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Abstract

Girls' education remains one of the most powerful drivers of sustainable development, yet millions of girls in developing
regions continue to face significant barriers to accessing and completing quality university education. This paper examines
how university alumni in Nigeria can serve as strategic catalysts for advancing girls' education through a narrative literature
review synthesising peer-reviewed studies, institutional reports, and policy documents published between 2015 and 2026.
The review reveals that alumni constitute a substantially underutilised but strategically positioned group capable of
contributing through advocacy, mentorship, financial support, and institutional strengthening. These contributions are
conceptualised through Bourdieu's (1986) theory of capital across four interrelated forms — social, cultural, financial, and
symbolic — demonstrating how each strategy maps onto improved access, retention, and educational outcomes for girls.
Critically, the review also exposes significant gaps: inconsistent evidence, weak institutionalisation of alumni-focused
programmes, and a near-total absence of rigorous impact evaluation in the Nigerian context. By offering one of the first
attempts to theorise alumni-driven girls'-education interventions in Nigeria through an explicit capital-theory lens, the paper
contributes original scholarship to the field and proposes concrete pathways alongside a research agenda for
institutionalising and evaluating alumni engagement as a sustainable development strategy.
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1. Introduction

Education is universally recognised as a fundamental human right and a cornerstone of sustainable development.
University education is the process of acquiring advanced knowledge, skills, values, and professional capability
through study and research, preparing individuals for careers, leadership roles, lifelong learning, and meaningful
societal contribution (Najjar et al., 2025). Girls' education refers to the provision of formal and informal learning
opportunities that enable girls to acquire the knowledge, skills, values, and competencies essential for individual
growth and active societal participation. Educating girls yields substantial returns, including improved health outcomes,
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reduced poverty, enhanced economic productivity, and strengthened democratic participation; educated girls are more
likely to participate in the labour force, enjoy better health outcomes, and invest in the education of future generations
(UNESCO, 2023; World Bank, n.d.).

Despite global commitments and measurable progress, substantial disparities persist, particularly in low- and
middle-income regions such as Nigeria, where socio-cultural, economic, and institutional barriers continue to constrain
girls' access to and completion of quality university education. These barriers include poverty, early marriage,
restrictive cultural norms, insecurity, and inadequate educational infrastructure (Aina & Adedipe, 2021).

While governments, multilateral organisations, and non-governmental organisations have traditionally led interventions
to advance girls' education, growing attention is being directed toward the role of non-state actors. Among these,
university alumni — graduates who retain social, professional, and emotional ties to their alma mater — possess
social capital, professional expertise, credibility, and institutional knowledge that position them as a distinctive,
underutilised resource. Alumni can be described as previous students who remain connected to their university after
graduation, contributing to its growth through mentorship, networking, scholarships, fundraising, advocacy, and
volunteering (Wang & Zhang, 2023). When alumni engagement is deliberately structured, it has the potential to
improve access, retention, quality, and educational outcomes for girls; however, realising this potential requires
addressing the structural challenges that currently limit alumni engagement in Nigeria.

This paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 outlines the methodology and theoretical framework underpinning the
review. Section 3 examines alumni as agents of educational change. Section 4 reviews the principal strategies through
which alumni in Nigerian universities promote girls' education. Section 5 assesses the documented impacts of alumni
engagement. Section 6 proposes pathways for sustainable alumni engagement. Section 7 discusses challenges and
mitigation strategies, followed by recommendations, limitations, and conclusions.

2. Methodology and Theoretical Framework

2.1 Methodology

This paper adopts a narrative literature review design, appropriate for synthesising a fragmented and emerging body
of evidence on alumni engagement and girls' education across disciplinary boundaries (higher education
management, development studies, and gender studies). Sources were identified through targeted searches of
peer-reviewed journals, institutional and multilateral reports (UNESCO, UNICEF, OECD, World Bank, Council for
Advancement and Support of Education), and Nigerian higher-education policy literature published between 2015 and
2026. The 2015 start date was chosen to align with the adoption of the UN Sustainable Development Goals, which set
the global framework for girls' education (SDG 4) and gender equality (SDG 5) that underpins much of the
contemporary policy discourse addressed in this review. Search terms combined variants of 'alumni engagement’,
‘alumni association’, 'girls' education’, ‘higher education philanthropy’, and 'Nigeria’ or 'sub-Saharan Africa'. Sources
were included where they addressed alumni contributions to educational development, girls'’/women's access to higher
education, or sustainable institutional engagement models; sources offering only anecdotal commentary without
identifiable authorship or institutional backing were excluded except where used illustratively and flagged as such.

It should be noted at the outset that empirical, peer-reviewed studies evaluating the specific effect of Nigerian
university alumni programmes on girls' educational outcomes remain scarce. Consequently, this review draws on a
combination of (a) general alumni-engagement and higher-education-philanthropy literature, much of it from outside
Nigeria; (b) Nigerian tertiary-institution development literature, which addresses alumni roles more broadly rather than
girls' education specifically; and (c) global girls'-education and gender-equity literature. Claims drawn from each
stream are identified accordingly, and the absence of Nigeria-specific impact evaluations is treated as a substantive
finding of the review rather than a gap to be glossed over.

2.2 Theoretical Framework — Capital Theory

The paper's conceptual architecture draws on Bourdieu's (1986) theory of capital, which distinguishes between
economic capital (financial and material assets), social capital (resources accessed through durable networks and
relationships), cultural capital (embodied knowledge, skills, and credentials), and symbolic capital (prestige,
recognition, and legitimacy that can be converted into influence). Coleman's (1988) complementary account of social
capital as a resource embedded in relationships that facilitates collective action is also drawn upon, particularly in
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explaining how alumni networks translate personal success into institutional and community-level benefit.

Applying this lens, alumni contributions to girls' education in this paper are conceptualised across four interrelated
forms of capital drawn directly from Bourdieu's (1986) typology. Social capital refers to alumni networks that provide
access to influential platforms, decision-makers, and community leaders. Cultural capital denotes the embodied
knowledge, credentials, and professional expertise that alumni bring to educational initiatives, including pedagogical
skills, technical competencies, and institutional know-how. Financial capital is mobilised through donations,
scholarships, and endowments. Symbolic capital is generated as alumni serve as visible role models whose
recognised achievements lend legitimacy to girls' educational aspirations, particularly in communities where examples
of educated women in professional roles are limited. Framed this way, alumni contributions are not merely
philanthropic gestures but constitute developmental, systemic, and potentially transformative interventions within
education ecosystems — a claim this paper now substantiates by mapping it onto Nigerian university practice.

3. Alumni as Agents of Educational Change

Alumni play a central role in the growth, development, and sustainability of universities by providing economic support,
scholarships, mentorship, career opportunities, and professional networking for students and graduates. They also
contribute to institutional progress through participation in governance, curriculum improvement, research support,
fundraising, and partnership-building with industry and other organisations. As ambassadors of their alma mater,
alumni enhance institutional reputation and visibility while supporting community service and outreach. A strong
alumni network is consequently associated with academic excellence, institutional competitiveness, and long-term
sustainability (Council for Advancement and Support of Education, 2023).

Alumni occupy a strategic position at the intersection of education, society, and the economy, representing a bridge
between educational institutions and the broader public. Having personally benefited from education, alumni are well
placed to understand both its transformative power and the constraints faced by disadvantaged learners, including
girls from less privileged backgrounds. Babatola (2015), in institutional commentary published by the University of
Lagos, argues that no institution can fully thrive without engaging its alumni meaningfully in institutional affairs, a view
corroborated by the evidence base assembled by the Council for Advancement and Support of Education (2023),
emphasising the need for universities to deliberately leverage alumni associations in pursuit of sustainable
development. Within this framing, alumni act as agents of change by influencing girls' education across three
interconnected dimensions: access, by enabling girls to enrol through financial, moral, and material support; retention,
by supporting girls to remain enrolled and graduate through mentorship, welfare support, and advocacy; and
outcomes, by enhancing educational quality, aspirations, and post-school transitions through exposure, skills
development, and role modelling.

4. Strategies through Which Alumni Promote Girls' Education in Nigerian Universities

Girls' education is widely recognised as a critical lever for gender equality, socio-economic development, and national
growth. In Nigerian universities, efforts to raise female participation and academic success require the support of
multiple stakeholders, including alumni. As former students who sustain a lifelong connection to their alma mater,
alumni contribute through scholarships, mentorship, infrastructure funding, career-development programming, and
policy advocacy. Drawing on UNICEF (2024) and Ogunode and Elizabeth (2024), this review organises alumni
contributions into five principal channels: advocacy and policy influence; financial support and scholarship schemes;
mentorship and role modelling; institutional capacity building; and community engagement and social mobilisation.
Each is examined below, mapped onto the capital-theory framework introduced in Section 2.

4.1 Advocacy and Policy Influence (Social and Symbolic Capital)

Alumni often occupy influential positions in government, academia, civil society, and the private sector. Through
advocacy, they can shape policies that support girls' education, such as gender-sensitive education policies,
scholarship schemes, safe-school initiatives, and legislation addressing early marriage. Prominent alumni typically
possess access to policymaking spaces, corporate networks, and international organisations; leveraging this access,
alumni can shape education policy, mobilise large-scale funding, and broker partnerships between universities and
development agencies. Engagement at this level represents the conversion of accumulated social and symbolic
capital into system-level influence, with the potential to scale local interventions into sustainable, system-wide
programmes aligned with national and global education agendas.

Online ISSN: 3141-6268 | https://mssjournals.azmanuniversity.edu.ng © 2026 Batul Mukhtar et al. Published by Azman University. CC BY 4.0. Page 29



AUIJMSS Azman University International Journal of Management and Social Sciences ALUMNI ASSOCIATIONS AND GIRLS' EDUCATION IN NIGERIA

4.2 Financial Support and Scholarship Schemes (Financial Capital)

Financial support is among the most visible forms of alumni contribution to girls' education. Alumni contribute through
individual donations, pooled alumni funds, endowments, and foundation-driven scholarships that typically target tuition
fees, uniforms, textbooks, digital learning devices, transportation, and boarding expenses. Girls from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds are disproportionately affected by school-related costs; alumni-funded scholarships are
reported to reduce financial barriers, prevent dropout, and encourage continuity in education, with scholarships
explicitly targeted at girls associated with improved female enrolment and completion rates in several
developing-country contexts (Ogunode & Elizabeth, 2024). It is worth noting, however, that much of this evidence
derives from programme-level reporting rather than independent impact evaluation; structured alumni endowment
funds, which move beyond ad hoc donations toward long-term investment, are more likely to generate the continuity
needed for measurable effect, but rigorous evidence isolating their causal contribution to girls' outcomes in the
Nigerian context specifically remains limited.

4.3 Mentorship and Role Modelling (Cultural and Symbolic Capital)

Mentorship is a comparatively cost-effective intervention through which alumni promote girls' education. Female
alumni, in particular, serve as visible role models who demonstrate the possibilities that education can unlock. Alumni
mentors support girls through career guidance, academic motivation, leadership development, and life-skills coaching,
helping to counter low aspirations, limited exposure, and self-doubt, particularly in conservative or marginalised
communities. Regular interaction with successful alumni is associated with enhanced confidence, resilience, and
longer-term educational commitment, alongside the gradual erosion of restrictive gender stereotypes (Najjar,
Massoud, & Hijazi, 2025). As with financial support, the strength of this evidence base rests more on programme
evaluations from outside Nigeria, and from general mentorship literature, than from Nigeria-specific longitudinal
studies, a gap this paper returns to in Section 8.

4.4 Institutional Capacity Building (Cultural and Financial Capital)

Alumni also contribute directly to improving the learning environment for girls through funding or donation of
infrastructure such as classrooms, hostels, libraries, laboratories, and sanitation facilities. The provision of girl-friendly
infrastructure, including safe toilets, menstrual hygiene support, and secure boarding facilities, has been associated
with improved attendance and retention in the broader girls'-education literature (UNESCO, 2023; UNICEF, 2024).
Alumni may additionally support teacher training, digital learning platforms, and extracurricular programming that
enhances educational quality and inclusiveness.

4.5 Community Engagement and Social Mobilisation (Social Capital)

Alumni-led advocacy campaigns can amplify community voices and shape public discourse around the value of
educating girls, including community sensitisation campaigns, engagement with parents and religious or traditional
leaders, and public discourse challenging norms that undermine girls' schooling, such as early marriage and gender
discrimination. Through culturally sensitive advocacy, alumni contribute to shifting social attitudes and building
community ownership of girls' education initiatives. Alumni who originate from local communities often possess trust
and legitimacy that institutional or external actors lack, enabling them to mediate sensitive discussions around gender
norms and educational participation in ways that top-down interventions frequently struggle to achieve.

5. Critical Assessment of the Evidence on Alumni Engagement Outcomes

Having mapped the five strategy channels in Section 4, this section shifts the analytical lens from what alumni do to
what can be credibly concluded about the outcomes of what they do. This distinction is important: the existence of a
strategy does not in itself confirm that it produces the intended effects, and conflating the two risks overstating the
evidence base. Accordingly, each subsection below assesses the quality, origin, and transferability of the available
evidence, identifying where associations are relatively well established, where they remain plausible but unconfirmed,
and where systematic evaluation is absent.

5.1 Evidence on Access and Retention Outcomes
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The strongest available evidence on alumni engagement and girls' access pertains to scholarship programmes. In
comparable developing-country contexts, conditional cash transfer and scholarship schemes have been linked to
measurable improvements in female enrolment and progression (World Bank, n.d.; UNESCO, 2023). However,
attributing these gains specifically to alumni-driven funding — as opposed to government or NGO schemes — is rarely
possible given the absence of control groups and mixed funding sources in most programme evaluations. Evidence on
retention effects of mentorship is more diffuse, drawn largely from general higher-education mentoring literature rather
than alumni-specific studies, and almost entirely from contexts outside Nigeria. For the Nigerian university setting
specifically, no peer-reviewed study identified in this review isolates alumni engagement as an independent variable
with a measurable effect on girls' access or dropout rates. This is a significant evidentiary gap, not a minor one.

5.2 Evidence on Learning and Academic Outcomes

The general mentorship literature, predominantly from North America and Europe, reports associations between
structured mentoring and improved academic performance, self-efficacy, and leadership aspiration among young
women in higher education (Najjar et al., 2025). These findings are methodologically stronger than most
alumni-engagement studies because they are drawn from controlled trials and longitudinal cohort studies. The
transferability of this evidence to Nigerian university alumni contexts is, however, constrained by differences in
mentorship programme structure, cultural context, and resource availability. No Nigeria-specific, peer-reviewed study
was identified that evaluates the effect of alumni mentorship on girls' academic outcomes in a manner that would meet
basic causal-inference standards. The association is plausible and theoretically consistent with cultural capital theory,
but should not be presented as established for the Nigerian context without further primary research.

5.3 Evidence on Empowerment and Downstream Social Effects

The broader girls'-education literature provides relatively robust evidence that completing secondary and tertiary
education delays marriage, improves women's labour-force participation, and generates intergenerational benefits
(UNESCO, 2023; World Bank, n.d.). These downstream effects are well documented and frequently cited in support of
girls-education investments. The critical question for this paper is whether alumni engagement meaningfully
contributes to girls completing university, and whether that contribution can be distinguished from the effect of other
concurrent factors. Current evidence cannot answer this question for the Nigerian alumni context: the causal pathway
from alumni programme participation to empowerment outcomes remains hypothesised rather than demonstrated.
This is not a reason to dismiss the hypothesis, but a reason to treat empowerment claims as a motivation for further
investment in evaluation rather than a confirmed rationale for current practice.

5.4 Evidence on Institutional and Bidirectional Benefits

The most consistent evidence across the alumni-engagement literature concerns institutional benefits that flow back to
universities from active alumni involvement: enhanced reputational capital, access to employment networks for
graduates, feedback loops that support curriculum relevance, and philanthropic income that supplements government
funding (Council for Advancement and Support of Education, 2023; Najjar et al., 2025). This bidirectional value is
arguably the strongest case for institutionalising alumni engagement, because it does not depend on demonstrating a
direct causal link to girls'-education outcomes: if universities are stronger, better funded, and more accountable, girls
benefit as a structural consequence. The implication for policy is significant: framing alumni engagement exclusively
as a girls'-education philanthropy strategy may underestimate its institutional return, and may also make it less
sustainable than embedding it within a broader mutual-benefit framework that universities have stronger incentive to
maintain over time.

6. Pathways for Sustainable Alumni Engagement

Sustainable alumni engagement refers to the continual and mutually valuable linking of graduates to the development
and progression of their alma mater and its students. Effective alumni engagement extends beyond occasional
donations to encompass long-term partnerships through mentorship, networking, advocacy, volunteerism, fundraising,
and institutional support. Establishing sustainable pathways is essential for strengthening educational institutions,
enhancing student success, and embedding initiatives such as girls' education within ongoing institutional practice
rather than treating them as episodic projects. These pathways include creating strong alumni networks, leveraging
digital communication platforms, recognising alumni contributions, fostering collaborative decision-making, and
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developing structured engagement programmes that encourage lifelong commitment (Council for Advancement and
Support of Education, 2023; Ishaya & Ogunode, 2021).

6.1 Institutionalisation of Alumni Programmes

For alumni contributions to be sustainable, universities must establish formal alumni relations offices, clear
governance structures, and transparent accountability mechanisms. Embedding girls' education as an explicit pillar of
alumni engagement strategy — rather than an incidental outcome of individual goodwill — ensures continuity beyond
individual leadership tenures and protects the initiative from being deprioritised when champions move on or
leadership changes.

6.2 Strategic Partnerships

Alumni initiatives should be deliberately aligned with government policy, donor programming, and international
development frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals. Partnerships with NGOs, private sector actors,
and development agencies can extend the scale of alumni-led interventions while reducing duplication of effort
between actors working toward overlapping goals.

6.3 Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning

Robust monitoring and evaluation systems enable alumni programmes to measure impact, document promising
practices, and adapt strategies in light of evidence. Given the evidentiary gaps identified throughout this review, the
establishment of baseline data collection and outcome tracking for Nigerian alumni-led girls'-education initiatives
should be treated as a foundational, not optional, element of programme design. Evidence-based approaches of this
kind also enhance institutional credibility and are more likely to attract additional donor and government support.

7. Challenges and Mitigation Strategies

Despite the documented contributions of alumni to educational development, several challenges hinder effective and
sustainable alumni engagement. These include inadequate communication between institutions and alumni, limited
and unpredictable funding, weak or outdated alumni databases, low participation levels, deficits of trust and
transparency, and insufficient institutional support for alumni activities. In some cases, graduates report feeling
disconnected from their alma mater owing to poor engagement practices or a lack of meaningful opportunities to
contribute.

To address these challenges, universities should establish dedicated alumni relations offices with adequate staffing
and budget; maintain accurate, regularly updated alumni records; utilise digital communication platforms to lower the
cost and friction of engagement; promote transparency and accountability in the use of alumni contributions; formally
recognise outstanding alumni contributions; and create structured programmes that encourage continuous, rather than
episodic, involvement. Strengthening collaboration between alumni associations, university management, and external
stakeholders is essential to converting goodwill into sustained, institutionalised contribution to girls' education and
broader student success.

8. Conclusion

Alumni are a valuable, currently underutilised stakeholder group in the advancement of girls' university education in
Nigeria, with the potential to contribute meaningfully through scholarships, mentorship, advocacy, networking, and
institutional support. Properly engaged, alumni can help address the financial, social, and academic barriers that
disproportionately constrain female students' access to and success in higher education, while empowering young
women to pursue leadership and career growth that benefits both individuals and the wider society. Realising this
potential, however, depends less on the goodwill of individual alumni than on the deliberate institutionalisation of
engagement: formal governance structures, transparent accountability, strategic partnership with government and
development actors, and — critically — a far more robust evidence base than currently exists. Sustained collaboration
among universities, alumni associations, governments, and development partners, paired with rigorous monitoring and
evaluation, is therefore essential to converting the considerable promise of alumni engagement into a verifiable,
sustainable contribution to gender equity and national development.
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9. Recommendations

1. Institutions should adopt formal alumni engagement strategies with an explicit, budgeted focus on gender equity,
rather than treating girls' education as an implicit or assumed beneficiary of general alumni programming.

2. Alumni associations should formally adopt girls’ education as a named strategic pillar within their constitutions or
charters, with designated leadership responsibility, so that commitment survives changes in association
leadership.

3. Governments and NGOs should formally recognise alumni associations as strategic implementation partners in
girls'-education policy, including them in relevant planning and funding frameworks rather than treating them solely
as informal philanthropic actors.

4. Universities and alumni associations should jointly commission independent impact evaluations of existing
alumni-funded girls'-education initiatives, to close the evidentiary gap identified in this review and strengthen the
case for further investment.

5. Monitoring and transparency mechanisms, including publicly accessible reporting on funds raised and
disbursed, should be strengthened to build and sustain alumni trust in institutional stewardship of their
contributions.

10. Limitations

This review is subject to several limitations that should inform how its conclusions are read. First, as a narrative rather
than systematic review, the selection of sources — while guided by an explicit search strategy — was not subject to
formal inter-rater screening or quality appraisal protocols (e.g., PRISMA), and the conclusions drawn should be
understood as a synthesis of the available literature rather than a definitive evidence base. Second, and most
significantly, peer-reviewed, Nigeria-specific empirical evaluations of alumni-led girls'-education interventions remain
scarce; much of the evidence cited is drawn from general alumni-engagement literature, from contexts outside Nigeria,
or from institutional and programme reporting that may carry an inherent positive bias toward the initiatives being
described. Third, the four-capital framework applied in Section 2 offers a useful organising viewpoint, but has not itself
been empirically validated against Nigerian alumni-engagement data; it is offered here as a conceptual contribution to
be tested, not a confirmed explanatory model. Future research employing primary data collection — including
longitudinal tracking of girls supported through alumni programmes, and comparative case studies across Nigerian
universities — is needed to substantiate the associations discussed in this paper.
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