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COVID-19 and the consequences for international
student mobility – initial findings and forecasts

On 9 January 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) announced the discovery of a novel coronavirus: SARS-CoV2, which
causes the infectious lung disease COVID-19. Starting in the city of
Wuhan in China, where the first cases of COVID-19 had emerged, the
novel virus spread to more and more countries around the world in
the following weeks and months. On 11 March 2020, the WHO officially classified the spread of the virus as a pandemic and issued a
recommendation for countermeasures by governments. As a result,
most countries imposed extensive restrictions on public life from
March onwards, including curfews, contact restrictions and the closure of shops, restaurants, libraries and other public places. In most
countries, the measures also included the temporary cessation of
classroom teaching and other classroom and counselling services
at universities and the closure of university premises for students
and staff. This posed a unique challenge to the international higher education world, affecting both the regular operation of universities in their own countries and, due to worldwide travel restrictions,
international cooperation between universities as well as the cross-
border mobility of students, academics and researchers.

According to UNESCO, schools and
universities in 185 countries were closed
on 1 April 2020, affecting 89%
of all pupils and students worldwide.
Against this background, the following special chapter of
“Wissenschaft weltoffen” will provide an initial overview of the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for global student
mobility and a cautious outlook on further developments. (This
presentation must be limited to student mobility, since as yet, no
findings on the effects on the international mobility of academics
and researchers are available). Data from various national and
international survey studies will be used. Since a large number
of analyses and forecasts on the (possible) effects of COVID-19
in higher education were already published in the first months
since the beginning of the pandemic, only a selection of the
initial findings can be presented here. The focus here is on results
which, due to their survey and analysis methodology (sample,
survey period, questionnaire content), are highly informative and
allow conclusions to be drawn about transnational effects and
the major host countries or countries of origin of international
students. In the first section, this analysis focuses on the effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the teaching and everyday life
of students worldwide, which are also closely related to the
international mobility of students. The second section looks
at the direct consequences of the pandemic for international
student mobility. Finally, the third section provides an initial
cautious outlook on possible medium and long-term effects of
the pandemic on the internationalisation of higher education
worldwide.
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The development of the COVID-19 pandemic and
its consequences for university operations
A central feature of the COVID-19 pandemic was and still is the
enormous dynamic of its development. It is therefore difficult to
give an initial overview without limiting the period to which this
overview refers. In the following, therefore, mainly those survey
studies are used as a basis for the analysis that were carried out
from mid-March at the earliest. It should be noted that the findings
of the individual studies can only be valid for their respective survey
periods (cf also Figure AS2.14).
The dynamics of the COVID-19 pandemic can be very clearly
illustrated by the worldwide school and university closures that
occurred as a result of the pandemic from the end of January
2020 (cf Figure AS2.1). In mid-February, such closures initially
only affected China and several neighbouring countries. However,
following the WHO pandemic warning on 11  March, schools and
universities were closed in more and more countries worldwide until
an almost complete global lockdown was finally achieved in April.1
According to UNESCO, schools and universities in 185 countries were
closed on 1 April 2020, affecting 1.5 billion pupils and students, or
89% of all pupils and students worldwide.
The International Association of Universities (IAU) conducted a
worldwide survey of 424 universities in 109 countries from the end
of March to mid-April 2020.2 On the basis of this survey, initial trend
statements can be made on the development of the teaching sector.
Just under 60% of the universities surveyed by the IAU stated that
their university was closed at the time of the survey and that campus
operations had ceased (cf Figure AS2.2). A further 30% reported that
their university was only open to a limited extent and that campus
operations were severely impaired. Only 11% of the universities
were still open at the time of the survey, but almost all of these
(10%) had already taken initial measures to combat the pandemic.
It can therefore be assumed that the operation of universities
was also restricted even more at these universities following
their participation in the IAU survey. A regional comparison of the
responses reveals that the proportion of campus closures in Africa
(77%) was much higher. In spite of the low infection rates in Africa
at the time of the survey, the universities surveyed there evidently
discontinued face-to-face teaching more quickly than universities
in other regions of the world.
The impairment of university operations by the COVID-19 pandemic
is also reflected in the statements of the universities surveyed by
the IAU on teaching operations (cf Figure AS2.3). Two-thirds of the
universities stated that attendance-based study had already been
converted to distance learning, and a further quarter were in the
process of preparing a corresponding conversion at the time of the
survey. At 7% of the universities surveyed, attendance teaching
had even been completely discontinued without any simultaneous
conversion to distance learning or preparations being made for it.
Here, too, there are sometimes clear differences between the world
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AS2.1 School and university closures worldwide between February 15 and April 15
February 15 2020

March 15 2020

April 15 2020

No measures
Closures recommended
Closures required (only at some levels)
Closures required (at all levels)
No data available

Note: In federal systems, the characteristics shown may not apply to all regions. A country was classified under “Closures required” if closures were required in at least one region.
Source: University of Oxford
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AS2.2 Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on higher education worldwide in April 202014
Total
1

59

Europe
1

10

Percentage
(%)

30

America
11

Asia and Pacific
11

20

34
55

Africa
1 2
20

34

54
26

55
77

% of responding universities
Institutions open as usual, no measures to combat pandemic in effect
Institutions only partly open, campus activities greatly restricted

 Institutions open as usual with measures to combat the pandemic in effect
Institutions closed completely, all campus activities stopped

Source: International Association of Universities (IAU)

regions. In Africa, for example, 24% of the universities surveyed
reported a suspension of face-to-face teaching without parallel
preparation of distance learning formats, while in the three other
world regions this was true of only 3% of the universities in each of
the three other regions. At the same time, only 29% of universities in
Africa reported that they had already switched to distance learning,
while the corresponding percentages in the other world regions
were at least twice as high.
Similar trends can be seen in the “THE Leaders Survey” of the
international higher education magazine “Times Higher Education”
(THE). This survey among the leaders of 200 selected universities from
53 countries took place in the first three weeks of May.3 More than half
(53%) of the universities surveyed stated that all teaching had been
converted to digital teaching, while a further third (33%) reported that
this applied to at least 75% of the courses. As the most important
reason why certain courses have not yet been converted to digital
teaching, universities pointed to the unsuitability of certain subjects
or modules for digital teaching (60%). The switch to online teaching
in medical studies was considered particularly difficult, followed by
biology and engineering.
With regard to conducting examinations in the current semester,
the IAU survey revealed even greater uncertainty among universities
than in the case of the introduction of distance learning formats
(cf  Figure AS2.4). At the time of the survey, only 6% of the
universities were of the opinion that they would be able to conduct
the examinations as originally planned. In contrast, almost
half (45%) were already planning to switch to new examination
formats, while a further 14% were planning to switch to a mixture
of alternative examination formats and the postponement of
examinations. 13% of the universities stated that the majority of
exams would probably be postponed and 11% each reported that
no decision had yet been made on this issue or that they could not

34

yet comment on it. In the THE survey, 44% of the universities stated
that attendance examinations were generally switched to online
examinations and almost as many universities (43%) pointed out
that this was handled differently depending on the event. The most
important alternative to digital examination formats cited by THE
respondents was a continuous assessment of students based on
written performance during the semester (60%).

The impact of the pandemic on students’
everyday lives
As part of the project “COVID-19 Social Science Lab” (CovidSocLab)
at the University of Ljubljana, more than 30,000 students from
almost 130 countries were surveyed about their studies in times of
the coronavirus crisis between 5 May and 15 June 2020, with the
support of a large number of cooperating universities worldwide.4
This is the only student survey to date that allows trend statements
to be made regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
everyday lives of students worldwide.
The proportion of respondents who indicated that their studies
had been switched to online teaching differs according to the
world region under consideration. The percentage is comparatively
low in Asia (75%) and Africa (78%) and comparatively high in
Europe (86%), South America (89%) and North America (90%).
Looking at the technical prerequisites for a smooth flow of online
studies (cf Figure AS2.5), it can be seen that three-quarters (75%)
of those surveyed had computer access, a good two-thirds each
had the necessary software (68%) and their own desk (67%), 60%
had a good internet connection and only about half had a quiet
workplace (52%). Again, there are significant differences between
the regions of the world. For example, only 28% of respondents in
South America had their own desk, while only 29% of respondents
in Africa had a good internet connection.
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Overall, only just under half of the respondents agreed with the
statement that they had coped well with the transition to the
new teaching and learning conditions (47%). In South America
and Africa, this proportion was again significantly lower (29% in
each case) than in North America (48%), Europe and Asia (49% in
each case). In all likelihood, this is a consequence of the regional
differences in the technical requirements for the smooth running of
an online study programme, as explained above.
Another consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, with far-reaching
effects on the everyday life of students, was the closure of student
halls of residence. This was not recorded in the CovidSocLab survey
but corresponding data from national surveys of universities are
available for at least two countries, the USA and Germany. In the
USA, the Institute of International Education (IIE) surveyed almost
600 universities (representing around 51% of all students in the
USA) between mid-April and the beginning of May, and the DAAD
surveyed almost 170 universities (representing around 62% of
all students in Germany) between the end of April and mid-May.5
The findings document clear differences between the pandemicrelated measures at universities in the two countries. For example,
only 2% of German universities closed their halls of residence,
whereas in the USA this measure was adopted by more than half
(54%) of all universities. Just how drastic such measures can be
for the lives of the students affected is shown in particular by the
example of international students. They often have no opportunity

to live temporarily with friends or relatives and are thus forced
either to look for another, usually more expensive accommodation
or to return to their home country. Unfortunately, the findings of
the survey do not reveal whether students in the USA were offered
alternative accommodation in the event that their halls of residence
were closed.

The consequences of the pandemic for international
student mobility
In turn, the international university surveys already cited can
be used to analyse the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on international student mobility. For example, 89% of the
respondents in the IAU survey stated that the pandemic had
impaired student mobility at their university (cf Figure AS2.6).
The most frequent consequence cited here was the fact that
international students were unable to return to their home country
as planned (47%). A similarly frequent consequence was the
cancellation of exchange programmes with certain countries
(43%). 39% referred to the fact that international students
had interrupted their studies at their own university due to the
pandemic, while almost as many reported that their own students
who were abroad were unable to return due to travel restrictions
at the time of the survey. One-third of the universities (33%) also
reported that all student exchange programmes at their university
had been discontinued.

AS2.3 E ffects of the COVID-19 pandemic on teaching at
universities worldwide in April 202014
2

3

1

3

AS2.4 E ffects of the COVID-19 pandemic on examination plans
at universities worldwide in April 2020
5

6

6

8

18

29
45

60

67

56

34

43

10

14
10

36

24

22

12
3
Total

8

46

51

72

85

7

6

24

3
Europe

America

3
Asia and Pacific

Africa

13

19

8

11

8

8

11

8
4

15

Total

Europe

13
17

27

8
America

7

Asia and Pacific

% of responding universities
No restrictions
 In-person learning replaced by distance learning
 Teaching currently largely suspended, preparing to switch to distance learning
Teaching currently suspended

% of responding universities
No changes to examinations planned
Changes to alternative examination formats planned
 Plans to change examination formats and also to postpone examinations
 Majority of examinations likely to be postponed
No decision yet made on examination planning
Cannot yet say

Source: International Association of Universities (IAU)

Source: International Association of Universities (IAU)

Africa
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AS2.5 S
 tudent access to equipment needed for online-based study worldwide,
May/June 2020
% of students responding
Equipment

Total

Europe

North
America

South
America

Asia

Africa

Office supplies

80

90

90

81

77

69

Computer

75

86

94

81

70

57

Headphones and microphone

74

82

74

69

69

45

Necessary software

68

79

83

69

64

43

Desk

67

83

69

28

69

56

Good internet connection

60

68

70

56

58

29

Webcam

59

72

89

69

51

30

Seminar materials

52

58

71

55

47

32

Quiet working space

52

61

51

45

52

37

Printer

32

45

55

39

26

15

Source: COVID-19 Social Science Lab

AS2.6 E ffects of the COVID-19 pandemic on international student mobility at universities
worldwide in April 2020
% of responding universities
World region

Total

Europe

America

Asia and
Pacific

Africa

International students at their own
universities cannot return home as planned

47

53

40

45

38

International students at their own
universities have interrupted their studies

39

47

42

29

22

International students at their own universities
cannot return from abroad as planned

37

43

32

29

32

Exchange programmes with certain countries
suspended

43

47

49

45

26

All exchange programmes suspended

33

30

33

40

34

Source: International Association of Universities (IAU)

AS2.7 C
 onsequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for international student mobility,
from the perspective of exchange students affected by problems associated
with the pandemic in Europe in March 2020
Consequences

% of responding students affected by problems
associated with the pandemic

Return home as planned not possible

75

No access to some basic necessities
(e.g. food, hygiene products)

17

Loss of housing due to closure or eviction

15

No access to medical care

10

Problems with visas or residency permits

Source: Erasmus Student Network (ESN)
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The national surveys of universities in the
USA and Germany mentioned above also
provide a somewhat more detailed view
of the situation of internationally mobile
students in individual major host countries
and countries of origin. In the USA, 31%
of the universities reported problems with
the entry of the international students
expected for the summer semester; in
Germany, this figure was even twice the
size (62%). This can probably be explained
above all by the later start of the summer
semester in Germany; here too, the
consequences of the regional dynamics
of the spread of the pandemic during
the first months of 2020 again become
apparent. However, exchange programmes
were completely suspended in the USA in
the spring semester of 2020 much more
frequently (83%) than in the summer
semester in Germany (22%). Similar to the
closure of student halls of residence, it
can be seen that universities in different
countries reacted very differently to the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to the
various organisational requirements, such
as different semester times, the national or
regional requirements of the responsible
health authorities probably played a
particularly important role here.
International student mobility is not only
dependent on student motivation but also
on good administrative and institutional
coordination between the host country
and country of origin. For this reason, the
different administrative requirements
and the equally varying measures taken
by the universities have in some cases
meant that international students – as
mentioned above – have not been able
to return to their home countries as
intended. This problem is reflected in a
student survey conducted by the Erasmus
Student Network (ESN) from mid- to late
March 2020 and involving nearly 22,000
exchange students in Europe.6 Nearly
40% of respondents said that they had
experienced problems during their stay
abroad due to the COVID-19 pandemic. By
far the most common reason (75%) was
difficulties in returning home, followed
by lack of access to certain basic goods
such as food and hygiene products (17%),
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as well as housing problems  (15%). An earlier return to the home
country, if successful, is also likely to have led to an increased
financial burden for many students, e.g. due to greatly increased
transport costs and non-refundable expenses already incurred in
the host country. This is also supported by the findings of a survey
of around 1,000 internationally mobile US students towards the
end of the spring semester 2020 (10 to 29 April).7 More than half
of the respondents (54%) who returned to the US earlier due to
the pandemic said they had suffered a significant financial loss
as a result. For students with already low financial resources, this
proportion was even just under two-thirds (65%).

83% of US universities stopped
their exchange programmes
in the spring semester.
A comparatively rare but all the more burdensome consequence
of the COVID-19 pandemic for internationally mobile students is
discriminatory behaviour based on their own origin. For example,
6% of all respondents in the Erasmus Student Network’s student
survey cited above reported experiences of discrimination in
connection with the pandemic. However, among Italian (24%)

and Asian (19%) students, the proportion of respondents affected
by such experiences was much higher than the average for all
respondents.

Student mobility planning under
pandemic conditions
The private education service provider Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)
has been conducting weekly surveys of “prospective international
students” (i.e. school leavers and students interested in studying
abroad) on their study plans and the impact of the pandemic on
these plans.8 Every week, almost 3,000 people worldwide are asked,
among other things, whether the pandemic has influenced their
study plans. If we look at the development of responses between
February and May (cf Figure AS2.8), we see that at the beginning
of the pandemic, only around a quarter of those surveyed reported
that they had changed their study plans due to the pandemic,
while the clear majority (60%) did not plan any change and 12%
of those surveyed were not yet able to make a clear statement
on this. Corresponding to the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic
and the corresponding containment measures, the proportion of
respondents who had changed their study plans rose to over 50%
in March, while the proportion of respondents who were unable to
give a clear answer also increased significantly. From May onwards,
the mood stabilised among a good two-thirds of respondents who

AS2.8 E ffects of the COVID-19 pandemic on plans to study
abroad of school leavers and students interested
in studying abroad, February – August 202014

61

16

55

14

62

AS2.9 C
 hanges to plans to study abroad of students
and school leavers interested in studying abroad and
whose intentions changed as a consequence of the
COVID-19 pandemic, February – August 202014

13

12

12

12

65

67

67

67

21

34

24

8

7

7

8

61

60

10
32

7

28

29

5

6
9

27

6
12

56

56

June

July

51
27

30

6
12
54

37
29

24

23

21

21

21

April

May

June

July

August

12
February

In %: 

March

Cannot say  
Yes, my plans to study abroad were affected.  
No, my plans to study abroad were not affected.

Source: Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)

February

In %: 

March

April

May

August

Postponed planned start to study  
Changed intended host country
Gave up idea of studying abroad
Other changes

Source: Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)

37

sp eci a l
sp ot li gh t

COVID-19 and the consequences for international
student mobility – initial findings and forecasts

AS2.10 E ffects of the COVID-19 pandemic on numbers of international students in the new academic year, as predicted by university leaders
worldwide in May 20209, 14
Respondents
6

Respondents expecting reductions

3

5

5

20

16
34

12
(%)

Significant reduction
Slight reduction
No change
Slight increase
Significant increase
Cannot say

(%)
24

Less than 10%
 10–25%
25–50%
50–75%
Over 75%

36
42

Source: Times Higher Education

indicated that they had changed their study plans, about one-fifth
of those who were undecided and a good tenth of those who still
assumed that their study plans would remain unchanged.
In the QS surveys, those with modified curricula were also asked
about the changes they had made to their plans (cf Figure AS2.9).
Here it can be seen that, between February and April, there was a
sharp increase in the share of respondents who wanted to postpone
the start of their studies due to the pandemic (from 37% to 61%).
At the same time, between February and March in particular, the
proportion of respondents who planned to study in another host
country due to the pandemic fell significantly (from 32% to 7%). This
development is easily explained: while until February, there were still
many countries where no COVID-19 cases had been reported and no
containment measures had been taken, this situation changed within
a few days from March onwards. Within a very short space of time,
the option of avoiding the pandemic by changing the choice of study
country was therefore no longer available.
Surprisingly low in the QS surveys is the proportion of respondents
who stated that they had completely abandoned their plans to
study abroad due to the pandemic. Moreover, contrary to what
might be expected, the share of these respondents did not
increase over the period considered but instead, halved from
10% in February to 6% in August 2020. Clearly, the COVID-19
pandemic did not have a strong deterrent effect on the mobility
intentions of international students from the outset and this
effect seems to have diminished in the course of the pandemic,
probably due to a certain habituation process. However, it should
be noted here that the survey data available and cited here show
a common weakness: the recruitment of respondents via online
portals containing information on studying abroad. This leads to a
systematic distortion of the sample because those students who
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abandoned their study abroad plans before looking for information
on these portals are not included. It can therefore be assumed that
the available surveys underestimate the proportion of this group
of people.
At universities worldwide, it is assumed that the COVID-19 pandemic
will lead to a decline in the number of international students in the
coming academic year (cf Figure AS2.10). Almost four-fifths (78%)
of the universities surveyed in THE Leaders Survey agreed with the
statement that fewer international students than originally expected
will enrol at their university in the coming academic year. A good
third of those surveyed (36%) expect a decline of between 25%
and 50%, while a good fifth (21%) even expect a drop of more than
50%.9 The remaining 44% expect smaller declines of no more than

Only 6% of those interviewed in August
who were interested in studying abroad have
abandoned their mobility plans.
25%. As the IIE and DAAD university surveys show, however, there
are clear differences in these assessments between individual
host countries. For example, the expectations of the German
universities surveyed by the DAAD are much more optimistic than
those of the US universities surveyed by the IIE. While almost nine
out of ten universities in the USA expect a decline in enrolments by
international students (88%), in Germany this applies to just under
six out of ten (57%). Here too, only a good fifth of the universities
expect a sharp decline (21%), while in the USA this applies to just
under a third (30%).
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Outlook: forecasts for the medium- and long-term
development of international student mobility
In order to make medium- and long-term predictions regarding
the development of international student mobility, it is inevitable
that certain assumptions will have to be made regarding the
framework conditions. On this basis, possible scenarios for further
development can then be developed. Such an approach with
different scenarios is pursued by the forecast of the consulting
agency EY-Parthenon in its analysis “COVID-19 crisis: planning
towards the new normal”. The two optimistic scenarios assume
that the immediate effects of the COVID-19 pandemic will only
affect the year 2020 (scenario 1) or the next one to two years
(scenario 2) (cf Figure AS2.11). In the pessimistic scenario 3 it is
assumed that the effects of the pandemic will continue to be felt
until 2024. It is also assumed that the effects of the pandemic
will be overshadowed from 2021 onwards by an annual growth
in the number of international students of 5% or 2%. On this
basis, forecasts are made on the development of the number of
international first-year students in the most important Englishspeaking host countries (USA, the United Kingdom, Australia,
Canada and New Zealand).

This shows that even with a very pessimistic prognosis regarding
the further course of the pandemic, there are grounds for assuming
that from 2021 onwards, the total number of international firstyear students in the host countries under review will be higher than
before the outbreak of the pandemic in 2019.10 However, there may
be considerable differences between the various host countries. In
the forecast by EY-Parthenon, it is assumed that in particular, the
comparatively successful fight against the pandemic in Canada,
Australia and New Zealand could lead to these countries becoming
more attractive for international students, while the USA and the
United Kingdom could lose attractiveness due to their problems in
dealing with the pandemic. Corresponding evaluations by students
and universities are not only available for the five host countries
considered by EY-Parthenon. For example, THE Leaders Survey
asked which countries had had the best and worse response to
the pandemic from the perspective of the surveyed university
leaders. 21% of the respondents said that New Zealand had the
best pandemic management, followed by China (18%), South Korea
(14%) and Germany (10%). Two-thirds of those surveyed (66%)
believe that the countries with the worst response to the pandemic
are the USA, followed by Brazil, Italy (8% each), the United Kingdom
and China (4% each). Very similar findings are shown in a QA survey

Scenario 1

AS2.11 P otential scenarios for developments in numbers of international first-year students in major anglophone host countries
(USA, UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand)

Pandemic is contained during 2020
● 5% of international first-year students decide not to begin a course of study abroad during 2020 due to the pandemic.
●

65% of international first-year students planning to start a course abroad in 2020 postpone the start date.

●

All postponed study commencements will be caught up in 2021.

●

1.85

From 2021, numbers of international first-year students starting courses again increase by 5% over 2019
(not incl. first-year students postponing starting courses).

2020

Pandemic is contained in the next 1–2 years
5% of international first-year students decide not to begin a course of study abroad during 2020 due to the pandemic.

Scenario 2

●

●
●

65% of international first-year students planning to start a course abroad in 2020 postpone the start date
by one or more years.
80% of postponed study commencements are caught up in 2021, 20% in 2022.

1.26

1.32

2022

2023

2024

1.28

1.20

1.26

2021

2022

2023

2024

1.20

1.15

1.10

1.12

2021

2022

2023

2024

0.33
2019

●

1.20

1.09

2021

1.65
1.09

From 2021, numbers of international first-year students starting courses again increase by 5% over 2019
(not incl. first-year students postponing starting courses).

0.33
2019

2020

Effects of the pandemic extend over the next 5 years
5% of international first-year students decide not to begin a course of study abroad during 2020 due to the pandemic.

Scenario 3

●

●

●
●

65% of international first-year students planning to start a course abroad in 2020 postpone the start date
by one or more years.

1.09

20% of postponed study commencements are caught up in 2021, 10% in 2022.
From 2021, numbers of international first-year students starting courses again increase by 2% over 2019
(not incl. first-year students postponing starting courses).

0.33
2019

2020

(first-year students in millions)

Source: EY-Parthenon
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of school leavers and students interested in studying abroad, which
was conducted in June 2020 but which only asked about the country
with the best pandemic management.11 Here, too, New Zealand
(28%) is mentioned most frequently, followed by China (12%),
Germany (9%), South Korea (8%) and Australia (5%).

From the perspective of the vast majority
of the universities surveyed worldwide,
the importance of digital forms
of teaching and working is increasing
as a result of the pandemic.
Should countries such as the USA or the United Kingdom actually
experience a long-term negative trend among international
students, this would result in considerable loss of income for the
universities concerned. For it is precisely in these countries that
tuition fees paid by international students play an important role
in university financing. For example, the UK think tank “Institute
for Fiscal Studies” (IFS) published a scenario analysis in July 2020,
the central scenario of which concludes that 13 UK universities
(which account for about 5% of all students in the United Kingdom)
are threatened with insolvency as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic without a state rescue programme (to the tune of about

£140  million).12 Similar risk analyses are also available for the USA
and Australia.13 The fact that such risks not only exist in the United
Kingdom, the USA and Australia is confirmed by another survey
conducted by THE Leaders Survey. Of the university managers
surveyed worldwide, 42% agreed with the statement that the
COVID-19 pandemic is likely to lead to university insolvencies in
their country.
In addition to these undeniable risks, however, the consequences
of the pandemic undoubtedly also present opportunities,
especially in the area of digitalisation. For example, 84% of the
respondents in THE Leaders Survey agreed with the statement that
the pandemic-related experience with online distance learning will
contribute to the fact that partially digitalised teaching concepts
(so-called blended learning) will become more important in the
future, even under regular study conditions. There is also a large
consensus (95%) among the respondents that digital forms of
working and information exchange at universities will be used
more frequently as a result of the pandemic. This undoubtedly also
applies to international research cooperations and transnational
course offerings. The pandemic-related digitalisation surge thus
offers the opportunity to diversify and intensify international
academic mobility and cooperation. An optimistic perspective
also dominates among the respondents of THE Leaders Survey
in this regard: 60% agree with the statement that international
cooperation in science and research will be strengthened by the
reactions of universities to the pandemic, while only 12% fear a
weakening.

AS2.12 A
 ssessment of national pandemic management,
by university leaders worldwide in May 2020

Country with the best
pandemic management

(%)

AS2.13 A
 ssessment of national pandemic management by
school leavers and students considering studying
abroad, worldwide in June 2020
Country with the best
pandemic management

(%)

New Zealand

21

New Zealand

28

China

18

China

12

South Korea

14

Germany

9

Germany

10

South Korea

8

Australia

5

Canada

4

India

4

Italy

3

Japan

6

Country with the worst
pandemic management

(%)

USA

66

Italy

8

Japan

3

Brazil

8

Singapore

2

United Kingdom

4

United Kingdom

2

China

4

USA

2

Source: Times Higher Education
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AS2.14 Table of sources
Title

Author

Respondents

Survey period

Policy Responses to the Coronavirus Pandemic

Oxford Martin School, University
No respondents
of Oxford

Ongoing since 21/01/2020

The impact of COVID-19 on higher education around the world: IAU
Global Survey Report

International Association of
Universities (IAU)

Employees at 424 universities in 109 countries

25/03/2020–17/04/2020

COVID-19 Social Science Lab: Global Student Survey

University of Ljubljana

30,877 students in 127 countries

05/05/2020–15/06/2020

COVID-19 Effects on US Higher Education Campuses: From Emergency
Response to Planning for Future Student Mobility

Institute of International
Education (IIE)

Employees at 599 US universities

16/04/2020–01/05/2020

Corona und die Folgen für die internationale Studentsnmobilität in
Germany: Ergebnisse einer DAAD-Befragung von International Offices
und Akademischen Auslandsämtern

German Academic Exchange
Service (DAAD)

Heads of International Offices at 168 German
universities

27/04/2020–18/05/2020

Student Exchanges in Times of Crisis: Research report on the impact of
COVID-19 on student exchanges in Europe

Erasmus Student Network (ESN)

21,930 internationally mobile students across the whole
19/03/2020–30/03/2020
of Europe

Snapshot Survey: Student Study Abroad Experiences During COVID-19 Diversity Abroad

984 US students on study-related visits abroad

10/04/2020–29/04/2020

The Coronavirus Crisis and the Future of Higher Education

Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)

Approximately 66,000 “prospective international
students” (~ 2,800 to 3,000 respondents per week)

Ongoing since 14/02/2020

THE Leaders Survey

Times Higher Education

200 university leaders in 53 countries

04/05/2020–22/05/2020

COVID-19 crisis: Planning towards the new normal

EY-Parthenon

No respondents

No primary data collection

Studienanfängerprognose 2020

Research Institute for the
Economics of Education and
Social Affairs (FiBS)

No respondents

No primary data collection

The Outlook for University Admissions: The Impact of COVID-19 report

Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)

Approximately 48,000 “prospective international
students” (~ 2,800 to 3,000 respondents per week)

Ongoing since 14/02/2020

Will universities need a bailout to survive the COVID-19 crisis?

Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS)

No respondents

No primary data collection

Endnotes
1 Source: University of Oxford: Policy Responses to the Coronavirus Pandemic (online portal).
2 S
 ource: International Association of Universities (2020). Almost half of the respondents in the unrepresentative random sample came from Europe (46%), while the other
half came from the three remaining world regions: Africa (21%), Asia and the Pacific (17%), and North and South America (15%).
3 S
 ource: Times Higher Education (2020). Even in this unrepresentative random sample, the majority of respondents came from Europe (38%), followed by East Asia (27%),
North and South America (18%), Africa and the Middle East (8%), South Asia (6%) and Oceania (5%).
4 S
 ource: University of Ljubljana (2020). As with the institutional surveys of IAU and THE, this is a non-representative random sample. The majority of respondents came
from Europe (44%), followed by Asia (23%), South America (14%), Africa (9%) and North America (8%). The Oceania region accounted for only 186 respondents, and is not
included in the regional comparisons below due to the lack of reliable data.
5 Sources: IIE (2020), DAAD (2020).
6 Source: ESN (2020).
7 Source: Diversity Abroad (2020).
8 Source: QS (2020): The Coronavirus Crisis and the Future of Higher Education. These are non-representative samples based on the users of the QS online portals.
9 Overlapping of the scale at 25% and 50% taken from original source
10 By contrast, a scenario analysis by the Research Institute for the Economics of Education and Social Sciences (FiBS) forecasts a much slower recovery in the number of
international first-year students in Germany (cf Dohmen 2020). According to this analysis, the 2019 level would not be exceeded again until 2023. However, the DAAD
currently already expects the numbers to largely recover to the 2019 level in 2021.
11 Source: QS (2020): The Outlook for University Admissions: The Impact of COVID-19 report. These are non-representative random samples based on the users of the QS
online portals.
12 Source: IFS (2020).
13 Source: Marshman, I./Larkins, F. (2020); Anderson, S. (2020).
14 Deviations from 100% are due to rounding.
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