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Abstract

This qualitative study investigated the role of social capital in facilitating access
to higher education for marginalized communities in Pakistan through a
phenomenological research design. The study employed purposive sampling to
select participants from rural populations, ethnic minorities, and economically
disadvantaged families across different provinces. Data collection involved in-
depth semi-structured interviews with 30 participants, focus group discussions,
and participant observations. Thematic analysis revealed five major themes:
family and community networks as educational enablers, religious and cultural
capital as bridging mechanisms, mentorship and guidance systems, economic
cooperation through social bonds, and institutional trust building. The findings
demonstrated that bonding social capital within families and communities
provided essential emotional and financial support, while bridging social capital
facilitated connections with educational institutions and opportunities. Religious
networks emerged as significant facilitators, providing both material support and
legitimacy for educational pursuits. However, certain traditional social structures
also posed barriers, particularly for female participants. The study revealed that
successful educational access required strategic navigation of multiple social
networks and the ability to convert different forms of social capital into
educational opportunities. These findings contribute to understanding how
marginalized communities leverage social resources to overcome structural
barriers in Pakistan's higher education system and inform policy interventions
aimed at improving educational equity.

Keywords: Social capital, higher education access, marginalized communities,
Pakistan, educational inequality, qualitative research, social networks.

Introduction

Pakistan's higher education landscape reflects significant disparities in access

and participation, with marginalized communities facing substantial barriers to

educational advancement. Despite constitutional commitments to provide free
662


mailto:dawar.awan@gmail.com
http://www.thedssr.com

www.thedssr.com

Dialogue Social Science Review (DSSR) ZP'
I

ISSN Online: 3007-3154
ISSN Print: 3007-3146 DIALOGUE SOCIAL SCIENCE REVIEW

Vol. 3 No. 6 (June) (2025)

and compulsory education, the reality reveals persistent inequalities that
disproportionately affect rural populations, ethnic minorities, and economically
disadvantaged groups (Siddiqui et al., 2025). The concept of social capital,
encompassing networks of relationships, trust, and reciprocity within
communities, has emerged as a critical lens through which to understand how
individuals and groups navigate educational systems and overcome structural
obstacles.

The significance of social capital in educational contexts has gained
considerable attention in recent scholarly discourse, particularly in developing
countries where formal institutional support may be limited or inadequate. In
Pakistan's context, where traditional social structures, kinship networks, and
community bonds remain influential, understanding how these social resources
facilitate or hinder educational access becomes paramount. The country's
complex social fabric, characterized by diverse ethnic groups, languages, and
cultural practices, creates a unique environment where social capital operates
through multiple channels and forms.

Marginalized communities in Pakistan face multifaceted challenges in
accessing higher education, including financial constraints, geographical
isolation, cultural barriers, and limited information about educational
opportunities. These communities often rely on informal networks and social
connections to navigate educational systems, making social capital a potentially
crucial factor in determining educational outcomes. However, the mechanisms
through which social capital operates in these contexts, and its specific role in
facilitating higher education access, remain underexplored in the Pakistani
context.

The educational landscape in Pakistan has undergone significant
transformations in recent decades, with increasing recognition of the need to
address inequalities and expand access to higher education. Government
initiatives, international aid programs, and civil society organizations have
implemented various interventions aimed at improving educational participation
among marginalized groups. However, the success of these interventions often
depends on how they interact with existing social structures and capital within
communities.

Research on social capital and education in Pakistan has primarily focused
on primary and secondary education levels, with limited attention to higher
education access. This gap is particularly significant given that higher education
represents a critical pathway for social mobility and economic advancement for
marginalized communities. Understanding how social capital functions at this
level can inform more effective policies and interventions designed to promote
educational equity.

The role of family networks, community leaders, religious institutions,
and peer groups in shaping educational aspirations and opportunities requires
detailed examination. These social actors often serve as gatekeepers, facilitators,
or barriers to educational access, depending on their attitudes, resources, and
connections. The complex interplay between different forms of social capital—
bonding, bridging, and linking—creates varied pathways and obstacles for
different segments of marginalized communities.

Gender dimensions of social capital and educational access present particular
complexities in the Pakistani context, where cultural norms and traditions
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significantly influence women's educational opportunities. The ways in which
female members of marginalized communities navigate social networks to
pursue higher education, and how family and community dynamics either
support or constrain their educational aspirations, require specific attention and
analysis.

The current study addresses these gaps by providing an in-depth
qualitative exploration of how social capital facilitates access to higher education
for marginalized communities in Pakistan. Through detailed interviews, focus
groups, and observations, this research aims to uncover the mechanisms,
processes, and dynamics through which social relationships and networks enable
educational participation among disadvantaged groups.

Contemporary research has highlighted the importance of understanding
education not merely as an individual pursuit but as a social process embedded
within community contexts and relationships (Ahmad & Shah, 2022). This
perspective is particularly relevant in Pakistan, where collective decision-making,
family involvement, and community support play crucial roles in educational
choices and outcomes. The study contributes to this understanding by examining
how social capital operates as both a resource and a constraint in educational
access.

The findings of this research have important implications for educational
policy and practice in Pakistan. By understanding the role of social capital in
facilitating educational access, policymakers and practitioners can design
interventions that leverage existing social resources while addressing structural
barriers. This approach recognizes the agency and resourcefulness of
marginalized communities while acknowledging the systemic challenges they
face in accessing higher education opportunities.

Research Objectives

1. To examine the mechanisms through which social capital facilitates access to
higher education for marginalized communities in Pakistan

2. To identify the different forms and sources of social capital that contribute to
educational access among disadvantaged groups

3. To analyze the barriers and limitations of social capital in overcoming
structural inequalities in higher education access

Research Questions

1. How does social capital function as a facilitating factor for higher education
access among marginalized communities in Pakistan?

2. What are the key sources and forms of social capital that marginalized
communities utilize to overcome educational barriers?

3. What are the limitations and potential negative aspects of social capital in the
context of higher education access for marginalized groups?

Significance of the Study

This study holds significant importance for understanding educational equity
and social dynamics in Pakistan's higher education system. The research
contributes to the limited body of knowledge on social capital and education in
the Pakistani context, particularly focusing on marginalized communities and
higher education access. The findings provide valuable insights for policymakers,
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educational institutions, and development organizations working to improve
educational opportunities for disadvantaged groups. By identifying the
mechanisms through which social capital operates, the study informs the design
of more effective interventions that can leverage existing social resources while
addressing structural barriers. The research also contributes to broader
theoretical discussions on social capital theory and its application in developing
country contexts, offering nuanced understanding of how social relationships
and networks function in educational access processes.

Literature Review

The relationship between social capital and educational access has been
extensively studied across various contexts, with growing recognition of its
importance in understanding educational inequalities and outcomes. Coleman's
seminal work on social capital established the foundation for examining how
social relationships, networks, and community resources influence educational
processes and achievements. In the context of developing countries, social capital
has emerged as a particularly relevant concept for understanding how
communities navigate institutional challenges and resource constraints in
pursuing educational opportunities.

Recent studies have highlighted the multifaceted nature of social capital in
educational contexts, distinguishing between bonding, bridging, and linking
forms of social capital and their differential impacts on educational access and
outcomes. Bonding social capital, characterized by strong ties within
homogeneous groups, provides emotional support, information sharing, and
resource mobilization within communities. Bridging social capital, involving
connections across diverse groups, facilitates access to new opportunities and
resources. Linking social capital connects individuals and communities to formal
institutions and power structures, enabling access to official resources and
services.

In the Pakistani context, social capital operates within a complex web of
family structures, kinship networks, religious affiliations, and community
organizations. Research by Khan and Ahmad (2023) demonstrated that family
networks play a crucial role in educational decision-making and resource
allocation, particularly for higher education pursuits. The study found that
extended family connections often provide financial support, information about
educational opportunities, and social validation for educational investments,
especially for marginalized communities with limited formal institutional
support.

The role of religious institutions and networks in facilitating educational
access has received considerable attention in Pakistani educational research.
Studies have shown that mosques, madrassas, and religious leaders often serve
as important information sources and support systems for educational pursuits
(Rahman et al., 2024). These religious networks provide both material support
and cultural legitimacy for educational endeavors, particularly in conservative
communities where secular education might face resistance.

Gender dimensions of social capital and educational access present unique
challenges and opportunities in the Pakistani context. Research by Fatima and
Hassan (2022) revealed that women's access to higher education is significantly
influenced by female networks within families and communities. The study
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found that mothers, sisters, and female community leaders play crucial roles in
advocating for girls' education and providing support systems that enable
educational participation despite cultural constraints.

Community leadership and social influence have been identified as critical
factors in shaping educational attitudes and behaviors within marginalized
communities. Studies have demonstrated that community leaders, including
elders, religious figures, and local politicians, significantly influence educational
aspirations and access through their endorsement or opposition to educational
pursuits (Ali et al., 2023). The research highlighted the importance of engaging
these influential figures in educational promotion efforts.

Economic dimensions of social capital in educational access involve both
formal and informal financial support systems within communities. Research has
shown that marginalized communities often rely on collective savings schemes,
informal lending networks, and community pooling of resources to finance
higher education for promising students (Shah & Malik, 2021). These economic
networks demonstrate how social relationships translate into tangible
educational support.

The concept of cultural capital, closely related to social capital, has been
examined in the context of Pakistani educational systems. Studies have revealed
that familiarity with educational systems, knowledge of application processes,
and understanding of institutional cultures significantly influence educational
access and success (Hussain et al., 2024). Marginalized communities often lack
this cultural capital, making social networks crucial for accessing relevant
information and guidance.

Peer networks and mentorship relationships have emerged as important
forms of social capital in educational contexts. Research has demonstrated that
connections with successful students, alumni networks, and peer support groups
significantly influence educational aspirations and provide practical assistance in
navigating higher education systems (Ahmed & Khan, 2023). These relationships
offer role models, information sharing, and emotional support throughout
educational journeys.

The digital dimension of social capital has gained prominence in recent
educational research, particularly in the context of information access and
communication technologies. Studies have shown that access to digital networks
and online communities can expand social capital beyond geographical and
traditional social boundaries, providing new opportunities for educational
information and support (Raza et al., 2022). However, digital divides often
exacerbate existing inequalities in social capital access.

Institutional trust and social capital relationships with educational
institutions represent another important dimension of educational access.
Research has revealed that communities' trust in educational institutions,
government programs, and support services significantly influences participation
in higher education initiatives (Igbal & Shah, 2024). Building institutional trust
requires sustained engagement and positive experiences with educational
providers.

The negative aspects and limitations of social capital in educational
contexts have also received scholarly attention. Studies have identified situations
where social capital can reinforce existing inequalities, create exclusionary
practices, or impose constraints on individual educational choices (Hassan et al.,
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2023). Understanding these limitations is crucial for developing comprehensive
approaches to educational equity.

Research Methodology

This qualitative study employed a phenomenological research design to explore
the role of social capital in facilitating access to higher education for
marginalized communities in Pakistan. The researcher conducted purposive
sampling to select participants from various marginalized groups including rural
populations, ethnic minorities, and economically disadvantaged families across
different provinces of Pakistan. Data collection involved in-depth semi-
structured interviews with 25-30 participants, including students from
marginalized backgrounds who successfully accessed higher education, their
family members, community leaders, and educational administrators. The
interviews focused on understanding participants' experiences, perceptions, and
the social networks that influenced their educational journey. Additionally, the
study incorporated focus group discussions with community members to gather
collective insights about social capital mechanisms. The researcher also
conducted participant observations in community settings to understand the
social dynamics and informal networks that operate within these communities.
Data analysis followed a thematic analysis approach, where interview transcripts
underwent coding to identify recurring patterns and themes related to social
capital elements such as trust, reciprocity, social networks, and collective efficacy.
The study ensured ethical considerations by obtaining informed consent from all
participants and maintaining confidentiality throughout the research process.

Data Analysis

The thematic analysis of interview transcripts, focus group discussions, and
observational data revealed five major themes related to the role of social capital
in facilitating access to higher education for marginalized communities in
Pakistan. These themes emerged through systematic coding and analysis of
participant responses, demonstrating the complex and multifaceted ways in
which social relationships and networks function in educational access processes.

Theme 1: Family and Community Networks as Educational Enablers
The most prominent theme emerging from the data was the central role of family
and community networks in facilitating higher education access. Participants
consistently described how extended family members, including grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and cousins, played crucial roles in supporting their educational
pursuits. This support manifested in multiple forms, including financial
contributions, emotional encouragement, and practical assistance in navigating
educational systems.

Financial support through family networks emerged as a critical factor,
with 87% of participants reporting some form of family financial assistance for
their higher education. Participants described collective family decisions to pool
resources for promising students, often involving extended family members
contributing small amounts that collectively enabled educational participation.
One participant from a rural area in Punjab explained how his extended family
organized a meeting to discuss his university education, with each family
member committing to contribute a specific amount monthly to cover his
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expenses.
The concept of educational investment as a family strategy was evident
throughout the interviews. Families viewed higher education not as an individual
pursuit but as a collective investment in the family's future social and economic
mobility. This perspective created strong motivation for extended support
networks to contribute to educational endeavors, even when individual family
resources were limited.

Community networks beyond immediate families also played significant
roles in educational facilitation. Participants described how neighborhood
relationships, community organizations, and local social groups provided various
forms of support. Community elders often served as advisors and advocates,
using their influence to secure educational opportunities or resolve obstacles. In
several cases, community members with higher education experience provided
guidance and mentorship to aspiring students.

The role of community honor and reputation in motivating educational
support was particularly noteworthy. Participants described how families and
communities viewed educational success as bringing prestige and respect to the
entire community. This collective pride created additional incentives for
community support and investment in educational endeavors.

Information sharing within family and community networks emerged as
another crucial function. Participants frequently mentioned learning about
educational opportunities, scholarship programs, and application processes
through family and community connections. These informal information
networks often provided more accessible and trusted information than official
sources, particularly for families with limited experience in higher education
systems.

The gendered nature of family and community support revealed
important variations in how social capital functioned for male and female
participants. Female participants described more complex negotiations within
family networks, often requiring support from multiple female family members
and community advocates to overcome cultural resistance to women's higher
education.

Theme 2: Religious and Cultural Capital as Bridging Mechanisms
Religious institutions and networks emerged as significant facilitators of higher
education access for marginalized communities. Mosques, religious schools, and
faith-based organizations provided multiple forms of support, including financial
assistance, information dissemination, and cultural legitimacy for educational
pursuits.

Participants described how religious leaders often served as influential
advocates for education, using religious teachings to justify and promote higher
education pursuits. Imams and religious teachers frequently provided guidance
and counseling to students and families, helping to overcome cultural and
religious concerns about secular higher education. Their endorsement carried
significant weight in conservative communities where religious authority was
highly respected.

Financial support through religious networks was documented in
numerous cases. Zakat funds, charitable donations, and religious community
pooling of resources provided crucial financial assistance for educational
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expenses. Several participants reported receiving scholarship support from
religious organizations or wealthy community members motivated by religious
principles of education and charity.

The concept of education as a religious obligation was frequently invoked
by participants and their families. Religious leaders' emphasis on seeking
knowledge as a fundamental Islamic duty provided cultural legitimacy and
motivation for educational pursuits, particularly in communities where secular
education might otherwise face resistance.

Religious networks also functioned as information sources and guidance
systems. Religious institutions often served as community centers where
educational information was shared and discussed. Religious leaders frequently
had connections with educational institutions and could provide advice on
educational choices and opportunities.

The bridging function of religious capital was particularly evident in
connecting marginalized communities with broader educational networks and
opportunities. Religious organizations often had links with universities,
scholarship programs, and educational foundations, providing access points that
might otherwise be unavailable to marginalized communities.

However, the data also revealed potential limitations and constraints
associated with religious social capital. Some participants described tensions
between religious expectations and secular educational requirements,
particularly regarding gender mixing, dress codes, and curriculum content.
Navigating these tensions required careful negotiation and sometimes led to
compromises in educational choices.

Theme 3: Mentorship and Guidance Systems

Mentorship relationships emerged as crucial forms of social capital in facilitating
higher education access. Participants described various types of mentors,
including teachers, successful community members with higher education
experience, religious leaders, and peer mentors from similar backgrounds who
had successfully navigated higher education systems.

Teacher mentorship was particularly significant, with many participants
describing transformative relationships with primary or secondary school
teachers who recognized their potential and provided ongoing guidance and
support. These teachers often went beyond their formal roles to provide
information about higher education opportunities, assist with application
processes, and advocate for students within educational systems.

Community mentors, typically individuals from marginalized
backgrounds who had achieved higher education success, provided crucial role
models and practical guidance. These mentors understood the specific challenges
faced by marginalized communities and could provide culturally relevant advice
and support. Their success stories served as inspiration and proof of possibility
for aspiring students.

Peer mentorship networks among students from similar backgrounds
created supportive communities that facilitated information sharing, emotional
support, and practical assistance. Participants described informal networks of
students who shared information about scholarship opportunities, study
strategies, and navigating university systems.

The guidance provided by mentors extended beyond academic advice to include
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practical life skills, financial planning, and social navigation strategies. Mentors
helped participants understand university cultures, academic expectations, and
social norms that might be unfamiliar to first-generation university students
from marginalized backgrounds.

Mentorship relationships often evolved into long-term support networks
that continued throughout and beyond higher education experiences. Many
successful participants described becoming mentors themselves, creating cyclical
patterns of support that strengthened social capital within marginalized
communities.

The institutional recognition and formalization of mentorship
relationships emerged as an important factor in their effectiveness. Educational
institutions that created formal mentorship programs or recognized and
supported informal mentorship relationships were more successful in retaining
and supporting students from marginalized backgrounds.

Theme 4: Economic Cooperation Through Social Bonds

Economic cooperation and resource sharing through social networks represented
a fundamental mechanism through which marginalized communities facilitated
higher education access. Participants described various forms of economic
collaboration, including rotating savings schemes, collective resource pooling,
and mutual support systems that enabled educational investments despite
individual financial constraints.

Traditional rotating savings associations, known locally as "committee"
systems, were frequently mentioned as sources of educational funding. These
informal financial systems allowed community members to pool resources and
take turns accessing lump sums for significant investments, including higher
education expenses. The social trust and peer pressure inherent in these systems
ensured reliability and participation.

Collective resource mobilization for promising students was another
significant pattern. Communities often identified academically talented
individuals and organized collective support efforts, including fundraising events,
community contributions, and resource sharing to enable their higher education
pursuit. These efforts were viewed as investments in community development
and future support networks.

Informal lending networks within social circles provided crucial financial
flexibility for educational expenses. Participants described borrowing from
family members, community members, and social contacts for educational costs,
with repayment terms often based on social relationships rather than formal
financial arrangements.

Labor sharing and service exchange systems enabled families to reduce
expenses and free up resources for educational investments. Community
members provided services, labor, or goods to families pursuing higher
education, reducing their financial burden and enabling them to allocate more
resources to educational expenses.

The concept of future reciprocity was central to many economic
cooperation arrangements. Community investments in individual education were
made with expectations of future returns, including professional services,
financial contributions to community development, or support for subsequent
community members pursuing education.
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Business networks and entrepreneurial support emerged as important economic
dimensions of social capital. Successful community members often provided
business opportunities, employment connections, or entrepreneurial support to
help families generate income for educational expenses or to provide post-
graduation opportunities.

Theme 5: Institutional Trust Building and Navigation

The development of trust relationships with educational institutions and formal
systems emerged as a crucial factor in facilitating higher education access.
Participants described how social networks helped build connections with
institutional representatives, navigate bureaucratic processes, and develop
confidence in engaging with formal educational systems.

Social connections with institutional insiders, including university staff,
administrators, and faculty members, provided crucial assistance in
understanding and navigating institutional requirements. These connections
often developed through extended social networks, religious affiliations, or
regional connections, demonstrating the importance of bridging social capital in
institutional access.

Trust building through positive experiences and success stories within

social networks influenced community attitudes toward higher education
institutions. When community members had positive experiences with specific
institutions or programs, this information spread through social networks and
influenced subsequent educational choices and institutional trust.
Collective representation and advocacy through social networks enabled
marginalized communities to engage more effectively with educational
institutions. Community leaders, religious figures, and social organizations often
served as intermediaries between communities and institutions, facilitating
communication and addressing concerns or obstacles.

The role of alumni networks in building institutional connections was
particularly significant. Graduates from marginalized communities who
maintained connections with their alma maters often served as bridges,
providing information, advocacy, and support for subsequent students from their
communities.

Cultural adaptation and institutional navigation were facilitated through
social networks that provided guidance on institutional cultures, expectations,
and social norms. Students from marginalized backgrounds relied on social
connections to understand unwritten rules, social expectations, and navigation
strategies for successful institutional engagement.

Institutional responsiveness to community needs and concerns was often
facilitated through social capital relationships. Institutions that recognized and
engaged with community leaders, religious figures, and social networks were
more successful in building trust and facilitating access for marginalized
communities.

The findings revealed both enabling and constraining aspects of social
capital in higher education access. While social networks provided crucial
support and resources, they also sometimes imposed expectations, limitations, or
obligations that constrained individual educational choices. Understanding these
complex dynamics is essential for developing comprehensive approaches to
educational equity that leverage social capital while addressing its potential
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limitations.

Discussion

The findings of this study reveal the complex and multifaceted role of social
capital in facilitating access to higher education for marginalized communities in
Pakistan. The identified themes demonstrate that social capital operates through
various mechanisms and networks, providing both resources and constraints for
educational access. These findings align with broader theoretical frameworks of
social capital while revealing specific contextual factors relevant to Pakistan's
social and educational landscape.

The prominence of family and community networks as educational
enablers reflects the collectivist nature of Pakistani society, where educational
decisions and investments are often made collectively rather than individually.
This finding is consistent with recent research by Ahmad and Shah (2022), who
emphasized the importance of understanding education as a social process
embedded within community contexts. The collective approach to educational
investment demonstrates how marginalized communities leverage social
relationships to overcome individual resource constraints, creating informal
support systems that compensate for limited formal institutional support.

The significant role of religious and cultural capital as bridging
mechanisms highlights the unique context of Pakistani society, where religious
institutions and networks maintain considerable influence and resources. The
ability of religious leaders to provide cultural legitimacy for educational pursuits
addresses one of the key barriers faced by marginalized communities,
particularly in conservative areas where secular education might face resistance.
This finding extends previous research on religious social capital in educational
contexts, demonstrating how religious networks can serve as crucial bridges
between traditional communities and modern educational institutions (Rahman
et al., 2024).

The emergence of mentorship and guidance systems as a distinct theme
underscores the importance of cultural capital and institutional knowledge in
educational access. The finding that successful individuals from similar
backgrounds serve as particularly effective mentors aligns with research on
cultural matching and role model effects in educational contexts. These
mentorship relationships address the information gaps and cultural barriers that
often prevent marginalized communities from effectively navigating higher
education systems, providing both practical guidance and inspirational models of
success.

Conclusion

This qualitative study has provided comprehensive insights into the role of social
capital in facilitating access to higher education for marginalized communities in
Pakistan. The research revealed five major themes that illuminate the complex
mechanisms through which social relationships and networks enable educational
participation among disadvantaged groups. These findings contribute
significantly to understanding how marginalized communities leverage social
resources to overcome structural barriers in Pakistan's higher education system.
The study demonstrates that social capital operates as a crucial compensatory
mechanism for marginalized communities, providing alternative pathways to
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educational access when formal institutional support is limited or inadequate.
Family and community networks serve as foundational support systems, offering
financial resources, emotional encouragement, and practical assistance that
enable educational participation. Religious and cultural networks provide
legitimacy and additional resources, while mentorship relationships offer
guidance and inspiration. Economic cooperation through social bonds creates
innovative financing mechanisms, and institutional trust building facilitates
effective navigation of formal educational systems.

However, the research also reveals the complex nature of social capital,
which can both enable and constrain educational opportunities. While social
networks provide crucial support, they may also impose expectations, obligations,
or limitations that constrain individual educational choices. This dual nature of
social capital requires careful consideration in policy and intervention design,
recognizing both its potential and its limitations in addressing educational
inequalities.

The findings have important implications for educational policy and
practice in Pakistan. Understanding how social capital functions in educational
access can inform the design of more effective interventions that leverage
existing social resources while addressing structural barriers. This approach
recognizes the agency and resourcefulness of marginalized communities while
acknowledging the systemic challenges they face. Policymakers and practitioners
should consider how to strengthen positive aspects of social capital while
mitigating potential constraints, creating educational policies and programs that
work with rather than against existing social dynamics.

The study contributes to broader theoretical discussions on social capital
and education, offering nuanced understanding of how social relationships
function in developing country contexts. The findings highlight the importance of
context-specific research that considers cultural, religious, and social factors in
understanding educational access processes. This research provides a foundation
for future studies on social capital and education in Pakistan and similar contexts,
offering methodological approaches and theoretical insights that can inform
comparative research.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations emerge for
policymakers, educational institutions, and development organizations working
to improve higher education access for marginalized communities in Pakistan.
First, educational policies and programs should be designed to leverage existing
social capital structures rather than attempting to replace them, recognizing
family and community networks as valuable partners in educational
development. Institutions should develop formal partnerships with community
leaders, religious figures, and social organizations to build trust and facilitate
access for marginalized groups. Second, mentorship programs should be
established and institutionalized within higher education institutions, connecting
successful graduates from marginalized backgrounds with current and
prospective students to provide guidance, support, and role models. Third,
innovative financing mechanisms should be developed that build upon existing
community economic cooperation systems, such as rotating savings associations
and collective resource pooling, to create sustainable funding sources for higher
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education. These mechanisms should be culturally appropriate and leverage
existing trust relationships within communities. Fourth, information
dissemination strategies should utilize existing social networks and trusted
information sources, including religious institutions, community organizations,
and informal networks, to ensure that information about educational
opportunities reaches marginalized communities effectively. Finally, educational
institutions should invest in cultural competency and community engagement,
training staff to understand and work effectively with marginalized communities
while developing institutional practices that are inclusive and responsive to
diverse cultural needs and expectations.
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