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INTRODUCTION 
Foster parents are one of the most important people in the life of unaccompanied migrant children – 

children who have had to leave their homes and embark on perilous journeys, and who have no adult to 

take responsibility for them.  

If your child has grown up in The Islamic Republic of Pakistan (hereinafter referred to as: Pakistan) or spent 

a significant part of their life in that country, this information leaflet will help you prepare to welcome and 

care for them. This leaflet is an educational tool that is designed to give you a first insight and basic 

introduction to Pakistan. It is recommended that you build your knowledge further through research by, 

for example, consulting the resources listed at the end of the leaflet, exchanges with the Pakistani 

community (diaspora/migrant organizations) and the interactions with the child you are looking after.  

 

WHY DO CHILDREN LEAVE PAKISTAN? 
Unaccompanied migrant children and young people from Pakistan may have left their country for several 

different reasons, which are complex and likely unique to each child. It is important to not make 

assumptions on why a child has left, but instead engage in dialogue (if appropriate, and not upsetting to 

the child) to understand the child’s perspective. Be mindful that the child may already have had to re-tell 

their story to several people before you, and they may not wish to do so again.  

Pakistan has experienced a wide range of natural disasters over the past 40 years, including floods, 

earthquakes, droughts, cyclones and tsunamis. In terms of migration, due to its geographical position as a 

crossroad between South Asia, Central Asia and the Middle East, Pakistan has always functioned as a bridge 

between the great civilizations of Asia and Europe. As such, it can be simultaneously categorized as a 

country of origin, transit, and destination for international migration flows. According to estimates by the 

Pakistani authorities, some 30,000 to 40,000 people from Pakistan attempt illegal passage to Europe via 

Iran and Turkey every year. The causes are complex and involve lots of factors from the Pakistani context, 

such as slow economic development, natural disasters, limited employment opportunities, political 

instability, fear of persecution, violent insurgencies, fragile security situation, and terrorism (Taliban). 
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Children in Pakistan may become vulnerable to many forms of violence (physical, psychological, sexual) 

and exploitation, including economic exploitation and child trafficking. UNICEF reports that an estimated 

3.3 million children are trapped in child labor, without access to health and education. It is estimated that 

almost one quarter of women aged 20-49 were married by the age of 15 years and 31% before turning 18.   

 

ABOUT PAKISTAN 
The Islamic Republic of Pakistan is a country in South Asia. It is located 

in the region where South Asia, Central Asia and the Middle East meet and 

shares borders with Afghanistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran to the 

West, India to the East and China to the North. Pakistan has four seasons: 

a cool, dry winter marked by mild temperatures from December through 

February; a hot, dry spring from March through May; the summer rainy 

season, or southwest monsoon period, from June through September; and 

the retreating monsoon period of October and November. The onset and duration of these seasons vary 

somewhat according to location. The geography of Pakistan is a profound blend of landscapes varying from 

plains to deserts, forests, and plateaus ranging from the coastal areas of the Arabian Sea in the south to 

the mountains of the Karakoram, Hindukush, Himalayas in the north.   

The country has an estimated population of 224.6 million inhabitants. The capital city is Islamabad.   

Pakistan is a federal republic consisting of four provinces and four federal districts plus the federal district 

of the capital. The Kashmir region is claimed by both Pakistan and India, resulting into regular armed 

clashes between the two countries.  

 Pakistan has a semi-industrialized economy, with a developed agricultural sector, while the service sector 

is growing. Even though the Pakistani economy is considered the 24th largest in the world, around 39% of 

the Pakistani population live in multidimensional poverty (this means that income is not the only indicator 

to determine poverty, but also other dimensions that can be linked to poverty will be taken into 

consideration, such as lack of education, work, health, living conditions, etc.). Yet, the development level 

and the multidimensional poverty index vary greatly between rural and urban areas of the country. In cities, 

one out of ten people is multi-dimensionally poor, while in rural areas multidimensional poverty affects 

five out of ten people. The main development challenges are related to the education system (illiteracy) 

and access to health care facilities.  

Pakistan is among the emerging and fastest growing countries in the world, while its middle class is one of 

the largest and fastest growing middle classes in the world.   

 

LANGUAGE 
Pakistan is a multilingual country with an estimation of 70 – 80 spoken languages. Even though Urdu is the 

national language of Pakistan and one of the two official languages, five languages have more than ten 

million speakers, including Pashto, Punjabi, Sindhi, Saraiki, and Urdu. English is the second official language, 

a remnant of colonialism. It is commonly used in government and education.  
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Urdu (Hindustani with many influences from Arabic and Persian) was chosen as a symbol of unity and as 

lingua franca in order not to give preference to a native Pakistani language over another. It is mostly taught 

as a second language, as more than 90% of Pakistan's population speaks another mother tongue. Urdu is 

either second or third language for most Pakistanis, in rare occasions Urdu is the mother tongue.   

In Pakistan there are many languages specific to regions and rural areas which are spoken by the different 

ethnic groups of the country. Punjabi is the most widely spoken language in Pakistan, with around 40% of 

the country’s residents having Punjabi as their mother tongue.   

 

FAITH AND RELIGION 
The largest religion in Pakistan is Islam: 95% of the people in Pakistan are Muslims, with 80 – 90% Sunnis 

and an estimated 10 – 20% Shia. This makes that Pakistan has the world’s second-largest Muslim 

population after Indonesia. Moreover, the Constitution of Pakistan establishes Islam as the state religion. 

For most Pakistani their daily life is permeated with Islamic traditions and ideals. 

The important status of the Islamic religion can be directly linked to the creation of modern state Pakistan 

which was a result of a long process that ended with the 1946 elections in British India and the victory of 

the Muslim League political party. The establishment of the independent state of Pakistan in 1947 was for 

many a dream that became reality after the advocacy of the Muslim League. 

Other religions that can be found in Pakistan are Hinduism (7.5 million Pakistani or 3%, mostly in Sindh 

province), Christianity (2%) and less than 1% of the population are Zoroastrians, Kalas, Bahais, Sikhs and 

atheists. NGO Global Human Rights Defense have brought forward of cases where mostly underage girls 

are targeted for forced conversion to Islam.   

It is important to take time to find out what matters to the child you are looking after, rather than assume 

that they will observe certain practices or hold certain values and beliefs.  

 

FAMILY LIFE 
As in any other country, family life across the country is shaped by different cultural, economic, social and 

other characteristics.  

In general terms, family structures across Pakistan tend to be highly patriarchal, and gender-based norms 

tend in some cases to shape the role of women and men in society. Most people live with large families, 

often in the same house. Extended family is the basis of social structure and individual identity. It 

includes the nuclear family, immediate relatives, distant relatives, members of the tribe, friends and 

neighbors. Faith in the family comes before all other social relationships.  

Families are quite large compared to the western standards, often having up to 6 children. In Pakistan the 

reputation, status and honor of a family determine all its members. Therefore, people worry about 

dishonoring their family and often put their family reputation before their own needs. Human Rights Watch 

estimates that around 1,000 honor killings occur every year in Pakistan, which is one of the highest 

numbers per capita in the world. Honor killing is the most extreme form of honor related violence and is 

an act of murder, in which a person is killed for actual or perceived immoral behavior. One person's 
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achievement or action can affect the perception of the whole family by others. The privacy of the family 

(especially its female members) is closely guarded to protect their honor. If a person deviates from social 

conventions or norms, his relatives can deny the guilt of the individual but can also decide to expel the 

individual from the family. Not only violence against women and girls, but also against people with a diverse 

sexual orientation and gender identity remains a documented problem.  
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Overall, remember that each family is different: do not make assumptions on the child’s views or 

behaviors around family or societal values, but ask questions (if appropriate).  

 

CULTURE AND TRADITIONS 
Pakistan has a rich culture and each province of the country has its own uniqueness. Islam has a major 

impact shaping culture, including values and traditions. The Pakistani art of decorated trucks is one of the 

world-famous examples of Pakistani handicrafts. From generation to generation, Pakistani arts include a 

variety of styles, materials and aesthetics. Calligraphy in Arabic is something that one can find in many local 

buildings and walls, as well as works of bronze, carved wood and paintings. Pottery, especially blue 

ceramics, and the art of camel skin lamps, are other examples of local art, as are colorful tiles.   

With regards to sports, cricket may have been a sport that was introduced in Pakistan by the British, but 

today the sport is so popular that Pakistan has one of the best cricket teams in the world. Other sports, 

such as hockey, squash and badminton, are widely played.  

The national dress of Pakistan is the “salwar kamiz” and is worn by men and women in all four provinces, 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Balochistan, Sindh and Punjab. “Salwar” looks like loose pants and the “kamiz” looks 

like a long shirt.   
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Pakistani weddings entail the richness of Pakistani culture. Pakistani weddings are filled with a variety of 

colors, beautifully embroidered cloths of silk and chiffon, tempting dishes, traditionally decorated tents, a 

lot of music and dancing. The preparations for the wedding start months before, while most local weddings 

last anywhere between three and six days.  

Islamic principles prescribe that the left hand should be used for hygiene purposes. Therefore, it is 

considered more unclean and should not be used for functions such as waving, eating, or offering items. 

Always use the right hand to gesture, touch people or offer items. Similarly, pointing fingers and showing 

the sole of your feet (i.e. when crossing legs) are considered rude. 

 

FOOD 
Although there are many main dishes in Pakistan, the cuisine can vary considerably depending on the 

region. The meat is halal, meaning that the animal was slaughtered and prepared as described and 

accepted by Islamic law, while pork is forbidden in Islam.  

The majority of Pakistanis eat breakfast, lunch and a large dinner with the whole family. Breakfast usually 

includes bread, tea, fruit, eggs and other foods, such as honey and nuts. Lunch is usually rice and curry 

based on meat. Dinner is a true family affair and usually includes one or more of the following dishes: 

• Kofte - Meat kebab.  

• Korma - Meat or vegetables cooked in yogurt and spices.  

• Biryani - A fragrant rice dish cooked with vegetables or meat and contains a little sauce.  

• Pulao - Very similar to Biryani.   

• Lentils - Lentils are a very important and are prepared in various ways - usually with spices and 

sauce.  

• Roti or Naan - Both roti and naan are bread. Naan is sometimes flavored with spices, fruits or 

nuts.  
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Preparing the right meals can help a child feel welcome in your home. It is best not to assume and instead 

find out what they like to eat. One thing is likely – most children will find it strange to be given cold food 

for their midday meal.  

 

ADAPTATION TO A NEW ENVIRONMENT 
Arriving in a new country may involve a significant culture shock and take a great deal of adjustment. The 

child you are caring for will need your support as they come to terms with their new surroundings, difficult 

experiences, losses, and uncertain future.   

For Pakistani children who arrive in Europe, differences may be overwhelming: although they now are in a 

place of relative peace and security, the lifestyle and values of your country can be disturbing and 

confusing. For example, Pakistani young people may experience for the first-time media and advertising 

featuring nudity, romance and sex.   

Young people may experience conflicting emotions. Some might embrace their new culture and reject the 

traditions of their elders; other may strongly identify with their existing cultural/religious values as means 

of keeping a connection with their country and community. Neither approach is right or wrong, and both 

should be respected.   

It is important to keep communication open with your child to understand their needs, being aware of how 

your own culture also underpins your behavior. It is vital to engage in dialogue with your child (if 

appropriate and not upsetting for the child) to help them settle into your home.  
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 This document was funded by the European Union’s Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund and was made possible 

through the work of IOM and ARSIS under the Unaccompanied Children in Alternative Residence (U-CARE) project. 

The findings, interpretations and conclusions expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the views of the International 

Organization of Migration or its Member States. The designations employed and the presentation of material throughout the 

work do not imply official endorsement, acceptance or the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM or the 

European Commission concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its 

frontiers or boundaries.  

The content of this publication represents the views of the author only and is their sole responsibility. The European 

Commission does not accept any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains. 

References used for compiling this leaflet and recommended for further research: Britannica, Pakistan; CIA World Fact Book: 

Pakistan; Cultural Atlas: Pakistani Culture; DW, Pakistan: How poverty and exploitation drive child marriages; Eckstein, 

Hutfils, & Winges, Global Climate Risk Index 2019; GlobeSmart: Pakistan; HRW, World Report 2019; Lonely Planet: Pakistan; 

Reliefweb, 2018. Human smuggling: a thriving racket; UNDP, 2018; UNDP, 2020; UNDP and OPHI, Multidimensional Poverty 

in Pakistan, 2016; UNICEF, Child Protection; UN WOMEN, Asia and the Pacific. 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Pakistan
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/pakistan/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/pakistan/
https://culturalatlas.sbs.com.au/pakistani-culture
https://www.dw.com/en/pakistan-how-poverty-and-exploitation-drive-child-marriages/a-56841723
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/pakistan
https://www.pk.undp.org/content/pakistan/en/home/library/annual-reports/undp-pakistan-annual-report-2018.html
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/PAK
https://www.unicef.org/pakistan/child-protection-0
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/countries/pakistan
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