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Respondent Profile

The personas used in this segment are characters based on composite findings from the research, and represent the stories that emerged through the data. Any resemblance to real individuals is incidental.


hours of phone interviews


50
First-generation professional women identified through snowball sampling. These are women whose mothers had not worked outside the home.



24 qualitative interviews

Interviews of women who lived in cities and towns across Balochistan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab: Bahawalpur, Gwadar, Loralai, Turbat, Karak, Kohat, Timergarah, Ladda, Peshawar, Quetta, Lahore and Rawalpindi.





3 women
with disability


5 women
from minority faiths


5 married
women


This Womenˇs Day, we celebrate women who show up to work every day, defying immense odds.

The final part of the Tabadlab ˘Access to Agencyˇ series moves beyond statistics to illustrate the lived realities of women navigating work across Pakistanˇs smaller cities. While global and national indices consistently rank Pakistan among the lowest in female labor force participation,1 numbers alone cannot capture the everyday negotiations that define womenˇs entry, mobility, and survival in the workplace.2 

Through composite personas, this segment presents the journeys of first-generation professionals whose workforce participation illustrates their courage, negotiation, and persistence.

















Neelofar 

negotiates family approval


Samreen

strategises to secure her mobility


Batool 

asserts her credibility and builds social capital


Introducing the cast





Baba, Iˇve been offered a position at an NGO in Timergara. I can financially contribute to the family while engaging in a good cause.





Sister, I came to thank you. My niece was able to enroll in a school because of the project your daughter is working on. May Allah give her success.




We donˇt understand this new trend of girls working with men. A girl should not be chasing money too eagerly




The work Iˇm doing is important, and Iˇm proud of it. Iˇm helping the community, and Iˇve also been able to support our family. What I do isnˇt just for me; itˇs for all of us





Ami, I bought this suit for Khala Nasiraˇs Umrah dinner. Everyone will be giving her something




Baba, I want to use my education for something beyond just household chores. I can help contribute to our expenses, and this will be good for my future







Your father is right. A woman going out to earn a living brings shame to the family. What will your uncles and cousins think?




Will people come and provide for your six daughters, Baba? If I were a son, youˇd expect me to carry that responsibility



People are praising your work, Neelofar. 
I am so proud of you


Neelofar is right. Sheˇs strong, independent, and sheˇs helping. Thereˇs nothing wrong with what sheˇs doing; in fact, sheˇs managing herself quite well




Neelofar, what will people say? Youˇre a woman. We donˇt need your money



I understand, but itˇs not easy. What if something happens to you out there? 
People will talk, Neelofar
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Stepping Out: 
The Birth of a First-Generation Working Woman


Neelofar, 25, the eldest of six siblings, lives in Timergara. Neelofar wants to start working. Her mother has never worked, and her father is cautious but not opposed.



a few weeks later...
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The Cost of Mobility

Samreen, 29, is a teacher from Bahawalpur, and faces a complex daily commute to work, involving two public transport vehicles and a 20-minute walk.



Baba, please donˇt pick me today. Iˇm coming home in a rickshaw with my colleagues. Iˇll send you the number plate





Baba

Okay beta, but get dropped before the others. I donˇt want you coming back alone




Run faster, or youˇll miss the bus


Api, donˇt worry. We are still early


Madam, Iˇll keep this seat empty

The budget doesnˇt allow it, Ms Samreen. We canˇt take responsibility for everyoneˇs personal travel arrangements. You could coordinate among yourselves and carpool







beti, you must be tired and hungry. Come have food


Two vehicles. One long walk. Every day, itˇs the same. The comments, the stares, the unwanted attention. Why does all of this still bother me!





Yes, Ami& Iˇm tired. Some days require a lot more strength than others


With respect, calling it a personal arrangement doesnˇt reduce the risk or the cost. We are being asked to absorb both from already limited salaries




Sir, at the start of the year, you said the school would arrange transport. We were counting on that. The commute isnˇt safe





later that day...



This is Batool. Sheˇs joined us from our Gwadar office


Gwadar? Thatˇs far. Big shift


work isnˇt easy here. Hope she settles well


I applied a strategy I used in Gwadar. The earlier draft focused on activities, but clients prioritise measurable outcomes and that was initially missing there.






If you ever feel overwhelmed in a new city, you can tell me. I know Quetta well and can show you around



After reviewing the data gaps, I suggested we streamline the reporting structure by adjusting the tables and visuals. This aligns better with the clientˇs framework.




You really like grabbing the boss' attention. You need to calm down in meetings. A softer approach works better for women




Iˇll continue to communicate in a way that ensures my work is seen, irrespective of my gender



Iˇm here for work. Iˇll manage

Great job, Arsalan. This will land very well with the client.


We canˇt survive anywhere alone. There are some nice people here as well. We've built a network of support, and weˇll be here for you.




Iˇve seen they all take you seriously. How did you manage to make them hear you?˛


Navigating Workplace Dynamics

Batool, a 33-year-old married woman with four children, has recently relocated to Quetta for work. Her family remains in Gwadar.
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I stopped waiting to be invited. I prepared twice as much. And I spoke before they could speak over me. It doesnˇt change overnight, but they stop overstepping you if you practice navigating power dynamics strategically.






a few weeks later...



Conclusion 
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Permission 

Neelofar

Mobility 

Samreen

Workplace Legitimacy 


Batool

Objective

To build an identity beyond prescribed domestic roles


To reach work safely Equal professional recognition


Barrier

Parental misgivings about social taboos


Unsafe commute Workplace exclusion

Resilience strategies

Male endorsement is viewed as public validation.

Earnings are redirected toward family welfare to build trust.

Informal mentoring of younger women reduces perceived risk for others.









Family tracking systems to maintain approval.


Collective commuting arrangements to share cost and reduce risk.


Negotiation with employers for safer transit options.










Peer alliances and mentorship networks to build social capital.


Strategic assertion of documented contributions in formal spaces.


Collective reinforcement of professional boundaries.










Solution

Investing in securing household approval as a stepping stone to social legitimacy.



Designing adaptive mobility systems that ensure sustained labour market participation.



Challenging informal power structures through asserting credibility and building social capital.





