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Abstract 

The focus of this study is to assess accountability of electronic media authorities in Pakistan 

by analyzing the case of Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA). This 

research aims to investigate the emergence and rationale behind creation of independent 

regulatory authorities, why they need to be held accountable and what framework can be used 

for their accountability in the specific context of Pakistan. Extensive exploration of existing 

literature is used to explain the phenomena and as a result a holistic conceptual framework is 

proposed consisting of accountability regime of PEMRA which includes vertical, horizontal, 

diagonal and downward accountability forums. The proposed framework of this study 

contributes to the existing literature on the accountability of independent regulatory 

authorities and can also be explored in different sectors where regulatory authorities are 

operating. 
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1. Introduction  

In the last century, there was a recurring debate about the lesser role of state in order 

to manage the affairs of the government. It was based on the assumption that the inefficiency, 

corruption and self-interest of civil servants apparently leads to inefficient government 

(Farooq et al., 2017). The régimes in developing countries and in developed world including 

United Kingdom, United States of America, New Zealand were considered as non-responsive 

to the needs of the public (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). 

As a result, the size, scope, activities and methods of governments were highly 

criticized demanding the government’s role to be reduced through the implementation of 

private sector’s practices in the public sector. This gave rise to a new paradigm named as 

New Public Management (NPM) in which government was supposed to ‘steer rather than 

row, ‘empower rather than serve’ and ‘leverage the change through market’ under which the 

world experienced a wave of public management reforms (MacDonald, 1995). After 

becoming fashionable institutional recipe in developed countries according to Christensen 

(2006), NPM practices started to spread out in developing countries during and after 1990’s 

either under forces of institutionalism or as part of conditionalities set by international 

development agencies and lenders.   

Explaining the recent changes in literature regarding public sector reforms, Salman 

(2020) describes that new developments have rejected the reforms related to NPM in the 

developed world but it still is prevalent in the developing countries’ public management 

reform arena. Furthermore, implementation of NPM reforms by administrative elite of 

developing countries under the pressure of financial donors needs to change its orientation 

towards public service delivery from a transactional approach as described by some 

researchers who reject NPM reforms as a failed approach (Osborne et al., 2015). In this 

regard, the bringing back the role of state has been discussed in the literature by elaborating 

the purpose of decisions made by the government should be to safeguard transparency, 

ownership, and fairness (Stiglitz, 2007). 

With the passage of time public management reforms lead to the establishment of 

independent regulatory authorities and nowadays they have become a necessary form of 

regulatory governance characterized by transparency, performance and most importantly 

accountability (Irion & Radu, 2013). In this regard, different paradigm shifts in the past 

contributed to these reforms to enhance the idea and practice of development including 

exploration of a development paradigm in which the primary focus was on human well-being 

(Haq, 1999). This human development approach with its values and vision was deemed to 

contribute in the world through integration of development focused on transforming human 

capital centered on the well-being concept (Gasper, 2011). These development paradigms 

which later paved the way for reforms have various political explanations depending on the 

context of the country in which they are established. One aspect of these reforms led to the 

creation of independent regulatory agencies which were established in different sectors 

including financial, economic and telecommunication sector (Jacobzone, 2005).  

Media is considered to be the fourth pillar of state and nowadays independent media 

is considered to be an essential part of a democratic state. As far as electronic media as 

popular forms of Television, Radio and Internet is concerned (Waqar, 2015), in order to 

control partisan interference from politicians and executive branches of government; a need 

was felt to create independent regulatory authorities in developed countries (Irion & Radu, 

2013). This trend was also followed by developing countries. 
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In contrast to the developed countries where regulatory reforms are a result of post-

privatization phase, in developing countries privatization process was an incomplete, faulty 

and the regulatory reforms induced post-privatization were inconsistent, poorly coordinated 

and understood. Furthermore it is to be understood that literature in regulatory governance 

highlights the importance of context of the environment in which reforms were being induced 

because context explains the success or failure of the reforms (Minogue & Carino, 2006). 

Since context differs from country to country so different regulatory states and reform 

initiatives should be studied in view of their specific context.  

As a result of these reforms the structure and role of state changed from a dominant 

and intrusive to a regulatory and smaller role by delegating its functions to other sectors 

(Haque, 2002). International donors like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) prescribed governments around the globe for these reforms including Pakistan where 

diverse modes of agencification have been adopted in the major sectors such as 

telecommunication, energy, manufacturing and services sector in the form of independent 

regulatory authorities (IRAs) (Haque, 2002). These donor institutions prescribed generic 

reform initiatives to loan receiving countries without considering the local context which is 

not same across the globe (Jabeen & Iqbal, 2009). It has been discussed above how IRAs 

were established worldwide under public management reforms shifting nature of state 

towards regulatory from interventionist.  

With the passage of time, it was felt that these agencies were outside the sphere of 

democratic control (Majone, 1997) and concerns were raised for them to be held accountable 

through various mechanisms. Different accountability forums and mechanisms are used for 

IRAs by different countries depending on the context (Jakubowicz, 2013) and accordingly it 

is important to investigate IRAs and their accountability practices in different countries in 

order to know the contextual differences, similarities and to contribute in the existing 

literature on the subject.   

Therefore, this research aims to investigate the context of emergence of electronic 

media regulatory authorities and why they need to be held accountable? What framework 

may be used for their accountability at present for effective governance in Pakistan by 

proposing a holistic framework in this direction.  

 

2. Significance of the study 

Accountability is considered as a hallmark of good governance without which 

satisfactory level of public service delivery cannot be expected in public sector. Since the 

advent of new forms of regulatory governance, concept of accountability has become more 

popular because regulatory agencies have spread all over the globe. Purpose of creation of 

such independent regulatory authorities was to increase efficiency and performance.  

Accountability and its mechanisms through which such authorities are being held 

answerable and their effectiveness differ keeping in view the difference in contexts. 

Therefore, it is needed to investigate various accountability regimes in order to contribute to 

the current body of literature and strengthen the existing regulatory governance practices. 

Thus, the academic enrichment of this research can be clearly understood. This study would 

furnish the purpose of literature review for further research.  

This study explores accountability question posed on electronic media regulatory 

authority in Pakistan and will help public administrators to reflect on the proposed conceptual 

framework in order to improve regulatory governance framework for increasing transparency 

and performance. Furthermore, since this study focuses on accountability of media regulatory 

authorities by discussing single existing electronic media authority i.e., PEMRA with 



Governance and Management Review (GMR)   

Vol. 6, No. 2 

 

   

GMR Vol. 6, No. 2, 2021   

   

extensive exploration of the accountability phenomena, hence, it would also serve the 

subsequent researchers to use it as secondary data for further research.  

 

3. Research Objective and Question  

This research is carried out to investigate accountability of electronic media regulatory 

authorities in general and Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA) in 

particular. In this regard the following research question is addressed in this study: 

1. What is the overall accountability regime
1
 of Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory 

Authority (PEMRA)? 

4. Literature Review 

As discussed earlier the paper, towards its quest for developing a conceptual model 

for understanding regulatory reforms, presents the contextual analysis of regulatory 

authorities specifically electronic media regulatory authorities (IRAs) and their accountability 

mechanisms. It addresses the questions of why IRAs need to be held accountable and what 

are the current practices in this regard.  

For this purpose, first part of the literature review is focused on research studies based 

on public management reforms under regulatory governance resulting in the establishment of 

Independent Regulatory Agencies (IRAs) in developed and developing countries. Second part 

of the review discusses the regulatory agencies of electronic media in regulatory governance. 

In the third part, concept of accountability related with reform initiatives and its types is 

discussed. Fourth part sheds light on research studies explaining why accountability of 

regulatory authorities is necessary, followed by research work previously done on 

accountability of media regulatory authorities. Fifth part focuses on regulatory reforms in 

Pakistan leading to the creation of PEMRA. Last part of the literature review focuses on why 

and how Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA) should be held 

accountable as a regulatory authority and proposes the conceptual framework for 

understanding the accountability mechanism of IRAs in Pakistan.   

 

4.1 Regulatory Governance and its Characteristics 

In this century, regulatory governance has been accepted as a vital part of related 

literature regarding regulation, privatization and post-privatization regulatory reforms as 

mentioned by Minogue and Carino (2006). Characterized by transparency, accountability, 

efficiency, adaptability and coherence (OECD, 2002), Scott (2000) describes the main 

features of regulatory governance that include separation of policy making from operations, a 

shift from discretion to rules and lastly creation of regulatory institutions. Some 

characteristics of regulatory state are described by Majone (1999) as the extent to which the 

decision making can be delegated to some independent institution, governance structures 

determining the independent institution’s autonomy, autonomy of financial resources etc. In 

this regard, state capacity, institutional rearrangements and effective judicial system play a 

vital role for developing regulatory capacity as mentioned by Philips (2006). Relevant 

literature indicates emergence of regulatory states as part of a paradigm shift from 

interventionist state towards a new type of public management while growth of network-

                                                           
1
 As described in the literature review above, ‘Accountability regime’, which was first used in the context 

of international relations, is a term which according to Biela and Papadopoulos (2010) is a complex 

network of accountability in which there are a set of actors, institutions, norms and rules that can 

demand information from a regulatory body and impose consequences on it.  
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based government through IRAs is a major part of the shift towards regulatory state (Majone, 

1997). 

 

4.2 Independent Regulatory Authorities in a Regulatory State 

The agencies entrusted with regulatory powers are known as regulators (Jacobzone, 

2005). They are designed in a way to be independent in their decision making to a certain 

level. They have a system of checks and balances to match the authority of ministries. 

Independent Regulatory Authority (IRA) is explained as a body having power and 

responsibility backed by public law, working independently from ministries and it is neither 

managed by elected officials nor directly elected by them (Thatcher, 2002). Jacobzone (2005) 

explained that the root cause for the creation of these agencies was the concept of regulatory 

state in which regulation is distinct from the functions of policy making and ownership. This 

transition from Owner State to Regulatory State involved setting up independent regulators in 

utility sector, financial services, telecommunication, broadcast, environment as well as in 

social arena. Two important aspects of regulatory governance are delegation of regulatory 

competencies to a separate body for the sake of effectiveness and that body needs to be 

independent (Nicolaides, 2005).  

The concept and institution of an independent regulatory authority is today seen as the 

default choice for regulatory governance (Jakubowicz, 2013). Independent regulatory 

authorities are a main feature of regulatory governance by being a part of a regulatory state in 

which there is clear distinction between policy making and regulation (Jacobzone, 2005). The 

rationale behind establishment of such agencies is to ensure the decision making to be free 

from political deliberations and private interests. These institutions are considered alternative 

to centralized bureaucracy and according to Irion and Radu (2013) they play an important 

role in network-based sectors in a regulatory state. 

Concept of regulatory state is linked with network governance which focuses on the 

process of working and interaction of complex networks of public, private and societal 

networks. Theoretically these networks aim for increased performance and efficiency but in 

reality attempts are made by governments to influence these network actors (Klijn & 

Koppenjan, 2016). These networks are marked with institutional complexity dealing with 

complex problems, policies and multiple actors from different backgrounds making the 

decision processes more complex as every actor involved have different interests which can 

lead to clashes among them (March & Olsen, 1989). 

 

4.3 Regulatory Agencies of Electronic Media 

Nowadays competition and commercialization has made electronic media change the 

nature of news reporting highlighting conflicts and making news dramatic (Patterson, 2000). 

The propagation of mass media in Pakistan has been amplified due to the war on terror after 

9/11, unpredictability in political scenario and social chaos in the country while on the other 

side it is also a cause for panic among the masses due to the unconfirmed news in an 

overstated and dramatic form by the national and global media (Paracha et al., 2013).   

In Europe there was a perceived need to balance media pluralism, content diversity 

with content regulation and preventing media to become a sensitizing tool (Irion & Radu, 

2013). Need for regulation arose for this sector as well and paved the way for the 

establishment of regulatory authorities to regulate the activities of media which slowly spread 

worldwide. Emphasis of regulatory agencies in most countries of Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) has frequently been in three sectors including 

telecommunications and broadcasting, energy, financial services (Jacobzone, 2005) 
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Regulatory agencies for broadcast sector in Europe were a result of an ideological 

change from social democratic systems in Western parts of Europe, from communist 

ideology in Eastern and Central Europe towards a laissez-faire system based on social 

arrangements stemming from neoliberal ideology involving deregulation of economy and 

society (Jakubowicz, 2013). Irion and Radu (2013) state that nowadays independent 

regulatory authorities (IRAs) are almost similar to a natural and institutional form of 

regulatory governance. Having economic and political roots, this trend along with other 

arguments for creation of IRAs has been discussed in international literature. A World Bank 

study by Buckley, Duerm, Mendel and Siochru (2008) explains that an independent 

regulatory authority having legal basis and powers stated in the law should regulate the 

media. In Europe IRAs in media seems to be natural as they are considered to be best practice 

worldwide for issuing license as well as to regulate the telecommunication sector (Irion and 

Radu, 2013). 

 

4.4 Accountability Regime of Independent Regulatory Authorities 

Accountability is a complicated concept (Bovens, 2010). One aspect of this concept 

deals with those mechanisms with which public administrators can be held accountable. It is 

also conceptualized as a communicative interactive process between accountor and accountee 

(Schillemans, 2011). It is also described as an actor-forum relationship (Bovens, 2006). 

‘Accountability regime’, is a complex network of accountability in which there are a 

set of actors, institutions, norms and rules that can demand information from a regulatory 

body and impose consequences on it. Accountability regime can study any aspect of the 

actor’s performance which includes financial, procedural and aspects related to final product 

(Biela & Papadopoulos, 2010). In case of IRAs these are the major objectives and mandate of 

the authority. Accountability regime can take a holistic account of the actor’s conduct 

covering all of the aspects mentioned above.  

However, emerging trends in accountability led towards more forms of accountability 

based on the nature of obligation such as vertical, horizontal and diagonal accountability 

(Scott 2000; Bovens 2008; Schillemans 2008; Hart 2008). Vertical accountability according 

to Bovens (2006) and ‘upwards accountability’ according to Scott (2000) refers to a 

hierarchical principal-agent relation where the forum can formally account the actor. This can 

be understood by taking example of an organization accountable to relevant Ministry and 

Parliament. 

In ‘horizontal accountability’ a hierarchical relationship is lacking and is based on a 

voluntary moral obligation by IRAs to be held accountable by various stakeholders (Bovens, 

2006). According to Schillemans (2008; 2011) it includes peers, equivalents or stakeholders 

such as boards or commissions which officially lie outside the formal hierarchical 

accountability relationship.  

Diagonal accountability according to Bovens (2007) is an intermediary accountability 

relationship in which an intermediary forum is assigned by Parliament or relevant minister to 

account the actor’s conduct. Examples of Ombudsmen, chamber of Audit and Supervisory 

Authorities can be taken that were established to help principals control the actor but they 

gradually attained own legitimacy now acting as independent accountability forums (Bovens, 

2007). 

Downward accountability described by Scott (2000) is the ability of consumers, 

general public, citizens and regulated companies to account the actor. It is prescribed that 

these stakeholders of IRAs should be made directly accountable to these forums as well.  
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Importance of regulatory agencies in today’s public administration cannot be denied 

but with the passage of time the researchers began to discuss some concerns about the 

regulatory reforms and agencies expressing concerns about the delegation of policy making 

powers to new non-majoritarian institutions known as regulatory bodies that these institutions 

can gradually become independent not only from political process and control but also from 

public accountability (Majone, 1999). 

Regulatory agencies are becoming more relevant in various sectors and accountability 

is generally considered as the major feature to guarantee agency’s legitimacy (Biela, 2014). 

Regulation in many cases has been delegated to agencies that are independent from the 

hierarchical and democratic control (Biela & Papadopoulos, 2010). Accountability is given a 

limited attention so that it should not interfere with agency’s independent role which is 

considered a main feature of regulatory agencies’ institutional design. It is, however, doubted 

that democratic institutions actually have the power to hold regulatory agencies accountable 

(Biela, 2014). 

Considering the tensions related to their existence and rapid changes taking place, 

policy makers would need to reconsider their rationale for existence. Creation of regulatory 

authorities and their role can be viewed in different ways. These authorities are hanging 

unsteadily at the point of collision with many centers of power and societal forces. Efforts 

should be made to make them work in a democratic setup by protecting the freedom of media 

as well as being able to implement the law in a professional manner by fulfilling their 

objectives for which they were created rather than becoming mere tools for blame game and 

political scoring (Klimkiewicz, 2013).  

Question arises here is how it can be made possible? Researchers answer by 

proposing accountability of these authorities and a need to refocus from IRAs’ autonomy to 

transparency and accountability indicating that future research should focus on accountability 

of IRAs as political interference and political appointments are becoming a common feature 

in them (Irion & Radu, 2013). 

 

4.5 Accountability Difficulties of Independent Regulatory Authorities 

Various countries’ comparison sheds light on how different factors like history, 

cultural and political arena have their impact on regulatory authorities (Jakubowicz, 2013).  A 

study carried out by Sosay (2009) in Turkey sheds light on the relationship of accountability 

and autonomy of regulatory agencies. ‘The 360° view of accountability’ (Figure 1) which 

was developed by the British House of Lords (2004) clearly shows the multiple actors which 

are included in the accountability of regulatory authorities. The shaded boxes include the 

bodies that exercise power directly in relation to the regulators while citizens, consumer and 

regulated bodies somehow lack the power to hold the regulators accountable (Sosay, 2009). 

Since ‘horizontal and downward accountability’ discussed by Scott (2000) and Bovens 

(2006) indicates that these stakeholders should also be included in the ‘accountability regime’ 

of IRAs; this shows there exists certain accountability gaps in the accountability framework 

of IRAs. Figure 1 presents an all-encompassing overview of accountability named as 360° 

view of accountability. 
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Figure 1: ‘The 360° view of accountability’ 

 

 
 

 

Source: House of Lords (2004, p. 20) 

 

Researchers like Bovens, Goodin, and Schillemans (2014) discussed the challenge of 

preventing accountability and its mechanism from being used for blame game, shrinking 

responsibilities and political scoring because in a complex network of multiple actors from 

different conflicting backgrounds these situations are more likely to take place. More 

challenges of accountability in governance networks include too many number of accounters 

and accountees by various groups of public, narrowly focusing of accountability mechanisms 

on goals of specific organizations and not holding them accountable as a whole, lack of 

transparent decision making, lack of accountability standards and turning accountability into 

blame games and politicization (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016).  

 

4.6 Complexities in Accountability of Electronic Media Regulatory Authorities 

The complexity of accountability in governance networks in a state prone towards 

regulatory governance may lead to intervention and blame games of different actors involved 

in the accountability process of IRAs (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016). ‘Guardian’ institutions or 

regulatory authorities are actually non-democratic which exist outside of active democratic 

control. Not only they are not linked with democratic accountability but are also not 

acceptable to public for the decisions they make (Schmitter & Trechsel, 2004) 

Literature discussing the European context propose possible research on the 

acceptability of political appointments in media regulatory authorities by having 

contemporary understanding of how media should be governed. Future research should 

explore whether independence of media should be replaced with governance mechanisms 

encouraging accountability in functioning of media regulatory agencies (Irion & Radu, 2013) 

An empirical study in Poland by Klimkiewicz (2013) explains the restraints of 

autonomy under which both media regulatory authorities as well as public service media 

operate in the country’s political, cultural and geographical context. Technical dimensions 

studied in this regard were appointment procedures, finance mechanisms, performance and 

accountability. Since focus of this study is accountability of regulatory agencies so results 

only concerning accountability are being shared which shows high political dependency 

which ensures the agency’s political accountability that is not proportionate with other forms 

of accountability including administrative, social and legal accountability studied in Poland. 

Another interesting point raised is that regulatory agencies can be free, democratic and 
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accountable at the same time only if the societies in which they operate carry the same 

characteristics. This emphasizes the need for research in different contexts to explore the 

difference in accountability of media regulatory authorities in different national contexts 

(Klimkiewicz, 2013). 

 

5. Regulatory Reforms in Pakistan 

In Pakistan significant regulatory reforms were implemented over the decades in 

financial, telecommunication and energy sectors. Pakistan pursued the liberalization policy 

and followed public sector reform agenda but military and civil regimes as well as 

bureaucracy exert influence in governmental policy making and implementation (Salman, 

2020). Privatization and deregulation experience in developed countries have improved 

services but in developing countries including Pakistan experience has not been very 

desirable as claimed efficiency didn’t increase because of monopolist practices of private 

sector and that’s why in many countries regulatory practices didn’t bear fruit as intended 

(Kemal, 2002).  

As a consequence of this globalization of NPM model, structure and role of state 

changed from a central to a regulatory and lesser in nature by delegation of its functions to 

other autonomous entities (Haque, 2002). Often these reforms, their historical underpinnings 

and ultimate objectives are not understood by tracing their history or in a larger context; 

which is the most significant aspect to comprehend their effects and aftermaths (Farooq et al., 

2017).  

After 1980s, Pakistan has gone through public management reforms including 

creation of autonomous bodies influenced by the notion of NPM and since then the number 

of autonomous bodies and regulatory agencies have raised. The existing agencies are also 

going through restructuring (Rizwan & Jadoon, 2010). These public sector reforms were 

advocated to developing world including Pakistan by international organizations like United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP), World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

and local stakeholders from the country like politicians and bureaucrats also played their part 

in reforming the public sector (Zia & Khan, 2013). With an influx of financial assistance in 

Pakistan because of being an international ally post 9/11, last two decades of public 

management reforms shows various governance tools to enhance accountability mechanisms 

by making regulatory agencies (Salman, 2020).  

The basic purpose behind creation of these autonomous bodies was to follow the 

international patterns to overcome the problems of inefficiency by giving them autonomy to 

enhance efficiency and increase performance in the public sector of Pakistan. Other than that, 

various reasons including corruption, regulation and service delivery provided basis for this 

trend. Adding further, it reveals that agencification including regulatory agencies is a part of 

reform initiatives funded and directed by donor entities such as the World Bank and thus may 

follow the prescriptions of the founders (Rizwan & Jadoon, 2010). It should be noted that the 

autonomous bodies were established in a political system which had weak administrative 

institutions and deeply-rooted bureaucracy having colonial mindset which preferred 

centralization of authority and decision-making (Farooq et al., 2018). Hence, autonomous 

bodies and regulatory agencies would be resisted by the bureaucrats or it would be made to fit 

in a path-dependent way in order to keep status quo intact.  

The regulatory institutions must have proper accountability system to keep check on 

their performance (Kemal, 2002). Accountability aspect of study by Rizwan and Jadoon 

(2010) explains that there is no proper system of agency’s evaluation. It should be noticed 

that international entities and actors when they fund and direct some reform initiative have 

personal and institutional interests to follow. Similarly, same can be said about the leadership 
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of any country having a specific context in which these reforms are initiated. As indicated by 

Christensen et al., (2007) these reforms can also be a source to gain legitimacy, used in any 

context or country by leadership and institutions by selecting what is considered popular or 

fashionable at the time from the mix of organizational recipes available to gain political 

mileage and legitimacy in international arena.  

 

6. Accountability of Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority  

Established under an ordinance in 2002, PEMRA is a regulatory authority. PEMRA 

from its establishment issued licenses to diverse media groups. The major portion among the 

given licenses consisted of news channels while nature of other channels was entertainment, 

sports, and religious. In order to regulate the affairs of electronic media, Pakistan Electronic 

Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA) was promulgated on March 01, 2002. The major aim 

of the organization was to assist and regulate the establishment as well as working of all 

broadcast media and its distribution in Pakistan (Iqbal, 2012). 

Television, radio and nowadays social media are the strongest mediums of 

advertisement and it can impact not only on the individual’s attitude, life style, experience 

and even the culture of the country but unfortunately often the needs and issues of the society 

are not the real priority of the media. Under the Article 19 and Article 19A of Fundamental 

Rights in the Constitution of Pakistan, every citizen has the freedom of speech and right to 

information subject to any restriction by law to maintain decency and morality of public 

(Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 1973). Yusuf and Schoemaker (2013) 

discussed that PEMRA was ordered by supreme court in 2012 to describe ‘obscenity’ which 

was taken by media personnel as exerting pressure because most of them earn large amount 

of revenue by broadcasting foreign especially Indian content containing provocative material 

directly in contrast with Pakistani values as discussed by Abbasi (2012).  

Electronic media is an agent of change in Pakistani society but the direction of change 

depends on intent of media. It has been observed that scandalous and unrealistic media 

reporting tends to be biased having vested interests and political motives for monetary gains 

which affects its credibility (Ali, 2016). In light of article 19 and 19A of the Constitution of 

Pakistan (1973) PEMRA ordinance (2002) gives mandate to the regulatory authority to 

improve the standard of information and entertainment, to expand the choice of media forums 

available to public in pursuit of all kind of information for the sake of national interest, to 

facilitate the access of mass media to general public at the local level and lastly to ensure the 

elements of good governance including accountability and transparency in order to enhance 

the flow of information for the general public (Constitution of the Islamic Republic of 

Pakistan, 1973). Thus, the rationale behind creation of this agency was to perform the 

regulatory function on electronic media specifically private electronic media, improvement of 

entertainment standards by playing a facilitator role for broadcast media and to monitor its 

distribution services (PEMRA, 2002). 

According to the report of International Media Support (2009), PEMRA was 

supported by the government, normatively, as a reform in an open media policy with an 

important regulatory function. Keeping the rosy depiction aside it is to be kept in mind that 

partisan pressure on media is often exerted indirectly. One tool normally used by the 

government is that it cuts off the critical media from getting the government advertisements. 

Now the regimes have stopped banning or formally silencing television channels which are 

popular in the masses. In this regard, PEMRA is used by either suspending the channel’s 
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license or by intimidating to do so. Those journalists who report scams of government 

officials are commonly issued contempt notices by the authority (Klasra, 2016). 

Common view among media experts is that PEMRA only acts as a license issuing 

authority implementing regulatory barriers for broadcasters (International Media Support, 

2009). Another similar opinion is that PEMRA is being used to force cable operators to 

censor content of private channels and they selectively block that channel’s broadcast. Also 

the prohibitive entry cost charged by PEMRA as a form of license fee has soared in recent 

years for both TV channels and FM radio (Yusuf & Schoemaker, 2013). Studies present that 

PEMRA is not fulfilling its mandate and political interference is one of main reasons in this 

regard (Waqar, 2015). 

The governments used PEMRA’s laws to keep media in its control. By following this 

approach, under the authority’s board in the past that was composed of ex-police officers and 

bureaucrats, some channels were shut down or stressed. Media activists were not happy with 

the composition of the board and they emphasized the need of a better representation from 

the media which is a major stakeholder of PEMRA. Although the former chairman PEMRA 

was a journalist but instead of decreasing criticism on the authority, it raised with the increase 

of show-cause notices issued on daily basis to diverse channels and anchors (International 

Media Support, 2009). 

7. Proposed Conceptual Model of Accountability Regime of PEMRA 

After discussing the accountability phenomenon of regulatory authorities in detail, a 

comprehensive framework is proposed to study the practical implications in this regard. The 

framework has been developed by merging the accountability models, discussed in detail in 

the literature review, presented by Scott (2000), Bovens (2006; 2007; 2008; 2010), 

Schillemans (2008, 2011) and ‘The 360° view of accountability’ developed by the British 

House of Lords (2004). Objective of the model is to explain the ‘accountability regime’ of 

IRAs and to analyze it in contextual view of Pakistan. It aims at presenting the accountability 

arrangements of IRAs and identifying gaps in case the theoretical forms of accountability are 

not being implemented in case of PEMRA.  

 

As shown in the model, PEMRA is accountable for different aspects of its 

performance, depending on the nature of its conduct to various forums including 

vertical/upwards, horizontal, diagonal and downwards accountability. Examples of such 

forums have been included in the model based on the work of authors mentioned in the 

source. The actors which couldn’t hold an actor accountable in the ‘360° view of 

accountability’ discussed by Sosay (2009) are also included in this model as the review of the 

literature suggested that ideally, they should be included in the accountability regime of 

IRAs. 

 

8. Conclusion 

This discussion based conceptual paper aimed to unearth the accountability 

phenomena of independent regulatory authorities by extensively exploring the international 

context which paved the way for public management reforms in developed and developing 

countries. For this purpose, thorough investigation of the current literature shows some 

interesting insights which are helpful to understand the global and local emergence of a 

regulatory framework in which accountability and transparency are considered to be a 

hallmark. 
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Figure 2: Accountability Regime of Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Scott (2000, p. 43), Bovens (2006, p. 22), Schillemans (2011, p. 391) 

and House of Lords (2004, p. 20). 

 

Since media regulatory authorities have a multifaced background and importance of 

media regulation cannot be denied therefore, single existing electronic media regulatory 

authority in Pakistan was chosen for this research. Discussion of accountability phenomena 

under regulatory governance with the help of existing literature made it possible to come up 

with a conceptual model for a holistic accountability for the regulatory authorities by 

identifying the gaps in the current literature. 

  To conclude, the paper based on comprehensive analysis of accountability regime of 

IRAs in general and PEMRA in particular, proposed a holistic model for accountability to be 
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applicable in the context of Pakistan.  It undertakes the case of PEMRA to highlight the local 

perspective of holding media regulatory authorities accountable for their mandate and 

objectives. The model significantly contributes to the existing literature with respect to 

developing accountability regime of regulatory authorities and identifying the complex nature 

of the issue.  

Future research in this regard may be conducted to unearth the differences in different 

sectors by applying this model. Cross sector comparison can also be studied in global and 

local context with the help of this conceptual model explaining the accountability phenomena 

in general. 
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