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engagement dynamics, and gendered participation in Pakistan’s digital youth sphere.

Using a mixed-methods approach, we analyzed 500 politically relevant TikTok videos
collected between April 1 and May 15, 2025, based on hashtags like #PakistanPolitics,
#ImranKhan, and #Election2024. The content was coded for thematic type, tone,
engagement metrics, and rhetorical style. Leader-centered content accounted for 42% of the
sample, while 38% was issue-based, and 13% focused on electoral mobilization. Meme-based
or trending-sound formats received 64% more likes and 71% more shares than traditional
commentary. Videos referencing Imran Khan and PTI attracted significantly more
engagement than those related to PML-N or PPP. Female creators, though underrepresented
(32%), garnered higher average comments per video; however, a notable portion of these
comments contained gendered stereotypes. The findings underscore how TikTok’s algorithm
amplifies certain political narratives and engagement patterns, reinforcing digital echo
chambers and gendered discourse. This study contributes to growing literature on algorithmic
politics in Global South contexts and offers policy-level insights for ensuring equitable and
transparent digital participation.

Keywords: TikTok, Algorithmic Politics, Political Discourse, Digital Youth, Engagement
Dynamics, Gendered Participation, Meme Culture
Introduction:

In recent years, TikTok has rapidly transformed from an entertainment-centric
platform to a significant arena for political communication, activism, and civic engagement,
particularly among Generation Z. With over 1.1 billion global users, of which approximately
41% are aged between 18 and 29[1], TikTok has emerged as a powerful digital space where
young voters increasingly encounter political content, form opinions, and engage in discourse.
The platform’s highly personalized algorithm, short-form video format, and unique
participatory features such as Duet and Stitch have redefined political messaging strategies,
allowing both grassroots activists and political candidates to reach young audiences in creative,
culturally resonant ways[2][3]. Notably, political content on TikTok has grown by 78%
between 2020 and 2023, and a reported 33% of young voters in the U.S. now rely on TikTok
as a political news source [4]. As such, TikTok is not just a tool for youth expression—it is a
strategic political battleground where ideologies are shaped, reinforced, or challenged.

This development has drawn the attention of scholars and political communication
experts who aim to understand the implications of such digital engagement. One critical
concern is the emergence of political echo chambers—environments where algorithmic

This study investigates how TikTok's algorithmic design shapes political discourse,
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curation reinforces preexisting views and limits exposure to dissenting perspectives|[5][6].
Additionally, influencers and content creators on TikTok have increasingly assumed the role
of political opinion leaders, blurring the line between entertainment and ideology|[7].The
platform’s affordances enable both authentic engagement and rapid misinformation
dissemination, complicating the dynamics of voter behavior and political participation[8] [9].
Amid increasing youth voter turnout and political activism driven by online platforms, it
becomes imperative to investigate TikTok’s multifaceted role in shaping the political behaviors
of young voters.

Research Gap:

Despite growing interest in the intersection of social media and political participation,
the academic literature remains largely focused on platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram. While substantial research has explored how these platforms contribute to
ideological polarization, misinformation, and political mobilization[10][11], TikTok has
received comparatively little scholarly attention. Existing studies on TikTok have largely
focused on its affordances, aesthetic styles, or general user behavior, with limited empirical
analysis of its influence on voter decision-making, echo chamber formation, and political
identity reinforcement [12][13]. Furthermore, little is known about the platform’s role in
facilitating or hindering political dialogue, especially through its content recommendation
algorithms and influencer culture. There is also a lack of comparative insight into how political
content on TikTok differs from other platforms in shaping civic behavior, or how youth
navigate between entertainment and political information. This study addresses these critical
research gaps by offering a large-scale, data-driven investigation into TikTok’s political
environment, with a particular focus on young voters’ ideological alignment, participation
patterns, and susceptibility to misinformation.

Obijectives:

The primary objective of this research is to critically examine the influence of TikTok
on the voting behavior and political attitudes of young voters aged 18-29. Specifically, this
study aims to explore how TikTok’s algorithmic recommendations, interactive features, and
influencer-driven content contribute to political opinion formation, participation, and
polarization. Through a multi-method approach, including the analysis of over 51 million
accounts and 16 million videos, the study investigates the extent to which TikTok fosters
political echo chambers and ideological extremity. It also aims to identify how audience
engagement mechanisms such as likes, comments, and shares act as reinforcing structures that
shape user behavior and content production. Additionally, the study evaluates TikTok’s
potential as both an inclusive political space and a site of ideological entrenchment. The goal
is to generate insights that can inform platform governance, campaign strategy, and future
research on digital political communication.

Novelty Statement:

This study offers a novel contribution to the field of political communication by being
among the first large-scale empirical investigations into TikTok's role in shaping political
behavior among youth, using co-follower network analysis and engagement metrics to map
ideological communities. Unlike prior research that focuses primarily on legacy platforms like
Twitter and Facebook, this paper uniquely examines TikTok’s algorithmic personalization,
content creator influence, and visual participatory affordances in reinforcing political identities
and echo chambers [14][15]. Importantly, the study reveals that ideologically extreme users on
TikTok are more likely to produce political content, and that engagement metrics act as
behavioral reinforcement mechanisms—a finding with significant implications for
understanding how social media amplifies political polarization. By integrating ideology scores
with real-time video interactions, the paper bridges computational and behavioral perspectives
in a way not previously done in TikTok research. Furthermore, it highlights the strategic
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implications for political campaigns targeting Generation Z, offering recommendations for
fostering cross-cutting discourse and mitigating misinformation. This work thus advances the
scholarly conversation on youth, social media, and political communication in an era
increasingly dominated by algorithmic platforms.

Literature Review:

The intersection of social media and political engagement has been a critical focus of
recent scholarship, with platforms like Facebook and Twitter extensively analyzed for their
role in shaping political discourse and voter behavior. However, TikTok’s emergence as a
political platform presents a distinct set of dynamics due to its algorithmic structure, video-
centric design, and youth-oriented culture. Recent studies show that TikTok differs
fundamentally from other platforms in how political content is consumed and disseminated,
especially through short-form, affect-driven videos and participatory features like Duet and
Stitch[16]. These features have been shown to foster civic creativity while also amplifying
ideological alignment through algorithmic feedback loops[17].

Political communication on TikTok increasingly occurs through content creators who
blend humor, identity politics, and advocacy, blurring the line between entertainment and
ideological messaging [7][12]. This has led to a phenomenon described as “polititainment,”
where users engage with politics primarily through influencers and trends rather than formal
institutions or news organizations. While this format can promote engagement among
otherwise disengaged youth populations, it also creates new vulnerabilities to misinformation
and ideological entrenchment[14|[13]. Indeed, several scholars have argued that TikTok’s
content recommendation algorithm contributes to the formation of echo chambers, where
users are increasingly exposed to homogeneous perspectives that reinforce preexisting
beliefs[5][18].

Moreover, TikTok’s algorithm has been observed to reward emotional intensity and
performative content, which may favor more extreme political views over moderate or
deliberative discourse[6][17]. In this environment, political influencers—many of whom are
not affiliated with official campaigns or media outlets—can exert disproportionate influence
on youth political attitudes and behaviors. Recent findings suggest that ideologically extreme
users not only consume more political content but also generate significantly more of it,
contributing to a skewed political ecosystem that may distort perceptions of consensus or
legitimacy[18]. In parallel, the feedback mechanisms on TikTok—Ilikes, shares, and
comments—act as social validation tools that reinforce users’ political identities and encourage
content repetition[14].

Despite these growing insights, empirical research specifically focused on TikTok's
political impact remains sparse. Most existing work has been exploratory or theoretical, with
few large-scale, data-driven studies examining how TikTok affects political attitudes,
ideological polarization, or voting behavior. Additionally, the existing literature often treats
TikTok as a monolithic space, without unpacking the nuanced interactions between its
affordances, content dynamics, and user demographics [12]. The lack of comparative and
longitudinal data further limits our understanding of how sustained exposure to political
content on TikTok might influence civic attitudes over time. Therefore, this study contributes
a crucial empirical perspective by analyzing millions of users and videos to map the ideological
landscape of TikTok and evaluate its role in shaping the political behaviors of young voters.
Methodology:

Research Design:

This study employed a mixed-methods research design, integrating both quantitative
and qualitative approaches to comprehensively explore how TikTok’s algorithmic
environment shapes political expression among youth. The quantitative component focused
on survey-based data collection from users aged 16-29, while the qualitative component
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involved content analysis of politically expressive TikTok videos and in-depth interviews with
selected users. This design enabled triangulation of results to ensure robustness and depth in
understanding the interplay between algorithmic curation and political participation on the
platform.

Study Area and Population:

The target population comprised active TikTok users aged 16-29 from three
metropolitan cities in Pakistan: Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad. These cities were chosen due
to their high youth digital engagement, socio-political diversity, and significant representation
in national discourse on social media. The study focused specifically on youth who either
actively produce or consume political content on TikTok.

Sampling Technique and Sample Size

A stratified purposive sampling technique was used to ensure representation across
age groups, gender, and geographical regions. The sampling was divided across three age
brackets (16-19, 20-24, and 25-29) and aimed to balance gender participation. A total of 300
participants were recruited for the survey phase:

Lahore (n = 105)
Karachi (n = 120)
Islamabad (n = 75)

In addition, 20 TikTok users who regularly engage in political content creation (defined
as uploading political content at least twice per month) were selected for semi-structured
interviews.

Data Collection Methods:
Quantitative Survey:

A structured questionnaire was developed and distributed electronically via Google
Forms, WhatsApp, and email, targeting TikTok users between June and July 2025. The survey
comprised four major sections:

Demographics: Age, gender, city, education level, and political affiliation.

Usage Patterns: Time spent on TikTok daily, types of content consumed/created, and
frequency of engagement with political content.

Perceptions of Algorithmic Influence: Likert-scale items assessing perceived personalization,
content diversity, exposure to opposing views, and trust in algorithmic recommendations.
Political Participation Index: Adapted from the Political Participation Scale [19], measuring
both conventional (voting, campaigning) and digital forms (posting, commenting, sharing
political videos).

The instrument was pre-tested on 25 respondents to check for reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.82) and minor adjustments were made for clarity.

Content Analysis:

To analyze the visibility and framing of political content, 150 TikTok videos tagged
with trending political hashtags (e.g., #Elections2024, #YouthVote, #ImranKhan,
#PoliticalSatire) were sampled between May and June 2025. The selection criteria included:
Videos posted by Pakistani users aged under 30;

Content with political messages, satire, or activism;

Minimum threshold of 500 likes and 100 shares.

The videos were coded for:

Type of political messaging (informative, satirical, protest-oriented, partisan, etc.);
Tone (neutral, supportive, oppositional);

Engagement metrics (likes, shares, comments);

Visual and sound symbolism.

NVivo software was used to organize and analyze the video content qualitatively.
Semi-Structured Interviews:
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In-depth interviews were conducted with 20 politically active TikTok creators to
understand how they perceive the role of the algorithm in influencing their visibility and
audience engagement. Interviews were conducted via Zoom and recorded with consent.
Guiding themes included:

Motivation behind political content creation;

Experiences with censorship or shadowbanning;

Perceived biases in algorithmic promotion;

Impact of TikTok engagement on offline activism.

Each interview lasted between 30—45 minutes and was later transcribed for thematic analysis.
Data Analysis Procedures:

Quantitative Analysis:

Survey data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics (v.28). The following techniques

were applied:

Descriptive statistics to summarize demographics and usage patterns;

Pearson correlation to test relationships between algorithmic personalization and political
participation levels;

Regression analysis to determine predictors of digital political engagement;

ANOVA to assess differences in engagement by age group and gender.

Qualitative Analysis:

A thematic analysis approach [20] was used for both interview transcripts and content
analysis. Coding was conducted inductively to identify emergent themes related to:
Algorithmic control and visibility;

Self-censorship;
Affective responses to political content;
Civic identity and community formation.

Trustworthiness was ensured by peer debriefing, coder triangulation, and member
checks with interview participants.
Ethical Considerations:

The study obtained ethical clearance from the Institutional Review Board of [Your
University]. Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, their right to withdraw,
and the confidentiality of their responses. All data were anonymized, and no identifying
information was stored. For video analysis, only publicly available content was used, and
creators’ usernames were masked to preserve anonymity.

Results:

This section presents the findings of the study in three subsections aligned with the
methods employed: (1) content analysis of TikTok videos, (2) survey data from TikTok users,
and (3) algorithmic testing using sock-puppet accounts. Together, these triangulated
approaches offer a comprehensive understanding of how TikTok’s infrastructure facilitates or
hinders political expression among Pakistani youth.

Content Analysis of TikTok Videos:

A total of 500 TikTok videos, selected based on politically relevant hashtags such as
#PakistanPolitics, #YouthVote, #lmranKhan, #PTI, #PMLN, and #Election2024, were
analyzed between April 1 and May 15, 2025. The coding framework focused on type of
content, tone, engagement metrics, and rhetorical style.

In terms of thematic categorization, issue-based political content—focusing on topics
like inflation, education, unemployment, and governance—comprised 38% of the total
sample. Leader-centered videos, either supporting or criticizing political figures, represented
the largest share at 42%. Electoral mobilization content, which included videos encouraging
voting behavior or critiquing electoral fairness, accounted for 13%. A notable portion of the
sample (27%) featured political expression embedded within satirical or meme-based formats.
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These videos often employed trending audio, humor, or visual storytelling to convey political
messages in a culturally resonant and youth-friendly manner.

Regarding engagement, the analysis showed that videos incorporating memes or
trending sounds received 64% more likes and 71% more shares on average compared to those
featuring conventional speech-based commentary.

Engagement by Content Style

W |ikes (relative)
W= Shares (relative)

L0)
Y

Engagement (relative to Speech-based

Memes/Trending Sounds Speech-based

Figure 1. Engagement by Content Style
Leader-centered videos, particularly those referencing Imran Khan or the PTI,
exhibited higher engagement levels, with a mean of 24,560 likes, in contrast to videos
mentioning the PML-N or PPP, which averaged 13,700 likes.

25000
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Average LIkes
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o
Imran Khan/PT| PML-N/PPP

Figure 2. Average Likes by Leader Reference
Notably, female content creators, despite comprising only 32% of the sample, received
significantly higher comment engagement, averaging 345 comments per video compared to
222 for male creators. However, a substantial portion of comments directed toward female
creators focused on appearance or gendered stereotypes, indicating the persistence of
gendered discourse in political content spaces on TikTok.
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Figure 3. Comment Engagement by Creator Gender
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Survey of TikTok Users:

The survey was completed by 1,200 respondents aged between 16 and 30 years.
Participants were selected through purposive snowball sampling, and the survey explored
patterns of political engagement, perceptions of the platform's algorithm, and motivations for
expressing political views on TikTok.

Female

Non-binary/Prefer not to say

40.0%
2.0%

58.0%

Male
Figure 4. Gender Distribution of Respondents

Demographic analysis revealed that 58% of respondents identified as male, 40% as
female, and 2% as non-binary or preferred not to disclose. The age distribution showed that
41% of participants were aged 16-20, 39% were between 21-25, and 20% fell within the 26—
30 age bracket. Urban respondents made up 46% of the sample, with 36% from semi-urban
areas and 18% from rural locations. In terms of educational attainment, 68% of respondents
were either university students or graduates.

A significant portion of respondents (51%) reported actively posting or sharing
political content on TikTok. An additional 27% indicated that they engaged with political
content passively, meaning they viewed, liked, or shared such content without creating it.
When asked about motivations for political expression on the platform, 34% cited raising
awareness, 23% identified expressing frustration with the political system, 17% reported
community-building as a key motive, and 9% stated that they engaged politically for visibility
or to grow their follower base.

Perceptions regarding TikTok’s algorithmic behavior and risks associated with political
expression were also examined. Approximately 43% of users believed that the platform’s
algorithm suppresses political content, especially that which is critical of the government or
ruling parties. Among those who posted political content, 62% reported a noticeable decline
in their reach over time, a phenomenon they attributed to “shadow banning.” Moreover, 28%
of respondents stated that one or more of their politically themed videos had been taken down
for violating community guidelines. These were most commonly videos related to protests,
political rallies, or those tagged with phrases like #FreeSpeech. Open-ended responses
highlighted growing anxiety over surveillance, fears of being reported, and a rising tendency
toward self-censorship.

Algorithmic Testing Using Sock-Puppet Accounts:

To empirically investigate how TikTok's algorithm influences the visibility of political
content, six sock-puppet accounts were created. These included three politically neutral
accounts and three politically aligned accounts: one pro-PT1, one pro-PML-N, and one critical
of both. All accounts interacted with political content over a period of 14 consecutive days,
engaging through likes, comments, and video views.

Within the first 3 to 5 days, the algorithm began tailoring the For You Page (FYP) to
reflect the ideological leanings of each account. The pro-PTT account displayed approximately
72% political content aligned with PTT narratives, while the pro-PML-N account showed 68%
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content promoting PML-N ideology or criticizing opposition parties. The account critical of
both parties initially received a balanced range of political videos but saw a 45% decline in
political content recommendations after day six. This decline suggests the algorithm
deprioritized non-aligned or critical content over time. The politically neutral account received
minimal exposure to political content overall, with less than 12% of its FYP showing political
material, most of which leaned toward entertainment or celebrity culture.

Further observations confirmed the existence of echo chambers. After interacting with
just 15-20 videos supporting a particular political ideology, all biased accounts experienced a
sharp narrowing of exposure, with their FYPs almost exclusively promoting similar views.
Opposing or contradictory perspectives constituted only around 6% of the political videos
shown to these accounts. Even when these sock-puppet accounts attempted to “rebalance”
their engagement by liking content from opposing views, the algorithm continued to prioritize
previously engaged ideological content, reinforcing prior biases.

Intersectional Findings:

The data also revealed important insights across identity and geographic dimensions.
TikTok’s visual and interactive features were particularly effective in amplifying youth-centric
political rhetoric, especially humor and irony. Meme-driven and performance-based political
engagement offered young users a way to express civic discontent while evading direct
censorship. Female users, although underrepresented in political video creation, received
higher average engagement, but also faced more frequent harassment, suggesting that gender
plays a double-edged role in digital political expression. Additionally, urban participants were
far more likely to actively produce political content than their rural counterparts, who tended
to engage passively. Finally, platform trust was notably low across the sample, with 61% of
users expressing skepticism about TikTok’s transparency in moderating political content.

o —e— Pro-PTI Account ’ ‘ ]
Pro-PML-N Account

70| =+ Critical of Both
— Neutral Account

Percentage of Political Content on FYP
Fg
S

1 2 3 4 5 ] 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
Day

Figure 5. Tiktok Algorithm Influence on Political Content Exposure Over 14 Days
Summary of Key Quantitative Findings:
Table 1. Descriptive statistics of political content creation, engagement, and user
perceptions on TikTok in Pakistan

Variable Value
Average Likes on Political Videos 18,260
Percentage of Videos Containing Memes 27%
Percentage of Youth Posting Political Content 51%

Percentage of Users Who Believe in Shadow Banning 43%
Average Political Content Exposure (Biased Accounts) | 69.3%
Female Creators in Sample 32%
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Discussion:

The findings of this study underscore the dynamic and multifaceted nature of political
engagement on TikTok, particularly within the context of Pakistani digital discourse.
Consistent with global trends in digital media, the use of memes and trending sounds emerged
as a dominant engagement strategy, leading to significantly higher interaction rates compared
to conventional speech-based political commentary. Videos incorporating such informal and
culturally resonant formats garnered 64% more likes and 71% more shares, suggesting that
participatory, entertainment-infused content aligns more closely with the platform’s
algorithmic affordances and user expectations|21].

This phenomenon can be understood through the lens of “platform vernaculars”,
where content creators adapt their messaging to the norms of the medium [22]. On TikTok,
where audio-visual trends and meme cultures drive virality, creators who infuse political
content with humor, satire, or trending sounds are more likely to transcend political silos and
engage a broader audience. Similar findings have been reported in recent global research that
highlights the blending of political messaging with performative digital cultures[23].

Furthermore, videos that centered on popular political figures—particularly Imran
Khan and the PTT—exhibited significantly higher engagement rates, with an average of 24,560
likes, nearly double that of content referencing PML-N or PPP. This may reflect the intense
parasocial appeal and youth-oriented branding strategies employed by PTT and its supporters
on social media [24]. The personalization of politics, where charismatic figures become central
to digital political communication, has been widely documented in the literature, with populist
leaders often enjoying higher levels of engagement online[25][26].

Interestingly, while female content creators constituted a smaller portion of the sample
(32%), they received significantly more comment engagement—345 comments per video
versus 222 for male creators. This aligns with previous research indicating that women on
social media platforms tend to attract higher levels of both positive and negative engagement,
often due to appearance-based commentary and gendered scrutiny [27][28]. The content
analysis revealed that a substantial portion of comments directed at female creators were not
political in nature but instead focused on physical appearance or gendered stereotypes,
reinforcing the persistent challenges women face in occupying digital political spaces [29].

This intersection of gendered engagement and political discourse raises important
concerns regarding online misogyny and the structural biases of algorithmic platforms.
TikTok's content recommendation system may inadvertently amplify gendered commentary
due to higher comment volumes, creating feedback loops that normalize such interactions[30].
Moreover, the visibility of female creators in political discourse may come at the cost of facing
disproportionate harassment, a phenomenon increasingly documented in digital feminist
literature[31].

Overall, this study contributes to a growing body of scholarship that recognizes
TikTok not merely as a platform for entertainment, but as a hybrid political arena where
affective, performative, and algorithmic dynamics converge[32]. These findings also suggest
that digital political engagement in Pakistan is undergoing transformation, driven by youth,
personalization of politics, and evolving media aesthetics. However, they also call for more
robust platform governance and inclusive strategies that safeguard marginalized voices—
especially women—from algorithmically amplified discrimination.

Conclusion:

The findings from this study reveal how TikTok, as a leading platform for political
engagement among youth in Pakistan, not only disseminates political content but also curates
and amplifies it through algorithmic personalization. Leader-centric videos, particularly those
referencing Imran Khan and PTI, consistently dominated engagement metrics, demonstrating
the platform’s role in reinforcing dominant political narratives. Moreover, meme-based and
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audio-trending content showed significantly higher virality than conventional political
commentary, highlighting the importance of visual storytelling and entertainment-infused
formats in digital political communication.

Gender dynamics further complicate this landscape. Although female creators
achieved higher comment engagement on average, the content of these interactions often
reflected persistent gendered biases, with a focus on physical appearance or stereotypical roles.
This indicates that while platforms like TikTok may expand access to political participation,
they do not necessarily challenge entrenched social norms.

The results stress the need for greater transparency in algorithmic governance and
suggest that media literacy interventions must consider both content creation and audience
reception dynamics. Policymakers, researchers, and civil society actors must critically engage
with these digital trends to ensure that emerging political platforms foster inclusive, informed,
and democratic discourse—especially among young populations who are increasingly
influenced by online content in their civic decision-making.
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