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04 Women at Work

mees  Stories Behind the Statistics

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

The final part of the Tabadlab ‘Access to Agency’ series moves beyond statistics toillustrate the
lived realities of women navigating work across Pakistan’s smaller cities. While global and
national indices consistently rank Pakistan among the lowest in female labor force participation,’

numbers alone cannot capture the everyday negotiations that define women’s entry, mobility,
and survival in the workplace.?

Through composite personas, this segment presents the journeys of first-generation

professionals whose workforce participation illustrates their courage, negotiation, and
persistence.

Respondent Profile

50 - . 24 qualitative interviews ‘

Interviews of women who lived in cities and towns
across Balochistan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and

—— N . : . Punjab: Bahawalpur, Gwadar, Loralai, Turbat,
hours of phone roudn Smowbal sarmoimg. Those arewomen. Karak, Kohat, Timergarah, Ladda, Peshawar,
interviews whose mothers had not worked outside the home. Quetta, Lahore and Rawalpindi.
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INTRODLICING
THE CAST

NEELOFAR SAMREEN BATOOL
negotiates family strategises to secure asserts her credibility
approval her mobility and builds social capital

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.
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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 B8UT NOT OPPOSED.

NEELOFAR, WHAT WILL PEOPLE SAY?
YOU'RE A WOMAN. WE DON'T NEED
YOUR MONEY

YOUR FATHER IS RIGHT, A WOMAN
GOING OUT TO EARN A LIVING BRINGS
SHAME TO THE FAMILY. WHAT WILL
YOUR UNCLES AND COUSINS THINK?

B8ABA, I'VE BEEN OFFERED A
POSITION AT AN NGO IN
TIMEREARA. T CAN FINANCIALLY
CONTRIBUTE TO THE FAMILY WHILE
ENEGAGING IN A 600D CAUSE.

BABA, T WANT TO USE MY
EDLICATION FOR SOMETHING
BEYOND JUST HOUSEHOLO
CHORES. I CAN HELP
CONTRIBUTE TO OUR
EXPENSES, AND THIS WILL BE
600D FOR MY FUTURE

T UNDERSTAND, BUT IT'S NOT EASY. WHAT IF SOMETHING HAPPENS TO YOU OUT
THERE?
PEOPLE WILL TALK, NEELOFAR

WILL PEOPLE COME AND PROVIDE FOR YOUR SIX
DAUGHTERS, BABA? IF I WERE A SON, YOU'D
EXPECT ME TO CARRY THAT RESPONSIBILITY

AMI, T BOUGHT THIS SUIT FOR
KHALA NASIRA'S LIMRAH DINNER,

SISTER, I CAME TO THANK YOU. MY NIECE WAS ABLE TO EVERYONE WILL BE GIVING HER
ENROLL IN A SCHOOL BECAUSE OF THE PROJECT YOUR SOMETHING

DAUGHTER IS WORKING ON. MAY ALLAH GIVE HER

SUCCESS.

PEOPLE ARE PRAISING YOUR WORK, NEELOFAR.
I AM SO PROUD OF YOU

WE DON'T UNDERSTAND THIS NEW
TREND OF GIRLS WORKING WITH
MEN. A elRL SHOULD NOT 8E
CHASING MONEY TOO EAGERLY

THE WORK I'M DOING IS IMPORTANT, AND
I'M PROUD OF IT. I'M HELPING THE
COMMUNITY, AND I'VE ALSO 8EEN ABLE
TO SUPPORT OUR FAMILY. WHAT I DO
ISN'T JUST FOR ME; IT'S FOR ALL OF US

NEELOFAR IS RIGHT, SHE'S STRONG,
INDEPENDENT, AND SHE'S HELPING. THERE'S
NOTHING WRONG WITH WHAT SHE'S DOING; IN
FACT, SHE'S MANAGING HERSELF QUITE WELL




THE COST OF MOSILITY

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.
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RUN FASTER, OR YOU'LL MISS
THE 8BUS

| API, DON'T WORRY. WE ARE
\ STILL EARLY

7 TWO VEHICLES. ONE LONG WALK. \
~ | MADAM, T'LL KEEP THIS SEAT EMPTY EVERY DAY, IT'S THE SAME. THE
COMMENTS, THE STARES, THE
UNWANTED ATTENTION. WHY DOES ALL
OF THIS STILL BOTHER ME/

SIR, AT THE START OF THE
YEAR, YOU SAID THE SCHOOL
WOUILD ARRANGE TRANSPORT.
WE WERE COUNTING ON THAT,

THE COMMUTE ISN'T SAFE

[ THE BUDGET DOESN'T ALLOW IT,
| MS SAMREEN. WE CAN'T TAKE
RESPONSIBILITY FOR
EVERYONE'S PERSONAL TRAVEL
ARRANGEMENTS. YOU CcOULD
COORDINATE AMONG
YOURSELVES AND CARPOOL

8ABA, PLEASE DON'T PICK.

Me
TODAY. T'M COMING HOME IN A
RICKSHAW WITH MY
COLLEAGLEES. T'LL SEND YOU
THE NLIMBER PLATE

OKAY BETA, BUT GET
OROPPED BEFORE THE
OTHERS. T DON'T WANT YOU
COMING 8ACK ALONE

WITH RESPECT, CALLING IT A PERSONAL
ARRANGEMENT DOESN'T REDUCE THE RISK OR
THE COST. WE ARE BEING ASKED TO ABSORS

B80TH FROM ALREADY LIMITED SALARIES

YES, AMI... I'M TIRED. SOME DAYS REQUIRE A
| LOT MORE STRENETH THAN OTHERS

BETI, YOU MUST 8E TIRED AND
HUNGRY. COME HAVE FOOD
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NAVIGATING WORKPLACE DYNAMICS

BATOOL, A 33-YEAR-OLD MARRIED WOMAN WITH FOUR CHILOREN, HAS RECENTLY
RELOCATED TO QUETTA FOR WORK. HER FAMILY REMAINS IN GWADAR,

IF YOU EVER FEEL OVERWHELMED IN A NEW
THIS IS BATOOL. SHE'S JOINED CITY, YOU CAN TELL ME. T KNOW QUETTA WELL
us FROM OUR GWADAR OFFICE AND CAN SHOW YOU AROUND

GWADAR? THAT'S FAR. BI6
SHIFT

WORK ISN'T EASY HERE. HOPE
SHE SETTLES WELL

AFTER REVIEWING THE DATA 6APS, T SUGEESTED
WE STREAMLINE THE REPORTING STRUCTUIRE 8Y
ADJUSTING THE TABLES AND VISUALS. THIS

ALIGNS BETTER WITH THE CLIENT'S FRAMEWORK.

YOU REALLY LIKE GRABBING THE BOSS’
ATTENTION. YOU NEED TO CALM DOWN IN
MEETINGS. A SOFTER APPROACH WORKS BETTER
FOR WOMEN

GREAT JO8, ARSALAN. THIS WILL
LAND VERY WELL WITH THE CLIENT.

T’LL CONTINUE TO COMMUNICATE IN A WAY THAT
ENSLIRES MY WORK IS SEEN, IRRESPECTIVE OF
MY GENDER

T APPLIED A STRATEGY I USED IN
GWADAR. THE EARLIER DRAFT
FOCUSED ON ACTIVITIES, 8UT
CLIENTS PRIORITISE MEASUIRABLE
OUTCOMES AND THAT WAS INITIALLY
MISSING THERE.

A FEW WEEKS LATER...

| i KSTOPPEO WAITING TO 8E INVITED. T PREPARED
| TWICE AS MUCH. AND I SPOKE BEFORE THEY
COULD SPEAK OVER ME. IT DOESN'T CHANGE

T'VE SEEN THEY AL TAKE YOU SERIOLISLY. HOW
OVERNIGHT, BUT THEY STOP OVERSTEPPING YOU
DID YOU MANAGE TO MAKE THEM HEAR YOU? IF YOU PRACTICE NAVIGATING POWER DYNAMICS
STRATEGICALLY.

WE CAN'T SURVIVE ANYWHERE ALONE. THERE
ARE SOME NICE PEOPLE HERE AS WELL.
WE'VE BUILT A NETWORK OF SUPPORT, AND
WE'LL 8E HERE FOR YOU.




CONCLUSION
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PERPMISSION

MOBILITY
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WORKPLACE
LEGITIMACY

NEELOFAR

OBJUECTIVE

SAMPEEN

BATOOL

To build an identity beyond
prescribed domestic roles

BARRIER

To reach work safely

Equal professional
recognition

Parental misgivings about social
taboos

RPESILIENCE STRATEGIES

Unsafe commute

Workplace exclusion

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.

SOLUTION

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 contributionsin
formal spaces.

Collective reinforcement of
professional boundaries.

Investin? 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 assertin?
credibility and building socia
capital.




