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Abstract 

Victim-blaming remains a persistent barrier to addressing online harassment, particularly in professional digital spaces 
where women’s credibility and behaviour are scrutinised. This study examines victim-blaming discourse on LinkedIn, a 
platform designed for career networking, to understand how professional norms intersect with gendered narratives of 
blame. Using Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA), the study analyses comments on posts, where working 
women in Pakistan shared experiences of online harassment. The analysis identifies four recurring discursive patterns: 
shifting responsibility to the victim, minimising harassment, defending the harasser, and dismissing gendered aspects of 
harassment. These patterns reflect how social expectations around modesty, professionalism, and public visibility shape 
responses to women’s disclosures. The findings point to the role of online discourse in discouraging women from speaking 
out and sustaining gendered expectations in professional spaces. This contributes to ongoing discussions about how online 
environments influence women’s visibility and engagement, with implications for future policies aimed at fostering safer 
digital participation. 

Keywords: Victim Blaming; Online Harassment; Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis; Working Women; Gendered 
Expectations. 

1. Introduction 

Social media has become an essential space for working women, as it enables professional networking, self-
expression, and career advancement (Tsao et al., 2021). However, this very visibility that aids professional growth also 
exposes women to online harassment. Many working women report receiving vulgar or unsolicited messages from 
strangers on professional platforms like LinkedIn (Kocabaşoğlu et al., 2023). When they attempt to expose this harassment 
by sharing screenshots of these messages, instead of garnering support, they frequently face victim-blaming responses 
(Bin Zulkifli & Bakar, 2024). Rather than holding the harassers accountable, these discussions shift the focus to 
questioning the women’s motives, their online presence, or their professional credibility. 

For working women, social media is more than a platform for casual engagement; it is an indispensable tool for 
career development (Jacobson, 2020). Establishing a visible presence is necessary for networking, thought leadership, 
and industry recognition (Azhar et al., 2024). However, public profiles and frequent engagement often make them 
vulnerable to harassment (Kim et al., 2022). The issue is not just the existence of these messages but the response to them. 
When women speak out, they are frequently met with accusations of seeking attention, being too sensitive, or provoking 
the harassment themselves (Harmer & Lewis, 2022). Such responses contribute to a broader culture of victim blaming 
that discourages women from addressing their experiences. 
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Victim blaming plays a crucial role in shaping societal attitudes towards online harassment. It shifts 
responsibility from perpetrators to victims, which reinforces harmful gender norms and silences women who seek 
accountability (Flynn et al., 2023). While existing research has extensively examined victim blaming in traditional media, 
public discourse, and global movements such as #MeToo and #YesAllWomen (Bogen et al., 2021; Clark-Parsons, 2021; 
Hu et al., 2020), there is limited focus on working women navigating these issues in professional digital spaces. Unlike 
other social media platforms where personal and professional boundaries are often blurred, LinkedIn is explicitly designed 
for professional engagement. Yet, it has not been immune to gendered harassment and the subsequent victim-blaming 
discourses that emerge when women publicly call out such behaviour. Understanding the specific ways in which victim-
blaming manifests in this professional setting is crucial to addressing the broader issue of online harassment. 

In Pakistan, where traditional gender norms heavily influence digital interactions, these challenges are amplified. 
Women already face barriers to digital participation due to cultural expectations of modesty and obedience, creating what 
can be termed a ‘digital double bind.’ This means that not only do women have to justify their professional presence 
online, but they must also navigate scrutiny when they speak out against harassment. DRF Report (2023), published by 
the Digital Rights Foundation, highlighted that 40% of Pakistani women experience online harassment, including 
cyberbullying, moral policing, and threats. This environment discourages women from engaging freely in digital spaces, 
further deepening gender disparities in professional and economic opportunities. 

This study examines how victim blaming is constructed in response to working women sharing their harassment 
experiences on LinkedIn. Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis was used to identify recurring narratives, such as shifting 
responsibility, minimising harassment, and defending perpetrators, that sustain victim-blaming attitudes in professional 
digital spaces. The focus on a specific platform and context allows for a closer look at how sociocultural expectations 
around gender and professionalism shape public reactions to harassment disclosures. While the study does not offer 
prescriptive solutions, the findings offer useful direction for future research and policy discussions on improving online 
safety for professional women. 

1.1. Research Objectives 

This research study is guided by the following objectives, which aim to examine the patterns, sociocultural 
influences, and gendered dynamics of victim-blaming discourse in professional digital spaces. 

1. To identify recurring themes in victim-blaming discourse directed at working women in professional digital 
spaces in Pakistan. 

2. To examine how gender norms and expectations around professional behaviour are expressed in victim-blaming 
responses toward women. 

3. To identify how sociocultural values are reflected in the language of victim blaming in online professional 
interactions. 

2. Literature Review 

This literature review examines the multifaceted nature of online harassment, emphasising its gendered 
dimensions, the phenomenon of victim blaming, the specific context of LinkedIn, and the application of Feminist Critical 
Discourse Analysis (FCDA) in understanding these issues. 

2.1. Online Harassment: Forms and Manifestations 

The increasing integration of digital platforms into everyday life has brought numerous benefits, from 
professional networking to social interactions and information exchange (Azhar et al., 2025). However, this digital 
expansion has also given rise to a significant challenge; online harassment. Unlike traditional forms of harassment, online 
abuse operates through virtual spaces, often shielded by anonymity, and can reach victims across geographical boundaries. 
This has intensified the scale and impact of harassment, making it more persistent and difficult to escape (Abarna et al., 
2022). 

Online harassment encompasses a wide range of aggressive behaviours, including targeted abuse, coercion, 
intimidation, and threats, often amplified by the connectivity and permanence of digital spaces (Wagner, 2019). It is not 
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limited to isolated incidents but frequently takes on a systemic nature, which reflects deep-rooted societal power 
imbalances. Women, marginalised communities, and public figures are particularly vulnerable, as their visibility on social 
media and professional platforms exposes them to sustained abuse (Sjöholm, 2022). 

One of the defining characteristics of online harassment is its ability to transcend digital boundaries into real-
life consequences. Victims often experience psychological distress, professional setbacks, and reputational damage, 
sometimes leading them to withdraw from online spaces entirely. The psychological effects can be severe, ranging from 
anxiety and depression to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Munir et al., 2021). The ease with which perpetrators 
can target individuals without facing immediate consequences exacerbates the issue, enabling a culture of impunity. 

Among the various manifestations of online harassment, two forms are particularly relevant to this study: trolling 
and hate speech. These forms are not only widespread but also play a key role in shaping digital discourse, particularly 
when women speak out about their experiences of harassment (Sudajit-apa, 2025). 

Trolling is a form of deliberate provocation where individuals post inflammatory, offensive, or disruptive 
comments to provoke emotional reactions from victims (Demsar et al., 2021). While some trolls justify their behaviour 
as humour or free speech, research suggests that online trolling is often rooted in misogyny, racism, and power dynamics 
(Demsar et al., 2021). On professional platforms, trolling can take the form of discrediting women’s expertise, questioning 
their achievements, or making derogatory remarks about their career choices (Doerfler et al., 2021). The consequences of 
trolling extend beyond emotional distress; it can silence individuals, erode their professional credibility, and reinforce 
gendered hierarchies in digital spaces (Marciotto Oliveira & Miranda, 2022; Ortiz, 2024). 

Hate speech involves targeted verbal abuse, slurs, and discriminatory language aimed at marginalised groups 
based on race, gender, religion, or sexual orientation (Castaño-Pulgarín et al., 2021). Studies indicate that women in public 
and professional spaces face disproportionate levels of hate speech, often aimed at delegitimising their presence or 
authority (Al-Rawi et al., 2024). The normalisation of hate speech contributes to hostile digital environments where 
women feel unsafe expressing opinions, engaging in discussions, or advocating for their rights. A study by Cover (2023) 
shows that hate speech can have adverse psychological impacts on victims, including emotional distress and social 
withdrawal, as well as broader societal effects, such as normalising prejudice and inciting violence. 

Together, trolling and hate speech play a critical role in shaping online harassment narratives. They reinforce 
victim-blaming discourses, discourage women from sharing their experiences, and perpetuate digital gender inequalities. 
Understanding these forms of harassment is essential for analysing how victim-blaming discourse operates, particularly 
in professional spaces like LinkedIn, where women’s credibility and career progression are at stake. 

2.2. Gendered Nature of Online Harassment 

Online harassment is not a neutral phenomenon; it is deeply shaped by gender dynamics, reflecting broader 
societal inequalities that extend into digital spaces (Nadim & Fladmoe, 2021). While men and women both experience 
online harassment, research consistently shows that the nature, frequency, and severity of this harassment differ 
significantly based on gender (Phillips et al., 2023). Women, particularly those who are visible in professional, social, or 
activist spaces, face disproportionately high levels of harassment, often of a sexualised or misogynistic nature (Hooda et 
al., 2022). The gendered nature of online abuse is not merely an incidental aspect of digital culture; it is a direct extension 
of offline gender-based violence, discrimination, and systemic power imbalances.  

Empirical studies have shown that women are more likely than men to be subjected to severe and sustained forms 
of online harassment (Haslop et al., 2021). Vogels (2021) published a report for Pew Research Centre  which found that 
41% of women have experienced some form of online abuse, with young women (aged 18–24) particularly vulnerable to 
sexual harassment, cyberstalking, and targeted threats.  In contrast, men are more likely to encounter milder forms of 
online conflict, such as name-calling—insulting or derogatory labels directed at a person’s character, intelligence, or 
appearance—or general arguments, but not threats of sexual violence or systemic intimidation campaigns (Buchanan & 
Mahoney, 2022).  

One key difference in how harassment is gendered is the type of language and threats used. While men might 
experience insults related to intelligence or competence, women are far more likely to receive threats of rape, sexual 
assault, and physical harm (Taylor et al., 2021). Researchers argue that this stems from historical patterns of gender-based 
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violence, where controlling women’s behaviour, both offline and online, is deeply ingrained in patriarchal societies (O. 
Alichie, 2023). Harassment serves as a tool to reinforce gender hierarchies by discouraging women from public and 
professional participation. 

On platforms like LinkedIn, which are intended for professional networking, women report receiving 
inappropriate messages, sexual comments, and persistent unwanted attention (Darban & Kabbaj, 2023). Studies suggest 
that such interactions serve to delegitimise women’s professional identities, framing them not as experts or leaders but as 
objects of male attention (Novais & Araújo, 2024). This objectification creates an environment where women must 
navigate professional interactions with an added layer of caution, often limiting their engagement to avoid harassment. 

Beyond the immediate distress caused by online abuse, gendered harassment has long-term consequences for 
women’s digital participation, career progression, and mental health (Rothman et al. 2023). Many women, especially 
those who experience sustained abuse, resort to self-censorship, limiting their online engagement, making their profiles 
private, or withdrawing from digital spaces entirely. Research on digital gender divides shows that women often curate 
their online presence more cautiously than men, weighing the risks of potential harassment before sharing opinions, 
engaging in discussions, or responding to controversial topics (Hooda et al., 2022). 

This forced invisibility contributes to broader gender inequalities by silencing women’s voices in professional, 
social, and political discussions. When women hesitate to express themselves freely online due to fear of backlash, their 
professional visibility, networking opportunities, and career advancement suffer. The long-term effect is a digital 
ecosystem where male voices dominate, while female voices are disproportionately silenced or punished for visibility. 

In Pakistan, the issue of online harassment against women is both pervasive and deeply concerning. A study by 
Ahmmad, Iqbal & Naz (2024) revealed that female university students in Sindh, female students have encountered cyber 
harassment, resulting in emotional and psychological distress. Similarly, research by Li et al. (2023) delves into the 
challenges faced by political journalists on Twitter, particularly focusing on harassment from users affiliated with political 
parties. The research highlights that such online harassment not only undermines the credibility of journalists but also 
poses significant threats to press freedom in Pakistan. Digital Rights Foundation (DRF) has been instrumental in 
addressing this issue; since the launch of its cyber-harassment helpline in 2016, it has received over 16,000 complaints, 
which underscores the widespread nature of the problem.  

2.3. Victim Blaming in Online Contexts 

Online harassment does not exist in isolation; it is often compounded by victim-blaming narratives that shift 
responsibility from perpetrators to those who experience abuse. Victim blaming occurs when individuals facing 
harassment, discrimination, or violence are held responsible for their suffering rather than the aggressors (Johnson et al., 
2021). In online contexts, this phenomenon is pervasive, which discourages victims from reporting their experiences, 
seeking support, or holding perpetrators accountable. Victim blaming not only intensifies the psychological toll on 
individuals but also perpetuates a culture of silence and impunity, where harmful behaviours continue unchecked 
(Sorrentino et al., 2024). 

At the core of victim blaming lies a set of cognitive biases that influence how individuals interpret events. One 
of the most well-documented biases is the Just-World Hypothesis (Pinciotti & Orcutt, 2021), which suggests that people 
have a deep-seated need to believe in a fair and predictable world. According to this view, individuals assume that people 
get what they deserve; good things happen to good people, and bad things happen as a result of one’s own actions. In 
cases of online harassment, this belief system leads observers to rationalise the abuse by suggesting that victims must 
have done something to provoke it (Kiral Ucar et al., 2024). 

Another contributing factor is cognitive dissonance, a psychological discomfort that arises when people hold 
contradictory beliefs. When individuals are confronted with evidence of harassment but simultaneously believe in a world 
where people are treated fairly, they may experience dissonance. To resolve this discomfort, they subconsciously shift 
blame onto the victim rather than acknowledging the unsettling reality of gendered abuse and online misogyny (Slakoff, 
2023). 

Research also points to the role of social dominance orientation (SDO) and system justification theory in victim 
blaming (Rollero et al., 2021). Studies have shown that individuals who support hierarchical social structures are more 
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likely to rationalise harassment, dismissing it as normal behaviour or trivialising its impact (Palmieri et al., 2025). This is 
particularly relevant in digital spaces, where power dynamics influence whose voices are amplified and whose 
experiences are dismissed. 

Victim blaming in online spaces can take multiple forms, from overt accusations to subtle forms of 
delegitimisation. One of the most common ways this occurs is through scrutinising the victim’s behaviour instead of 
addressing the perpetrator’s actions (Cricenti et al., 2022). Women who share their experiences of online abuse are often 
asked why they were active on certain platforms, why they responded to harassers, or why they did not simply block the 
individual in question. These reactions suggest that it is the victim’s responsibility to avoid harassment, rather than 
society’s duty to address it.  

Another prevalent form of victim blaming is the minimisation or trivialisation of harassment. Women who report 
digital abuse frequently encounter dismissive responses that frame their experiences as exaggerated or inconsequential 
(Bedrosova et al., 2023). Many are told that online harassment is “just the internet” and should not be taken seriously, or 
that comments made online do not constitute real harm (Osborne et al., 2021). Others are accused of being overly sensitive 
or misinterpreting interactions, with harassing messages being excused as jokes, sarcasm, or harmless banter (Buglass et 
al., 2021). 

Victim blaming also intersects with societal expectations of women’s online behaviour. Women are expected to 
navigate digital spaces in a way that avoids provoking harassment, often being advised to “ignore it,” “stay private,” or 
“not engage with strangers” (Toffoletti et al., 2023). This places an unfair burden on victims to self-censor or withdraw, 
while perpetrators face little to no consequences. In professional environments like LinkedIn, victim blaming takes on a 
reputational dimension, where women who report inappropriate messages or workplace discrimination are labelled as 
“too sensitive,” “unprofessional,” or “difficult to work with” (Bates, 2022).  

Beyond personal distress, victim blaming also plays a structural role in maintaining gender inequalities in digital 
spaces. When women are blamed for the harassment they face, they are more likely to withdraw from online discussions, 
limit their professional visibility, or self-censor their opinions (Ghayedi Karimi et al., 2021; Marwick, 2021). This 
disproportionately affects women in leadership roles, journalism, politics, and activism, where being vocal is necessary 
for career progression but also increases exposure to abuse (Riedl et al., 2024). 

Victim blaming undermines collective efforts to address online harassment. It shifts the focus away from 
systemic solutions, such as platform accountability, stronger policies, and legal protections, and instead places 
responsibility on the individual. As a result, digital abuse is normalised as an inevitable part of online life. When victims 
expect to be blamed, they are less likely to report their experiences, which allows perpetrators to continue without 
consequences (Duffy et al., 2023). 

2.4. Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) by Michelle Lazar 

Developed by Lazar (2007), FCDA emphasises that discourse is not neutral; it is deeply ideological and 
embedded within social hierarchies, patriarchal structures, and systems of domination. The framework builds upon 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which traditionally explores how power and ideology are maintained through 
language (Bouvier & Machin, 2018). However, FCDA moves beyond a general critique of power to centre gender as a 
fundamental organising principle of discourse (Lazar, 2007). For example, Peng, Wu and Chen (2024) employ FCDA to 
analyse discussions from Hupu, a prominent Chinese-language sports fandom platform, which uncovers the discursive 
strategies employed by male users. The findings reveal that these fans often sexualise sportswomen and downplay their 
athletic achievements, which reflects entrenched gender power imbalances within China's sports fandom culture. This 
study highlights how such online communities serve as spaces where traditional gender hierarchies are both expressed 
and perpetuated through language. 

While FCDA examines how discourse is used to maintain gendered inequalities, it also highlights resistance and 
counter-discourses that challenge these narratives (Rahimpour et al., 2018). Online feminist activism, hashtags like 
#MeToo and #BelieveWomen, and collective efforts to expose misogynistic behaviour serve as powerful discursive 
interventions that seek to disrupt dominant narratives and reshape public discourse (Hoeber et al., 2024). For example, a 
study by Chen & Gong (2024) examines the emergence and usage of the term ‘baby man’ on Chinese social media 
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platforms, which reveals how feminists employ the term to challenge gender norms and authoritarianism. Similarly, 
Nartey (2021) employs Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) to identify how Ghanaian feminists employ 
resistance strategies in their blog posts to critique systemic gender privileges and inequalities. The study reveals that these 
feminist bloggers employ discourse to foreground their voices and challenge patriarchal structures within Ghanaian 
society. By analysing these competing linguistic strategies, FCDA provides insights into how language functions not only 
as a tool of oppression but also as a site of contestation where new meanings and feminist counter-narratives emerge.  

In the context of victim blaming and online harassment on LinkedIn, FCDA provides a critical framework for 
examining how discourse shapes perceptions of harassment, influences public responses, and determines whose 
experiences are validated or dismissed. It enables an in-depth analysis of how victims of harassment are framed, whether 
their accounts are believed, whether their credibility is questioned, or whether their experiences are trivialised as 
exaggerated or insignificant. Additionally, it helps reveal how perpetrators are linguistically absolved, often portrayed as 
misunderstood or engaging in “harmless” behaviour rather than facing accountability.  

By applying FCDA to the language used in responses to online harassment, this study examines how victim-
blaming discourse operates in professional digital spaces, shaping narratives around accountability, gender norms, and 
online participation. The application of FCDA in this study was guided by the following principles: 

1. Feminist Analytical Activism: Emphasised analysing how discourses of victim blaming sustain patriarchal 
norms and disadvantage of women in professional spaces. 

2. Gender as Ideological Structure and Practice: Explored how victim-blaming comments reflect deeply ingrained 
gender ideologies that normalise harassment and shift responsibility onto women. 

3. Discourse in the (De)construction of Gender: Investigated how victim-blaming comments reinforce or challenge 
gender roles and societal expectations. 

3. Method 

3.1. Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative thematic analysis approach to examine victim-blaming language in responses 
to harassment-related posts on LinkedIn. Thematic analysis is a widely used method for systematically identifying and 
interpreting patterns within textual data (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which makes it well-suited for exploring how victim-
blaming discourse unfolds in professional digital spaces (Shokri, 2016). Given LinkedIn’s focus on career networking, 
the language used in victim-blaming comments may reflect workplace norms and professional etiquette, which 
distinguishes it from similar discourse on more informal social media platforms.  

The study is based on observational data collection, where publicly available LinkedIn posts discussing 
experiences of online harassment were identified, along with the comments they received. This naturalistic approach 
ensures that victim-blaming narratives are examined in their authentic context, capturing how these discourses emerge 
organically without researcher intervention. 

By applying thematic analysis within a Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) framework, this study 
critically examines how victim-blaming language functions to delegitimise women’s experiences, reinforce gendered 
norms, and absolve perpetrators of responsibility. The methodological approach allows for an in-depth exploration of 
both explicit and implicit victim-blaming narratives and provides insight into how professional digital environments 
contribute to the broader normalisation of harassment. 

3.2. Sampling Strategy 

In the initial stages, the viral hashtag #LinkedInisNotTinder was instrumental in locating posts where working 
women shared their experiences of receiving unsolicited vulgar messages on LinkedIn. This hashtag surfaced after several 
women publicly discussed inappropriate behaviour on the platform, leading to broader conversations about online 
harassment in professional spaces. These discussions provided a starting point for the sampling process.  
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Once these initial posts were identified, further screening was conducted to ensure relevance. This involved 
carefully analysing whether the posts contained instances of victim blaming in the comments. Posts that did not include 
such interactions were excluded. From the analysed posts, additional hashtags and keywords were identified, including 
#Flirting, #OnlineHarassment, #SafeSpaceForWomen, and #SayNoToOnlineHarassment. These terms were then used to 
broaden the search and capture more diverse discussions. 

The following criteria were applied to ensure the selection of posts most relevant to the research objectives: 

1. Victim’s Demographics: The process of identifying victims began with a focus on LinkedIn posts authored by 
women working in Pakistan. Posts were filtered to ensure the authors explicitly identified themselves as 
professionals, either through their LinkedIn profiles or within the content of their posts. This involved reviewing 
professional titles, job descriptions, or contextual clues within their posts to confirm their professional roles. 

2. Content: The selected posts provided detailed accounts of online harassment, specifically incidents involving 
unsolicited vulgar messages or abusive comments directed at the authors. Many of these posts included 
screenshots of the messages to substantiate their claims and highlight the nature of the harassment. These 
narratives were often shared to raise awareness or seek support from the LinkedIn community.  

3. Engagement: Identifying posts with meaningful engagement involved more than just looking at the number of 
comments. The focus was on finding victim-blaming responses within the discussions. Each post was reviewed 
carefully to determine if the comments contained examples of victim-blaming language. If a post had fewer than 
20 comments, it was excluded, as it often lacked enough interactions to provide a variety of perspectives.  

4. Timeframe: To ensure the study reflected contemporary attitudes and current discourse on online harassment, 
only posts published between January 2023 and December 2024 were included. This two-year timeframe was 
selected to capture recent discussions and interactions, as societal attitudes and digital conversations evolve over 
time. 

Despite these efforts, identifying suitable posts required extensive screening and refinement due to the sporadic 
nature of such discussions on LinkedIn. Many potential posts lacked sufficient engagement or did not include instances 
of victim blaming, which further narrowed the dataset. A total of 35 posts were selected for observation, representing a 
diverse range of professional roles and industries. The search process involved exploring LinkedIn’s search functions and 
browsing trending hashtags related to harassment and empowerment. Each identified post was documented, and its 
comment section was captured for further analysis. The sampling strategy emphasised inclusivity while maintaining a 
manageable scope for in-depth observation. This study employs a qualitative thematic analysis approach to examine 
victim-blaming language in responses to harassment-related posts 

3.3. Data Collection 

This study systematically gathers LinkedIn posts and their corresponding comments to analyse victim-blaming 
discourse using Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA). FCDA, as introduced by Michelle M. Lazar, examines 
how power and gender inequalities are enacted and contested through language, making it an ideal framework for studying 
online harassment and victim-blaming behaviours in professional digital spaces. 

LinkedIn is distinct from other social media platforms in that it is primarily designed for professional networking, 
career advancement, and industry-related discussions. Unlike more casual platforms such as Twitter or Facebook, 
LinkedIn emphasises formal interactions, credibility-building, and personal branding (Smith & Watkins, 2023). This 
professional setting influences how harassment unfolds and how individuals respond to it, often shaping victim-blaming 
discourse in ways that reflect workplace norms and corporate culture. 

The platform’s affordances, such as real-name identity verification, profile visibility, and networking features 
encourage users to maintain a professional image and engage in discourse that aligns with workplace expectations 
(Hosseini, 2022; Maleknia et al., 2022). However, these same affordances create vulnerabilities, as women on LinkedIn 
receive inappropriate messages, sexist comments, and condescending advice disguised as professional feedback (Salerno-
Ferraro et al., 2022). The commenting feature allows for public discussions where victim-blaming responses may emerge, 
reinforcing gendered power imbalances while discouraging victims from speaking out. 
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Analysing LinkedIn’s discourse through FCDA helps uncover how victim-blaming narratives manifest in 
professional contexts, how language is used to invalidate women’s experiences of harassment, and how gendered norms 
shape the acceptability of online interactions. By examining these discourses within LinkedIn’s unique socio-professional 
landscape, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how online harassment is normalised even within spaces 
that are ostensibly designed for professional growth and career development.  

For this purpose, each selected post, along with its comments, was meticulously documented. Screenshots were 
captured to preserve the context, while the textual data was imported into NVivo software for analysis. Metadata, 
including the author’s professional role, the post’s publication date, and engagement metrics (e.g., number of comments 
and likes), was recorded for each entry to provide additional context for the analysis. Furthermore, NVivo software was 
used to streamline the analysis process. All textual data from posts and comments were imported into NVivo, which helps 
ensure systematic coding and efficient organisation of themes. NVivo’s query tools enabled the identification of key 
phrases and patterns, facilitating a detailed examination of victim-blaming language. 

The comments analysed in this study were made by a Pakistani audience, reflecting the sociocultural norms and 
gendered expectations prevalent in the country. Given LinkedIn's public commenting feature, the individuals responding 
to harassment-related posts may or may not have been familiar with the women who shared their experiences. Unlike 
closed social media networks where interactions often occur within established personal or professional circles, 
LinkedIn’s structure enables public engagement from both direct connections and strangers. This open interaction 
dynamic means that victim-blaming comments could come from colleagues, industry professionals, or completely 
unfamiliar individuals, adding another layer of complexity to how women navigate digital professional spaces. 

Additionally, gender differences in victim-blaming discourse were examined. The findings suggest that while 
men were the predominant contributors to victim-blaming narratives, a notable percentage of women also engaged in 
such discourse. This reflects internalised gender norms, workplace socialisation, and cultural conditioning, where women, 
particularly those in professional settings, may adopt conservative attitudes toward digital engagement to align with 
societal expectations. Women engaging in victim blaming often framed their responses as advice or professional guidance, 
reinforcing the notion that women must adjust their behaviour to avoid harassment rather than demanding systemic 
change. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

4.1. Preliminary Insights into Victim-Blaming Patterns 

The LinkedIn posts analysed in this study were categorised into four distinct themes (see Table 1), each reflecting 
a specific type of harassment experienced by working women. These categories highlight the various contexts in which 
professional women encounter harassment, as well as the different ways victim-blaming discourse manifests in response 
to their experiences. 

The first category, “Sharing Screenshots of Unsolicited Messages,” comprised posts where women publicly 
shared screenshots of inappropriate messages they received from male LinkedIn users. These messages often included 
unsolicited advances, sexual innuendos, or outright propositions that were incongruous with LinkedIn’s professional 
purpose. Many of these posts were accompanied by expressions of frustration, calls for stricter platform policies, or 
warnings to other women about the behaviour of certain individuals. However, the responses to such posts frequently 
contained victim-blaming rhetoric, with commentors questioning why the women were engaging with strangers, or why 
they chose to post the messages instead of ignoring or blocking the sender. 

The second category, “Flirting Masked as Professional Queries,” focused on instances where women were 
approached under the pretext of job opportunities, industry networking, or mentorship, only for the conversation to shift 
toward personal or flirtatious interactions. This form of harassment is particularly insidious as it exploits professional 
expectations and creates uncertainty about the intent behind messages. Women posting about such experiences frequently 
received comments questioning their ability to discern between genuine professional interest and personal advances, 
subtly placing the blame on them for not “handling the situation better.”  
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The third category, “Harassment Faced at Workplace Posts,” included posts where women shared their 
experiences of inappropriate behaviour, sexist remarks, or workplace harassment. These posts often detailed how they 
were dismissed, gaslighted, or retaliated against when they reported such incidents. Victim-blaming responses to these 
posts took different forms, including suggestions that the women misinterpreted interactions, accusations of overreacting, 
or arguments that workplace culture inherently comes with challenges that one must “toughen up” to handle. In some 
cases, comments implied that reporting harassment was “career-damaging” and that women should prioritise maintaining 
professional relationships over speaking out. 

The final category, “Harassment by Recruiters During Job Applications/Interviews,” addressed incidents where 
women faced inappropriate comments or behaviour from recruiters, interviewers, or hiring managers. Despite the clear 
ethical violations in these cases, victim-blaming responses often suggested that women should have been more “assertive” 
in shutting down such behaviour or should have “expected” these risks when engaging in the job market. Some comments 
went further to imply that women might be leveraging their looks or gender for career advancement, which reinforced 
harmful stereotypes about women in professional spaces. 

Table 1. Comments Categorised by Post Types  

Category 
Number of 
Posts 

Total 
Comments 

Victim-
Blaming 
Comments 

% Victim 
Blaming 
by Men 

% Victim 
Blaming 
by Women 

Sharing Screenshots of Unsolicited 
Messages 

12 160 34  82% 18% 

Flirting Masked as Professional 
Queries 

7 100 22 85% 15% 

Harassment Faced at Workplace 
Posts 

10 140 31 79% 21%  

Harassment by Recruiters During 
Job Applications/Interviews 

6 96 19 87% 13% 

4.2. Analysis of Engagement and Victim-Blaming Trends 

To better understand the patterns of victim-blaming discourse on LinkedIn, this section examines the engagement 
levels across different categories of harassment-related posts. Table 1 presents key figures on the number of posts, total 
comments, and the distribution of victim-blaming responses by gender. The data reveals that the “Sharing Screenshots of 
Unsolicited Messages” category has the highest number of posts (12) and the greatest number of total comments (160), 
significantly outnumbering other categories. A possible explanation for this is that posts containing visual content, such 
as screenshots, tend to attract more engagement compared to text-based posts. Research on social media engagement 
suggests that images draw more attention, evoke stronger reactions, and encourage more interactions than plain text posts 
(Li & Xie, 2020). 

When women share screenshots of unsolicited messages, it provides tangible evidence of harassment, making it 
harder to dismiss or dispute. This visibility likely triggers a mix of reactions; with some supporting the victim and 
condemning the harasser, while others engage in victim-blaming discourse by questioning why the messages were shared 
publicly. The public nature of these posts may also contribute to a larger volume of victim-blaming comments, as people 
feel compelled to express opinions about the appropriateness of exposing private conversations, leading to debates in the 
comment sections. 

Furthermore, the data shows that this category received 34 victim-blaming comments, the highest among all 
categories, despite making up only 30% of the total posts analysed. This suggests that sharing visual proof of harassment 
provokes stronger reactions, possibly because it challenges societal tendencies to downplay harassment. The backlash 
against these posts may stem from discomfort with public exposure, cultural expectations around privacy, or deeply 
ingrained gender norms that discourage women from speaking out. 

The data in Table 1 reveals that 21% of victim-blaming comments in the “Harassment Faced at Workplace” 
category were made by women, a significantly higher proportion compared to the other categories. One possible 
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explanation for this could be internalised gender norms and workplace socialisation, which influence how women 
perceive and respond to harassment. In professional settings, women are often expected to adapt to workplace culture, 
navigate challenges discreetly, and avoid behaviours perceived as “disruptive” to professional harmony. As a result, some 
female professionals may adopt a “just deal with it” mentality, believing that workplace harassment is something women 
should endure or handle privately rather than publicly discussing it. 

Additionally, career survival strategies may shape these responses. Women who have faced similar challenges 
in the workplace might distance themselves from victims to align with dominant workplace norms and avoid being 
labelled as “difficult” or “overly sensitive.” This phenomenon, sometimes referred to as “horizontal hostility” (Verma, 
2023) or “the Queen Bee Syndrome” (Mufti et al., 2021) occurs when women in professional spaces downplay gendered 
challenges to reinforce their own position within male-dominated work environments. 

Another factor could be the perception of professionalism. In workplaces, women are often held to higher 
behavioural standards and may unconsciously enforce these standards on others. If a woman publicly shares a harassment 
experience, other female professionals may see this as unprofessional, attention-seeking, or a failure to handle workplace 
issues “maturely”—leading to victim-blaming comments. 

These findings suggest that victim blaming in professional settings is not only shaped by male-dominated 
workplace cultures but also by gendered expectations that some women internalise and perpetuate. 

4.3. Thematic Analysis 

The analysis of victim-blaming comments highlights several recurring patterns that perpetuate harmful narratives 
about harassment. These patterns reflect societal tendencies to blame victims, trivialise their experiences, defend the 
harasser, and dismiss the gendered nature of the issue. Each theme reveals how language can reinforce inequality, making 
it difficult for women to challenge harassment and seek justice. 

The themes, grounded in the comments analysed, show how societal norms normalise harassment and shift 
accountability away from perpetrators. The examples provided demonstrate how these harmful attitudes discourage 
victims from speaking out and maintain a culture where harassment is excused or ignored. 

Table 2. Victim-Blaming Themes in Harassment Posts on LinkedIn 

Theme No. of 
Instances 

Sample Comment 

Shifting Responsibility 37 "If you keep such pictures as your dp, what else do you expect?" 
"You're just encouraging this by replying to strangers online." 
"You think you've done the right thing by sharing the screenshots? What if 
he loses his job?" 
 

Minimising Harassment 23 "It's not a big deal, stop creating fuss over trivial matters." 
“All girls receive such messages in inbox; they don’t post everything." 
“He’s just admiring you; take it as a compliment." 
 

Defending the Harasser 19 “He’s just admiring you; take it as a compliment." 
"He might lose his job, and he could be the sole breadwinner." 
 

Dismissing Gendered 
Harassment 

18 “Everyone makes mistakes; why are you making this such a big deal?" 
"Men also receive these messages; I have never seen them posting online." 
"How girls nowadays can do anything for attention." 

4.3.1. Theme 1: Shifting Responsibility to the Victim 

A central theme in victim-blaming discourse was the recurrent tendency to shift responsibility away from the 
harasser and onto the victim. Women were often framed as responsible for provoking, inviting, or escalating the 
harassment they faced rather than as individuals deserving of protection and justice (Kazmi et al., 2023).  This narrative 
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reflects patriarchal notions of female behaviour regulation, where women are expected to self-police their actions, 
appearance, and online engagement to avoid harassment. 

One way this theme manifested was through scrutiny of women’s physical appearance, where comments 
suggested that certain profile pictures or attire were inappropriate for professional spaces, thereby implying that the 
harassment they experienced was a natural consequence of their self-presentation. This reflects a broader societal 
expectation in Pakistan that women must conform to strict standards of modesty to be respected (Priola & Chaudhry, 
2021), reinforcing the idea that those who deviate from these norms are inviting male attention. The assumption that 
harassment is avoidable if women simply present themselves “appropriately” shifts the burden of prevention onto the 
victim rather than addressing the problematic behaviours of harassers. 

Another aspect of this theme was the critique of how women navigated online interactions, with comments 
suggesting that replying to messages, engaging with strangers, or even maintaining an active online presence made women 
vulnerable to harassment. This discourse restricts women’s digital participation by instilling fear of backlash, reinforcing 
the idea that their presence in online professional spaces must be carefully managed to avoid becoming a target. In 
Pakistan’s sociocultural context, where women’s visibility in public and professional domains is already contested (Ali 
et al., 2022), such narratives further limit their ability to engage freely and network effectively. 

Additionally, criticism of public sharing of harassment experiences was a recurring pattern. Women who 
exposed inappropriate behaviour were often accused of damaging the reputations of harassers, exaggerating their 
experiences, or being unethical for making private interactions public. This aligns with cultural expectations in Pakistan 
that discourage women from disrupting social or professional harmony by calling attention to gender-based injustices. 
The expectation that women should resolve such issues privately rather than demand accountability contributes to a 
culture of silence that allows harassment to persist unchallenged. 

4.3.2 Theme 2: Minimising Harassment 

A significant portion of victim-blaming comments sought to downplay the seriousness of harassment, portraying 
it as trivial, normal, or undeserving of attention. This theme reflects the broader normalisation of gendered harassment in 
Pakistan, where women are often conditioned to accept inappropriate behaviour as a routine part of life rather than a 
violation of their rights (Ahmed & Yilmaz, 2021).  

One way this occurred was through dismissing harassment as insignificant, with comments suggesting that 
women were making an issue out of “nothing” or creating unnecessary drama. This reflects cultural attitudes that prioritise 
tolerance and endurance over confrontation, particularly for women, who are often discouraged from vocalising 
grievances that challenge the status quo. The suggestion that harassment is “not a big deal” discourages women from 
reporting or addressing it, ensuring that such behaviours remain unchecked. 

Another strategy used to minimise harassment was generalising experiences, where commentors argued that all 
individuals, regardless of gender, face similar treatment online, implying that women should not be making gender-
specific complaints. This erases the systemic nature of harassment targeted at women and dismisses the disproportionate 
ways in which professional women face sexualised, persistent, and credibility-undermining harassment in online settings. 
By equating men’s and women’s experiences, these narratives obscure how deeply rooted gendered power dynamics 
shape online interactions, particularly in patriarchal societies like Pakistan. 

A particularly harmful aspect of this theme was the framing of harassment as flattery. Women were often told 
to take inappropriate messages as compliments rather than offenses, reinforcing a culture where male entitlement to 
women’s attention is normalised. In professional spaces, this can blur boundaries between appropriate and inappropriate 
workplace interactions, making it more difficult for women to assert their discomfort without being labelled as 
overreacting or ungrateful. 

4.3.3 Theme 3: Defending the Harasser 

Another pattern observed in the data was the defence of harassers, often through comments that shifted concern 
toward their reputations, careers, or family responsibilities. This type of defence often reflects gendered assumptions that 
men’s roles as breadwinners and professionals are more valuable or fragile, which results in greater concern for their 
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reputations than for the victim’s safety or dignity. Such responses suggest an underlying bias in how accountability is 
distributed based on gender. 

One common justification was that harassers might suffer severe consequences for their actions, such as losing 
their jobs, positioning them as victims rather than perpetrators. In societies like Pakistan, where men are often seen as 
primary breadwinners, this discourse aligns with traditional views that economic stability should take precedence over 
addressing gendered violence. The implication that a harasser’s livelihood should not be jeopardised reinforces the idea 
that men’s misbehaviour is excusable if it threatens their financial or social stability. 

Similarly, harassment was often framed as an innocent mistake, with commentors urging victims to be more 
understanding. This narrative trivialises women’s experiences and absolves harassers of responsibility, reinforcing the 
perception that misconduct should be forgiven rather than challenged. The expectation that women should be lenient 
rather than demand accountability reflects broader sociocultural values that emphasise women’s role as peacekeepers, 
even at their own expense. 

4.3.4 Theme 4: Dismissing Gendered Harassment 

A recurring theme in victim-blaming discourse was the rejection of gender as a relevant factor in online 
harassment. Many comments sought to neutralise the issue by arguing that men also face harassment online, dismissing 
the idea that women experience disproportionate and gender-specific forms of abuse. This aligns with anti-feminist 
discourses that resist acknowledging structural inequalities, instead positioning men as equally affected victims. By 
denying the gendered dimension of harassment, these narratives invalidate women’s experiences and make it more 
difficult to address systemic issues of digital misogyny. 

Additionally, some comments framed women’s public discussion of harassment as attention-seeking, portraying 
them as exaggerating their experiences for sympathy or validation. This reflects broader societal attitudes in Pakistan, 
where women’s credibility is often questioned when they speak out about gender-based violence. The assumption that 
victims are fabricating or amplifying their experiences to gain public recognition further discourages women from 
reporting harassment or seeking support. 

Another aspect of this theme was mocking feminist narratives, where commentors dismissed discussions of 
harassment as part of a larger feminist “overreaction” to normal interactions. This aligns with global trends of anti-
feminist backlash, where gender equality movements are ridiculed as excessive or unnecessary. In Pakistan, where 
feminist discourse is often met with resistance, such dismissals reflect broader ideological tensions surrounding women’s 
rights and digital activism. 

5. Implications for Women’s Online Participation 

These findings demonstrate that victim-blaming discourse on LinkedIn reflects broader societal narratives that 
policewomen’s behaviour, restrict their agency, and uphold male privilege. The pervasiveness of these themes creates an 
environment where women must carefully navigate their online presence, limiting their engagement out of fear of 
backlash. This has significant implications for professional women in Pakistan, as digital platforms are essential for career 
growth, networking, and visibility. If women are systematically discouraged from participating fully in these spaces, it 
reinforces existing gender inequalities in professional advancement and leadership. 

Furthermore, the role of sociocultural values in shaping victim-blaming discourse highlights how traditional 
norms continue to influence digital interactions. Expectations surrounding modesty, professionalism, and male authority 
are deeply embedded in both offline and online spaces, which makes it more challenging to combat harassment 
effectively. Addressing these issues requires not only policy changes on digital platforms but also broader societal shifts 
in attitudes toward gender, accountability, and women’s digital rights. 

6. Contribution of the Study 

This study contributes to the understanding of victim-blaming discourse in professional digital spaces by 
examining how commentors responded to harassment disclosures on LinkedIn. The analysis identified recurring language 
patterns—such as shifting responsibility to the victim, defending the harasser, and minimising the severity of 
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harassment—that work to delegitimise women’s experiences. These discursive strategies reinforce existing gendered 
power structures and may discourage women from speaking out or participating fully in professional online communities. 

First, the study contributes to the scholarly discourse on online harassment by extending research beyond casual 
social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook to a professional networking environment. Unlike previous studies that 
primarily examine gendered harassment in informal digital spaces, this research provides insights into how victim blaming 
manifests in professional contexts, where interactions are expected to adhere to workplace norms and reputational 
concerns. By revealing that victim-blaming rhetoric persists even in professional settings, the study challenges the 
assumption that LinkedIn, as a career-oriented platform, is inherently safer for women. 

Second, this study identifies distinct linguistic patterns in victim-blaming discourse, demonstrating how 
moralisation, normalisation, and deflection are used to shift responsibility from harassers to victims. These patterns reflect 
how digital discourse reinforces societal attitudes toward gender and accountability. By uncovering these recurring 
strategies, this research contributes to Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA), offering empirical evidence of how 
digital language maintains and reproduces gender inequalities in professional environments. 

Third, the study provides context-specific insights into victim blaming in Pakistan, where sociocultural values 
deeply influence perceptions of harassment and women’s digital participation. The findings highlight how traditional 
expectations regarding modesty, professionalism, and gender roles shape online interactions, leading to narratives that 
discourage women from asserting their presence in professional digital spaces. By situating the analysis within this 
context, the study adds to regional and intersectional perspectives on digital misogyny, contributing to the broader 
literature on gender and technology in South Asia. 

Finally, this research offers practical implications for digital platform policies, workplace diversity efforts, and 
online safety initiatives. The findings underscore the need for LinkedIn and similar platforms to refine their moderation 
policies to address gendered harassment more effectively. Additionally, the study provides valuable insights for corporate 
and organisational leadership to develop strategies that challenge workplace cultures that enable victim-blaming 
narratives, ensuring that professional spaces, both online and offline, become more inclusive and equitable. 

7. Limitations and Future Directions 

This study focused exclusively on LinkedIn, offering insights into how victim-blaming discourse unfolds in 
professional digital spaces. While this focus provides a specific and relevant perspective, it also means that the study does 
not account for how different professional hierarchies, industries, or corporate cultures may influence victim-blaming 
narratives. Future research could examine variations in victim-blaming discourse across different professional sectors to 
understand whether certain industries foster more hostile or dismissive responses toward women who speak out about 
harassment. 

Another key limitation is the absence of direct victim perspectives. This study analysed publicly available posts 
and comments, capturing societal reactions but not the first-hand experiences of women navigating online harassment in 
professional spaces. Conducting interviews or surveys with women who have faced harassment on LinkedIn could 
provide deeper insights into how victim-blaming discourse affects their career progression, mental well-being, and 
willingness to engage in online professional communities. This perspective would help bridge the gap between public 
discourse and private impact. 

Additionally, the study’s selection criteria, which required a minimum threshold of comments and explicitly 
identifiable victim-blaming discourse, may have excluded subtler or less overt instances of victim blaming. Future studies 
could employ broader inclusion criteria and computational discourse analysis methods to identify more implicit, coded, 
or indirect forms of victim-blaming language that may go unnoticed in manual content analysis. This could provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of how gendered biases operate in professional digital conversations. 

Finally, age-based differences in victim-blaming narratives remain an area for future research. Younger women, 
early-career professionals, and senior leaders may experience harassment and victim blaming differently due to variations 
in professional authority, digital engagement patterns, and workplace expectations. Future research could explore how 
age and career stage shape victim-blaming discourse, offering insights that could inform age-sensitive strategies to combat 
harassment in digital professional spaces. 
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