



Media Pathways to Women’s Empowerment: Evidence, Challenges and Policy Directions from Kerala

Abstract
Media serves as a powerful catalyst for women’s empowerment in Kerala, offering new possibilities while also presenting notable challenges. Digital platforms, television, and print media have expanded women’s visibility, improved access to information, and opened spaces for social and political participation. However, persistent obstacles—such as gender stereotypes in media portrayals, unequal access to digital tools, and rural connectivity gaps—continue to limit women’s full utilization of media resources. Even with Kerala’s high literacy levels, women remain underrepresented, appearing as central subjects in only 28% of news coverage. Although women’s digital engagement has grown by about 15% in recent years, issues related to bias, accessibility, and technological inequality still hinder progress. Strengthening gender-sensitive media practices, improving digital literacy programs, and expanding technological infrastructure—especially in underserved regions—are essential steps toward maximizing media’s role in empowering women across Kerala.
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Introduction
The concept of women’s empowerment has evolved from being a social slogan to a developmental imperative. It encompasses not only the economic and political strengthening of women but also psychological and social dimensions that enable them to exercise control over their lives. In this transformation, media has played a decisive role — as both a mirror reflecting gender realities and a tool for social reconstruction. 
                          Media has undergone remarkable transformations over time, from the era of oral storytelling to the advent of the printing press, and eventually to today's digital landscape of social media and the Internet. Each technological advancement has reshaped how information is disseminated, transitioning from mass communication methods like radio and television to the immediate, worldwide accessibility of modern digital platforms. However, contemporary media also faces several issues, including the spread of misinformation, the concentration of media ownership, digital inequality, and biases in algorithms, all of which can restrict access to information and contribute to societal divisions. Despite these obstacles, media holds immense potential as a powerful agent of change, offering opportunities for global learning, social and political activism, cultural exchange, and economic development. By amplifying marginalized voices, encouraging civic participation, and promoting cross-cultural understanding, media can foster positive social progress. While it is crucial to address ethical dilemmas and ensure fair access, media continues to be a transformative tool for knowledge, innovation, and societal evolution.
                     In India, the media has undergone a massive transformation since the 1990s, paralleling economic liberalization and technological progress. From traditional print and broadcast media to the digital and social media revolution, each phase has influenced how women are represented, perceived, and engaged in the public sphere. This study explores how these evolving media landscapes have impacted women’s empowerment and the pathways through which media can act as a catalyst for gender-equitable growth. Kerala’s high human-development indicators — notably near-universal literacy and strong public-service infrastructure — have often been presented as fertile ground for women’s empowerment [12,13]. Yet structural gaps persist: low female labour force participation, under-representation in political office, and stereotypical gender portrayals across media forms complicate the empowerment narrative. This paper examines the reciprocal relationship between media (television, newspapers, digital/social media) and women’s empowerment in Kerala, arguing that media both reflects and shapes gendered opportunities and constraints [14,15]. Using a mixed-methods approach — critical content review of Malayalam television and major newspapers, secondary analysis of state-level socio-economic indicators, and synthesis of recent studies on digital uptake — the paper traces three pathways through which media influences empowerment: (1) information and awareness (health, rights, employment), (2) role modelling and aspiration formation (representational effects), and (3) political/social mobilisation (campaigns, protests, advocacy). Findings show Kerala’s female literacy and digital connectivity create strong conditions for media-enabled agency, but persistent stereotyping in entertainment media and limited women’s visibility in newsrooms and leadership weaken positive effects. Policy and industry recommendations include: strengthening media literacy and digital skills programmes for women, incentivising gender-balanced newsrooms and production teams, adopting public-service broadcasting slots for women’s economic rights and livelihoods information, and supporting critical media studies in local languages. The paper closes with an agenda for future empirical work (panel surveys and systematic content-coding) to measure causal effects of media exposure on women’s economic and political outcomes in Kerala.
Kerala is frequently celebrated for social indicators that rival developed regions: high literacy, favourable sex ratios, and substantial public investments in health and education. Female literacy in Kerala stood at over 92% in the 2011 Census, making the state an outlier on basic education indicators. At the same time, Kerala’s media ecosystem — robust regional print, a competitive Malayalam television industry, and rapidly expanding internet access — plays an outsized role in shaping public discourse. Recent telecom data show internet connections per 100 people in Kerala have grown rapidly, placing the state among India’s leading adopters of digital connectivity [16,17]. This paper explores these dynamics with the aim of identifying actionable pathways for strengthening media’s positive contributions to women’s empowerment in Kerala.
Kerala’s structural context for media-enabled empowerment
Education and human development
Kerala’s literacy rates (total literacy ~94%; female literacy ~92% as per 2011 Census and MOSPI summaries) create favourable baseline conditions for women’s engagement with print and digital media, and for media literacy initiatives. 
Labour force participation and economic engagement
Despite educational attainment, female labour force participation in Kerala remains modest compared with male participation and relative to the state’s human-development level. State reports estimate female work participation rates in the high 20s (percent) range for persons aged 15+, indicating a significant disconnect between education and formal economic engagement. 

Digital connectivity and information access
Kerala has experienced rapid increases in internet connectivity; recent telecom data show Kerala averaging among India’s highest internet connections per 100 people. Such penetration expands potential reach for digital campaigns, e-governance information, remote learning, and market access for women entrepreneurs — provided the content and skills gaps are addressed. 
Media pathways to empowerment: evidence and mechanisms Information & services
Media (public-radio segments, dedicated newspaper pages, social-media groups) can disseminate practical information: schemes for women entrepreneurs, legal aid hotlines, health services, and education/training opportunities. Where such programming exists and is accessible in Malayalam, it reduces information asymmetry. However, the scale and targeting of such programming are uneven, and many women rely primarily on interpersonal networks for vital information.
Representation and aspiration
Television serials and films remain powerful conveyors of gender norms. Multiple content-analyses of Malayalam programming report recurring tropes: valorisation of female sacrifice, relegation of women to domestic spheres, and limited portrayals of women in leadership or non-traditional occupations. Such representational economies can blunt the aspiration-raising potential of media even where factual information is available. 
Mobilisation and civic voice
Kerala’s strong public sphere has seen media amplify women-led mobilisations (e.g., large-scale public gatherings and campaigns), where television and print extend visibility and digital platforms enable coordination. These dynamics were visible in recent mass mobilisations and in issue-based local activism, wherein media coverage both elevated concerns and pressured policymakers.
Digital media: opportunities and risks
Digital platforms lower barriers to content creation: women can run small online businesses, join peer networks, and access training. Yet online harassment, platform biases, and digital skill gaps (especially among older and poorer women) limit universal benefits. High overall connectivity in Kerala suggests large aggregate gains are possible, but targeted digital-capacity building is necessary. 
 Policy and industry recommendations
1. Media literacy and digital skills for women: Scale community-based digital literacy (in Malayalam) focused on safety, entrepreneurship, and civic rights. Partnerships: state digital initiatives + women’s collectives (e.g., Kudumbashree).
2. Incentivise gender-balanced newsrooms and production teams: Regulatory bodies and private houses could adopt voluntary targets, transparency reporting, and mentorship programmes for women journalists and producers. Evidence shows newsroom diversity affects coverage priorities. 
3. Mandate public-service allotments for empowerment content: State broadcasters/public-service channels should offer guaranteed weekly slots on livelihoods, legal aid, health services, and entrepreneurship with local language accessibility.
4. Support content innovation that models non-stereotypical roles: Grants or tax incentives for productions (serials, short films, web series) that positively portray women in diverse occupational and leadership roles.
5. Research and monitoring: Commission longitudinal panel studies to assess causal links between media exposure and women’s outcomes (employment, political participation, legal awareness). The state’s new gender-equity institutes can play a coordinating role. 
Media and Women’s Empowerment: Conceptual Framework
According to Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach and Naila Kabeer’s Empowerment Framework, empowerment is a process through which individuals gain the ability to make strategic life choices in contexts where this ability was previously denied. Media acts as both a resource and a platform in this process — enabling access to information, creating public visibility, and supporting collective mobilization.
The conceptual framework of this study positions media as:
· An Informational Resource: Providing knowledge, awareness, and role models.
· A Participatory Space: Allowing women to express, challenge, and shape narratives.
· A Transformational Agent: Influencing social norms and policy discourse
· 
Digital Media and the New Frontiers of Empowerment
The digital revolution has fundamentally altered gender dynamics in communication. Women have begun to use online spaces to:
· Advocate for social justice (e.g., #MeToo, #TimesUp, #WomenInSTEM).
· Promote entrepreneurship and skill-building through e-commerce and digital literacy.
· Participate in political activism, journalism, and policymaking.
In India, government programs like Digital India and Beti Bachao Beti Padhao have further facilitated digital inclusion. The National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5, 2020–21) indicates that 47% of women now have access to mobile internet, a significant leap from 23% in 2015–16. Such access enhances women’s economic agency and fosters knowledge-based empowerment, enabling participation in governance, education, and the job market.
The content analysis and statistical synthesis indicate three critical pathways through which media fosters empowerment:
1. Awareness and Education: Educational programs and social campaigns on television, radio, and online platforms have improved women’s awareness of health, rights, and economic opportunities.
2. Economic Empowerment: Digital platforms have become catalysts for women-led startups, online businesses, and skill-building initiatives. According to NITI Aayog (2023), women entrepreneurs using digital media have grown by 35% in the past five years.
3. Social and Political Empowerment: Social media has empowered women to challenge patriarchal narratives and mobilize for gender justice, influencing policy and public opinion.
Despite its empowering potential, media also poses challenges:
· Cyberbullying and online harassment disproportionately target women.
· Digital divides based on income, literacy, and geography continue to exclude marginalized groups.
· Objectification and sensationalism in entertainment media undermine empowerment narratives.
· Algorithmic biases and lack of regulation perpetuate inequality in online visibility.
Addressing these requires gender-sensitive digital policies, cyber safety laws, and educational interventions. 


Table 1:  Socio-economic Indicators of Women in Kerala

	Indicator
	Kerala
	India                                                                                                     Average
	Source

	Female Literacy Rate (2011 Census)
	92.1%
	65.5%
	MoSPI, Census of India

	Sex Ratio (females per 1000 males)
	1084
	943
	Census 2011

	Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR, 2022–23)
	28.9%
	27.6%
	Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS)

	Women in Higher Education (GER, 2023)
	54.8%
	49.0%
	AISHE 2023

	Women in State Legislature (2021 Election)
	9.3%
	–
	Election Commission

	Women in Local Self-Government (Panchayats)
	50.1% (Reservation)
	46%
	Kerala Government


                              

The data on gender-related indicators in Kerala and India, sourced from the Census of India (2011), PLFS (2022–23), AISHE (2023), Election Commission (2021), and Kerala Government reports, is based on large-scale, representative sampling designed to capture demographic, educational, economic, and political participation patterns. For the Census, a complete enumeration method was used, collecting household-level data nationwide, while the Periodic Labour Force Survey employs a stratified multistage sampling approach to cover rural and urban households across all states, ensuring representation of various age, gender, and occupational groups. The AISHE survey collects data from all higher education institutions in the country, coding students by gender, enrollment status, and level of study. Election data and Panchayat reservation statistics are compiled from official administrative records. Coding involves converting raw responses into numerical or categorical values—for instance, female literacy as a percentage of women aged seven and above, sex ratio as females per 1,000 males, labor force participation as the proportion of women in the workforce, and representation in legislatures or local bodies as percentages. Analysis primarily uses descriptive statistics to compare Kerala with national averages, identify gaps, and highlight trends, such as Kerala’s high female literacy rate (92.1% vs. 65.5% nationally) and relatively strong local governance representation (50.1% vs. 46%). While these datasets are robust and provide reliable comparative insights, limitations such as differences in survey timing, methodology, or reporting standards must be considered when interpreting the findings.
Kerala’s literacy and educational attainment create strong potential for empowerment through information access. However, the low labour-force participation and underrepresentation in politics reveal structural bottlenecks, reinforcing the need for media-enabled awareness, role modelling, and participation.
Table 2:  Digital Access and Media Exposure among Women
	Indicator
	Kerala
	National Average
	Source

	Women owning mobile phones (NFHS-5, 2021)
	88.6%
	66.7%
	NFHS-5

	Women using mobile internet
	63.4%
	47.0%
	NFHS-5

	Female internet users as % of total 
	41%
	36%
	TRAI, 2024

	internet users (2024)
	
	
	

	Households with TV access
	96.1%
	87.3%
	NFHS-5

	Households with newspaper subscription
	71%
	47%
	Kerala Economic Review 2023


The data on media access and digital usage in Kerala and nationally are drawn from large, representative secondary sources such as NFHS-5 (2021), TRAI (2024), and the Kerala Economic Review (2023). These sources employ stratified multistage sampling methods to ensure coverage across urban and rural areas, different districts, and diverse demographic groups, making the results representative at both state and national levels. Survey responses are coded systematically, with binary codes for yes/no questions (e.g., household TV ownership) and categorical codes for usage frequency (e.g., mobile internet use), which are then converted into percentages for analysis. Descriptive statistics highlight Kerala’s higher digital and media access—88.6% of women own mobile phones compared to 66.7% nationally, 96.1% of households have TVs versus 87.3% nationally, and 71% of households subscribe to newspapers versus 47% nationally. Comparative analysis with national averages reveals regional disparities and underscores Kerala’s advanced media infrastructure. While these indicators provide reliable insights, the lack of access to raw survey microdata limits the ability to conduct deeper causal analyses
                     Kerala ranks among India’s highest in media and digital access, with wide television and internet penetration, offering fertile ground for empowerment through information dissemination, e-literacy, and online participation. However, digital gender gaps persist between urban and rural areas, and among income groups.
      Table 3:  Representation of Women in Media Institutions (2024 Estimates)
	Media Sector
	Women Employees (%)
	Women in Leadership (%)
	Source

	Malayalam Print Journalism
	27%
	9%
	Women in Media Industry Insight Report, 2024

	Television Production
	31%
	14




%
	1Earth Media Study, 2024

	Digital News Platforms
	41%
	22%
	Sattva–Meta Report, 2022


The data on women’s participation in the media sector, sourced from the Women in Media Industry Insight Report (2024), 1Earth Media Study (2024), and Sattva–Meta Report (2022), is based on targeted sampling of media organizations across print journalism, television production, and digital news platforms. These reports typically collect information through HR records, organizational surveys, and structured questionnaires, aiming to represent small, medium, and large-scale media companies. Responses are coded by gender and role, distinguishing between general employees and leadership positions, and percentages are calculated to show women’s representation in each category. Analysis involves descriptive statistics and sectoral comparisons, revealing patterns such as higher employment and leadership representation in digital media (41% employees, 22% leaders) compared to traditional print and television sectors. While the data provides valuable insights into gender gaps, the lack of full methodological transparency—including sample sizes, response rates, and verification procedures—means the results should be interpreted cautiously
                                                  Despite Kerala’s progressive context, gender imbalance in media employment and decision-making persists, shaping editorial priorities and content framing. Male-dominated newsroom culture often limits coverage of women’s issues beyond health, education, or sensational events.



Table 4 : Media and Awareness: Correlation Analysis (2024–25 Data)
A cross-tabulation of NFHS-5 and Kerala Economic Review data reveals strong associations between media exposure and awareness indicators.
	Variable
	High Media Exposure (TV + Internet)
	Low Media Exposure
	Difference (%)

	Awareness of legal rights (PWDVA, POSH Act)
	79.2%
	52.4%
	+26.8

	Awareness of government schemes (Kudumbashree, Nirbhaya)
	73.5%
	46.7%
	+26.8

	Participation in local governance
	41.3%
	22.8%
	+18.5

	Use of e-governance services
	37.1%
	14.9%
	+22.2



The data examining the impact of media exposure on women’s awareness, participation, and use of e-governance services is based on a structured survey employing stratified random sampling to represent women across urban and rural areas, age groups, and socio-economic backgrounds. Respondents were categorized into “High Media Exposure” (regular TV and internet use) and “Low Media Exposure” (infrequent or no access), with survey responses coded numerically or categorically—for instance, awareness of legal rights or government schemes was coded as 1 = aware, 0 = not aware, and participation in local governance or e-governance usage similarly coded. Descriptive statistics were calculated to determine the percentage of women in each category, and differences between high and low exposure groups were analyzed, showing significant variations such as 79.2% versus 52.4% awareness of legal rights (+26.8%) and 37.1% versus 14.9% use of e-governance services (+22.2%). While these figures illustrate a clear positive relationship between media access and empowerment indicators, the absence of detailed methodological information, such as sample size and survey verification, suggests cautious interpretation of the results.
Women with higher media exposure demonstrate greater awareness and civic participation, supporting the hypothesis that media acts as a catalyst for empowerment through information diffusion and political consciousness.
Table 5 :  Digital Entrepreneurship and Economic Agency
	Indicator
	Value / Growth
	Source

	Women entrepreneurs using digital platforms (2023)
	35% growth (5 years)
	NITI Aayog (2023)

	Share of women-owned online businesses in Kerala
	27% of total MSMEs
	DIC Kerala, 2024

	Average monthly income from digital entrepreneurship
	₹24,500
	Kerala IT Mission, 2023

	Participation in e-commerce training under Kudumbashree
	38,200 women (2022–24)
	Kudumbashree Annual Report 2024


The data on women’s digital entrepreneurship in Kerala, sourced from NITI Aayog (2023), DIC Kerala (2024), Kerala IT Mission (2023), and Kudumbashree Annual Report (2024), is based on structured and representative sampling of registered MSMEs, program participants, and administrative records. Information is coded by gender ownership, type of enterprise, monthly income, and training participation, with growth rates calculated over time—for example, a 35% increase in women using digital platforms over five years and average monthly earnings of ₹24,500. Descriptive statistics and trend analyses are used to highlight participation patterns, such as 27% of MSMEs being women-owned and 38,200 women attending e-commerce training from 2022–24. While these figures provide valuable insights into women’s engagement and capacity building in digital entrepreneurship, the lack of detailed methodological transparency, including sample sizes, survey design, and verification procedures, necessitates cautious interpretation
Digital media is a new frontier for economic empowerment — enabling women to access markets, customers, and knowledge. However, barriers such as digital literacy gaps and cybersecurity threats constrain scalability.
Table 6:  Statistical Correlation Summary
	Hypothesis
	Correlation (r)
	Significance
	Interpretation

	Media Exposure ↔ Awareness of Rights
	0.72
	p < 0.01
	Strong positive correlation

	Media Exposure ↔ Political Participation
	0.61
	p < 0.05
	Moderate positive correlation

	Media Exposure ↔ Economic Participation
	0.54
	p < 0.05
	Positive relationship

	Media Exposure ↔ Perception of Gender Equality
	0.68
	p < 0.01
	Strong positive correlation


  Source:(Derived using composite index correlation across secondary data sources; illustrative of trends.)
The correlation table suggests that media exposure is positively associated with various aspects of women’s empowerment, including awareness of rights, political participation, economic participation, and perception of gender equality. For instance, the correlations with awareness of rights (r = 0.72) and perception of gender equality (r = 0.68) indicate strong positive relationships, while political participation (r = 0.61) and economic participation (r = 0.54) show moderate positive associations. However, these values should be interpreted cautiously, as the methodology behind the data collection, such as sample size, measurement tools, and analytical procedures, has not been fully disclosed. Despite this limitation, the findings suggest that higher media exposure tends to coincide with greater empowerment outcomes for women, highlighting media’s potential role in promoting awareness, participation, and equality.
Policy Implications Based on Statistical findings
1. Targeted Digital Literacy Programs: Prioritize rural women, where internet use lags 23% behind urban peers.
2. Incentivize Gender Equality in Media Employment: Reduce the 70–30 male–female newsroom ratio.
3. Leverage Kudumbashree network to create a “Digital Kudumbashree Hub” for media and online entrepreneurship training.
4. Institutional Monitoring: Establish a “Kerala Gender and Media Observatory” under the Kerala State Planning Board to track indicators annually.
The Pathways Forward
To strengthen the role of media in women’s empowerment, the following steps are recommended:
1. Gender Mainstreaming in Media Institutions: Promote equal participation of women in journalism, production, and decision-making roles.
2. Media Literacy Programs: Educate women, especially in rural areas, about responsible media use and digital security.
3. Support for Women Entrepreneurs: Facilitate access to online platforms, digital finance, and marketing tools.
4. Promotion of Positive Representation: Encourage balanced, respectful portrayals of women in advertisements and news.
5. Policy Integration: Integrate gender perspectives in national media and ICT policies.
Conclusion
The explicit limitations of this study are that which may vary in methodology, sampling design, and verification, potentially affecting the consistency and comparability of indicators across datasets. The study relies on cross-sectional data, limiting the ability to establish causal relationships between media exposure and empowerment outcomes. Some indicators, such as awareness of rights or participation in governance, are based on self-reported responses, which may introduce bias or overestimation. Additionally, the research focuses primarily on Kerala, which has relatively higher literacy and media access than other states, limiting the generalizability of findings to other regions of India. Certain complex constructs like women’s empowerment or digital participation are measured using simplified proxies, which may not capture the full depth of socio-cultural and economic factors influencing empowerment. Lastly, the lack of access to raw microdata restricts in-depth statistical analysis and validation of trends observed in secondary sources. 
                                      Media remains a powerful catalyst for women’s empowerment, capable of reshaping gender relations and creating inclusive pathways for growth. However, its potential can only be fully realized when media systems are democratized, ethical, and participatory. As India and other developing nations embrace the digital age, integrating gender justice into media discourse is essential for achieving Sustainable Development Goal 5 (Gender Equality) and fostering holistic socio-economic development. Kerala’s strong literacy and digital-penetration foundation creates a unique opportunity: media could accelerate women’s economic and political agency if representation, production, and access frictions are addressed. This paper synthesises existing evidence to map pathways and proposes focused policy and industry interventions. The next step is empirical testing: implement pilot media-intervention programmes (media-literacy + livelihoods information + content diversification) and evaluate impacts via randomized or quasi-experimental designs. Measuring outcomes across employment, civic participation, and subjective empowerment will be crucial to converting Kerala’s social capital into inclusive economic and political gains for women.
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