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Postpandemic Outlook for
Higher Education is Bleakest for
the Poorest

Philip G. Altbach and Hans de Wit

I n the midst of crisis, with the scope and outcomes largely unclear, it is too early to
accurately predict the broader implications of the coronavirus pandemic for higher
education or for society in general. We have argued (COVID-19: The Internationalization
Revolution That Isn't, University World News, March 14, 2020—also in this issue of IHE)
that the basic configuration of internationalization is likely to remain. And we think that,
broadly, global higher education will remain fundamentally stable. But significant short-,
medium-, and perhaps long-term consequences and disruptions are inevitable—becom-
ing increasingly serious as the crisis continues. Our purpose here is to outline what we
think are likely implications.

It is, of course, folly to overly generalize about the broad landscape of postsecond-
ary education worldwide—with more than 20,000 universities and 200 million students.
Higher education is everywhere segmented and differentiated, with public and private
institutions with vastly differing resources and serving different needs. This is true with-
in countries, and across borders. Thus, generalizing about individual countries or about
the world as a whole is not very useful.

Further, so much depends on the broader political and economic realities that will
emerge from the crisis. Without question, the global and national economies will take a
massive hit. Low per-capita income countries are likely to suffer more and take longer
to recover. Economic recovery will take time, with many arguing that implications will
be more serious than the Great Recession, and it seems impossible that higher educa-
tion will have a high priority in national recovery plans. Whether the current trends to-
ward nationalism and populism in many countries will be strengthened by the crisis is
unclear, but there are indications that these malign trends will continue.

The very future of globalization may be called into question, although the underly-
ing realities of the twenty-first century will make its survival likely. Significant aspects
of contemporary higher education depend on globalization: not only student mobility
and internationalization initiatives, but also collaborative research, and, increasingly,
global knowledge networks and other aspects.

Abstract

COVID-19 is creating a broad-
based crisis for higher educa-
tion globally. The implications
include challenges to the inter-
nationalization of higher edu-
cation—a key global element in
recent decades, financial chal-
lenges, and others. Students and
academic institutions in low-in-
come countries and in less afflu-
ent parts of other nations will be
especially affected.
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Thus, fundamental elements of the global macroenvironment in general and of high-
er education are being threatened by the COVID-19 crisis, and this might negatively
impact on support for internationalization, while international cooperation is needed
more than ever.

The Fittest Will Survive
Research universities and top quality institutions that are globally and nationally recog-
nized and have stable income streams, such as the Indian Institutes of Technology and
elite American private liberal arts colleges and similar institutions worldwide, will recov-
er more rapidly and emerge relatively unscathed from the crisis. Their role at the top of
higher education will remain and perhaps will even be strengthened. These institutions
are in general better able to protect their staff and students during a crisis and will be
able to attract new students and overcome admissions disruptions and other instabilities.
At the other end of the spectrum, those institutions that are most at risk are poorly
funded private institutions depending entirely on tuition fees—and half the world’s post-
secondary institutions are private. This reality affects especially low-income countries,
where a low-quality private sector increasingly dominates higher education. Much of the
global massification, as well as international student mobility, has been driven by the
emergence of a middle-class—these groups are likely to be affected most by post-coro-
navirus higher education adjustments, as Simon Marginson pointed out in Times Higher
Education and in University World News on March 26. One estimate for the United States
is that perhaps 20 percent of postsecondary institutions will close.

Research

In the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis, where the significance of research to manage
and solve the crisis, invent vaccines, and support society with related crucial projects
has become evident to policy makers and the public, it is possible that top research
institutions, in particular those specialized in the life sciences, will receive greater em-
phasis and funding.

A Deep Financial Crisis

Universities, public and private, face immediate financial problems during the COVID-19
crisis since their campuses are closed. It is not clear how admissions will be handled
for the coming year or two. Many universities have already stopped hiring new staff. For
prestigious private universities, mainly in the United States, endowments have lost val-
ue with declines in the stock market. Most of them will recover, but for the mid-term, it
will affect them. Because of massive expenditures aimed at stabilizing economies dur-
ing the crisis, it is likely that future public allocations to higher education will shrink.

Increased Inequality

Higher education—globally and within countries—is characterized by inequalities of all
kinds. The COVID-19 crisis is likely to exacerbate these inequalities, as highlighted above:
private institutions catering for the masses will suffer the brunt of the depression, while,
at the same time, there may be an increase in demand for community colleges in the
United States and less expensive professional schools elsewhere. In times of unemploy-
ment, education is an alternative choice, but it has to be affordable.

Distance vs Face-to-Face Education

Universities worldwide have had to shift to 100 percent online teaching. There have been
reports of significant success, but also of abject failure. Access to appropriate technol-
ogy and internet speed—or even access to the Internet at all—is a significant challenge,
reflecting, again, deep inequalities between students. While lessons are being learned,
the skills of teaching staff upgraded (very much through learning by doing), and learn-
ing platforms and online curricula improved, we doubt that there will be a profound and
lasting “technological revolution” in higher education. But the COVID-19 crisis will signif-
icantly expand the use of distance education. And from now on, teaching staff may be-
come less reluctant regarding opportunities offered by hybrid teaching models.
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Yet, for many reasons—community, prestige, teaching networking, and learning ad-
vantages, among others—students and academics will continue to prefer face-to-face
higher education. The traditional university experience may increasingly become the
privilege of wealthier students enrolled at top universities.

International Student Mobility

As we wrote in our commentary on the short-term implications of the crisis, its impact
on international student mobility is uncertain. Institutions and countries that have been
dependent on revenue from international students will try as soon as possible to go
back into the market. As Simon Marginson observes, that market will become a buyer’s
market with institutions “hunting for scarce international students for some years to
come.” But that market will be far more vulnerable, more competitive, and less massive,
and the provision may shift to some degree from high-income countries to middle-in-
come countries that can offer lower costs. Simon Marginson reckons that it will take at
least five years to recover.

Maybe, but we will not go back to the status quo ante. The industry that has devel-
oped over the past decades—agents, pathway programs, and recruitment companies—
will decline drastically and will need to adapt to new models to survive. Issues such as
student safety and well-being will become more important push and pull factors in de-
cisions of students and their parents.

Study abroad programs in which students participate for a year, a semester, or even
shorter periods, may suffer even greater problems as students assess possible risks and
challenges for experiences that are mandatory for their academic success. In Europe, the
flagship program Erasmus+ might encounter serious cuts instead of its anticipated rise
in funding. In the United States, one of the larger providers of study abroad, the Council
on International Educational Exchange, has announced that it will eliminate 600 jobs.

No Academic Revolution

While it is impossible to make clear predictions in the midst of the most severe glob-
al health crisis in a century, implications for higher education will be considerable and
mostly negative, amplifying gaps and inequalities between learners, institutions, and
countries. There will be significant variations globally, with the likelihood that universi-
ties in the poorest part of the world will be affected more severely. A
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