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I. The near term (4 years)
A. News stories vividly describe current impacts -- but systems will 

rebound

B. Impacts vary across the OECD – depending upon baseline conditions

II. The longer term (5-10 years)
A. COVID-19 amplifies and accelerates deeper trends

B. Making important and enduring changes
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What will higher education systems look like 

after COVID-19?



Which systemic factors create differences in near-term COVID-
19 impacts? 

 Resourcing:  funding envelope, resilience, cost (in) flexibility

 Digital capabilities and practices

 Exposure to international supply chains
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The near-term
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Resourcing: available funding envelope varies 

widely….

Source: OECD Education at a Glance, 2020 (https://doi.org/10.1787/19991487)

Total expenditure on tertiary educational institutions per full-time equivalent student (2017) 

https://doi.org/10.1787/19991487
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…as does reliance on private expenditure

Distribution of public and private expenditure on educational institutions (2017) 

Source: OECD Education at a Glance, 2020 (https://doi.org/10.1787/19991487)

https://doi.org/10.1787/19991487


• Private funding resilience –

– scope of borrowing to finance, and method of repayment (fixed vs. income-contingent)

– reliance upon fee-paying international students 

• Public funding resilience –

– willing of government to carry out countercyclical spending

– capacity of government to carry out countercyclical spending (public sector borrowing 
limits)
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Resourcing: Public and private funding 

resilience

Resilience Public Funding  Private Funding

High No public sector  borrowing

limitations

Income-contingent lending

Diversified international enrolment 

(or, low numbers)

Moderate Public sector borrowing targets 

but not legal enforcement

Fixed and variable repayment of 

loans with average levels of fee-

paying international students 

Low Borrowing subject to limits set 

in constitution or by 

international supervision

Fixed repayment schedule

High international enrolment with low 

diversification of sources



On average, across OECD HE systems, staff costs comprise 2/3 of spending by higher 

education institutions

The extent to which staff costs are fixed varies widely.

 Percent of HE workforce holding indefinite vs. contingent posts

 Extent to which indefinite appointments are subject to force majeure

Some continental European systems have largely fixed staffing costs, some 

Anglophone systems have many contingent posts

Australia – 2.5% drop in HE employment (March – August 2020)

United States – 7% drop in HE employment (March – September 2020)
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Resourcing: (In) flexibility of costs
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US: low to moderate resilience in revenues and 

moderate to high flexibility in staffing 

337, 000 decline Feb –

August 2020



9

Digital capacity: variation in digital infrastructure

OECD fixed broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants (Dec. 2019) and GDP per capita 
(current prices, 2018) 
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Index of Digital Capacity in Higher Education 

Unmeasured! But…. 

We know that countries 

do vary in terms of their 

readiness for digital 

lifelong learning.

Source: The Centre for European policy studies (CEPS) Index of readiness for digital 

lifelong learning. Countries are ranked according to their readiness to utilise digital 

learning technologies. 

https://www.ceps.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Index-of-Readiness-for-Digital-Lifelong-Learning.pdf
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Researchers’ preparedness for digital pivot

Source: OECD International 

Survey of Scientific Authors 

2018 

(https://www.oecd.org/sti/surv

ey-of-scientific-authors.htm)

https://www.oecd.org/sti/survey-of-scientific-authors.htm
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COVID Impact on Learners –

Actions by institutions

Source: European Commission – Survey on the impact of Covid-19 on European universities. Survey carried out between April and May 2020, with 93 respondents among 25 

countries

“In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, to what extent has your higher education institution implemented the following?” – The extent of 

the implementation in the higher education institution per item (Scale 0 to 100 of % of students impacted).

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/sites/default/files/coronavirus-eui-impact-results-may2020_en.pdf
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COVID Impact on Learners –

Difficulties with learning environment

European Student Union Covid-19 Survey, April/May 2020

Ability to access each of the following resources when studying at home: 

http://ehea.info/Upload/BFUG_DE_UK_73_11_6_students_Covid_19_survey_results.pdf2020
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Source: OECD Higher Education Policy Survey (HEPS) 2020, N=24

COVID Impact on Learners –

Actions by governments
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Digital Capacity and Research Impact 

“I am no longer able to 

perform my work, or my role 

has changed completely” 
[respondents principally biology and medical 

science researchers] 
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Internationalisation: level of Global Exposure

Incoming student mobility in tertiary education, by level of study (2018)

Source: OECD Education at a Glance, 2020 (https://doi.org/10.1787/19991487)

https://doi.org/10.1787/19991487
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Diversification of International Exposure

Enrolment of international students 

by region of origin - Finland

Enrolment of international 

students by region of origin –

EU23

Enrolment of international 

students by region of origin 

– OECD countries

Source: OECD Stats (https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=EDU_ENRL_MOBILE)



In France: According to the Cité Internationale Universitaire de Paris, AEF 

Info and Campus France, there was a 17% drop in applications, in 

particular among US students (-64%), Chinese students (-45%), Brazilian 

students (-40%) and Indian students (-32%). 

In Canada:  October autumn enrolment figures were still being collected, 

Summer data showed a 22 per cent drop in government-issued study 

permits for international students, 

In the United States: The US experienced a decline in total international 

student enrolments (-16%) and new international student enrolments (-

43%) between Fall 2019 and Fall 2020. 

In Australia: https://theconversation.com/covid-to-halve-international-

student-numbers-in-australia-by-mid-2021-its-not-just-unis-that-will-feel-

their-loss-148997 12% decline November 1 2020 compared to March 

2020.
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Learners - Uneven impacts on student mobility

In Sweden, According to the Swedish Institute, the number of 

international admissions has increased by 13% from 24,099 in 2019-

2020 to 27,329 in 2020-2021 (Swedish Council of Higher Education).

In the United Kingdom, the number of international undergraduate 

students admitted to HEIs increased by 9% in 2020/2021 compared to 

2019/2020, reaching a record high level, according to UCAS clearing 

analysis. 

In the European Higher Education Area, the ERASMUS+ mobility 

programme continues for 2020, switching focus to virtual and blended 

mobility. 

Some increases or pivots… ..but mainly a negative impact

https://access.ciup.fr/en/what-is-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-the-mobility-of-international-students-and-researchers/
https://theconversation.com/covid-to-halve-international-student-numbers-in-australia-by-mid-2021-its-not-just-unis-that-will-feel-their-loss-148997
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20200930054856301
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/statistical-releases-daily-clearing-analysis-2020
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The Longer Term Impact of COVID-19

It’s difficult to 

make 

predictions, 

especially 

about the 

future.  

Danish Proverb



More flexibility and new providers in education

More openness and altered collaboration in research

Altered sources and destinations in internationalisation
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Longer-Term Impacts 
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Will programmes become more flexible post-COVID-19?

Students want more flexibility, and 

institutions seem to be responding 

Source: IPSOS/Salesforce/Chronicle of Higher Education

Global HE Trends Snapshot 2020

https://public.tableau.com/profile/salesforce.org.research#!/vizhome/GlobalHEDTrendsSnapshot/Overview


Worldwide search queries about MOOCs and MOOCs main providers over the last year
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A spike in MOOC interest and registration

0

20

40

60

80

100

120
Massive Open Online Course Coursera edX FutureLearn

Note: Shows a comparison of 

search interest worldwide for the 4 

terms between 10th October 2019 

and 1st November 2020. 

Represents the number of 

keywords searches types by 

Internet users in relation to the total 

number of searchers carried out on 

Google over a given period (with 

100 the daily traffic record for a 

request)

Source: Google Trends
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New providers of skills



25Source: OECD Higher Education Policy Survey (HEPS) 2020 (N = 24)

Governments are also contemplating support for new 

ways of learning



• Strongly demand-driven systems and institutions

• Among learners who place a premium on convenience 

• Where economies of scale can be achieved

• Do employers have confidence in skills cultivated by alternative modalities or 
providers?

– Yes: postgraduate professional programmes – MBA offered to mature 
learners

– No: medicine, law, architecture programmes for traditional age learners 

Some substitution, but principally an important complement to 
traditional HE
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But where, and for whom? 
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The shift towards more open science

The pandemic accelerated the use of pre-print servers to disseminate research results, 

and spurred a greater commitment to open science among research organisations

Numerous new open science 

initiatives emerged, e.g.:

• Public Health Covid-19 initiative

• Open COVID Pledge

• EU Covid-19 data platform

Source: OECD Covid-19 Policy response platform

Will this continue? 

http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/why-open-science-is-critical-to-combatting-covid-19-cd6ab2f9/
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Global Trend Towards Collaboration

https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2019/nsf19317/

https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2019/nsf19317/


COVID-19 spurred increased international collaboration in science and engineering.

• US/Chinese research collaboration increased by 5 percent over their rate of collaboration on pre-

pandemic science and engineering research. 

• Papers with authors from multiple countries made up 32 percent of the S&E literature on COVID-19 

published in the first five months of this year, compared with 26 percent of the general S&E literature 

published over the previous five years. 

• See also: https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0236307
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Further Spurred by Pandemic

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0236307


Continued growth from current 5 m. to 7m by 2030?
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What will student mobility look like post-COVID? 

Index of change in international higher education student flows to OECD 

countries, by country/region of origin 
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With new origins and destinations…

Source: Ministry of Education, China


