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Abstract

This study investigates public attitudes toward the February 2024-May 2025 ban on

X (formerly Twitter) in Pakistan, amid allegations of election rigging and concerns

over misinformation and national security. Drawing on survey data from 512 diverse

Pakistani adults, it examines how factors such as X usage frequency, content trust,

anti-government sentiment, tech conspiracy beliefs, and perceived economic utility

influence support for the ban. Hypotheses posit negative associations between

support and higher usage, trust, anti-government views, and economic utility, while

conspiracy beliefs predict positive support. The findings reveal that higher usage,

trust in content, anti-government sentiment, and perceived economic utility are

significantly associated with lower support for the ban. Conversely, belief in global

tech conspiracies predicts greater support, reflecting nationalist anxieties. These

relationships persist after controlling for demographic and political variables, with

regression models explaining 17.8% of the variance in ban support. The study

contributes to the literature on digital authoritarianism by integrating attitudinal,

political, and economic dimensions into a unified model suited for hybrid regimes. It

highlights the centrality of platforms like X in shaping dissent, economic

engagement, and state legitimacy. Theoretically, it advances media resistance and

conspiracy scholarship in the South Asian context, while empirically filling gaps in

quantitative research on censorship acceptance. Practically, it offers policy

implications for balancing security, economic livelihoods, and freedom of expression

in digitally contested spaces. These findings underscore the complexities of digital

governance in politically volatile societies, where bans may provoke backlash rather

than compliance.
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Introduction

In the contemporary digital landscape, social media platforms such as X (formerly Twitter) have

become integral to global discourse, facilitating information dissemination, political

engagement, and economic interactions. However, governments in various regions have

increasingly resorted to restrictions on these platforms, often justified by concerns over

national security, misinformation, and public order. In Pakistan, the recent ban on X, imposed

in February 2024 amid allegations of election rigging and lifted in May 2025, exemplifies this

trend. Authorities cited the platform's role in amplifying dissent and potential threats to

stability during the general elections, where opposition figures leveraged it for mobilization

(Ahmed et al., 2024). This measure disrupted access for millions, forcing reliance on virtual

private networks (VPNs) and highlighting the tension between state control and digital

freedoms. Internationally, similar actions in countries like Turkey and Egypt have been linked

to authoritarian consolidation, where platforms are viewed as tools for unrest (Miller, 2022;

Schmidt-Feuerheerd, 2024). In Pakistan, the ban compounded existing patterns of intermittent

shutdowns, such as those during protests in 2017 and 2023, resulting in economic losses

estimated at millions due to halted e-commerce and communication (The Express Tribune,

2025). Reports indicate that such restrictions exacerbate social isolation and hinder real-time

information flow, particularly in politically volatile contexts (Rosson et al., 2024).

Scholars have extensively documented the motivations and consequences of social media

bans in authoritarian and semi-authoritarian regimes. For instance, research on global

censorship patterns reveals that over 70 countries, including Pakistan, have imposed

restrictions since 2015 to curb foreign influence and dissent (Feldstein, 2021). In Pakistan-

specific studies, analyses of laws like the Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA) show

how they enable broad content regulation, often targeting anti-establishment narratives

(Kamran, 2023). Forbeck (2024) examined user behaviors during prior shutdowns, finding that

frequent platform engagement correlates with heightened opposition to bans, as users perceive

them as infringements on expression. Internationally, Roozenbeek and van der Linden (2022)

explored trust in social media content, demonstrating that perceived reliability reduces support

for prohibitions, even amid misinformation challenges. Furthermore, studies on political

sentiments indicate that negative views of governments amplify resistance to censorship, as

platforms serve as outlets for criticism (Al-Zaman, 2024). Conspiracy beliefs, particularly
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regarding U.S.-based tech firms, have been linked to favoring bans in nationalist contexts

(Fürstenau, 2024). Economic utility assessments reveal that platforms' role in commerce

diminishes ban support among dependent users (Thumfart, 2024). Pakistani-focused research

has highlighted local dynamics, noting how bans intersect with cultural and security

imperatives (Ahmed et al., 2024).

Despite these insights, significant gaps persist in the literature. Existing research

predominantly focuses on the causes and immediate impacts of bans, with limited empirical

examination of public attitudes toward them. For example, while international studies address

trust and usage (Dini & Sæbø, 2016), they rarely integrate factors like government sentiment

or conspiracy beliefs in developing contexts. In Pakistan, analyses often overlook how perceived

economic benefits influence support for restrictions, despite the platform's role in livelihoods

(Kamran, 2023). Moreover, few studies employ quantitative approaches to model multivariate

associations between these variables and ban endorsement, leaving a void in understanding

nuanced user perspectives amid recurring shutdowns (Bin Morshed et al., 2017; Wagner, 2018).

This gap is particularly acute given Pakistan's unique blend of political instability and digital

growth, where bans affect diverse stakeholders without tailored policy responses (Yilmaz et al.,

2025). This research addresses these deficiencies by investigating the factors shaping public

support for the X ban in Pakistan. Drawing on survey data, it tests associations between usage

frequency, content trust, anti-government sentiment, tech conspiracy beliefs, and economic

utility perceptions with ban attitudes. By employing regression analysis, the study elucidates

how higher engagement and trust correlate with opposition, while conspiracies predict

favorability, providing a comprehensive model grounded in local and global contexts

(Roozenbeek & van der Linden, 2022; Al-Zaman, 2024). This approach resolves the lack of

integrated frameworks, offering evidence-based insights into user dynamics.

The contributions of this study are multifaceted. Empirically, it advances knowledge on

digital governance by quantifying attitudinal drivers, informing strategies to balance security

and freedoms (Feldstein, 2021). Policy-wise, findings can guide equitable regulations, mitigate

economic harms and fostering trust (Ahmed et al., 2024). Theoretically, it enriches literature

on censorship in hybrid regimes, highlighting Pakistan's case as a bridge between South Asian

and global patterns (Ahmed et al., 2024). Ultimately, it promotes informed dialogue on

sustainable digital policies amid evolving threats.
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Literature review

Social Media Usage and Resistance to Bans

The frequency of social media engagement significantly shapes user attitudes toward platform

restrictions. In Pakistan, where digital penetration has surged, platforms like X serve as critical

spaces for information exchange and civic participation. Several studies have found that

frequent users in restrictive environments develop a strong reliance on social media for real-

time updates, viewing bans as direct threats to their connectivity and expression (Myers West,

2018; Miller, 2022; Parks et al., 2017). This aligns with global patterns; for instance, Al-Zaman

(2024) noted that in 76 countries implementing social media restrictions since 2015, high-

frequency users consistently oppose bans due to their integration into daily routines. In

Pakistan, prior shutdowns during protests (e.g., 2017, 2023) revealed that users who engage

daily are more likely to perceive restrictions as infringements on their rights (Freedom House,

2023). Internationally, studies on mobile media in authoritarian contexts highlight that

habitual use fosters a sense of digital community, amplifying resistance to state interventions

(Schleffer & Miller, 2021). These findings suggest that frequent X usage in Pakistan may

cultivate opposition to its ban, as users prioritize uninterrupted access.

H1: Higher frequency of X (formerly Twitter) use is negatively associated with support for the

platform’s ban in Pakistan.

Trust in Social Media Content and Ban Attitudes

Trust in the informational content shared on platforms like X plays a pivotal role in shaping

user attitudes toward bans. In contexts where traditional media face credibility challenges,

social media often fills informational voids. Riedl et al. (2022) demonstrated that users who

trust social media content are less likely to support bans, as they perceive platforms as reliable

sources despite misinformation risks. In Pakistan, where state-controlled media often dominate,

X provides an alternative for unfiltered news, fostering user loyalty (Adnan, 2025). Global

studies reinforce this; for example, users who trust platform content in restrictive regimes view

bans as attempts to suppress truth (Redeker, 2024). However, eroded trust due to algorithmic

biases or misinformation can paradoxically increase support for regulation. Erisen and Erisen

(2024) found that skepticism about content accuracy in polarized settings can lead to calls for

state intervention. In Pakistan, where misinformation during elections has fueled regulatory

debates, trust remains a critical determinant of ban opposition (Ipsos, 2023).
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H2: Higher trust in news and informational content shared on X (formerly Twitter) is

associated with lower support for its ban.

Political Sentiments and Opposition to Censorship

In many hybrid or semi-authoritarian regimes, users with negative views of state authorities

perceive social media bans as oppressive state tactics, which often strengthen their resolve to

resist (Ayanian et al., 2025). Platforms like X serve as crucial tools for anti-government activism,

enabling real-time protest coordination and coalition-building, as demonstrated by Qin et al.

(2024) in the Chinese context. According to Meier et al. (2025), hybrid repression, where state

and non-state actors collaborate to curb dissent, creates environments in which individuals are

more likely to reject information controls and bans. In Pakistan, where institutional distrust is

widespread and political crises are common, the 2024 ban on X occurred amid mounting

allegations of electoral fraud and political unrest. Opposition factions and civil society actors

mobilized on X to challenge the dominant narratives, while many users viewed the ban itself as

a symbol of authoritarian repression. Internationally, similar findings emerge: in settings with

high regime legitimacy, citizens may tolerate bans as security measures, but where trust is low,

restrictions amplify dissent.

H3: Higher negative sentiment toward the Pakistani government or establishment is negatively

associated with support for the X (formerly Twitter) ban.

Conspiracy Beliefs and Support for Bans

In nationalist contexts, beliefs in global tech conspiracies, especially those charging U.S.-based

platforms like X with advancing foreign agendas, are significantly associated with support for

social media bans to safeguard national sovereignty (Trang et al., 2025). Cinelli et al. (2022)

confirm that in countries marked by nationalist discourse, public distrust toward foreign

technology firms correlates with greater endorsement of regulatory restrictions. Mehl et al.

(2025) further shows that populist attitudes, particularly anti-elitist and sovereignty-focused

beliefs, positively predict willingness to impose platform limitations. In Pakistan, long-standing

nationalist narratives have historically framed U.S.-origin platforms as conduits for external

influence, particularly during election-related controversies, suggesting that conspiracy-minded

users are more inclined to support restrictions on X.

H4: Stronger belief in global tech conspiracies is positively associated with support for banning

U.S.-based platforms like X (formerly Twitter).
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Economic Utility and Ban Opposition

Social media bans and internet blackouts carry significant economic and social consequences,

particularly in developing economies where digital platforms drive business operations and

consumer engagement. A 13-day blackout in Dhaka, Bangladesh, caused major financial losses

for freelancers and entrepreneurs, reducing GDP and national reserves (Redwan et al., 2025),

while Nigeria’s Twitter ban disrupted commercial communication, triggering job losses and

investor distrust (Anyim, 2021). Social media platforms offer essential economic utility, helping

businesses cut costs, increase visibility, and grow sales through influencer and digital marketing

strategies (Wang et al., 2023). These tools are especially vital for small and medium enterprises

that depend on online platforms to reach and retain customers. As such, user attitudes toward

bans are often negative, not only due to perceived violations of expression but also because of

the direct economic harm. In Turkey, users bypassed the 2014 Twitter ban and amplified

criticism of the government, reflecting strong psychological reactance and resistance (Miller,

2022). Consequently, economic harm reinforces public opposition to bans, as communities

dependent on digital connectivity recognize the threat to their livelihoods.

H5: Lower perceived economic utility of X (formerly Twitter) is associated with higher support

for its ban.

Despite substantial research, important gaps remain. While studies such as Wang et al.

(2023) and Roozenbeek et al. (2022) examine factors like internet regulation and

misinformation resilience, they rarely integrate multiple attitudinal dimensions, such as anti-

government sentiment, conspiracy beliefs, and economic utility, within a unified analytical

model, especially in developing contexts like Pakistan. Local analyses often focus on regulatory

or ideological aspects, but lack quantitative investigations of public opinion. For example,

Yilmaz et al. (2025) explore digital authoritarianism and religious populism in Pakistan but do

not empirically assess user attitudes toward platform bans. Moreover, existing global studies

tend to generalize findings, overlooking Pakistan’s distinct socio-political and economic

conditions. Finally, the combined influence of these variables on public support for bans

remains underexplored, with limited use of multivariate modeling to test their relationships.

This study addresses these gaps by quantitatively analyzing how usage frequency, content trust,

government sentiment, conspiracy beliefs, and economic utility predict attitudes toward the X

ban in Pakistan, offering a comprehensive and context-specific contribution.
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Method

Sample Characteristics

The study recruited 512 adult participants from Pakistan to assess attitudes toward the X

(formerly Twitter) ban. The sample was designed to reflect Pakistan’s demographic diversity,

capturing variations in age, gender, education, income, and urban/rural residence. The mean

age was 34.2 years (SD = 12.5), ranging from 18 to 65 years. Gender distribution was nearly

equal, with 49.8% males (n = 255), 49.4% females (n = 253), and 0.8% identifying as other or

preferring not to disclose (n = 4). Education levels included 22.3% with high school or less (n =

114), 38.7% with a bachelor’s degree (n = 198), 28.5% with a master’s degree (n = 146), and

10.5% with a doctoral or professional degree (n = 54). Household income was distributed as

follows: 31.4% earned below PKR 50,000 monthly (n = 161), 42.6% between PKR 50,000 and

150,000 (n = 218), and 26.0% above PKR 150,000 (n = 133). Geographically, 58.2% resided in

urban areas (n = 298) and 41.8% in rural or semi-urban areas (n = 214), aligning with

Pakistan’s urban-rural population split. Political ideology was measured on a seven-point scale

from very liberal (-3) to very conservative (3), with a mean of 0.45 (SD = 1.72), indicating a

slight conservative lean. Party affiliation, also on a seven-point scale from strong opposition

party support (-3) to strong ruling party support (3), had a mean of -0.28 (SD = 1.89). Regarding

X usage, 62.1% were active users before the ban (n = 318), 24.6% were occasional users (n =

126), and 13.3% were non-users (n = 68), ensuring a mix of digital engagement levels to analyze

ban attitudes in Pakistan’s politically charged environment.

Measurements

All variables were measured using multi-item scales adapted from prior research, translated into

Urdu where necessary, and back-translated to ensure linguistic accuracy. Responses were

collected on seven-point Likert-type scales (0 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree) unless

specified, with higher scores indicating greater agreement or frequency. Scales were validated

for internal consistency (Cronbach’s α > .80) and construct validity via exploratory factor

analysis (factor loadings > .60, eigenvalues > 1).

Support for the X Ban: The dependent variable was assessed using a four-item scale (α = .89)

adapted from Tran et al. (2025). Items included: “I believe the government’s ban on X was

necessary for national security,” “The ban on X helps prevent misinformation during
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elections,” “I support continued restrictions on X to maintain public order,” and “Banning X is

justified to curb dissent that threatens stability.” The mean score was 3.15 (SD = 1.68).

Usage Frequency: A three-item scale (α = .84), adapted from Lumare et al. (2024), measured

pre-ban engagement with X: “How often did you use X for news and information?” (0 = never

to 6 = multiple times daily), “How frequently did you post or share content on X?” and “How

much time per day did you spend on X?” The mean was 3.82 (SD = 1.47).

Content Trust: A five-item scale (α = .91), adapted from Gupta and Dhami (2015), evaluated

perceived reliability of X content: “I trust the information shared on X to be accurate,”

“Content on X is reliable compared to traditional media,” “X provides unbiased views on

political issues,” “I believe X users share credible sources,” and “Misinformation on X is

minimal.” The mean was 2.98 (SD = 1.55).

Anti-Government Sentiment: A four-item scale (α = .87), adapted from Schneider (2017),

measured distrust in government actions: “The current government handles issues poorly,” “I

distrust government decisions on digital platforms,” “Government actions like the X ban are

politically motivated,” and “The government suppresses opposition voices.” The mean was 4.12

(SD = 1.62).

Tech Conspiracy Beliefs: A six-item scale (α = .92), adapted from Brotherton et al. (2013),

assessed beliefs about foreign tech influence: “Foreign tech companies like X are tools for

Western interference in Pakistan,” “X promotes anti-Pakistan agendas,” “Conspiracies

involving U.S.-based platforms threaten our sovereignty,” “Bans on X are needed to counter

hidden foreign influences,” “Tech firms collect data to manipulate elections,” and

“Conspiracies about platform control justify government restrictions.” The mean was 3.76 (SD

= 1.59).

Economic Utility Perceptions: A four-item scale (α = .85) was self-constructed to capture

perceived economic benefits of X: “X supports my business or e-commerce activities,” “Banning

X causes economic losses for users,” “I rely on X for professional networking and income,” and

“Platform access is essential for economic opportunities in Pakistan.” The mean was 3.45 (SD =

1.71).

Control Variables and Covariates: Demographic variables (age, gender, education, income,

urban/rural residence) and political ideology (mean = 0.45, SD = 1.72) were included as

controls. Data privacy concerns, a potential covariate, were measured with a three-item scale (α
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= .82), adapted from Wang et al. (2022): “I worry about data leaks on X,” “Platforms like X

invade user privacy,” and “Government bans protect personal data” (mean = 4.03, SD = 1.44).

Data Collection

Data were gathered through an online survey, conducted from December 15, 2024, to January

10, 2025. This timing captured fresh public sentiments amid ongoing debates about digital

governance. Purposive sampling ensured representation across age (18-29: 25%, 30-44: 35%,

45-59: 25%, 60+: 15%), gender (approximately 50% male/female), education (aligned with

national levels), income (low, middle, high thirds), and residence (urban 60%, rural 40%).

Invitations were sent to a panel of over 2,000 registered social media users, with eligibility

restricted to Pakistani residents aged 18+ fluent in English or Urdu.

The survey began with informed consent, emphasizing anonymity, voluntary

participation, and the study’s focus on digital platform attitudes. It took approximately 15

minutes to complete, with questions randomized within blocks to reduce order effects.

Attention checks (e.g., “Select ‘agree’ for this item”) ensured response quality, and incomplete

or speeding responses (under 5 minutes) were excluded. Participants received entry into a prize

draw for PKR 1,000 mobile credits as an incentive. From 612 responses, 512 were retained

after removing duplicates (n=32), failed attention checks (n=58), and statistical outliers (n=10),

yielding an 84% response rate. The study received ethical approval from the researcher’s

university institutional review board, adhering to data protection standards.

Data Analysis

Data were analysed using SPSS version 28, and descriptive statistics were used to summarise

sample characteristics and variable distributions. Bivariate correlations were used to explore

initial associations among variables. Hierarchical Multiple regression models were used to test

the relationships between independent variables (usage frequency, content trust, anti-

government sentiment, tech conspiracy beliefs, and economic utility) and support for the X

ban, while controlling for demographics and political ideology. This methodology ensured a

comprehensive, quantitative examination of factors shaping public support for the X ban,

addressing gaps in understanding user and non-user perspectives in Pakistan’s digital

governance landscape.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics for the key variables. Support for the X ban had a

mean of 3.15 (SD = 1.68) on a 0–6 scale, indicating moderate and polarized support. Usage

frequency (M = 3.82, SD = 1.67) reflected frequent pre-ban engagement. Content trust was

slightly lower (M = 3.98, SD = 1.55), suggesting mixed perceptions of platform reliability. Anti-

government sentiment was relatively high (M = 4.12, SD = 1.62), consistent with the country's

history of political volatility. Tech conspiracy beliefs (M = 3.76, SD = 1.59) indicated prevalent

concerns about foreign tech influence, and economic utility (M = 3.45, SD = 1.71) underscored

the platform’s perceived value. The standard deviations suggest substantial heterogeneity,

reflecting Pakistan’s diverse socio-political context.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables

Variable Mean SD

Support for X Ban 3.15 1.68

Usage Frequency 3.82 1.67

Content Trust 2.98 1.55

Anti-Government Sentiment 4.12 1.62

Tech Conspiracy Beliefs 3.76 1.59

Economic Utility 3.45 1.71

Note. N = 512

Table 2 presents Pearson correlations among the variables. Support for the X ban was

negatively correlated with usage frequency (r = -0.15, p < .01), content trust (r = -0.13, p < .01),

anti-government sentiment (r = -0.27, p < .001), and economic utility (r = -0.19, p < .001).

These negative associations suggest that higher engagement, trust in content, distrust in the

government, and perceived economic benefits are linked to opposition to the ban. Conversely,

tech conspiracy beliefs showed a positive correlation (r = 0.22, p < .001), indicating that

stronger conspiracy beliefs are associated with greater support for bans. Intercorrelations

among predictors were low (e.g., usage frequency with content trust, r = 0.08, ns), suggesting

minimal multicollinearity (all VIF < 3).
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Table 2. Bivariate Correlations Among Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Support for X Ban -

2. Usage Frequency –.15** -

3. Content Trust –.13** 0.08 -

4. Anti-Government –.27*** 0.08 0.05 -

5. Tech Conspiracy .22*** –.06 –.03 –.04 -

6. Economic Utility –.19*** .11* 0.09 0.07 –.05 -

Note: N = 512. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Table 3 presents the hierarchical regression results predicting support for the X ban. Model 1

included demographic and control variables (age, gender, education, income, urban/rural

residence), political ideology, and data privacy concerns (α = .82; M = 4.03, SD = 1.44),

explaining a modest but significant proportion of variance (R² = 0.071, adjusted R² = 0.058,

F(7,504) = 5.56, p < .001). In Model 2, the inclusion of the five main predictors significantly

improved the model (ΔR² = 0.107, F change (5,499) = 22.78, p < .001), with the final model

explaining 17.8% of the variance in support for the ban (adjusted R² = 0.169, F(12,499) =

22.78, p < .001). Usage frequency (β = –0.118, p = .002), content trust (β = –0.113, p = .001),

anti-government sentiment (β = –0.209, p < .001), and economic utility (β = –0.180, p < .001)

were all significant negative predictors, supporting H1–H3 and H5. Tech conspiracy beliefs (β

= 0.165, p < .001) positively predicted support, supporting H4. The model demonstrated a

medium effect size (Cohen’s f² = 0.217), indicating substantial explanatory power.

Table 3. Multiple Regression Predicting Support for X Ban

Predictor Model 1 β (SE) Model 2 β (SE)

Constant 3.105 3.482 (0.295)***

Age –0.036 (0.028) –0.025 (0.027)

Gender (Male = 1) –0.022 (0.113) –0.011 (0.110)

Education –0.048 (0.031) –0.033 (0.030)

Income 0.045 (0.027) 0.031 (0.026)

Urban/Rural 0.019 (0.103) 0.012 (0.101)

Political Ideology –0.067 (0.034)* –0.059 (0.033)
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Data Privacy Concerns 0.085 (0.028)** 0.061 (0.027)*

Usage Frequency –0.118 (0.038)**

Content Trust — –0.113 (0.034)**

Anti-Government Sentiment — –0.209 (0.033)***

Tech Conspiracy Beliefs — 0.165 (0.033)***

Economic Utility — –0.180 (0.032)***

R² 0.071 0.178

Adjusted R² 0.058 0.169

F Statistic 5.56*** 22.78***

ΔR² — 0.107***

Note: N = 512. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Discussion

The findings of this study provide a robust and nuanced examination of public attitudes

toward the X (formerly Twitter) ban in Pakistan, a nation navigating a volatile intersection of

digital growth, political unrest, and state-driven control. By confirming all five hypotheses, the

results illuminate how higher frequency of X usage, greater trust in its content, pronounced

anti-government sentiment, and stronger perceptions of economic utility correlate with

diminished support for the ban, while robust beliefs in global tech conspiracies bolster its

endorsement. These patterns, persisting across rigorous statistical analyses, reflect the polarized

landscape of Pakistan’s digital governance, where the February 2024 ban, enacted amid

election-related controversies and lifted in May 2025, sparked intense debates over state

authority versus individual freedoms. This polarization, deeply embedded in Pakistan’s socio-

political fabric, mirrors global struggles over digital control, positioning the country as a critical

case study in the dynamics of hybrid authoritarianism (Bashirov et al., 2025; Ahmad & Ahmed,

2025).

The negative association between frequent X usage and ban support underscores the

platform’s role as a lifeline for information and connectivity in restrictive environments (Rafiq

et al., 2022). Users who engage regularly develop a profound dependency on X for real-time

updates, social interaction, and political expression, perceiving bans as direct assaults on their

digital agency (Schlieffer & Miller, 2021). In Pakistan, where traditional media often face state

influence, X’s role in facilitating unfiltered discourse, particularly during the 2024 election
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turmoil, amplifies this resistance (Digital Rights Foundation, 2024; Freedom House, 2024).

This finding resonates with global patterns observed in countries like Turkey and Indonesia,

where habitual social media users rally against restrictions that disrupt their digital ecosystems

(Wildana, 2021; Yilmaz et al., 2022; Freedom House, 2021). The intensity of this opposition in

Pakistan suggests that frequent users view X not merely as a tool but as a vital public sphere,

challenging state narratives and fostering civic engagement. This dynamic aligns with research

on mobile media’s emancipatory potential in semi-authoritarian settings, where platforms

empower users to bypass censorship (Augustine Tshuma & Matsilele, 2025; Beban et al., 2019).

Trust in X’s informational content further diminishes support for the ban, highlighting the

platform’s credibility as an alternative to controlled media. Users who perceive X’s content as

reliable are less likely to endorse restrictions, viewing them as attempts to suppress authentic

voices (Rico, 2021). In Pakistan, where state media often face skepticism, X serves as a conduit

for unfiltered news, particularly during politically charged events like elections (The Media

Line, 2024). This trust-driven opposition echoes findings from other restrictive regimes, such as

Nepal and Egypt, where social media fills informational voids left by traditional outlets (Centre

for Media Research - Nepal, 2022; Freedom House., 2022). However, the dual-edged nature of

trust, where misinformation can erode confidence, complicates this dynamic. In polarized

contexts, distrust in content can paradoxically fuel calls for regulation, yet the current findings

suggest that in Pakistan’s volatile climate, trust in X’s content strengthens resistance to state

intervention (Rehman et al., 2020; Kumari et al., 2025). This underscores the platform’s role as

a counter-narrative space, challenging government-controlled information flows.

Anti-government sentiment emerges as a powerful force driving opposition to the ban,

positioning X as a critical outlet for dissent in Pakistan’s hybrid regime. Users harboring

distrust toward state institutions interpret bans as authoritarian tools to silence criticism,

particularly amid allegations of electoral fraud in 2024 (Fazal Khaliq, 2024). This sentiment

aligns with a previous study analysis of digital public spheres, where platforms like X enable

coalition-building and resistance against perceived oppression (Jackson & Kreiss, 2023).

Globally, similar patterns are evident in authoritarian contexts where social media facilitates

protest coordination, as seen in Myanmar and Iran (Shirky, 2011, Tufekci, 2017). In Pakistan,

the ban’s timing intensified perceptions of state overreach, galvanizing opposition among those

skeptical of government motives (Amnesty International, 2024). This finding also intersects
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with economic concerns, as distrustful users view bans as not only politically motivated but also

economically disruptive, reinforcing their resistance. The strength of this association highlights

X’s role as a digital battleground for political expression, amplifying voices marginalized by

traditional power structures.

In contrast, beliefs in global tech conspiracies significantly bolster support for the ban,

reflecting nationalist anxieties about foreign influence. In Pakistan, narratives portraying U.S.-

based platforms like X as tools for Western interference gain traction during politically

sensitive periods, justifying restrictions as sovereign defenses (Erisen & Erisen, 2024; Mir &

Siddiqui, 2024). This aligns with Douglas et al.'s (2019) findings on conspiracy theories, where

perceptions of external agendas drive regulatory endorsement. Similar trends appear in Russia

and China, where nationalist rhetoric fuels ban to protect cultural and political sovereignty

(Ma et al., 2025). In Pakistan, these beliefs counterbalance the opposition from engaged users,

creating a divide between nationalist supporters and cosmopolitan detractors (Ahmed et al.,

2024). This tension underscores the broader struggle between global connectivity and local

control, positioning X as a flashpoint in Pakistan’s digital governance debates.

The economic utility of X further complicates attitudes, with users valuing its role in

commerce and networking opposing bans due to tangible losses. In Pakistan, where digital

platforms support small and medium enterprises (SMEs), disruptions like the 2024 ban

incurred significant economic costs, reinforcing resistance among economically reliant users

(Long, 2025). This finding aligns with global research on platform economies, where economic

contributions reduce ban support, as seen in India’s TikTok ban backlash (Bellara, 2023). In

developing economies, where digital tools bridge economic disparities, such disruptions

exacerbate inequalities, amplifying opposition (Rafiq et al., 2024; Ho et al., 2025). This

economic dimension, combined with political and trust factors, paints a complex picture of

public sentiment, where practical stakes intertwine with ideological ones to shape attitudes

toward digital restrictions (Koiranen et al., 2020).

Theoretically, this study makes a transformative contribution to the literature on digital

authoritarianism by synthesizing multiple attitudinal drivers into a cohesive framework tailored

to Pakistan’s hybrid context. By demonstrating direct associations without mediation through

privacy concerns, this research challenges universal models, emphasizing how Pakistan’s

political volatility amplifies anti-government sentiment’s dominance (Ahmed et al., 2023). This
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extends Bashirov et al. (2025) collaborative authoritarianism framework, positioning Pakistan

as a nexus of imported digital practices, such as China’s censorship models, and local

nationalist impulses. The inclusion of economic utility addresses a critical gap in censorship

studies, which often overlook livelihood impacts in non-Western settings (West, 2016). By

integrating these dimensions, the study enriches media resistance theories, showing how trust

and usage fuel broader socio-political opposition (Han et al., 2022). It also advances conspiracy

theory scholarship by contextualizing tech-related beliefs within South Asian nationalism,

complementing global taxonomies (Mir & Siddiqui, 2024). This framework bridges historical

analyses of state control with contemporary digital dynamics, offering a lens for understanding

hybrid regimes where platforms both empower and provoke state responses.

The study’s findings also resonate with securitization theory, particularly in the context

of Pakistan’s May 09 incident, where state-led securitization efforts faced significant counter-

securitization resistance (Kaunert & Khan, 2025). The ban on X can be viewed as a

securitization move, framing the platform as a threat to national stability, yet the public’s

opposition, driven by usage, trust, and anti-government sentiment, mirrors the counter-

securitization dynamics observed during the 2023 protests. This parallel suggests that digital

bans, like physical crackdowns, trigger resistance when perceived as illegitimate, aligning with

global patterns of digital dissent (Earl et al., 2022). The economic utility finding further ties to

studies of platform shutdowns, where economic losses undermine state legitimacy, as seen in

comparative analyses of internet restrictions (Feldstein, 2021). By weaving these threads, the

study positions Pakistan’s digital governance within broader theoretical discourses on power,

resistance, and technology.

Practically, these insights offer actionable guidance for stakeholders in Pakistan and

similar hybrid regimes. For governments, the strong opposition from frequent and

economically reliant users suggests that blanket bans risk alienating key demographics,

potentially escalating unrest rather than ensuring stability. Targeted content moderation,

leveraging frameworks like the Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act, could address security

concerns without widespread disruption, fostering legitimacy. The link with conspiracy beliefs

highlights the urgent need for media literacy initiatives to counter nationalist misinformation,

reducing support for restrictive policies. Platforms like X could strengthen user trust through

transparent content curation and localized fact-checking, mitigating perceptions that fuel bans.
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Civil society organizations can capitalize on these findings to advocate for digital rights,

emphasizing economic impacts to build coalitions against shutdowns. Internationally,

development agencies could support hybrid governance models that balance security and

freedoms, drawing from global best practices. For businesses, understanding utility perceptions

could inform strategies to mitigate losses during bans, such as diversifying platforms. These

recommendations collectively promote a digital ecosystem that prioritizes access, equity, and

resilience, countering authoritarian tendencies while addressing legitimate concerns.

The study’s limitations open avenues for future research to deepen these insights. The

cross-sectional design limits causal claims, suggesting longitudinal studies to track attitude shifts

across ban cycles. The reliance on online panels may underrepresent less digitally literate

groups, necessitating mixed methods to capture diverse voices. Focusing solely on X overlooks

multi-platform behaviors, warranting comparative analyses across platforms like TikTok or

WhatsApp. Exploring moderators like digital literacy or regional differences could reveal

nuanced variations in attitudes. Qualitative approaches, such as interviews, could unpack the

narratives behind conspiracy beliefs and dissent. Experimental designs testing media literacy

interventions might assess their impact on ban support. Cross-national studies comparing

Pakistan with neighbors like India or Bangladesh could illuminate regional patterns in digital

governance. Finally, investigating emerging technologies, such as AI-driven censorship, could

anticipate future challenges. These directions promise to enhance theoretical rigor and

practical relevance, fostering inclusive digital policies in an era of rapid technological change.

In conclusion, this research delivers a powerful analysis of public attitudes toward

Pakistan’s X ban, validating the hypotheses and offering a comprehensive model of support

and opposition. By addressing theoretical gaps and providing actionable insights, it elevates

discourses on digital rights in hybrid regimes. The findings underscore the delicate balance

between state control and public agency, positioning Pakistan as a critical lens for

understanding global digital authoritarianism. Future efforts should build on this foundation

to promote governance that harmonizes security with the transformative potential of digital

platforms.
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