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Youth Perspectives on Pakistan’s Foreign Policy

INTRODUCTION

In an era marked by rapid geopolitical shifts and technological advancements, the perspectives of youth
are not just relevant but essential for shaping effective foreign policies. Pakistan, with one of the largest
youth populations in the world, stands at a unique crossroads. The views of Pakistani youth on international
relations and foreign policy are increasingly influential, as they will soon be the stewards of their nation’s
political, economic, and social future.

1

seeks to unearth the nuanced views

This report, titled “Youth Perspectives on Pakistan’s Foreign Policy,’
held by young Pakistanis. The data presented in this report may help policymakers and stakeholders to gain
insights into the priorities, concerns, and aspirations of the youth, paving the way for more inclusive and
forward-thinking foreign policy strategies that resonate with and empower the younger generation.

DATA OVERVIEW

The perceptions and attitudes of Pakistani youth on
international relations and foreign policy were assessed in
this study through a field survey and the questions asked
ranged from cultural influences, preferences as travel

Frequency of following news on
global issues and events

destinations, education destinations, trade potentials, and 19% = Daily
overall how they view various countries in terms of their 32% Weekly
relationship with the Pakistani state and its people.
Mo nthly
In this section, an overview of the data has been shared. Rarely
Approximately 66% of young Pakistanis show varying 27% Never
degrees of interest in foreign policy issues and around half 5% 7%
of the respondents follow news and information on global
issues and events on a regular (daily or weekly) basis.
Preferred sources of information 41% of respondents prefer to consume
information through mainstream media channels
Social Media 21% while 38% prefer social media.
38%
Mainstream Educational background plays a critical role
Media Channels in shaping the depth of understanding and
Other Mediums interest in foreign policy, with higher education
21% correlating with a more nuanced view of
international relations.
Level of Interest in Global Affairs (%)
Total
Not interested at all 21 7.6 8.8 4 No Education/Primary
) Secondary
Not very interested 14 3.8 6.5 [36 Tertiary
Somewhat interested 22 4.2 12 5.5
Moderately interested 30 4.5 15.4 10
Veryinterested 14 1.6.7.2 5
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with other governments (%) across the world, Saudi Arabia,
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in governments that are considered
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Current and future perceived
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SECTION 1: SOCIOCULTURAL DYNAMICS

In exploring the sociocultural dynamics that shape young Pakistanis’ views on foreign policy, it becomes

evident that culture, media, and education not only influence but actively shape perceptions and engagements
with international relations. This section delves into how these elements interplay to mold the foreign policy

perspectives of Pakistan’s youth.

Sources of information: Respondents were asked what motivates them to follow the news, to which
a substantial 66% expressed interest for various reasons. Personal interest (48%) was the leading cause.
Academic and professional interests (37 %) follow closely, constituting respondents who recognize the value
of staying informed. Notably, 30% of respondents express a commendable concern for the well-being of
others globally. Political motivations account for 22% of respondents.

What motivates young people to 60

follow the news?

Television

Social media

Other mediums

Geo ARY Sama PTV Bol PTV
News news News news News Home

Urban © Rural

50
40
30
20
10

0

Facebook
Messages
Videos
Podcasts
TikTok
Instagram

Twitter

Personal
interest

Total

Secondary Education

Rural
Urban
Total

Rural

Political
interest

Concern for
the well-being
of others

Academic or
professional
interest

No Education or Primary

Tertiary Education

Private television remains a predominant source
of information, with specific channels taking
center stage, notably Geo News (51%), ARY
News (39%) and Sama News (23%). In social
media, Facebook is the leading choice of 48%
of respondents. Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and
podcasts each contribute to varying degrees,
reflecting a diversified digital landscape. Video
streaming platforms such as YouTube and
mobile messaging services, such as WhatsApp,
were also popular choices.

Urban Urban © Rural
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People-to-people connections: Respondents were asked which countries shared the strongest bonds with
Pakistan, in terms of people-to-people connections. The survey reveals a strong perception of a people-to-
people connection with Saudi Arabia (28%) and a notable lack of consensus on a single country among 26%
of respondents. China received a significant mention at 25%, and Turkey and Iran garnered percentages of
19% and 9%, respectively.

People-to-People Bonds
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Regarding strained people-
to-people connections
between Pakistan and its
rivals, 42% of respondents
perceive India as the most
strained connection. This
sentiment is  consistent
across gender, education
levels, and rural-urban
divides, with respondents
from Punjab and
Islamabad Capital Territory
expressing relatively higher
percentages (45% and
51%, respectively). 28% of
respondents do not think
that any specific country
has the most people-to-
people rivalries. The United
States is identified by 8% of
respondents, with notable
differences between urban
and rural areas, where
urban respondents (11%)
express a slightly higher
perception of  strained
connections with the US.

Overall, respondents were
more positive about foreign
people-to-people relations.



Study destinations: Interestingly,
40% of the respondents prefer not
to study abroad. However, among
those inclined to pursue education
internationally, Saudi Arabia emerges
as the top choice, capturing 20% of
the interest. China follows closely
with 12%, underscoring its growing
prominence as a study destination.
The United States, a traditional hub
for international education, secures
10% of the preferences. It is worth

Youth Perspectives on Pakistan’s Foreign Policy

Preferred Study Destination

None of the above
Saudi Arabia
China

United States
United Kingdom
Turkey

Germany

Iran

Afghanistan

highlighting that Germany, with a 2% EU
share, appears to have relatively lower UAE
traction for study purposes. Notably, India
respondents from Islamabad exhibit a Russia
higher interest in studying in Germany,
constituting 8% of the preferences. 0% 10% 20% 30% - 40% >0%
Migration preferences: Regarding
Migration Preferences the willingness of the Pakistani
45% youth to consider migrating to
ggzﬁ different countries in the next 5
30% years. Saudi Arabia emerges as
5822 the top choice (42%). 28% of
15% respondents would not consider
1202 migration to the specified countries.
0% Around 15% of respondents want
RO AN IR SN SR SR S G\ to migrate to China and the United
&V&\QJ‘? C(‘ebc,@ SR ‘\@b \(\fé‘{j o@‘\& S States, and Turkey attracts around
P & & &L w0 10% of respondents. UAE, UK and
éoo"’ S Germany remain unlikely choices for
the majority.
Travel destinations: In terms of L
preferred travel destinations for the Travel Destination
next two years, 50% of respondents = 60%
chose Saudi Arabia. 24% of @ 50%
participants expressed no interest in = 40%
traveling to any of the listed countries. = 30%
Turkey, China, and the United States 20%
are also preferred destinations, = 10%
capturing the interest of 11%, 10%, 0%
and 9% of respondents, respectively. ?}5\7’ OOAQ \(»\\& 6@" Q@\ Qv% & bo(“ . L,’@f‘ O 0%;,\@ Q&"”
On the other hand, countries like &V‘ \Q@?’ C e&'} N & \(\fé‘\ oe‘@ N
Iran, UAE, UK, Afghanistan, Germany, 4,7? o‘\’” 0{\\\ ,,@b \%‘Q
Russia, India, and the European Union $o°® N

(EU) witness more limited enthusiasm,
each attracting less than 5% interest.
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SECTION 2: GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT

The geopolitical landscape plays a critical role in shaping the foreign policy views of Pakistani youth. This
section examines how regional conflicts, global alliances, and Pakistan’s strategic geopolitical positioning
influence these perspectives.

India: The longstanding conflict with India, especially over Kashmir, remains a pivotal factor in shaping youth
opinions. Many young Pakistanis view this relationship through the lens of security and historical disputes,
influencing their perceptions of peace initiatives and regional stability.

Pakistan's perceived relationship with India

Friendly: A generally positive relationship, with little to no

. b . 13%
conflict or tension between the two countries.

Trade partner: A primarily economic relationship, with trade

and business being the main focus. 16%

Border disputes: Arelationship defined by ongoing disputes

over a shared border. 20%

Historical conflicts: A relationship defined by a shared history of
conflict and tension.

21%

Competitor: Competitors, such as in the areas of economics,

o,
politics, or sports. 26%

Kashmir issue: A relationship defined by the ongoing dispute q
over the Kashmir region. 33%

Hostile: A generally negative relationship, with significant 629%
conflict or tension. 0

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

China: The strategic partnership with China, especially through projects like the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), is viewed positively by a majority of the youth. However, there are nuanced views regarding
the economic dependencies and long-term benefits of such alliances.

Pakistan's perceived relationship with China

Exploitation: China's economic influence has some likening to 79
the historical exploitation by the East India Com pany ©
Sovereignty loss: China's control over key infrastructure 3%
projects is a threat to Pakistan's sovereignty °
Self-Interest Investments: China's prioritizes its own interests

o)
over the long-term benefits and development of Pakistan 10%

Debt Gycle: Concerns about the Pakistan's finandal

. . 10%
independence because of investments and loans

Concerns about Uyghur Muslims 17%

Economic Partner: A close strategic partnership based on
shared security concerns and regional stability

CPEC and BRI: CPEC is a flagship project of the BRI, with
significant infrastructure

34%

35%

Hostile: Primarily economic relationship, with trade and 36%
business being the main focus 0

Friendly: Positive and cooperative relations in various aspects 579
such as trade, military cooperation °

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
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United States: The complex relationship with the United States, characterized by a mix of dependency and
distrust, significantly influences youth opinions. Perspectives vary widely, from viewing the US as a vital ally
for economic aid and military support to seeing it as a hegemonic power with self-serving interests in the
region.

Pakistan's perceived relationship with the US

Shared democratic values: A country that shares democratic

0,
values with Pakistan, such as free and fair elections 9%

Military cooperation: A country with whom Pakistan has
military cooperation, such as joint exercises, intelligence 21%
sharing

Friendly: A friendly country towards Pakistan, with positive

0,
and cooperative relations in various aspects such as trade 22%

Trade partner: A primarily economic relationship, with trade

and business being the main focus. 24%

Hostile: A hostile country towards Pakistan, with negative
and confrontational relations in various aspects such as 40%
security

Aid provider: A country that provides aid and assistance to 489
Pakistan, such as economic or humanitarian aid ©

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Russia: The perceptions regarding Russia’s relationship with Pakistan reflect a multifaceted understanding.
Young Pakistanis interpret Russia’s relationship with their country in a strategic and wide-ranging manner,
acknowledging both opportunities and potential challenges, while expressing a need for further clarity in
some instances.

Pakistan's perceived relationship with Russia

Questionable Relationship: Russia's close partnership with
India raises questions about their relationship with Pakistan

Counterbalance Strategy: Russia's engagement is a means to
counterbalance other regional powers, rather than friendship

Opportunistic Involvement: Involvement is opportunistic,
with intentions of gaining influence or exploiting resources

Strategic Ally: Astrategic ally of Pakistan, with a shared
interest in regional stability and security

Shared Stance on Regional Conflicts: Similar stance on
regional conflicts, particulady Afghanistan peace process

Friendly: Afriendly country towards Pakistan, with positive
and cooperative relations in various aspects such as trade

Energy Partner: Energy partner of Pakistan, potential for
further collaboration in the energy sector

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
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Germany: In evaluating the Pakistani perception of Germany’s relationship, a nuanced picture emerges
across various demographics. These nuanced insights provide a comprehensive understanding of how the
Pakistani public perceives Germany’s role in various domains, offering valuable considerations for diplomatic
and strategic engagements.

Pakistan's perceived relationship with Germany

Role in Regional Stability: Germany potentially plays a more

0,
significant role in fostering peace in the South Asian region 5%

Alignment with US: Germany aligning its foreign policy with
the US in Iran, Afghanistan does not align with Pakistan 10%
interests and contributes to regional instability

Ties with India: Germany's growing involvement with India is

. ) R ; S . 10%
negatively impacting its relationship with Pakistan

Interference Concems: Increased presence in South Asia may

. . . - 16%
lead to interference or influence regional dynamics

Strong Economic Ties: Strong economic ties and trade

partnerships, one of Pakistan's major trading partners 20%

Limited Diplomatic and Political Ties: Lack of significant

) . o . . 23%
diplomatic or political ties between the two countries.

Development Aid Partner: German organizations contribute

0,
significantly to social development in Pakistan 28%

Educational Opportunities: Potential partner for educational
opportunities, students choose Germany for higher 37%
education

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

European Union: Perceptions regarding the European Union’s role in the region and its relationship with
Pakistan, a notable 33% of respondents believe that the EU contributes significantly to Pakistan’s development
through economic and development aid. These findings underscore the complexity of public sentiment,
reflecting a blend of optimism, skepticism, and concerns regarding the EU’s engagement with Pakistan.

Pakistan's perceived relationship with the EU

Visa Difficulties: Pakistani citizens are faced with difficulties
in obtaining visas for travel to EU member countries

Business and Investment: A potential source of investment
and business opportunities

Collaboration against Refugee Crisis: Managing the refugee
crisis and migration in the region, supporting refugees

Development Aid: The EU provides economic and
development aid to Pakistan

Economic Ties: A crucial economic partner, with significant
trade relations in various sectors

Friendly: A supportive and positive entity, with no major
conflicts or issues between the two.

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
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Russia-Ukraine conflict: Regarding the Russia-Ukraine war, a

Have you been following substantial 44% of the overall respondents indicate that they are
the Russia-Ukraine not following the conflict at all. Conversely, a distinct minority,
conflict? comprising only 12%, express a keen interest by closely monitoring
12% the news about the war. This stark contrast implies a notable level
of disinterest or lack of awareness among the youth.
44% '
29% Perceptions on the impact of the Russia-

25%

Ukraine conflict on Pakistan

None

Rising Energy Prices

» Very closely

Pressure on Pakistan to Take...

Somewhat closely
Not very closely

Not at all

Rising Food Prices

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Perceptions regarding the impact of the war in Ukraine on Pakistan, a majority of respondents (52 %) believe
that rising food prices are a significant consequence. The pressure on Pakistan to take sides in the conflict
is another notable impact, with 41% of the overall respondents acknowledging this consequence. Rising
energy prices are perceived as an impact by 28% of the respondents. A noteworthy 13% of respondents
believe that the war in Ukraine has not had any discernible impact on Pakistan.

Responsibility for the Russia-Ukraine war presents
diverse opinions among the respondents. A significant
43% of respondents believe that the US is responsible
for the conflict. Interestingly, the attribution of blame
on Russia (21%) is slightly higher than that on Ukraine
(17%). NATO and the EU are identified as responsible
by 7% and 5% of respondents, respectively.

The largest portion of respondents (43%) express
a preference for neither side in the conflict. This
suggests a significant level of neutrality or reluctance
to align with either Russia or Ukraine. This sentiment
is consistent across gender, education levels, and
urban/rural areas.

Who should Pakistan side with?

= Neither = Don't know = Russia = Ukraine = Both

Who is responsible for the conflict?

EU 5%
Don't know 7%
NATO 7%
Ukraine 17%
Russia 21%
us 43%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%
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Perceptions of world governments:
In terms of government relationships Perceptions of World Governments
that are perceived positively by the = 509
youth, 34% of respondents count Saudi 5o,
Arabia as the most-trusted government.
However, a substantial number of
respondents (25%) believe that none of
the listed countries can be considered ~ 30%
Pakistan’s biggest ally. 25%
20%
In terms of rivalries, 43% of respondents {50,
tagged India. Again, 29% of respondents

40%
35%

" PR 10%

chose “none of the above,” indicating 5

a significant portion of the population K

does not perceive any specific country 0%

as Pakistan’s biggest rival in government \(\6\7’ ((@0* S X ‘\s@(\ &5&" & \«é\d\\(@ &@\%oo‘z @3&

relationships. & AN < N\
O ¥ »
Lal Iy

Goverments most trusted by the youth

Governments considered rivals by the youth
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SECTION 3: YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PAKISTAN

This section explores the perceptions of young Pakistanis about their nation. Pakistan’s youth-majority
population is often discussed on strategic and policy levels, however, it is essential that the youth’s opinions
and ideas be taken into account in all decision-making.

Pakistan’s role in global world order: In gauging
the perspectives of Pakistani youth on their country’s ® Islamic State
role in the global order, diverse opinions surface

across different dimensions. A significant portion

(43%) sees Pakistan primarily as an Islamic state, Developing
emphasizing its large Muslim population and the 7% 2% Country
foundational principles upon which it was established. 8%
This viewpoint is more pronounced among females
(48%) than males (38%) and is prevalent across urban
and rural areas. A substantial segment of 28% views
Pakistan as a developing country, acknowledging
its economic growth trajectory along with the array
of social and economic challenges it faces. Human
rights concerns are voiced by 10% of respondents, 28%

Human Rights
Issues

10% 43%

Regional Player

Terrorism and

Extremism
highlighting issues related to freedom of speech,
treatment of religious minorities, and press freedom. Nuclear
The nuclear proliferation aspect is a minor concern Proliferation
for 2% of respondents, reflecting an awareness of Concerns

Pakistan’s status as a nuclear power.

Pakistan’s role in the region: Analyzing the
m Don't know viewpoints of young Pakistanis on their country’s role
in South Asia reveals diverse opinions. About 24% see
Pakistan as a key mediator for peace. 22% recognize
Strategic Player Pakistan’s importance as a trading hub and contributor
2% g, to economic connectivity, citing strategic initiatives
24% like the Belt and Road. 18% acknowledge Pakistan’s
10%  mTrouble Maker historical involvement in big power rivalries. Another
14% consider Pakistan a major regional power, a
_ sentiment consistent across different groups. On the flip
149, Regional Power  iqa 109% perceive Pakistan as a bit of a troublemaker,
a sentiment more prevalent in rural areas.

22%
Victim of Big

18% Power Rivalry

Trading Hub
and Economic
Connectivity
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Young Pakistanis’ identity: For some people their
nationality is their main identity, while for some it is
religion, and for some, it is their ethnic background.
The respondents of this survey were asked what
they preferred as their main identity. The majority
of respondents (59%) identify themselves by their
nationality, i.e. as Pakistanis, followed by 37% of
respondents who identify themselves by their religion
first. Very few (1% or less) participants identify
themselves primarily by their sect, province or family
name.

They were further asked whether their personal
identity aligned with their national identity, to which
76% responded that it was aligned and 26% said
that it was not.

Is your personal identity aligned with
your national identity?

74% 26%
Yes, my personal identity is No, my personal identity is

aligned with my national notaligned with my
identity national identity

Play a more active role in promoting peace and stability in
the region

Expand its diplomatic presence in other countries

Increase its involvement in global economic issues

Take a more active role in international organizations such as
the UN

Prioritize intemal stability and refrain from direct
involvement in Afghanistan's affairs

Concentrate on addressing domestic challenges and
strengthening its internal affairs

Focus on developing its own economic capabilities and
reducing dependence on extemal economic alliances

Pursue enhanced trade relations with India, fostering
economic cooperation and regional integration.

0%

37%

Young Pakistanis' Identity

1 %1 %

1%

= Nation
Religion
Sect

59% Province

What should Pakistan do? Respondents were
asked what Pakistan should do in their opinions.
Some respondents (19%) said that Pakistan
should play a more active role in promoting peace
and stability in the region. An equal number of
participants (14% each) said it should increase
diplomatic presence in other countries, increase
involvement in global economic issues, and play
a more active role in international organizations.
Participants also felt that Pakistan should
prioritize its internal stability and concentrate on
domestic challenges, while some believed that
economic alliances and better trade relations with
neighboring countries would be beneficial.

19%
14%
14%
14%
11%
10%
10%

5%

2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 20%
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Priorities for Pakistan’s foreign policy: A large section of the respondents (22 %) believed that Pakistan’s
foreign policy priority should be to focus on economic ties with China. Following that, several young people
believe that Pakistan should prioritize promoting peace and stability in the region, play a more active role
in international organizations and prioritize relations with Western powers such as the United States.
Strengthening relations with neighboring countries such as Iran, Afghanistan and India was also cited as a
priority by 9% of the respondents. Some believed that addressing climate change should be Pakistan’s top
priority while others said that Islamophobia should be the focus.

Focus on economic ties with China 22%

Promote peace and stability in the region 16%

Play a more active role in international organizations such as

o,
the United Nations 15%

Prioritize relations with the United States and other Western 15%
powers. °
Strengthen relationships with neighboring countries 9%

Prioritize strategic interests over ideological or moral

) X . 2 6%
concerns in foreign policy decisions

Address climate change and promote sustainable 6%
development °
Make Islamophobia a priority in foreign policy decisions 4%,

Prioritize Islamic principles in foreign policy for stronger 39
Muslim country relations and global advocacy 9
Consider moral concerns in foreign policy decisions 2%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%
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CONCLUSION

The findings from this report highlight several key insights into how Pakistan’s younger generation views
its nation’s vis-a-vis the global arena. These perspectives, which are shaped by social, cultural, geopolitical,
and socioeconomic factors, represent an engaged youth that is eager to participate in discussions that will
influence Pakistan’s future foreign policy direction.

e Interest and Engagement: One consistent theme in this report is the level of engagement and in-
terest Pakistani youth have in international affairs. A substantial number of respondents expressed
moderate to high levels of interest in global issues. These respondents mostly had mainstream and
social media as their primary sources of information. This highlights the growing importance of me-
dia literacy and the need for policymakers to engage young people in places where they consume
their news. However, the variation in media consumption between rural and urban youth highlights
a need for more inclusive and diverse media platforms that can cater to all segments of society.

® foreign Relations: The findings of this report also shed light on the complex dynamics of Pakistan’s
foreign relations from the youth’s perspective. Countries like Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and China enjoy
high levels of trust, while India is overwhelmingly seen as a rival. These views undoubtedly reflect
the entrenched historical, cultural, and political tensions that shape Pakistani foreign policy, particu-
larly regarding India. At the same time, the positive perceptions of China highlight the significance
of Pakistan’s strategic and economic partnerships, especially through initiatives like CPEC. On the
other hand, a critical aspect revealed in the report is the ambivalence of youth towards the United
States, with mixed perceptions of the US as both an ally and a hegemonic power. This duality is a
result of the complex nature of Pakistan-US relations, where the youth respondents acknowledge
cooperation in areas such as military aid yet feel distrust stemming from past interventions in the
region. This ambivalence extends to Russia as well, where there is both optimism about strategic
alliances and concerns about Russia’s ties with India, which further complicates perceptions.

® Perceptions of Pakistan: The findings also reveal how young Pakistanis view their own country’s role
on the global stage. Interestingly, many view Pakistan as an Islamic state. There is also a growing
recognition of the country’s developing status and the pressing need to address socioeconomic
challenges, which is in tune with the broader global trend where young people are more attuned
to issues like human rights, climate change, and economic development. These concerns are also
mirrored in the future challenges that youth foresee for Pakistan, with poverty and economic devel-
opment, corruption, and climate change ranking as the top priorities.

e Migration and Education: Data on migration preferences and study destinations demonstrates the
aspirations of Pakistani youth. Saudi Arabia and China were seen as the top choices for migration
and education, reflecting the deepening ties between these nations and Pakistan. However, the
relatively low interest in countries like Germany and the EU for education and migration suggests a
potential area for growth in diplomatic and educational exchanges.

In conclusion, the findings of this report provide stimulating insights into the perceptions of Pakistan’s youth
on foreign policy and international relations. Their views reflect nuanced opinions on both traditional alliances
and emerging global challenges. As Pakistan continues to navigate its role in an increasingly interconnected
world, it is essential for policymakers to incorporate these youth perspectives into decision-making processes,
especially as social media seems to be one of the foremost sources of information on current affairs for the
youth. Engaging the next generation will not only ensure that Pakistan’s foreign policy is forward-thinking
and inclusive but also that it aligns with the aspirations of a demographic that will soon shape the country’s
political, social, and economic future. In doing so, Pakistan can adopt a foreign policy that is both responsive
to current global challenges and reflective of the diverse voices within its own borders.
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Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) is the oldest political foundation in Germany. The foundation is
named after Friedrich Ebert, the first democratically elected president of Germany.

FES Pakistan Office was established in 1990, though the cooperation with national institutions of

Pakistan had already commenced during the middle of the 1980s. Based on its commitment to the
basic values of social democracy including peace and social justice, FES-Pakistan formed partnerships
to carry out activities for promoting dialogue involving state institutions, political parties, social
partners, civil society actors, opinion leaders and citizens.
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