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Executive Summary  
 

After unprecedented growth in higher education in the last few decades, the education of more than 
220 million tertiary students was suddenly disrupted in 2020 by university closures due to COVID-19. 
Currently, most universities around the world are preparing for a safe and effective learning 
environment by altering their normal schedules and organization at the institutional and national levels. 
However, due to the uncertainty and rapidly changing situation of the pandemic, only limited data on 
the current situation at the global level are available.  
 
As part of the global education response to the pandemic, UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank 
conducted a survey on national education responses to COVID-19 school closures in 2020, which 
focused specifically on government responses to the pandemic from pre-primary to secondary 
education. At the higher education level, UNESCO conducted a survey of UNITWIN/UNESCO Chair 
Holders Institutional Responses to COVID-19 in April 2020, which mainly assessed the impact of COVID-
19 on higher education institutions (HEIs) in terms of remote learning strategies, platforms, admissions, 
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http://tcg.uis.unesco.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2020/10/National-Education-Responses-to-COVID-19-WEB-final_EN.pdf
https://www.unescobiochair.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/HED-UNITWIN-_COVID19_SURVEY-REPORT-02.04.20.pdf
https://www.unescobiochair.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/HED-UNITWIN-_COVID19_SURVEY-REPORT-02.04.20.pdf
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assessments, research activities, networking and student support. It also shared some good practices 
and policy suggestions to better support remote teaching and learning during the pandemic. The report 
demonstrated the major shift in the mode of delivery from in-person to remote teaching and learning 
at HEIs around the world, as well as the various challenges and opportunities it presents.  
 
Following these reports, the survey conducted by UNESCO’s Section for Higher Education was 
addressed to UNESCO’s 193 Member States and 11 Associate Members to provide an evidence-based 
overview of the current situation of the higher education system at the national and global levels. The 
survey was available online between 15 December 2020 and 12 February 2021. Sixty-five countries 
submitted responses, 57 of which were valid and were applied to the following analysis. Almost half 
of the responses came from high-income countries and the Europe and North America region.   
 
The current report attempts to assess the impact of the pandemic on the higher education system in 
terms of access to education, equity and quality of teaching and learning, university operations, 
national challenges, emerging issues and strategic responses. The analysis also evaluates the varying 
impact across different income levels and regions among the responding countries. The key findings 
also highlight the rapid digitalization of education and the challenges presented by the shift in the 
mode of teaching and learning.  
 
 
Key Findings  

1. Mode of teaching and learning: the major impact of COVID-19 on teaching and learning is the 
increase in online education. The hybrid teaching mode is the most popular form.   

o All responding countries reported an increase in online, distance or hybrid learning as 
the major trend during the pandemic. Moreover, almost all countries reported 
significant changes in the mode of teaching and learning due to COVID-19. Over half 
the countries are using a hybrid mode of teaching and learning, while one third are 
using a primarily online mode. Only five countries are using a fully online mode. 
 

2. Access: the impact of COVID-19 on enrolment varies by region and income level. High-income 
countries and countries in Europe and North America are better able to cope with the 
disruption through government funding and an increase in domestic enrolment. 

o Twenty-eight countries reported no decrease in enrolment. Of the countries that 
reported an impact, 14 mostly high-income countries and countries in Europe and 
North America witnessed an increase in student enrolment, while 14 countries 
reported a decrease of 20% or less, six of them being lower-middle-income countries. 
Moreover, only three countries noted a decrease of 21%-40%.  

o The main reasons behind the increase in enrolment are the provision of increased 
government funding to higher education and the increase in domestic student 
enrolment. Given the restrictions on international mobility, more students are forced 
to stay in their home countries and enrol in local institutions. Distance learning 
opportunities have also attracted more adult learners to higher education. Meanwhile, 
the main reasons behind the decrease in enrolment include reduced international 
mobility and the suspension or cancellation of scholarships and government funding. 

 
3. International mobility: mobility has suffered a major setback, affecting international students 

significantly, but virtual mobility could compensate or even replace physical mobility.  
o In an effort to prevent the spread of the virus, international mobility suffered a major 

setback during the pandemic. The restrictions on international travel affected the 
physical mobility of both students and faculties. Among the responding countries, the 
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average number of inbound and outbound students has decreased between the 
academic years 2019-2020 and 2020-2021, by 17% and 59% respectively. 

o Although all students were affected, international students were affected even more 
than local disadvantaged groups. Among the countries that reported an impact on 
students, 23 reported that international students were affected, while the rest of the 
respondents noted the impact on disadvantaged students (economically disadvantaged 
students, ethnic minority students, students with disabilities, etc.) (19 countries) and 
local students (18 countries). 

o Countries have developed innovative ways to compensate for the lack of physical 
mobility, by using digital platforms. Programmes involving international travel have 
shifted to digital platforms and continue in hybrid mode. This trend shows that if 
managed systematically and strategically, virtual mobility could provide new 
opportunities for the internationalization of tertiary institutions. 

 
4. University staff: despite the closure of many universities, the impact of COVID-19 on 

university staff compared to the previous academic year is limited.   
o Surprisingly, the majority of countries experienced no reduction in the employment of 

academic staff (35 countries) and administrative staff (38 countries) as a result of 
COVID-19. Likewise, most respondents reported no impact on the salaries of academic 
staff (38 countries) and administrative staff (41 countries). 

o In contrast, some countries reported a significant reduction in the employment of 
academic staff. However, others highlighted a greater impact in the private sector, 
which is facing funding challenges due to delays in the payment of student fees, leading 
to significant delays or cuts in the payment of academic staff salaries. 

  
5. Disruption of research and extension activities: COVID-19 has caused the suspension and 

cancellation of teaching and research activities globally.  
o Due to campus closures, many research activities have been adversely affected. Forty-

one countries reported that research activities had been suspended and/or delayed 
due to COVID-19 and four countries reported the termination of research activities. 
Meanwhile, eight countries described COVID-19 as having no impact on their national 
research activities and 15 countries reported an increase in research activities related 
to medicine and/or COVID-19 related fields.  

o Thirty-three countries reported the suspension or delay of university extension 
activities in teaching and research. Eleven countries reported the termination of some 
activities due to the impact of COVID-19. 

o Although face-to-face activities are limited or delayed, universities have been able to 
continue providing learning and research opportunities through digital communication. 
New opportunities emerged for seminars, online conferences and academic 
programmes, usually made possible through increased government funding and 
support. Sixteen respondents – mostly upper-middle- and high-income countries – 
mentioned an increase in existing activities or the emergence of new activities during 
the pandemic.  

 
6. Widening inequality: the mixed impact of the pandemic on university finance has shed light 

on the exacerbation of inequality in higher education. Financial support from government 
and external sources are crucial to the survival of HEIs.  

o Most countries in which the impact of COVID-19 on student enrolment is limited are 
upper-middle- or high-income countries. The varied impact of COVID-19 on enrolment 
across countries of different income levels demonstrates how the pandemic could 
exacerbate education inequality. Higher-income countries are able to better cope with 



4 

 

COVID-19: reopening and reimagining universities 

Survey on higher education through UNESCO National Commissions 

the disruption caused by COVID-19 and to maintain or even expand the provision of 
higher education.  

o The impact of the pandemic on university finance is varied. Twenty-eight responding 
countries reported a reduction in income for HEIs, mainly due to the reduced 
enrolment of domestic and international students. The majority of African countries 
(six out of eight) reported a reduction in income for HEIs, compared to less than half of 
the respondents from Latin America and the Caribbean (three out of seven) and Asia 
and the Pacific (four out of nine), and only five out of 27 countries in Europe and North 
America and one Arab State (Jordan). 

o Government and external financial support are critical to help sustain HEIs through the 
global crisis. Twenty-one countries reported the provision of government support to 
reduce the financial impact of COVID-19. Four countries also reported receiving 
international financial assistance for HEIs and another four received assistance from 
external sources of domestic income such as foundations and private sector support. 

 
7. University operations: the strong impact of the pandemic on HEI operations has 

caused reduced campus maintenance and services and campus closures worldwide. 
o The vast majority of countries of all income levels reported reduced maintenance and 

services on-campus and in institutions. The highest proportion of campus closures was 
reported in lower-middle- and low-income countries, with six out of eight respondents, 
compared to eight out of 18 upper-middle-income countries and eight out of 26 high-
income countries.  

o Moreover, 17 countries reported the closure of campuses and institutions and 11 
countries ensured that the shift to online learning accommodated reduced on-campus 
activities and campus closures. In some cases, this also increased expenses to expand 
the online infrastructure.  

 
8. National challenges: health and adaptation to new modes of teaching are the primary 

concerns for students and institutions. 
o According to responding governments, the most important concerns for students are, 

first, “disruption of study/research/campus activities,” followed by “financial” concerns 
and then “health (physical and mental well-being)”. 

o Most responding countries noted that the major national challenge in the higher 
education system was the overall health and safety of students and university staff. 
Thirty-nine countries also reported overall challenges in access to learning 
opportunities for students in the higher education system, and half of them specifically 
experienced difficulties with Internet access.  

 
9. Transition from higher education to work: the significant reduction in job opportunities 

makes the transition from higher education to the labour market more difficult. Employers 
are seeking applicants with advanced technology skills. 

o COVID-19 has caused significant damage to the global economy, by reducing job 
opportunities and increasing the unemployment rate. Twenty-two countries recorded a 
reduction in job opportunities and 18 respondents reported an increase in national 
unemployment.  

o In contrast, many countries reported that the pandemic had also brought digitalization 
to the forefront as many sectors have transitioned into teleworking. The increased 
reliance on teleworking highlights the demand for information technology skills for job 
seekers and the need for professional development and re-skilling of employees to 
adapt to the ongoing changes in the labour market (short-term increased demand in 
some sectors). 
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10. National priority: strategic options for country-specific responses 
o To overcome the challenges caused by the pandemic, most responding countries 

reported a need to improve the infrastructure and availability of digital devices for 
online and distance learning. There is a significant need for support to help adjust to 
new virtual modes of teaching and learning, specifically the need for teacher training in 
online and distance learning, and for guidelines, tools and online teaching and learning 
materials.  

o At the global level, 35 countries reported that more international collaboration in 
research and policy dialogue was also required for universities to overcome the 
challenges caused by the pandemic. 
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Introduction  
 

Since its outbreak in late December 2019, COVID-19 has profoundly impacted people’s lives and health 
around the world. As of the beginning of April 2021, there were 135 million cases of COVID-19 and 2.9 
million deaths reported globally.1 The two most affected regions are the Americas and Europe, with 58 
million and 48 million cases, respectively. The United States has been most affected, recording 31 
million cases. Brazil and India have recorded over 13 million cases and more than 4 million people have 
been affected in France, the Russian Federation and the United Kingdom. The pandemic is not only a 
global health problem but has also transformed the landscape of education in almost every country.  

 

Higher education is no exception. After unprecedented growth in the last few decades, the education of 
more than 220 million tertiary students was suddenly disrupted in 2020 by university closures due to 
COVID-19. Currently, most universities around the world are preparing for a safe and effective learning 
environment by altering their normal schedules and organization at the institutional and national levels. 
However, due to the uncertainty and rapidly changing situation of the pandemic, the available data on 
the current situation at the global level are limited.  

 

The purpose of this survey is to provide an evidence-based overview of the current situation of the 
higher education system at the national and global levels by analysing the impact of COVID-19 on the 
different actors and stakeholders in the sector. 

 

The survey was distributed to 193 UNESCO Member States and 11 Associate Members in three 
languages (English, French and Spanish) and was available online between 15 December 2020 and 12 
February 2021. The National Commissions for UNESCO designated the relevant national authority to 
complete the questionnaire. Some additional responses provided after the closure of the online survey 
were also included in this report.   
 
 

Profile of responding countries 
 

Sixty-five countries submitted responses, 57 of which were considered valid and were applied to the 
following analysis. The countries are classified into the five UNESCO regions and four income levels. 
Almost half of the responses came from high-income countries and the Europe and North America 
region. The higher the income level, the higher the response rate was and only two low-income 
countries (Afghanistan and Ethiopia) responded. Despite the small size of their higher education 
systems, five small island developing states (SIDS) responded, which were from mixed-income groups 
and different geographic regions (Tables 1-3).   
 
The survey collected basic profile information on the higher education system, including the number of 
tertiary institutions, students enrolled and academic staff. The size of the higher education systems of 
the responding countries is very diverse. The number of higher education institutions ranges from one 
to 984 public institutions and from two to 1,638 private institutions; the number of students enrolled 
ranges from 993 to 3.7 million (public institutions) and from 1,138 to 2.5 million (private institutions); 
and the number of academic staff ranges from two to 234,885 (public institutions) and from 151 to 
141,000 (private institutions) (Table 4). Although there are more private institutions than public 

 
1 https://covid19.who.int/  Accessed April 12, 2021. 
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institutions, the number of students and academic staff is higher in public institutions than in private 
institutions. For details of all the responding countries, see Annex II. 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Table 3. Responses from small island developing states (SIDS) 
 

Country Income group Region 

Mauritius High-income Africa 

Singapore High-income Asia and the Pacific 

Niue Upper-middle-income Asia and the Pacific 

Cuba Upper-middle-income Latin America and the Caribbean 

Saint Kitts and Nevis High-income Latin America and the Caribbean  

Region Number of 
countries 

Percentage of 
all responses 

Africa 8 14 

Arab States 5 9 

Asia and the Pacific 9 16 

Europe and North America 28 49 

Latin America and the 
Caribbean 

7 12 

Total 57 100 

Income level Number of 
countries 

Percentage of 
all responses 

High 27 47 

Upper-middle  18 32 

Lower-middle  10 18 

Low  2 3 

Total 57 100 

AFR
14%

ARB
9%

APA
16%

ENA
49%

LAC
12%

Figure 2. Regional distribution

Low-income 3%

Lower-
middle-
income

18%

Upper-middle-
income

32%

High-
income

47%

Figure 1.  Income level distribution Table 1. Responses by income level 
 

Table 2. Responses by region 
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Table 4. Number of countries that provided profile information and range of responses: 
institutions, student enrolment and academic staff in higher education 
 

  Number of responses Minimum number Maximum number 

Institutions 
 Public  53 1 984 

 Private 42 2 1,638 

Student 
enrolment 

 Public  47 993 3,748,046 

 Private 37 1,138 2,543,300 

Academic staff  Public  44 2 234,885 

 Private 29 151 141,000 

 
 

The Impact of COVID-19 on the higher education system 

Mode of teaching and learning 

The increased digitalization of education is the major impact of COVID-19 on teaching and 
learning in all responding countries. 

Q1. Has the mode of teaching and learning changed due to COVID-19? If it has changed, what is the 
current overall situation? 
 

 
 

Almost all of the responding countries reported significant changes in the mode of teaching and 
learning due to COVID-19, while two countries reported no impact (Niue and Serbia, which have quite 
different situations: Niue has no COVID-19 cases while Serbia has a high number of cases). Among the 
countries that reported significant changes in the mode of teaching and learning, half of them utilize a 
hybrid mode, 19 countries use a primarily online mode of teaching, and three countries have moved 
fully to online teaching. Saint Kitts and Nevis reported using primarily in-person teaching. 

 

2 3

19

28

1 0 0

No impact Fully online Primarily
online

Hybrid Primarily in-
person

Fully in-person Other

Figure Q1. Mode of teaching and learning
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Jordan and Slovakia reported a progression in the mode of delivery of courses throughout the year 
2020-2021 (hybrid mode in semester one to fully or primarily online teaching in semester two). 
Belgium, Canada and Georgia specified that their courses are held fully remotely except for some 
practical courses, which are fully in-person (laboratory classes, artistic activities, nursing, etc.).  
 
Regional analysis:  
The hybrid mode of teaching and learning has become the predominant mode in all continents except 
Europe. This concerns all responding countries in Africa and the Arab States, five countries in Asia and 
the Pacific (Australia, Myanmar, Republic of Korea, Singapore and Uzbekistan) and three countries in 
Latin America and the Caribbean (Cuba, Jamaica and Venezuela). However, in Europe, the predominant 
mode of teaching has become primarily online, in 18 countries. 
 
Income-level analysis:  
The two most adopted modes of teaching and learning in countries of all income levels are hybrid and 
primarily online. The hybrid mode is used in countries of all income levels, specifically among 12 high-
income countries, nine low- and lower-middle-income countries and six upper-middle-income 
countries. This is followed by primarily online teaching, in 14 high-income countries and six upper-
middle-income countries. 
 

Impact on students 

The impact of COVID-19 on enrolment varies not only by country, but also by region and 
income level. High-income countries and countries in Europe and North America are better 
able to cope with the disruption as a result of government funding and increases in domestic 
enrolment. 

Q2-a. Impact of COVID-19 on student enrolment 
  

The impact of COVID-19 
on student enrolment in 
the responding countries 
seems limited. Twenty-
eight countries 
experienced no decrease 
during the pandemic. Of 
the countries that 
reported an impact, 14 
countries recorded an 
increase in student 
enrolment, 11 of which 
were high- and upper-
middle-income countries, 
while 14 countries 

recorded a decrease of 20% or less. Only three countries (Armenia, Hungary and Venezuela) reported a 
decrease of 21%-40%. Of the countries that reported a decrease, six are lower-middle- and low-income 
countries.  
 
One reason behind the increase in enrolment, as explained by the Netherlands and Sweden, is the 
provision of increased government funding to higher education. In addition, Belgium and Finland 
mentioned that distance learning opportunities had attracted more adult learners to higher 
education. One low-income country, Afghanistan, also recorded an increase in total student enrolment. 

28

14

3

0

0

0

14

No reduction

Reduction of 20% or less

Reduction between 21-40%

Reduction between 41-60%

Reduction between 61-80%

Reduction more than 80%

Enrollment increased

Figure Q2-a. Impact of COVID-19 on enrollment
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However, this was not due to the impact of COVID-19 but rather to government initiatives and the 
emphasis on expanding student enrolment in public universities as one of the main objectives of the 
Ministry of Higher Education in Afghanistan.  
 
Meanwhile, the other reasons behind the enrolment decrease include the suspension and the 
cancellation of scholarships and government funding. Another important aspect, addressed by Jamaica, 
is the difference in the impact of COVID-19 on public and private institutions. 

Although all students were affected, international students were affected even more than 
local disadvantaged groups. 

Q2-b. Who is affected? 
Most of the responding countries 
reported that COVID-19 had an 
impact on students, while 
Luxembourg, Germany and Qatar 
reported no impact. Among the 
countries that reported an impact 
on students, 41 noted that all 
students were affected, 23 reported 
that international students were 
affected, and the rest of 
respondents noted impacts on 
disadvantaged students 
(economically disadvantaged 
students, ethnic minority students, 
students with disabilities, etc.) (19 
countries), local students (18 
countries) and those in student 
housing (both on- and off-campus) 

(17 countries). 
 
Moreover, some countries witnessed specific impacts. Belgium reported a particular impact on first-
year students and those seeking internships or laboratory work. Niue witnessed an impact on students 
returning home. Ghana experienced the temporary closure of higher education institutions. 

Disruption of study, research and campus activities, and financial pressures, are the major 
concerns for students. 

2-c. What are the major concerns for the students?   
 
In their responses, countries compared the major concerns for students by ranking them in order of 
importance. A weighted average ranking is calculated for each answer choice to determine its overall 
importance among all the responses. The answer choice with the largest average ranking is considered 
the most important concern. Weights for each answer choice are applied in reverse; the answer choice 
ranked first is assigned the largest weight of 5, while the choice ranked last has a weight of 1.  

9

23

18

17

19

41

3

Other

International students

Local students

Those in student housing

Disadvantaged groups

All students

No impact

Figure Q2-b. Who is affected by COVID-19? 
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Among responding countries, “disruption of study, research, campus activities” was regarded as the 
most important concern for the students, with a weighted average of 3.89. “Financial” was in the 
second place but had a weighted average of 3.83, which was very close to the first position. “Health 
(physical and mental well-being)” (3.69) and “other” (3.21) were placed third and fourth, respectively, 
in the overall ranking. “Employment prospects” was considered to be the lowest concern among all 
countries, with a weighted average of 2.90. 
 
Additionally, three countries noted that all the above were concerns for students, but that they were 
unable to rank them (France, Singapore and Sweden). Canada and Malta also reported a disruption of 
work-based learning. In Canada, this is due to limited access to sufficient Internet connectivity and 
broadband infrastructure in rural and remote communities. 
 
Income-level analysis: 
The main concern among students varies among countries of all income levels. Nine responding 
countries in the upper-middle-income group selected “financial” as the most important concern while 
five low- and lower-middle-income countries (Egypt, Kenya, Ukraine, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
and Zambia) chose “disruption of study/research/campus activities” as the most important. There is 
less agreement among high-income countries: nine of them chose “health” while eight chose 
“disruption of study/research/campus activities” as important. 
 
Several countries launched programmes to help students facing the financial constraints imposed by 
the pandemic. To address the decrease in part-time work opportunities for students and improve their 
financial situation, Hungary has set up a student work programme, specifically in the fields that have 
been the most affected by the pandemic (tourism, hospitality and culture). The Canadian Government 
also made a significant investment to improve financial support for students (Box 1).  
 

2.9

3.21

3.69

3.83

3.89

Employment prospects

Other: explain

Health (physical and mental well-being)

Financial

Disruption of study/research/campus activities

Figure Q2-c. What are the major concerns for the
students? Rank in order of the most important (5)

to the least important (1)
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Box 1. Canada: Government financial support to retain students during the pandemic 

In Quebec, an investment of $60 million has been made to create conditions conducive to student 
retention and success for the academic year 2020-2021, including:  

• the development of new teaching models 

• adapting training delivery methods to the physical distancing rules 

• the implementation of various psychosocial support measures for students 
 
In addition, there is an investment of $75 million for the year 2020-2021 to improve direct 
support for the student population in the context of a health crisis. This investment is divided into 
three components: 

• pedagogical support for students ($30 million) 

• improved material support for the student community ($35 million) 

• improved psychosocial support for the student community ($10 million) 
               
Moreover, a new investment of $10 million over two years will reduce waiting times for 
specialized mental health services for students. An additional $25 million has also been provided 
to colleges to support student mentoring. 
 
In July 2020, the Ministry of Advanced Education provided the five First Nations colleges in 
Alberta with a grant from the COVID-19 relief fund. The COVID-19 relief fund provides a $100,000 
grant for each First Nations college, for an 18-month term, and is only to be used for the following 
expenses: technology, Wi-Fi, online programme development and delivery, and cleaning. First 
Nations colleges can tailor the grant to their specific needs. 

 

Despite the closure of many universities, the impact of COVID-19 on university staff compared to the 
previous academic year is limited. University staff in private HEIs in some countries has been more 
affected due to delayed payments by students. 

Impact on university staff 

Q3. Impact on university staff compared to the previous academic year (2019-2020) 
 
Impact on academic staff employment 
Thirty-eight countries reported no reduction in the employment of university academic staff due to 
COVID-19. Among the countries that reported an impact, 11 countries reported a reduction of 20% or 
less and three countries (Armenia, Kenya and Venezuela) reported a reduction of 21%-40%. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

35

12

2

1

0

0

0

No reduction

20% or less

21%-40%

41%-60%

61%-80%

More than 80%

Other

Figure Q3-c. Reduction in 
administrative staff employment 

38

11

3

0

0

0

0

No reduction

20% or less

21-40%

41-60%

61-80%

More than 80%

Other

FIgure Q3-a. Reduction of academic 
staff’s employment 
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In particular, Australia reported the loss of 5,539 potential and/or actual full-time or equivalent jobs 
(4.2% of total academic and administrative staff as of March 2020). Jamaica reported a greater impact 
on private institutions and on part-time and adjunct faculty. Peru reported that some universities had 
reduced the number of teaching staff by merging classes. In contrast, Austria reported a planned 
increase in academic staff due to the national university funding model. 
 
Impact on administrative staff employment 
Similarly, 35 countries reported no reduction in the employment of administrative staff in HEIs. Of the 
countries that reported a reduction in the employment of administrative staff, 12 countries reported a 
reduction of less than 20%, two countries (Kenya and Venezuela) reported a reduction of between 21% 
and 40%, and one country (Ethiopia) reported a reduction between 41% and 60%. 
 

 
Impact of COVID-19 on academic staff remuneration 
Thirty-eight countries reported no impact of COVID-19 on academic staff remuneration, while seven 
countries recorded a salary reduction and four countries (Australia, El Salvador, Kenya and Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic) reported a salary freeze.  
 
Furthermore, three countries (Botswana, Ghana and Jamaica) experienced some salary reductions in 
private institutions facing funding challenges due to delays in the payment of student fees, which were 
leading to significant delays or cuts in the payment of academic staff salaries. Australia reported the use 
of mandatory leave purchase. In contrast, academic staff in Cuba benefited from an increase in their 
salary due to the current wage reform. 
 
Impact of COVID-19 on administrative staff remuneration 
Forty-one countries reported that COVID-19 had no impact on the salary of administrative staff in HEIs. 
Meanwhile, six countries reported salary reductions and five countries (Australia, El Salvador, Jamaica, 
Kenya and Lao People’s Democratic Republic) reported a salary freeze.  
 
Jamaica witnessed delays in payments from students, which led to delayed payments and salary 
reductions for administrative staff in private HEIs. Venezuela also noted a reduction in purchasing 
power that could impact the financial security of HEI administrative staff. In Botswana, government 
funds helped private sector HEIs to prevent salary reductions. 

No 
impact, 
38; 60%

Salary freeze, 
4; 7%

Salary 
reduction, 

7; 11%

Other, 
14; 22%

Graph 3-b. Impact of COVID-19 on 
academic staff remuneration 

No 
impact, 
41; 62%

Salary freeze, 
5; 8%

Salary reduction, 
6; 9%

Other, 
14; 21%

Graph 3-d. Impact of COVID-19 on 
administrative staff remuneration
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Slovakia reported salary reductions for administrative and maintenance staff whose in-person work was 
reduced and who were not able to work from home. Similarly to South Africa, Slovakia noted 
reductions in the employment of administrative and maintenance staff due to budget reductions. In 
Singapore, administrative staff in leadership positions have accepted salary reductions out of respect 
for other job and salary losses due to the pandemic. In Ghana, administrative staff was reduced to 
offset operational costs during the pandemic.  
 
Income-level analysis of academic staff: 
Surprisingly, countries across all income levels reported no impact of COVID-19 on either academic staff 
employment or remuneration. Specifically, 18 high-income countries, 12 upper-middle-income 
countries and seven low- and lower-middle-income countries experienced no reduction in academic 
staff employment. This was similar for academic staff remuneration, with 19 high-income countries, 11 
upper-middle-income countries and seven low- and lower-middle-income countries that reported no 
impact.  
 
Regional analysis of administrative staff: 
The majority of countries in Europe and North America (18 out of 27), Asia and the Pacific (eight out of 
nine) and the Arab States region (four out of five), and a minority of countries in Africa (three out of 
eight) and Latin America and the Caribbean (two out of seven), reported no reduction in administrative 
staff employment. The majority of the countries in all regions except for Latin America and the 
Caribbean found no impact on administrative staff salaries. A salary freeze was reported in the Latin 
America and the Caribbean, Africa and Asia and the Pacific regions.  
 

Impact on institutions  

The mixed impact of the pandemic on the operation and finance of HEIs potentially exacerbates 
inequalities in access to quality higher education. Low- and lower-middle-income countries were 
more affected by university closures than higher-income countries.  

Q4-a. Impact on university operations 

 
Forty-two countries reported reduced maintenance and services for on-campus facilities during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Seventeen countries reported the closure of campuses and institutions. Only four 

22

43

17

4

Other

Reduction of maintenance and services in the
infrastructure

Closure of university/college during the current
or next academic year

No impact

Figure Q4-a. Impact of COVID-19 on the operation of universities
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countries (Germany, Niue, Qatar and Uzbekistan) reported that the pandemic had no impact on the 

operation of their HEIs.  

 

Three countries (Denmark, Russian Federation and Saint Kitts and Nevis) noted they had also increased 
their cleaning and safety protocols for on-campus activities and 11 countries ensured that the shift to 
online learning accommodated reduced on-campus activities or campus closures. In some cases, this 
also increased expenses to expand the online infrastructure. By late 2020 or early 2021, some 
countries, such as Australia, noted that institutions had begun transitioning back to face-to-face and 
hybrid teaching environments. Some countries noted that their institutions maintained clinical or 
laboratory practices during the pandemic. 
 
Income-level analysis: 
The vast majority of countries of all income-levels reported reduced maintenance and services in 
institutions. This included eight lower-middle- and low-income respondents, 15 upper-middle-income 
countries and 19 high-income countries. The results demonstrate that the operation of services during 
the pandemic has been more affected in lower-income countries. 
 
Q4-b. Financial impact on higher education institutions and their responses 
 

 
Twenty-eight countries noted that funding for HEIs remained stable throughout the pandemic. 
Meanwhile, 28 countries reported a reduction in income due to enrolment decline (19 countries) and 
lowering of fees (nine countries). Twenty-four countries received additional funding from various 
sources, 16 of which received special government aid. 
 
Four countries also reported receiving international aid to support the financial situation in HEIs and 
another four received HEI assistance from domestic income sources such as foundations and the 
private sector. Additionally, South Africa reported a reduction in income in HEIs due to the decline in 
state subsidies and loss in family income. 
 
Income-level analysis: 
Seventeen high-income countries and six lower-middle- and low-income countries reported stable 
funding throughout the pandemic, compared to five upper-middle-income countries. 
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Figure Q4-b. Financial impact on HEIs and their responses 
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Nineteen countries across all income-levels reported reductions in income for HEIs, including eight 
high-income countries, six upper-middle-income countries and five lower-middle- and low-income 
countries (El Salvador, Ethiopia, Kenya, Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Zambia). A similar 
number of countries reported reduced enrolment as a factor of lower income. This did not include the 
four upper-middle-income countries (Jamaica, Jordan, Malaysia and Peru). 
 
Reports of government support was spread across income groups:  
Nine upper-middle-income countries, nine high-income countries and three lower-middle- and low-
income countries (Egypt, Ghana and Kenya) noted that government support was provided for HEIs.  
 
Regional analysis: 
The countries that reported stable funding were predominantly from Europe (18 countries), Asia and 
the Pacific (Afghanistan, Australia, Myanmar, Singapore and Uzbekistan) or Arab States (Egypt, 
Palestine and United Arab Emirates). Only one country from Africa (Ghana) and one from Latin America 
and the Caribbean (Jamaica) reported stable funding. 
 
The majority of African countries (six out of eight) reported a reduction in income for HEIs, compared to 
less than half of respondents from Latin America and the Caribbean (three out of seven) and Asia and 
the Pacific (four out of nine), and only five out of 27 European countries and one Arab State nation 
(Jordan). Similar proportions of countries regionally reported lower enrolment as part of reduced 
income, whereas only countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, Africa, and Asia and the Pacific 
noted lower fees contributing to reduced income. Meanwhile, government assistance was seen widely 
reported across regions.  
 

Impact on research 

While the pandemic caused the suspension and cancellation of research activities globally, research 
related to medicine and COVID-19 increased.   

Q5. Impact on research activities 

 
Forty-one countries reported that research activities had been suspended and/or delayed due to 
COVID-19 and four countries reported the termination of research activities. Meanwhile, eight 
countries described COVID-19 as having no impact on their national research activities and 15 countries 
reported an increase in research activities related to medicine and/or COVID-19. 
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Figure Q5. Impact on research activities 



17 

 

COVID-19: reopening and reimagining universities 

Survey on higher education through UNESCO National Commissions 

 
Australia and South Africa experienced decreased funding for research during the pandemic, resulting 
in reduced research activities. Six countries (Australia, Belgium, Cyprus, Jamaica, Luxembourg and 
Slovakia) noted that heightened restrictions and protocols had prevented research from being 
conducted. Several countries also reported that restrictions on travel and international mobility had 
inhibited research activities. Slovakia mentioned additional reductions in publications, conferences and 
artistic research. Conversely, Luxembourg reported increased proposals and publications, but fewer 
patents. 
 
Income-level analysis: 
Forty-one countries across all income levels reported a suspension or delay of research activities. Only 
three lower-middle- and low-income countries (Ethiopia, Ghana and Kenya) and five upper-middle-
income countries (Azerbaijan, Mexico, Peru, South Africa and Venezuela) reported the termination of 
some research activities, compared to ten high-income countries. Meanwhile, high-income countries 
and upper-middle-income countries had the highest increase in COVID-19 research activities. High-
income countries were also the only countries to report restrictions on research due to reduced 
international mobility and travel restrictions.  
 

Impact on extension work 

Q6. Impact on university extension work in teaching (e.g., extramural, lifelong and distance 
education delivered through evening classes, short courses, seminars and institutes) and research 
(e.g., provision of expertise to the public, private and non-profit sectors, various types of 
consultation, and participation in applied research and the implementation of research results) 
 

 
 
Thirty-three respondents reported the suspension or delay of university extension activities in teaching 
and research. Nine countries reported the termination of some activities due to the impact of COVID-
19. Eighteen respondents mentioned an increase in existing activities and the emergence of new 
activities during the pandemic.  
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Figure Q6. Impact on university extension work in teaching and research

While the majority of countries experienced an impact on university extension work – mainly the 
suspension or delay of activities – more high-income countries managed to continue their 
activities through digital communication than other income-level countries.  
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Cyprus, Luxembourg, the Republic of Korea and Slovakia reported a shift in the mode of activities to 
virtual platforms. Although face-to-face activities are limited or delayed, universities are able to 
continue providing learning and research opportunities through digital communication. New 
opportunities for seminars, online conferences and academic programmes have emerged, which are 
usually made possible through increased government funding and support. Moreover, as mentioned in 
the responses of Luxembourg and Slovakia, universities could help the government and social sector by 
providing lifelong learning opportunities and sharing expertise in COVID-19 prevention. Meanwhile, 
eight countries reported no impact of the pandemic on university extension work.  
 
Income-level analysis: 
The responses vary by income level of the respondents. Thirteen high-income countries mentioned that 
the pandemic had caused a suspension or delay of the activities, compared to 12 upper-middle-income 
countries and eight lower-middle- and low-income countries.  
 
Only two high-income countries (Australia and Denmark) reported the termination of university 
extension activities due to the impact of COVID-19, while four upper-middle-income countries reported 
the termination of these activities. Meanwhile, of the 18 countries that reported an increase in existing 
activities or the emergence of new activities, 15 are high-income countries. Three lower-middle-income 
countries (Egypt, Ghana and Kenya) also reported an increase, while none of the low-income countries 
did.  
 
Regional level analysis: 
All the African countries that carried out a national level analysis reported a suspension or delay in 
these activities, compared to five countries in Asia and the Pacific, three Arab States and 18 countries in 
Europe and North America. Half of the African countries reported the termination of activities, 
compared to one Arab State, three countries in Asia and the Pacific and three countries in Europe and 
North America. 
 

Implications for mobility 

 

Impact on academic mobility and measures taken 

Q7. Impact on academic mobility (provide the student mobility number for the previous and current 
academic year). 
 

Mobility suffered a major setback, but virtual mobility could compensate or even replace physical 
mobility. 
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COVID-19 caused a significant decrease in 
international mobility. The restrictions on 
international travel affected physical 
mobility for both students and university 
staff. Both the average inbound and 
outbound student numbers decreased 
between the academic years 2019-2020 
and 2020-2021, by 17% and 59%, 
respectively. 
 
Income-level analysis: 
Countries across all income groups 
reported a reduction in the average 
inbound and outbound student numbers 
in the current academic year. High-income 
countries have the largest average 

number of mobile students, while they have experienced a 13% decrease in inbound mobility and a 
40% decrease in outbound mobility. Upper-middle-income countries were ranked in the middle in 
2019-2020 and continue to have the second highest average number of inbound students in 2020-2021, 
with only a 4% decline. However, this income group experienced the largest decline (98%) in outbound 
mobility in the current academic year. With regards to the countries in the lower- and lower-middle-
income group, inbound and outbound student numbers decreased by 13% and 45%, respectively. 
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change between years (income)
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Regional analysis:  

 
With regard to the regional analysis of student mobility, more variance could be found at the global 
level. Europe and North America and Africa experienced a considerable decrease in inbound enrolment 
between the two academic years, of 77% and 49%, respectively. Asian countries have significantly high 
inbound mobility compared to other regions and continue to dominate, with only a 7% decrease. 
However, Arab States and Latin America and the Caribbean have revealed an opposite trend, with an 
average increase in inbound mobility of 12% and 7%, respectively.   
  
With regard to outbound enrolment, all regions have experienced a significant shock between the 
previous and current academic year. Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as Europe and North 
America, suffered the largest decline, of 96% and 73%, respectively. The number of outbound students 
almost halved in Asia and the Pacific (43%) and the Arab States (43%). Only Africa remained almost at 
the same level, with a slight decrease of 5%.  
 

Australia has the highest number of inbound students across all the responding countries, amounting to 
758,154 for the academic year 2019-2020. During the pandemic, the number of inbound students has 
decreased to 677,369. Chinese students, who represent the highest number of inbound students in 
Australia, have been significantly unable to enrol at Australian universities since the academic year 
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2020-2021 as a result of international travel restrictions. The Australian higher education sector is 
already dependent on international student fees, thus the challenges posed by COVID-19 to Australian 
universities have broader economic implications than those related exclusively to the financial health of 
the education sector. 
 
Egypt stands out with an increase in the number of inbound students. From 2019-2020 to 2020-2021, 
enrolment increased from 12,617 to 15,809. In 2020, internationalization became a driving policy for 
the national higher education sector, despite the closure of educational institutions in the midst of the 
pandemic. The strategy is based on incorporating foreign curricula and courses, working with overseas 
institutions, seeking international accreditation, attracting international students and giving Egyptians 
who might have their sights set on studying abroad a greater incentive to study in Egypt. 
 
In Europe, renewed interest has emerged in intra-regional mobility. Mobility takes place mostly within 
the region, relying on regional mobility programmes such as Erasmus+ and the Central European 
Exchange Programme for University Studies (CEEPUS). However, Hungary has reported the most 
significant decline in student mobility among the participating countries, showing a reduction in the 
number of inbound and outbound students of 89% and 43%, respectively, as programmes are 
suspended for the 2020-2021 academic year and student applications and admissions are postponed. 
 
Q8. Are there any significant changes in student enrolment in general, and in study abroad 
years/semesters or faculty mobility, compared to the previous year? 
 
Due to restricted international mobility, more students are forced to remain in their countries and enrol 
in local institutions. Bosnia and Herzegovina, Finland, the Netherlands, Palestine and Sweden reported 
an increase in domestic student enrolment. Germany also noted that the increase in domestic 
enrolment compensated for the loss of international students, thus maintaining enrolment at the same 
level as the previous year. However, other respondents who reported lower enrolment explained that 
reduced international mobility and the suspension or cancellation of scholarships and government 
funding were behind the decrease. 
 
Despite these changes, countries have developed innovative ways to compensate for the lack of 
physical mobility, through the use of digital platforms. Twelve respondents noted that their mobility 
programmes had shifted to digital platforms or continued in hybrid mode. In-person teaching, learning 
and research have shifted to non-face-to-face activities. This mode could further accelerate the 
reduction in mobility. However, Australia and Qatar reported that universities were able to retain most 
of their international students through online courses. The Republic of Korea even reported an increase 
in the number of foreign professors in 2020 compared to 2019. This trend shows that if managed 
systematically and strategically, virtual mobility could provide further opportunities for the 
internationalization of tertiary institutions. 
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National challenges 

Q9. What are the major challenges caused by COVID-19 to the higher education system? 
Most responding countries (49) noted that the overall health and safety of students and university staff 
was a major challenge caused by COVID-19. Thirty-nine countries reported overall challenges in access 
to learning opportunities and 29 countries specifically experienced difficulties with Internet access. 
Another 31 countries reported concerns with widening inequality in access to higher education and 
quality of teaching and learning, inter alia.  
 
Meanwhile, 40 countries reported that a major challenge was increased pressure on academic staff and 
27 countries reported heightened pressure on higher education financing.  

 
 
South Africa and Finland noted some concern about economic underperformance and the impact it 
could have on education. Five countries expressed concern with the quality assurance of online learning 
and research activities, while four were concerned about over-adaptation to new online and hybrid 
modes of teaching. Denmark expressed concern for student and staff well-being and sense of belonging 
in university communities, while South Africa highlighted the challenge of continued viability of higher 
education funding.  
 
Income-level analysis: 
The overall health and safety of students and university staff is a key concern for countries of all income 
levels. Among the high-income group, 14 countries reported the concern for widening inequality in 
access to education and teaching and learning quality, inter alia, and 17 countries viewed heightened 
pressure on academic staff as a major challenge. Thirteen upper-middle-income countries were 
concerned with the overall challenge of access to learning opportunities and 12 of them highlighted 
Internet access as a major challenge during COVID-19. All lower-middle-income countries reported 
access to learning opportunities as a major challenge and 11 of them reported Internet access as a 
major concern. 
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Figure Q9. What are the major challenges caused by COVID-19 to the higher 
education system in your country?

While the health and safety of students and university staff is the most pressing challenge for most 
countries, the majority expressed concern about access to learning opportunities and the increased 
pressure on academic staff. 
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Regional analysis: 
Overall, the health and safety of students and staff is the primary concern for all regions except Africa, 
whose first concern is access to learning opportunities and stable Internet access. Access to learning 
opportunities is the second-largest concern for countries in Latin America and the Caribbean and the 
Arab States region. Meanwhile, most countries in Europe and North America and Asia and the Pacific 
noted pressure on academic staff as the secondary concern after health and safety. 
 
Q10. What are the major concerns with regard to the transition from higher education to work? 

The significant reduction in job opportunities makes the transition from higher education to the 
labour market more difficult. Employers are seeking applicants with advanced technology skills. 

Changes in the labour market 

A reduction in labour market opportunities and an increase in unemployment are the key concerns 
addressed by respondents. Malta and Jordan also reported a reduction in salaries due to the economic 
impact of the pandemic. Meanwhile, Afghanistan, Qatar and the Republic of Korea acknowledged a 
delay in new recruitment processes and activities.  
 
The pandemic has also brought digitalization to the forefront as many sectors have transitioned into 
teleworking. In turn, it has highlighted the need for professional development in information 
technology and re-skilling for workers in order to adapt to the ongoing changes in the labour market. A 
few countries reported that there was an increased demand for technology skills by employers. The 
demand for skilled labour in the field of information technology has also increased.  
 
Although the pandemic has caused significant damage to the economy in many countries, it has 
facilitated growth in some sectors. For example, Botswana recorded growth in employment in the 
health and wellness industries related to COVID-19 and the Netherlands experienced similar growth in 
the health and information technology sectors. Moreover, Jamaica reported employment growth in the 
business process outsourcing sector. Although adversely affected at the beginning of the pandemic, this 
sector was able to overcome the challenges and expand recruitment by allowing employees to work 
from home. This has enabled graduates to start working immediately and earn an income during this 
critical period.  
 
The sectors most affected by the pandemic include tourism (Saint Kitts and Nevis), the hotel industry 
(Kenya), aerospace and aviation (Singapore), finance (Botswana), services, culture and entertainment. 
 
To address these challenges and promote graduate employment opportunities, initiatives were 
launched in several countries. In Singapore, HEIs collaborated with the Ministry of Education to provide 
additional support for students with higher needs, such as deferred repayment of tuition fee loans, 
enhanced career guidance, and subsidies for companies to take on fresh graduates as trainees through 
the SGUnited Traineeships Programme. In the Russian Federation, four programmes were launched to 
promote student employment since April 2020, in up to 178 universities for over 23,000 students. 
Finally, in Malta, despite the implementation of a comprehensive strategy by the government, the 
unemployment rate has increased by 0.9% from December 2019 to December 2020, reaching 4.5%, and 
job vacancies have increased by 0.2% in the third quarter of 2020 compared to the previous quarter, 
thus reaching 1.6% (Eurostat data). 
 
Income-level analysis: 
About half of high-income countries noted an increase in the unemployment rate. Australia, Hungary 
and Malta highlighted that the pandemic had reversed their economic and labour market growth. The 
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national unemployment rate in Australia reached a low of 5% in early 2019 before increasing to a peak 
of 7.5% in July 2020 (seasonally adjusted). One lower-income country, Ukraine, mentioned that the 
closure of businesses had led to rising unemployment.  
 

Impact on the transition from higher education to work 
 
In terms of impact on the transition from higher education to work, Ethiopia and Myanmar reported 
delayed graduation for the latest student cohorts. Meanwhile, six respondents noted that the greatest 
challenge for the transition was the difficulty in organizing internships and traineeships, due to the 
ongoing public health concerns and restrictions.  
 
Other trends:  

• Canada: overall, COVID-19-related measures led to a rapid decline in labour market activities 
from February to April 2020. However, the job market has reportedly been recovering since 
May 2020.  

• Cuba: more people are self-employed. 

• Lao People’s Democratic Republic: communication problems have been caused by the 
pandemic. 

• United Arab Emirates (UAE): most new entrants to the workforce are commencing their 
careers through online work rather than in an office. 

• Sweden: it is now more common to continue studying rather than to try to enter an uncertain 
labour market. 

• Republic of Korea: the introduction of various new recruitment methods and changes in 
recruitment patterns, including the use of online personality tests, artificial intelligence 
competency tests and online interviews, has placed a new burden on job seekers in higher 
education, to some extent. However, these job seekers respond positively to non-face-to-face 
recruitment methods, considered to prevent the spread of COVID-19 and to save time and 
money in the recruitment process. 
 

  



25 

 

COVID-19: reopening and reimagining universities 

Survey on higher education through UNESCO National Commissions 

Opportunities and emerging issues 

Q11. What are the major trends in higher education in the COVID-19 era? 

 
All responding countries reported an increase in online, distance and hybrid learning. Among them, 21 

countries reported an increase in lifelong learning opportunities, 19 countries reported a change in the 

recruitment of students, 19 countries reported an increase in short-term courses, and 12 countries 

reported a change in study area due to changes in the labour market. Some countries also recorded an 

increase in admissions to science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) studies and to 

welfare and nursing studies, as well as a boost in the digitalization of university functions and activities. 

 
Income-level analysis:  
The two main responses recorded among countries of all income levels were an increase in lifelong 
learning opportunities and an increase in short-term courses (nevertheless, more learning 
opportunities are needed, as mentioned above in the challenges). Specifically, four out of eight lower-
middle- and low-income countries reported increased lifelong learning opportunities. Furthermore, five 
upper-middle-income countries and four lower-middle-income and low-income countries reported an 
increase in short-term courses. 
 
Regional analysis: 
In Africa, almost half the countries reported an increase in short-term courses and an increase in 
lifelong learning opportunities. In Asia and the Pacific, six countries reported a change in the 
recruitment of students and an increase in lifelong learning opportunities.  
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Figure Q11.  The major trends in the higher education system  in the COVID-19 
era

In addition to the digitization of university operations and activities, the two main responses 
recorded among countries of all income-levels were an increase in lifelong learning opportunities 
and an increase in short-term courses. 



26 

 

COVID-19: reopening and reimagining universities 

Survey on higher education through UNESCO National Commissions 

National priority 
 

Q12. What does your country need to overcome the challenges caused by the pandemic?  
 

There is a significant need for support to adjust to new virtual modes of teaching and learning. Fifty-
two respondents highlighted the need for teacher training in online and distance learning, while 47 
countries reported a need for guidelines, tools and online teaching and learning materials, and 
improvement in the infrastructure and availability of digital devices for online and distance learning.  
 
At the global level, international collaboration and communication is also required for universities to 
overcome the challenges caused by the pandemic. Thirty-five countries reported the need for more 
international cooperation in research to be organized remotely, while 32 countries asked for more 
international policy dialogue to share best practices in addressing the impact of COVID-19.   
 
In the other responses, four countries reported the need for more funding. Singapore mentioned the 
need to develop precautionary measures to safeguard the campus community. Australia reported the 
need to deliver more job-ready graduates. South Africa reported the need to develop a national digital 
platform. 
 
Income-level analysis:  
The primary needs for high-income countries are teacher training in online/distance learning (23 out 
of 27 countries) and guidelines/tools/teaching learning materials to develop online/distance learning 
(20 out of 27 countries). 
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Meanwhile, the priority needs for upper-middle-income countries are improvement in the 
infrastructure (all countries) and availability (16 out of 18 countries) of devices for online/distance 
learning and teacher training.  
 
All low-income and lower-middle-income countries reported the need for improvement in the 
infrastructure of, and support for, online teaching and learning.  
 
International cooperation in research is in higher demand among the lower-middle- and low-income 
countries. Nine out of ten lower-middle-income countries and one out of two low-income countries 
reported the need for more international cooperation in research to be organized remotely, compared 
to only 16 out of 27 high-income countries and 10 out of 18 upper-middle-income countries.  
 

Conclusion 

This report highlights the key findings from a survey conducted by UNESCO on the impact of COVID-19 
on the higher education system at the national and global levels in terms of access to education, 
equity and quality of teaching and learning, university operations, national challenges, emerging 
issues and strategic responses. The key findings of the report can be summarized below:  
 

• COVID-19 is widening inequities between and within countries, with experiences varying across 
income groups and regions. For example, high-income countries and countries in the Europe 
and North America region are better able to cope with the disruption. Meanwhile, lower-
income countries are more in need of infrastructure and connectivity improvements, increased 
learning opportunities and better protection measures for students in vulnerable situations.  

• Government policy and financial support is critical in mitigating the negative impact of the 
pandemic and sustaining the functions of HEIs during this difficult period and to prepare for 
recovery and future resilience. To leave no one behind, additional measures based on the 
principle of equity and non-discrimination are required. For example, the possibilities of access 
to tertiary education for vulnerable students with secondary education, during times of crisis, 
require special attention as many may be being excluded and rendered invisible. 

• Digitalization of education is the major developing trend in the higher education system. More 
and more countries are shifting to an online or hybrid mode of teaching and learning due to the 
impact of the pandemic.  

• Although the pandemic has caused severe damage to many sectors, it also presents some new 
opportunities for teaching and learning, research and employment. New research opportunities 
have emerged. The information technology and health sectors are experiencing important 
growth.  

• More support and guidelines are needed to help the faculty and staff members in the transition 
to online teaching, learning and research.  
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Areas to be explored further  

• Improved equity policies. Lessons learnt from the crisis and its consequences on higher 
education systems must be used to improve or design comprehensive policies to promote 
equity in a systemic way. The latest evidence should be used to design better systems for 
monitoring the needs and changes required in higher education. It should also be 
instrumental in generating recommendations for research on these issues. 

• The continued role of remote learning. The online and hybrid modes of teaching and 
learning could present new opportunities and open new doors for those who have been 
traditionally excluded from higher education. However, more assessment and research are 
needed regarding the implementation and quality assurance of remote learning.  

• The impact of HEI tuition on enrolment. The price of higher education has long been a 
much-debated topic. During the pandemic, the tuition fees of HEIs may affect student 
decisions on the continuation of learning and research activities. This has immediate 
implications on university funding and access to higher education. 

• Virtual mobility as a new strategy for the internationalization of HEIs. In the survey 
response, many countries mentioned how they used virtual mobility to compensate for the 
lack of physical mobility during the COVID-19 outbreak. Whether virtual mobility 
programmes could replace physical mobility is still subject to debate. There is a critical need 
for further research on the quality and effectiveness of virtual mobility programmes.  

• The impact of COVID-19 according to the type of institution. Due to the diverse and 
complex policies on higher education in different countries, the impact of COVID-19 on HEIs 
may vary according to the type of institution. For example, public institutions may receive 
more support from the government compared to private institutions. More monitoring and 
assessment are needed to evaluate the difference in impact.  

• Enhanced data collection. To address the challenges, needs and opportunities in higher 
education revealed by this crisis, additional data must be systematically available. Education 
systems should further strive to collect such data and use it to improve evidence-based 
policies. 

• More international cooperation in higher education. International cooperation plays an 
important role in the generation and transfer of knowledge, information, experience, 
capacity, among others. Efforts to promote cooperation between systems and institutions 
will generate collective benefits. International organizations contribute to these objectives. 
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Annex I: Survey questions 

 
COVID-19: REOPENING AND REIMAGINING UNIVERSITIES 
Survey on Higher Education through the UNESCO National Commissions  
UNESCO, Section for Higher Education 
 
Presentation: 

• Background: After unprecedented growth in higher education since the last decade, the 
education of more than 220 million tertiary students was suddenly disrupted by university 
closures due to COVID-19. Currently, most universities around the world are preparing for 
safe reopening by altering their normal schedules and organization at the institutional and 
national levels. However, due to the uncertainty and rapidly changing situation of the 
pandemic, the available data on the current situation at the global level are limited.  

• The purpose of this survey: To provide an evidence-based overview of the current situation 
of the higher education system at the national and global levels by analysing the impact of 
COVID-19 on the different actors and stakeholders in the sector. 

• Method: A survey addressed to decision-makers, managed by the UNESCO National 
Commissions.  

• Frequency and period of the survey: Quarterly surveys between now and the World Higher 
Education Conference (WHEC 2021) scheduled in October 2021. 

• Procedure: The survey will be sent through the UNESCO National Commissions Unit. 

• Dissemination: The report will be published on the website of the Section for Higher 
Education. The final report will be presented at WHEC 2021. 

• Languages: Three languages (English, French and Spanish) 
 
Instructions: 

• The National Commission should ask the relevant national authority to complete the 
questionnaire.  

• Please select one of the three languages (English, French or Spanish).  

• Please describe the current situation in the following sections. 
 
Profile: 

o Country: ___________________________________________________________________ 
o Ministry responsible for Higher Education: ________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
o Acronym 

National Commission Focal Point Information 
o Title (Ms/Mr) 
o First name 
o Last name 
o Position 
o E-mail 

 

 Public Private 

Number of tertiary institutions   
Number of students enrolled in tertiary institutions   

Number of academic staff   
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I. The impact of COVID-19 on the higher education system in your country 
1. Has the mode of teaching and learning changed due to COVID-19? If it has changed, 

what is the current overall situation?  (Select one) 

• No impact 

• Fully online 

• Primarily online 

• Hybrid 

• Primarily in-person 

• Fully in-person 

• Other: explain  
 

2. Impact on students compared to the previous academic year (2019-2020) 
2-a. Impact of COVID-19 on enrolment (Select one) 

• No decrease 

• Decrease of 20% or less 

• Decrease of 21%-40% 

• Decrease of 41%-60% 

• Decrease of 61%-80% 

• Decrease of more than 80% 

• Increase 
 

2-b. Who is affected by COVID-19? (Select all that apply) 

• No impact 

• International students 

• Local students 

• Those in student housing (both on- and off-campus) 

• Disadvantaged groups (economically disadvantaged students, ethnic minority 
students, students with disabilities, etc.) 

• All students 

• Other: explain any other impacts on student enrolment, if any. 
 

2-c. What are the major concerns for students? Please rank in order of the most 
important (5) to the least important (1). 

• Financial 

• Health (physical and mental well-being) 

• Employment prospects 

• Disruption of study/research/campus activities 

• Other: explain 
 

3. Impact on university staff compared to the previous academic year (2019-2020) 
3-a. Impact of COVID-19 on academic staff employment (Select one) 

• No reduction 

• Reduction of 20% or less 

• Reduction of 21%-40% 

• Reduction of 41%-60% 

• Reduction of 61%-80% 

• Reduction of more than 80% 

• Other: explain 
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3-b. Impact of COVID-19 on academic staff remuneration (Select all that apply) 

• No impact 

• Salary freeze  

• Salary reduction 

• Other: explain 
 

3-c. Impact of COVID-19 on administrative staff employment (Select one) 

• No reduction 

• Reduction of 20% or less 

• Reduction of 21%-40% 

• Reduction of 41%-60% 

• Reduction of 61%-80% 

• Reduction of more than 80% 

• Other: explain 
 

3-d. Impact of COVID-19 on administrative staff remuneration (Select all that apply) 

• No impact 

• Salary freeze 

• Salary reduction 

• Other: explain 
 

4. Impact on institution 
4-a. Impact of COVID-19 on the operation of higher education institutions (Select all 
that apply)  

• No impact  

• Reduction of maintenance and services in the infrastructure (on-campus 
housing, cafeteria, on-campus access to physical/virtual library resources and 
laboratories, medical service, student services (counselling, etc.), international 
student services (visa, etc.) and or other campus services).  

• Closure of university/college during the current or next academic year 

• Other: explain 
 

4-b. Financial impact on higher education institutions and their responses (Select all 
that apply) 

• Stable funding 

• Reduction in income due to enrolment decline  

• Reduction in income due to lowering of fees  

• Additional income from special government aid  

• Additional income from other domestic sources, such as foundations and new 
research  

• Additional income from international aid  

• Other: explain 
 

5. Impact on research (Select all that apply) 

• No impact 

• Suspension/delay of research 

• Termination of research 

• Increase in research activities 

• Other: explain 
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6. Impact on university extension work in teaching (e.g. extramural, lifelong and 
distance education delivered through evening classes, short courses, seminars and 
institutes) and research (e.g. provision of expertise to the public, private and non-
profit sectors, various types of consultation, and participation in applied research 
and in implementing research results) (Select all that apply) 

• No impact 

• Suspension/delay of the activities 

• Termination of the activities 

• Increase in existing activities or emergence of new activities 

• Other: explain 
 

II. Implications for mobility   
7. Impact on academic mobility (provide the number) 

 Previous academic year Current academic year 

Inbound mobile students to 
your country 

  

Outbound mobile students 
from your country 

  

 
8. Are there any significant changes in student enrolment in general, and in study abroad 

years/semesters or faculty mobility, compared to the previous year? Explain 
 

III. National challenges 
9. What are the major challenges caused by COVID-19 to the higher education system in 
your country?  (Select all that apply) 

• Overall health and safety of students and university staff 

• Overall challenge in access to learning opportunities 

• Overall challenge in Internet access 

• Widening inequality in access to education, quality of teaching and learning, 
inter alia 

• Increased pressure on academic staff 

• Increased pressure on financing of the higher education system 

• Other: explain 
 

10. What are the major concerns in the transition from higher education to work? 

• Have there been any changes in the labour market since the pandemic started? 
Explain 

• Are there any impacts on COVID-19 on the transition from higher education to 
work in your country? Explain 

 
IV. Opportunities and emerging issues   

11. What are the major trends in the higher education system in your country in the 
COVID-19 era? (Select all that apply) 

• Increased online/distance/hybrid learning 

• Increase in short-term courses 

• Change in the recruitment of students 

• Change in study area due to changes in the labour market 

• Increased lifelong learning opportunities 

• Others: describe any other emerging issues in your country, if any. 
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V. National priority 
12. What does your country need to overcome the challenges caused by the pandemic? 
(Select all that apply) 

• Improvement in the infrastructure and availability of devices for online/distance 
learning 

• Teacher training in online/distance learning 

• Guidelines/tools/teaching learning materials to develop online/distance learning 

• More international cooperation in research to be organized remotely 

• More international policy dialogue 

• Other: explain
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Annex II. Profile of responding countries 

 

Region/ country 

Income 
group (World 
Bank 
classification) 

Institution Student enrolment Academic staff Mobility Free tuition * COVID-19 cases ** 

Number Number Number Inbound Outbound 

Citizens 
International 
students 

Cumulative 
total 

Cumulative 
total per 
100,000 
population 

Public Private Public Private Public Private 
2019-
2020 

2020-
2021 

2019-
2020 

2020-
2021 

AFRICA  

Botswana Upper-middle       24          20       34,764       19,166  
  

        
  

       42,674           1,815  

Ethiopia Low        51        274  
  

  40,000  
 

        
  

     228,996              199  

Ghana Lower-middle     163          86     474,956       72,089    13,537      8,191      5,718        
  

       91,260              294  

Kenya Lower-middle       38          36     456,924     108,121    15,186      5,222      5,373      2,000         650         300  Yes  Free public tuition 
for high-scoring 
secondary school 
students. 

     145,670              271  

Libya *** Upper-middle       25  
 

   404,590  
 

  26,140  
 

                
  

     168,676           2,455  

Mauritius High       10          44       23,859         2,249         650         200      2,380      2,579      8,200      8,079  
  

         1,176                92  

South Africa Upper-middle       26        
  

                
  

  1,558,458           2,628  

Zambia Lower-middle         8          61       62,000       58,000      1,681      2,517                  
  

       90,029              490  

ARAB STATES                               

Egypt *** Lower-middle       30          47  
    

 12,617    15,709    15,500      8,900  Yes 
 

     211,307              206  

Jordan Upper-middle       33          39     249,007       98,564      7,957      3,276  
      

     669,300           6,560  

Qatar High         7          14       30,805         4,658                       190,998           6,629  

Palestine Lower-middle       33          19     148,435       33,210      6,420      1,392                   299,636           5,874  

United Arab 
Emirates 

High 
            

     485,675           4,911  

ASIA AND THE PACIFIC 

Afghanistan Low        39        140     205,480     225,589      6,161    12,830             -               -        1,417         546  
  

       57,364              147  

Australia High       43        141  
    

758,154  677,369    58,061      
  

       29,419              115  

Lao People’s  
Democratic 
Republic 

Lower-middle 
      

       853            53              5             -    
  

              52                  1  

Malaysia Upper-middle     160        436     716,223     633,344    41,655    26,961    97,340    99,644    73,314            61  Yes 
 

     362,173           1,119  

Myanmar  Lower-middle     165          32                   500         400      1,000         400  
  

     142,596              262  

Niue Upper-middle 
      

                
  

               -                   -    

Republic of Korea High       58        371     733,027  2,543,300    20,709    68,766  100,215  113,003  131,518  124,927  
  

     110,688              216  

Singapore High       14  
 

   176,000  
 

  15,000  
 

                
  

       60,678           1,037  

Uzbekistan Lower-middle 
    

            2  
 

                
  

       85,114              254  
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Region/country 
Income group 
(World Bank 
classification) 

Institution Student enrolment Academic staff Mobility Free tuition * COVID-19 cases ** 

Number Number Number Inbound Outbound 

Citizens 
International 
students 

Cumulative 
total 

Cumulativ
e total per 
100,000 
population 

Public Private Public Private Public Private 
2019-
2020 

2020-
2021 

2019-
2020 

2020-
2021 

EUROPE AND NORTH AMERICA 

Armenia Upper-middle       20          32       57,717         9,303    18,244         826      7,120             227         210  
  

     203,327           6,862  

Austria High       57          16     366,762       15,063      6,931      5,939      6,496      3,831      6,763      3,244  Yes 
 

     573,944           6,448  

Azerbaijan Upper-middle       40          11     169,000     185,000    13,500      1,500             -               -        1,417         546  
  

     285,993           2,821  

Belgium High     168  
 

   585,947  
 

  42,890  
 

  35,730    37,348    15,720    13,159  
    

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

Upper-middle 
      

          54              9         133            10  
  

     184,254           5,616  

Canada High     349     1,638  1,721,040  
 

175,455  
       

  1,060,157           2,809  

Croatia High       94          27     147,054       19,767    10,368  
 

   1,974         692      1,869         246  
  

     292,938           7,218  

Cyprus High       10          47       13,807       39,455         822      1,193                  
  

       51,505           5,800  

Czechia High       26          33     293,776       27,860    18,244         826    15,863        15,402      Yes Free tuition in the 
Czech language. 

  1,581,184         14,786  

Denmark High       54            6     260,155         1,138  
  

    8,302        13,397      Yes 
 

     237,792           4,084  

Estonia High       13            5       42,271         1,352  
  

    5,528      5,235          
  

     114,443           8,611  

Finland High       36  
 

   307,000  
 

  24,000  
 

    1,026          7,893      Yes Yes        82,053           1,485  

France High     149  
 

2,198,600     526,700    92,300  
 

290,500              Yes Available to all 
European Union 
citizens. 

  4,980,133           7,657  

Georgia Upper-middle       19          45     101,490       56,479      4,165      6,442                  
  

     288,755           7,238  

Germany High     271        153  2,590,454     300,595  234,885    10,656  319,902      133,944      Yes Yes   3,011,513           3,621  

Hungary High       20          44     243,840       37,621  117,315      3,343    15,527      1,666      5,411         955  
  

     725,241           7,424  

Latvia High       26          33     293,776       27,860    18,244         826         800         500         800         500  
  

     107,608           5,641  

Luxembourg High         1            2         6,700  
 

       268  
 

       339         160         657         275  Yes Yes        63,650         10,166  

Malta *** High         1            4       13,898         2,170      1,807         151            26            14         255            97  
  

       29,614           5,755  

Montenegro Upper-middle         1         20,000  
 

       412  
 

          48              1         133              4  
  

       94,267         15,009  

Netherlands High       54  
 

   817,500  
 

107,666  
 

                
  

  1,350,665           7,759  

Russian 

Federation *** 

Upper-middle     462        213  3,748,046     334,256  211,664    11,424    73,906    72,994  
    

  4,649,710           3,186  

Serbia Upper-middle        86        102       33,894     215,877      2,012    14,540            48         285         286         524  
  

     642,208           9,271  

Slovakia High       23          11     121,965       15,356    10,993         614      1,556         470      2,652         577  
  

     371,062           6,799  

Slovenia High 
      

                Yes Available to all 
European Union 
citizens. 

     226,499         10,807  

Sweden High       31          14     400,000       29,100    32,800      5,300    39,600        22,500      Yes Available to all 
European Union 
citizens. PhD 
tuition-free. 

     857,401           8,302  

Switzerland High       36  
 

   258,076       27,860    18,244         826      5,600          6,800      
  

     614,718           7,103  

Ukraine Lower-middle     203          78     232,981       17,274  
  

                
  

  1,861,105           4,256  
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Region/country 
Income group 
(World Bank 
classification) 

Institution Student enrolment Academic staff Mobility Free tuition * COVID-19 cases ** 

Number Number Number Inbound Outbound 

Citizens 
International 
students 

Cumulative 
total 

Cumulativ
e total per 
100,000 
population 

Public Private Public Private Public Private 
2019-
2020 

2020-
2021 

2019-
2020 

2020-
2021 

LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN 

Cuba Upper-middle       50  
 

   329,819       64,615  
  

    9,580      8,606         757         457  
  

       87,385              772  

El Salvador Lower-middle         9          32       61,163     127,798      2,666      7,923                  
  

       66,489           1,025  

Jamaica Upper-middle       56          34  
    

                
  

       42,763           1,444  

Mexico Upper-middle     984        920  3,718,000  1,138,000  198,000  141,000  285,790  228,442    16,700      
  

  2,280,213           1,769  

Peru Upper-middle       49          95  
  

  19,461    40,427                  
  

  1,647,694           4,997  

Saint Kitts and 
Nevis 

High         1            5             993         3,968            59         211      1,025              
  

              44                83  

Venezuela Upper-middle       84          95  2,124,049  1,021,820  117,870  112,130         106             -              75             -             174,887              615  

* Countries with Free College 2021. See https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/countries-with-free-college (Accessed 13 April 2021). 
** WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard. See https://covid19.who.int/table (Accessed 13 April 2021). 
*** According to UNESCO classification, some countries belong to two regions (Egypt: Africa/Arab States; Libya: Africa/Arab States; Malta: Arab States/Europe; and Russian Federation: Asia and the Pacific/Europe).   
To avoid double-counting, we placed them in one region. 
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