriented platform—was the least used, with 29.5% (n=62) of respondents reporting engagement. Regarding frequency of
usage, a significant portion of participants (34.3%, n=72) reported using these platforms a few times per week, while 27.1% (n=57)
accessed them daily, suggesting consistent engagement. About 21.9% (n=46) used them a few times per month, whereas 16.7% (n=35)
indicated rare usage. These findings underscore the relevance of digital platforms in supporting professional activities and leadership
development among women in the Pakistani health sector, with varied intensity and preferences in platform engagement.
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Table 1a,b: Frequency of Social Media and Networking Platform Usage for Professional Engagement

Table 2 illustrates the perceived impact of social media and networking platforms on various dimensions of leadership development
among Pakistani women in the health sector, based on mean scores rated on a 5-point Likert scale. Respondents reported the highest
perceived benefit in policy advocacy engagement, with a mean score of 4.3 + 0.5, suggesting that digital platforms are significantly
empowering women to participate in shaping health policies and promoting gender equity. Mentorship access was also highly rated (4.2
+ 0.6), indicating that social media facilitates meaningful professional relationships and guidance, which are crucial for career
advancement. Networking opportunities followed closely with a mean score of 4.1 = 0.7, reflecting that platforms like LinkedIn and
WhatsApp groups effectively support peer interaction and professional connection. Career visibility had a mean score of 4.0 + 0.8,
highlighting that digital presence enhances recognition and professional standing, albeit with slightly more variation in perception.
Meanwhile, skill development via online learning scored somewhat lower (3.8 = 0.9), indicating that while online resources are
beneficial, they may be perceived as less central to leadership growth compared to mentorship or advocacy. Overall, the findings
underscore the multifaceted value of social media in empowering women leaders in health.

Table 2: Perceived Impact on Leadership Development (Mean Scores out of 5)

Leadership Dimension Mean Score (£SD)
Networking Opportunities 41+£0.7
Mentorship Access 42+0.6
Career Visibility 40=+0.8
Skill Development via Online Learning 3.8+0.9
Policy Advocacy Engagement 43+0.5

Figure 2 presents the perceived barriers faced by Pakistani women in the health sector when using social media and networking platforms
for leadership development. The most frequently cited barrier was cultural and societal restrictions (52.4%), indicating that deeply rooted
gender norms and expectations continue to limit women’s digital visibility and professional engagement online. This finding reflects
broader societal challenges that constrain women’s leadership potential in public and professional domains. Fear of judgment and online
harassment was the second most reported barrier (48.1%), highlighting concerns around digital safety, privacy, and the emotional toll of
engaging in potentially hostile online environments. This is a significant deterrent that undermines women’s confidence and willingness
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to participate in digital spaces. Time constraints were cited by 43.8% of respondents, reflecting the demanding roles many women play
both professionally and domestically, which may limit their capacity to consistently engage with online platforms for leadership
activities. A notable portion of participants (36.2%) pointed to limited digital training or skills, suggesting a need for targeted capacity-
building initiatives to enhance women’s digital literacy and effective use of social media tools. Finally, lack of role models online was
identified by 31.0% of respondents, underscoring the importance of visible female leadership on digital platforms to inspire and guide
emerging women leaders. Overall, these barriers emphasize the need for structural, educational, and cultural interventions to foster a
more inclusive and supportive digital environment for women'’s leadership in health.

120
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100 4 92 (43.8%)
80 - 76(36.2%)
60 +
40 -
20
0 T
Fear of Judgment/Online Time Constraints Limited Digital Cultural/Societal Lack of Role Models
Harassment Training/skills Restrictions Online
Percieved Barriers

Figure 2: Perceived Barriers to Using Social Media for Leadership

Table 3 outlines the key enablers that support Pakistani women in the health sector to utilize social media and networking platforms for
leadership development. The most commonly reported enabler was access to professional communities (51.4%), emphasizing the value
of being part of networks that offer collaboration, peer support, and shared opportunities for career advancement. These communities
help foster a sense of belonging and amplify professional visibility in the digital space. Supportive institutional policies were identified
by 41.9% of respondents, indicating that when workplaces promote and recognize digital engagement as a legitimate tool for leadership
and professional growth, women are more likely to actively participate on such platforms. Digital literacy workshops were noted by
34.8% of participants as important facilitators, pointing to the effectiveness of structured training in enhancing users’ confidence and
technical proficiency, thereby improving their ability to navigate digital platforms strategically. Additionally, the presence of mentors
and role models online was seen as a motivator by 31.4% of respondents. Visibility of successful women leaders in the digital sphere
can inspire others, provide guidance, and reinforce the idea that online engagement can translate into real-world leadership growth.
These enablers collectively highlight critical leverage points for policy and practice aimed at empowering women in healthcare through
digital engagement.

Table 3: Enablers That Facilitate Platform Usage

Enabler Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Access to Professional Communities 108 51.4
Supportive Institutional Policies 88 41.9
Digital Literacy Workshops 73 34.8
Presence of Mentors/Role Models Online 66 314
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DISCUSSION

This study provides valuable insights into how Pakistani women in the health sector engage with social media and networking platforms
to foster their leadership development. The findings indicate a strong presence on professional platforms like LinkedIn (58.1%) and
Twitter/X (46.2%), with a significant portion of respondents using these platforms multiple times per week. This aligns with global
trends observed by Ventola (2014), who highlighted that healthcare professionals increasingly utilize digital platforms for professional
development, networking, and education.'? Importantly, the perceived benefits of social media for leadership development were strongly
supported by participants. Dimensions such as mentorship access (mean score 4.2), networking opportunities (4.1), and policy advocacy
engagement (4.3) suggest that digital platforms are critical tools for enhancing visibility and influence in the health sector. These findings
are consistent with research by George et al. (2020), which emphasized that social media can help women bypass traditional hierarchical
barriers and amplify their voices in male-dominated professional environments.!! However, notable barriers such as cultural restrictions
(52.4%) and fear of online harassment (48.1%) remain prominent concerns. These constraints reflect broader societal norms and
challenges identified in studies such as those by Rizvi et al. (2022), who documented how gender norms and digital safety concerns
hinder women's digital participation in South Asia.'? The presence of such barriers calls for institutional support and policy interventions
that create safer and more inclusive digital environments. The enablers identified—such as access to professional communities (51.4%)
and supportive institutional policies (41.9%)—mirror recommendations from prior studies. For example, a scoping review by Raj et al.
(2021) found that mentorship, digital literacy, and inclusive organizational practices were central to advancing women’s leadership in
global health (13,14). Overall, the findings underscore the transformative potential of social media in empowering Pakistani women in
healthcare, especially when institutional frameworks and digital infrastructures are aligned to support such efforts. Nevertheless, further
longitudinal and qualitative studies are recommended to explore the sustainability and depth of such digital engagements over time.

CONCLUSION

This study underscores the increasingly pivotal role of social media and networking platforms in supporting the professional and
leadership development of Pakistani women in the health sector. The findings demonstrate that these digital tools are not only widely
used but are also perceived as highly beneficial for enhancing networking, mentorship, visibility, and engagement in policy advocacy.
However, significant barriers—such as cultural norms, fear of online harassment and limited digital literacy—continue to hinder the full
realization of their potential. Despite these challenges, the presence of enabling factors such as access to professional communities and
institutional support signals promising opportunities for advancing women’s leadership through digital engagement. To harness this
potential, it is essential that healthcare institutions, professional bodies, and policymakers implement gender-sensitive digital policies,
invest in digital literacy, and create safe online spaces. Doing so will contribute meaningfully to bridging gender gaps in health leadership
and fostering a more inclusive, empowered, and connected health workforce in Pakistan.
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