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The University of Manchester Middle East Centre
RESEARCH PARTNER

Purpose
To advance education, knowledge and wisdom for the good of 
society
 
Vision
To be recognised globally for the excellence of our people, research, 
learning and innovation, and for the benefits we bring to society and 
the environment
 
Values
• Knowledge: We are ambitious in our pursuit of new ideas, 

greater understanding and discovery
• Wisdom: We share and apply our knowledge and experience to 

guide balanced and evidenced decisions for ourselves and for 
society

• Humanity: We embrace and celebrate difference, respect and 
support each other, and act with integrity to benefit society and 
the environment by transforming and enriching lives

• Academic freedom: We support with enthusiasm and vigour the 
principles of freedom of thought and speech                                                                                                      

• Courage: We think and speak freely, and act boldly to challenge 
assumptions and shape our future for the greater good

• Pioneering: In the radical Manchester spirit, and inspired by our 
people, history and scale, we create the exceptional

Facts/figures
• The University of Manchester is among the largest single-site 

universities in the UK
• 25 Nobel Prize winners have worked or studied at The University 

of Manchester
• 83% of the university’s research was ranked as “world-leading” 

or “internationally excellent” by the Research Excellence 
Framework in 2014

• Ranked 36th in the world, eighth in Europe and fifth in the UK in 
the 2020 Academic Ranking of World Universities. Also ranked 
seventh in Europe in the 2018 Reuters Top 100 Most Innovative 
Universities

• 10-year plan is under way to transform the Manchester campus 
and create world-class facilities in support of global ambitions

• The Middle East Centre in Dubai is the largest of the university’s 
six global centres. It represents the university in the region and 
recruits, enrols, counsels and supports a large community of 
part-time master’s students and regional alumni, and engages 
with partners and other stakeholders.

• The centre mirrors the campus in terms of mission and goals, 
and focuses on the three pillars of learning, research and social 
responsibility

Continuity and agility in Dubai 
• The Middle East Centre’s programme portfolio consists of 

part-time master’s for working professionals, with a faculty-led 
blended learning model involving a high degree of face-to-face 
contact time with faculty and peers

• The focus on blended learning enabled the smooth and rapid 
transition during the pandemic to faculty-led virtual learning 
and virtual workshops, rather than face-to-face workshops.

• Despite the pandemic, the centre went ahead with the planned 
launch of two new part-time master’s programmes in September 
2020: MA Educational Leadership in Practice, MSc Real Estate

Rapid response in Manchester
• The University of Manchester established a Covid-19 research rapid 

response group to work with partners on the coronavirus crisis
• Through the group, scientists from the Faculty of Biology, Medicine 

and Health are working with NHS colleagues from Manchester 
University NHS Foundation Trust and the Northern Care Alliance NHS 
Group, supported by Health Innovation Manchester, and utilising 
its experimental and translational research expertise through the 
NIHR Manchester Biomedical Research Centre and NIHR Manchester 
Clinical Research Facility

The group’s work is focusing on a number of key priorities:
• New treatments
• Disease mechanisms
• Patient assessment
• Social care impact
• Patients with existing health conditions
• Rapid diagnosis
• Prevention/vaccination
• Organisational development and decision-making

Middle East Centre
Dubai Knowledge Park

“The research rapid response group brings together the 
research and innovation strengths of our partnerships in 
an unprecedented way to focus on this public health crisis” 
Graham Lord, Vice-President and Dean of the Faculty 
of Biology, Medicine and Health

“
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The characteristics of the novel coronavirus helped
it to spread quickly around the world

• Covid-19 symptoms typically 
take five to six days to present 
but may take up to 14 days – if 
they appear at all

• Many carriers of the virus are 
able to continue their daily lives, 
unaware that they are infected

• The typical patient infects 2.2 
people, according to the World 
Health Organisation (WHO)

• The delayed onset of symptoms, 
combined with the improved 
ease of both domestic and 
international travel, facilitated 
the rapid spread of the 
coronavirus not only within 
countries, but also across 
borders – until lockdown 
measures were introduced

Covid-19 challenge
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Covid-19 impact

Covid-19 quickly spread across the world during 
the first half of 2020 after emerging in the city 
of Wuhan in eastern China.

Its rapid spread has challenged policymakers at 
all levels to formulate an effective and balanced 
response to the unexpected health and 
economic challenges.

It has resulted in significant – and possibly 
permanent – changes in consumer behaviour, 
business processes, international travel and 
global supply chains.

The pandemic is profoundly disrupting 
the global education environment, forcing 
institutions to rapidly adapt content and enact 
digital delivery processes. The most agile, 
innovative and resilient institutions could 
emerge in a strong position for future growth.

The IMF revised its 2020 global growth 
projections as the pandemic took hold, from 3.3% 
in January to -3% in April and -4.9% in June, before 
moderating to -4.4% in October.

More than half of the global population – some 
3.9bn people – were under partial or total 
lockdown by early April.

The International Labour Organisation estimated 
in April that 1.6bn people in the informal 
economy were at risk of losing their livelihoods.

The International Air Transport Association 
predicts global passenger traffic will not return to 
pre-Covid-19 levels until 2024.

In April the price of Brent crude dipped below 
$20 a barrel for the first time in 18 years before 
recovering to $44 by the end of August. 

The first four cases of Covid-19 were announced in 
the UAE on January 29 after a family from Wuhan 
tested positive following their arrival in the UAE 
on January 19. The grandmother developed flu-
like symptoms, and the rest of the family members 
subsequently developed the disease.
 
By the beginning of March the UAE had recorded 
27 cases, all in foreign nationals, with five patients 
having made a full recovery. 

On March 8 it was announced that all schools would 
close for four weeks. This was later extended.
The UAE ramped up testing in the early stages of the 
pandemic and now boasts the highest number of 
tests per confirmed cases anywhere in the world. 

Covid-19 cases in the UAE reached 67,621 as of the 
start of September, with 377 deaths – resulting in 
one of the lowest case-fatality rates in the world.

CONSEQUENCES UAECONTEXT
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How can people best hope to 
capitalise on the opportunities 
offered by the pandemic? 

Which skills will be most in demand 
by employers as we move forwards? 

What do past crises tell us about 
demand for higher education in 
times of economic unrest? 

What will Covid-19 mean for higher 
education delivery channels for the 
foreseeable future? 

Did the UAE make the necessary 
investments in health and digital 
infrastructure services in the years 
prior to the pandemic? 

Was the UAE’s macroeconomic 
position at the beginning of 2020 
strong enough to absorb the shock of 
Covid-19? 

Did the country make necessary 
investments in its higher education 
infrastructure prior to the pandemic? 

How has The University of Manchester 
Middle East Centre in Dubai 
positioned itself within the broader 
higher education landscape? 

Resilience
What does business and consumer 
sentiment indicate in terms of economic 
recovery? 

What are the main concerns people still 
have as we move into the next phase of 
the pandemic? 

What are the main trends in the higher 
education space that will play out 
beyond the pandemic? 

How are universities getting back to 
normal? 

Were decisive actions taken to limit 
the spread of Covid-19 in the UAE? 

Was the government able to ramp up 
testing and keep fatality numbers 
down? 

Did the central bank act swiftly to 
support economic stability? 

What initiatives did The University of 
Manchester Middle East Centre enact 
in response to the crisis? 

Response Recovery



United Arab Emirates7 OBG Covid-19 Response Report

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE

November 2020

The UAE’s focus on achieving the 
goals laid out in its Vision 2021 
roadmap for economic 
development meant that it 
entered the pandemic in a 
position of strength in several 
key metrics. Its health system 
was well placed to absorb the 
impact thanks to consistent 
government efforts to 
benchmark health care 
infrastructure with global best 
practices. Elsewhere, the focus 
on technology in the classroom 
in recent years paved the way for 
a smooth transition to remote 
learning as the pandemic took 
hold and lockdown measures 
were introduced. 

HEALTH CARE
87.9% of the health care facilities 
were accredited as of 2019. The 

government aims to have them all 
accredited by 2021, in line with 
international quality standards. 
The UAE ranked 47 out of 167 for 
health care quality on the 2019 

Legatum Prosperity Index. 

UAE Vision 2021 has ensured resilience across 6 pillars 

SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENT
& INFRASTRUCTURE 

The quality of the UAE’s overall 
infrastructure in the World Economic 

Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report 
was up from 15th in 2018 to 12th in 2019. 

In the UN E-Government Index, it rose 
from 29th in 2016 to 21st in 2019.

SAFE, PUBLIC &
FAIR JUDICIARY 

95.9% of UAE residents feel 
secure, according to a 

Ministry of Interior survey 

EDUCATION
The National Agenda aims to equip all 
institutions and students with smart 

systems to be used in the classroom and 
for all schools to have internationally 
accredited staff. As of 2019, 58% of 
schools achieved high scores in the 

Ministry of Education’s school 
monitoring and evaluation scheme. 

COHESIVE & PRESERVED IDENTITY 
A key goal for the UAE is to be among 
the highest-ranking countries on the 

UN Development Programme’s 
Human Development Index (HDI). As 
of 2019 the UAE’s HDI ranking was 

35th, up from 41st in 2015. 

COMPETETIVE KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY 
Strengthening the UAE’s regulatory framework 

and boosting its attractiveness to foreign 
investors is a key policy aim. It currently ranks 

16th on the World Bank’s ease of doing business 
index, up from 31st in 2016. More than one in 10 
adults are starting or running a business in the 
UAE, according to the Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor’s “2019/20 Global Report”. 

Focused approach

The UAE has made steady progress towards
the goals laid out in UAE Vision 2021

Source: Vision 2021; World Bank; Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
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Clinics and health centres Beds

Number of health facilities by type in the UAE, 2012-17 Number of hospitals  in the UAE, 2012-17
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Over the past several years 
the UAE’s focus on health care 
spending has seen the sector 
improve considerably across 
several key indicators, 
including beds, doctors and 
nurses per capita. The efforts 
to integrate the private sector 
into the country’s health care 
landscape have also allowed 
more specialised clinics to 
emerge, while in Dubai, 
medical tourism is on the rise 
and is expected to continue 
growing once international 
travel picks up again. 

Health care spend

Sustained investment in the health care sector has 
ensured medical resilience across the UAE

 2.53 5.89 78.81 Dh4.84bnphysicians per 1000 
population as of 2019

nurses and midwives per 
1000 population as of 2019

years of life expectancy  
at birth as of 2018

of the federal budget allocated 
to health care in 2020

Clinical workforce in the UAE, 2018

No. of physicians 24,345

No. of dentists 6273

No. of pharmacists 8469

No. of nurses 55,158

No. of paramedics 23,876

Total 118,121
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UAE foreign exchange reserves, 2017-20 (Dh bn)
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Rising FX reserves and falling external debt in the years 
prior to the crisis provided the country with strong buffers 

The UAE entered the pandemic 
from a position of economic 
strength, with its foreign 
reserves having grown steadily 
over the previous three years 
and its debt-to-GDP ratio 
shrinking over the same period. 
The country’s “A”-bracket credit 
rating, meanwhile, has helped 
it to easily tap international 
debt markets to plug revenue 
shortfalls associated with the 
fall in global oil prices. Despite 
the twin challenges of Covid-19 
and weak energy prices, the 
emirate of Dubai’s more 
diversified economic model has 
helped it to absorb the impact.

Solid foundations
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Global Competitiveness Index ranking*, 2015-17

*out of approximately 140 countries

No. of students enrolled in higher education institutions in the UAE
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Sustained focus on education 
investment has seen the UAE 
improve steadily in recent years 
across several key education 
metrics including quality and 
enrolment. Dubai International 
Academic City is the world’s 
largest free zone fully dedicated 
to higher education, housing 
the biggest global and local 
internationally accredited 
universities, and attracting 
students from around the 
world.  Meanwhile, the National 
Agenda’s emphasis on equipping 
all universities and students 
with smart technologies 
ensured the smooth transition 
to online and virtual learning.

Top marks

 Sustained investment in education infrastructure put 
the sector in a strong position to adapt to challenges

Value/7 Progress score/100 Rank/141

Skills of current workforce - 67.7 15

Digital skills among active population 5.3 72.0 14

Ease of finding skilled employees 5.1 69.1 8

Skill set of graduates 5.1 68.1 14

Extent of staff training 5.0 66.0 17

Quality of vocational training 4.8 63.6 25

Global Competitiveness Index 4.0** (UAE, 2019 performance)

**the index was recalibrated, with new indices, in 2018
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The first centre in the university’s international network to 
be awarded the Association of Chartered Certified 
Accountants (ACCA) Registered CPD provider status and the 
first centre to sign an MoU with the ACCA

The first business school to agree a 
strategic partnership with the 
Institute of Management 
Accountants in the Middle East

Named the Best MBA Programme
at the Forbes Middle East Higher 
Education Awards 2019

Notable firsts

Average age of all students and alumni Top sectors where students and alumni work (%)

Programmes & intake

Regional awards

51+ years

41-50 years

31-40 years

25-30 years

8%

41%

46%

5%

16%
female students

18 years
average work experience
among all students and alumni

The UAE is the largest market for GMBAs 

59% of students in the Middle East 
Centre's GMBA January and July 2020 
intakes are UAE residents   

81% of the Middle East Centre’s 
2020 GMBA cohort is self-funded 

Around 10% of students already 
have a master’s degree when they 
join the GMBA

New programmes include the 
part-time MSc Real Estate and 
part-time MA Educational  
Leadership in Practice

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20
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 CASE STUDY: The University of Manchester Middle East Centre 
is an important component of Dubai’s higher education ecosystem

The University of Manchester 
Middle East Centre opened in Dubai 
in 2006 and specialises in creating 
learning opportunities for working 
professionals through a growing 
portfolio of blended learning part-
time master’s programmes. The 
Manchester Global Part-time MBA 
(GMBA) is its flagship programme, 
and the centre has supported 
more than 2800 GMBA students 
and graduated over 1700 to date. 
The centre is the largest and 
most diverse of the university’s 
four global centres, and attracts 
a growing number of qualified 
students to its growing portfolio of 
programmes, which now includes 
the new part-time MSc Real Estate 
and part-time MA Educational 
Leadership in Practice.

Local presence 
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ReinventionResilience Response Recovery
How can people best hope to 
capitalise on the opportunities 
offered by the pandemic? 

Which skills will be most in demand 
by employers as we move forwards? 

What do past crises tell us about 
demand for higher education in 
times of economic unrest? 

What will Covid-19 mean for higher 
education delivery channels for the 
foreseeable future? 

What does business and consumer 
sentiment indicate in terms of economic 
recovery? 

What are the main concerns people still 
have as we move into the next phase of 
the pandemic? 

What are the main trends in the higher 
education space that will play out 
beyond the pandemic? 

How are universities getting back to 
normal? 

Were decisive actions taken to limit 
the spread of Covid-19 in the UAE? 

Was the government able to ramp up 
testing and keep fatality numbers 
down? 

Did the central bank act swiftly to 
support economic stability? 

What initiatives did The University of 
Manchester Middle East Centre enact 
in response to the crisis? 

Sustained investment in health care 
infrastructure fostered resilience to 
medical emergencies

The UAE’s strong macroeconomic 
position at the start of 2020 has 
mitigated the immediate economic 
effects of the pandemic

Continuing investment in education 
services placed the sector in a 
position of strength

The University of Manchester Middle 
East Centre in Dubai has built a strong 
presence and student base, with a 
focus on faculty-led part-time blended 
learning master’s programmes for 
working professionals
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The UAE took quick and decisive 
action to limit the spread of the 
virus, acting swiftly to close non-
essential shops and businesses 
to minimise infections, while 
encouraging companies and 
educational institutions to adopt 
remote-working and learning 
practices. In addition, it 
harnessed the use of smart 
technology to bolster its 
response,  such as the national 
contact tracing app Alhosn and 
the installation of thermal 
scanners and health warning 
systems at borders. These robust 
policy measures have translated 
into one of the lowest case-
fatality rates in the world.

Decisive action

 Swift containment measures helped to limit
 the spread of the virus
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The UAE quickly ramped up testing to achieve
the highest rate of tests per capita in the world

Source: Oxford Covid-19 Government Response Tracker

The UAE government made the 
decision to quickly ramp up its 
testing capabilities in line with 
WHO guidelines. As a result of 
this strategy and its effective 
implementation, the UAE 
achieved the highest per capita 
testing rate in the world 
throughout much of the 
pandemic. Access to testing 
was a key component of the 
strategy, with tests made free 
of charge for vulnerable groups 
and those suspected of having 
contracted the virus. For 
convenience, tests could be 
taken at drive-through centres 
with results delivered through 
SMS or the SEHA app. 

Scaling up
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Source: UAE Central Bank; OBG research

As the pandemic began to take 
hold in early 2020 the UAE 
Central Bank acted quickly to 
support the local business 
environment and minimize 
disruption to operations 
stemming from the Covid-19 
related slowdown. The measures 
put in place were designed to 
support both individuals and 
businesses operating in the 
private sector, and included such 
policies as postponing interest 
payments and certain fines and 
fees. Several stimulus packages 
were also unveiled for local 
banks as the government sought 
to boost liquidity and lending in 
the national economy. 

Supporting environment

 The UAE’s central bank took immediate steps to 
bolster the local business environment

Oman repo rate

Bahrain ON repo rate

UAE repo rate

Qatar ON lending rate

Kuwait CB disc rate

KSA repo rate

1%

1.5%

2.5%

0.75%

0.5%

2.25%

Key GCC central bank rates
as of July 28March 14

The Central Bank of the UAE (CBUAE) launches the Targeted Economic Support Scheme (TESS) to provide relief  
for eligible customers whereby they are not required to pay their bank any instalments consisting of interest  

for the agreed deferment period. It also cuts interest rates to 0.75% and announces a $27bn stimulus package.

July 11
Dubai announces a new Dh1.5bn package to help the economy cope with the effects of the  
pandemic. It includes cancelling certain fines imposed by the government and the Customs 

department, and tax reimbursements to hotels and restaurants.

August 8
The CBUAE announces further measures under the TESS to facilitate bank lending to the economy, including 

relaxing the net stable funding ratio and the advances to stable resources ratio through end-2021.
Year to date it has reduced its policy interest rate twice by a combined 125 basis points.

April 4
The CBUAE reduces reserves requirement for demand deposits by 50% and announces further 

measures to support the economy, increasing the stimulus package to $70bn

April 20
The CBUAE says lenders have used 30% of Covid-19 support

June 18
The CBUAE confirms that a total of 26 banks have availed themselves of 88% of the  

TESS liquidity facility, benefitting more than 140,000 eligible customers
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Online teaching prior to the pandemic

Online delivery increases in 2020

40%
online learning, tutorials, 
discussion boards, e-books 
and study guides

60%
face-to-face teaching 

 72%
of MBA sessions were delivered 
to students virtually in the 
January 2020 semester

 95%
of MBA sessions were delivered 
to students virtually in the 
July 2020 semester

85%
of the planned face-to-face 
teaching sessions were 
delivered virtually

A total of 1222
virtual sessions 
were delivered/planned to be 
delivered by academics 
from the UK in 2020

Blended environment 
Before the pandemic, The University 
of Manchester Middle East Centre in 
Dubai delivered 40% of its learning 
content through an online platform, 
as part of its flexible blended learning 
experience. This meant the team 
could quickly transition students to 
online study tools and group work, 
as well as virtual workshops.  In July 
2020 it delivered 654 MBA sessions 
virtually, an increase on 534 sessions 
in January 2020. In addition, the 
centre hosted more than 45 open-
access public webinars on its online 
platforms during the pandemic, 
which were delivered by university 
academics, prominent alumni and 
external guest speakers, reaching 
more than 8700 people. It similarly 
hosted virtual MBA graduations and 
new cohort inductions, as well as 
remote career networking events. 

When faced with the impending arrival of over 200 international 
MBA students for workshops in Dubai in March, the actions of 
the UAE government helped guide the centre to creating virtual 
workshops – re-blending the format and learning experience for 
students and ensuring continuity of study. 

Virtual MBA workshops

Source: The University of Manchester Middle East Centre

CASE STUDY: The University of Manchester Middle East Centre  
was well placed to transition to effective virtual learning

RESPONSERESILIENCE

“I am very pleased with the outcome of the workshop. 
The excellent planning and effort put into the sessions 
demonstrated the resilience of the Manchester MBA 
programme to swiftly adjust to these trying times. 
The various sessions during the workshop were quite 
informative and tailored to meet real-world scenarios. 
The facilitators demonstrated a strong grasp of the 
subjects, and they were helpful in providing guidance 
on the course work and assignments alike.”
GMBA student from Egypt 

“
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Sahem is a UAE-based community 
initiative founded by a group of 
friends – including University of 
Manchester alumnus Fawad Hayee 
– that facilitates access to food for 
those who need it most. The group 
works to connect those in a 
position to help with members of 
society whose access to food has 
been endangered by the pandemic. 
The relief efforts focus on 
identifying and verifying the most 
vulnerable in society and supporting 
them with food vouchers and 
packages. To date, the initiative has 
provided over 5000 food boxes to 
all nationalities since early April, 
with a focus on helping those who 
have lost their jobs because of the 
pandemic, while also helping those 
struggling to cope financially.              

The impact of Sahem

Source: The University of Manchester Middle East Centre

 CASE STUDY: The University of Manchester Middle East
Centre continued to support social causes during the pandemic

Adopt a School
The University of Manchester Middle East Centre is 
collaborating with Dubai Cares, the UAE-based global 
philanthropic organisation and part of Mohammed Bin 
Rashid Al Maktoum Global Initiatives, to support one of 
their signature initiatives, Adopt a School, which aims 
to provide thousands of children and young people 
with access to educational opportunities globally.

The University of Manchester Worldwide Charity Run
The centre joined the University of Manchester Worldwide in a virtual 
charity run on September 19. The charity run aimed to break the 
Guinness World Record for the highest number of people joining a 
virtual run on Zoom simultaneously, with alumni from around the world. 
A total of 240 people participated, including 15 from The University of 
Manchester Middle East Centre. The charity run is held in conjunction 
with Manchester Day of Action, an annual community volunteering 
project for Manchester alumni around the world. This year, it addressed 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 3: Good Health and Well-being; 
and 16: Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions.

Emirates Red Crescent
The centre is supporting the UAE-based local charity 
Emirates Red Crescent in their public relief initiative 
for individuals in distress – especially those impacted 
by the devastating explosion that took place in the 
port of Beirut in August 2020. 

Sahem For Hope
A UAE-based community initiative in aid of vulnerable 
people is supported by UoM alumni. Over 30,000 kg of 
essential food items were distributed to those in need; 
during the pandemic 60 blue collar workers and their 
families received repatriation flights; 3000 licensed 
caterer meals were delivered; and rental support was 
also provided on a case-by-case basis.

Helping hands at the 
UoM Middle East Centre
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ReinventionResilience Response Recovery
How can people best hope to 
capitalise on the opportunities 
offered by the pandemic? 

Which skills will be most in demand 
by employers as we move forwards? 

What do past crises tell us about 
demand for higher education in 
times of economic unrest? 

What will Covid-19 mean for higher 
education delivery channels for the 
foreseeable future? 

What does business and consumer 
sentiment indicate in terms of economic 
recovery? 

What are the main concerns people still 
have as we move into the next phase of 
the pandemic? 

What are the main trends in the higher 
education space that will play out 
beyond the pandemic? 

How are universities getting back to 
normal? 

Sustained investment in health care 
infrastructure fostered resilience to 
medical emergencies

The UAE’s strong macroeconomic 
position at the start of 2020 has 
mitigated the immediate economic 
effects of the pandemic

Continuing investment in education 
services placed the sector in a 
position of strength

The University of Manchester Middle 
East Centre in Dubai has developed 
into the largest of the university’s 
global centres, and built a strong 
presence, impact and student base 
with a focus on faculty-led part-
time blended learning master’s 
programmes for working professionals

The government acted swiftly to 
restrict movement within the country 
to contain transmission

A rapid ramping up of testing has 
helped the country achieve the 
highest testing rate in the world

Decisive action from the Central Bank 
helped bolster the economy and 
support the private sector

Thanks to its blended learning format, 
the Middle East Centre was able to 
transition smoothly to interactive, 
faculty-led virtual learning and 
workshops for MBA students and 
maintain online student and alumni 
engagement, while creating a public 
access programme of online webinars
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REINVENTIONRESILIENCE RESPONSE RECOVERY

November 2020Sources: OBG research; Ipsos Mori; Mckinsey

58%

Confidence in country’s economic recovery after Covid-19 At what capacity do you expect your company to operate by September 2020*?

*OBG survey conducted in July 2020

To what extent will the pandemic permanently change the way
in which you communicate and interact with your clients and customers?

What level of threat do you think the coronavirus poses to your job or business?

Job and financial concerns

Pessimistic Mixed Optimistic 81-100%

61-80%

41-60%

21-40%

0-20%

Very significantly

Significantly

Moderately

Insignificantly

Very insignificantly

Do not know or N/A

5%

5%

5%

21% 63%

Jun 16-18

Apr 24-29

Apr 3-6

Mar 23-26 15 28 57

61

61

63

33

31

34

6

6

5

5%

16% 21%

25%
Very concerned
about their
job security 

32% Very high

41% High

33%
Extremely concerned
about their
job security 

As the world moves into the 
next phase of the pandemic, 
attention is beginning to turn 
towards kick-starting economic 
activity following the slowdown 
associated with lockdown 
measures. A large part of this 
recovery will hinge on consumer 
and business sentiment. In 
Dubai and across the UAE, 
several sentiment polls suggest 
a cautiously optimistic outlook, 
with OBG’s recent Gulf CEO 
survey indicating that 
businesses are adapting to the 
new normal. This is not to 
suggest that concerns do not 
remain, however, amid ongoing 
threats to jobs and business.

Gauging sentiment

Business and consumer sentiment in the UAE is being 
closely tracked as the pandemic progresses



United Arab Emirates20 OBG Covid-19 Response Report

text box sample text

Title

November 2020

REINVENTIONRECOVERYRESPONSERESILIENCE

Student data for higher education institutions licensed by the KHDA
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In 2008-18 the number of 
students in Dubai's higher 
education institutions rose 

by nearly 150% 

from 12,000 to almost 30,000

Dubai's free zones included 

26 international 
branch campuses 

as of 2019, while the emirate 
was home to 5 public higher 
education institutions

As an example of rising 
international demand for 
education in these free zones, 
Dubai Knowledge Park 
experienced a 

59% increase
in the number of international 
students over 2011-16 

This was largely attributed to a 
rise in students from the 

Middle East & India

Dubai Knowledge Park inked 
agreements with authorities in 
China in mid-2018 – a sign that 
Dubai’s free zones are poised to 
capture more of the world’s 
largest market

 International source markets, university free zones and growth 
in licensed institutions signal opportunities in Dubai

Source: UNESCO; KHDA; OBG research 

Going global

The 2019 university free zones 
strategy aims to accelerate 
Dubai’s transition to a global 
knowledge centre. The roadmap 
prioritises collaboration with 
top international research 
institutions and universities, and 
aims to foster entrepreneurship 
and innovation. This is expected 
to increase the appeal of Dubai’s 
institutions to domestic and 
international students – and 
offer a skilled graduate pool and 
steady flow of global talent to 
employers, helping to enhance 
the economy’s long-term 
competitiveness. The strategy has 
encouraged 26 global universities 
to establish a presence in the 
emirate, including institutions 
from the UK’s Russell Group. 

“As the supply of high-quality education increases in Dubai, so too do students’ demands for a different type of education. Higher 
education students are now looking for a customised approach that enables them to better manage their learning direction, and builds 
skills that are more closely integrated with those they will need in the workplace. KHDA will continue to work with university leaders to 
ensure Dubai remains a destination for high-quality higher education, now and in the future”
Abdulla Al Karam, Director-General of the Knowledge and Human Development Authority 

“
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June 23
Ministry of Education announces possible 
reopening of universities

August 30 
Educational institutions are permitted to 
reopen with Covid-19 preventive 
measures in place and distance learning 
encouraged where appropriate

Maximum of 15 
students per room

Stickers on the ground
to indicate

social distancing

Sta� and student 
temperature checks 

Facemasks for 
students and sta�

No hand-shaking or 
exchanging of equipment

Universities can choose an 
operating model from the following:

Regular Timetable
Universities operate according

to standard model

Rotational Basis
Universities operate over two periods

Blended Learning Model
Alternate between distance 

learning and on-site instruction

Ministry of Education timeline for student capacity

Operating models

Selected articles from the general framework
on re-opening educational institutions

Beginning of academic year Two weeks later Two weeks later One week later

It is compulsory for all sta� 
and students to conduct a 

Covid-19 test before 
returning to university

25% 50% 75% 100%

Source: UAE MoE

Universities across the UAE 
gradually restarted on-site classes 
in early September, with strict 
Covid-19 precautions in place.  
The comprehensive regulations 
have made for a significantly 
altered learning environment 
for students and are expected 
to pose several challenges from 
an organisational perspective. 
However, the disruption also 
creates opportunities for 
innovation. While much of the 
learning is still expected to take 
place online, on-site instruction 
will now also resume, with hybrid 
and blended learning models 
coming to the fore as students, 
academics and institutions adjust 
to the new normal. 

Learning environment

 Universities across the UAE reopen amid 
 comprehensive Covid-19 guidelines

REINVENTIONRECOVERYRESPONSERESILIENCE
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ReinventionResilience Response Recovery
How can people best hope to 
capitalise on the opportunities 
offered by the pandemic? 

Which skills will be most in demand 
by employers as we move forwards? 

What do past crises tell us about 
demand for higher education in 
times of economic unrest? 

What will Covid-19 mean for higher 
education delivery channels for the 
foreseeable future? 

Sustained investment in health care 
infrastructure fostered resilience to 
medical emergencies

The UAE’s strong macroeconomic 
position at the start of 2020 has 
mitigated the immediate economic 
effects of the pandemic

Continuing investment in education 
services placed the sector in a 
position of strength

The University of Manchester Middle 
East Centre in Dubai has developed 
into the largest of the university’s 
global centres, and built a strong 
presence, impact and student base 
with a focus on faculty-led part-
time blended learning master’s 
programmes for working professionals

The majority of consumers in the UAE 
are optimistic about the country’s 
economic recovery after the pandemic

Concerns remain however, particularly 
regarding jobs and businesses

Tertiary education offerings in the UAE 
are becoming increasingly diverse, with 
a focus on attracting international 
students and nurturing innovation 

Comprehensive guidelines have been 
put in place as schools and universities 
begin to reopen

The government acted swiftly to 
restrict movement within the country 
to contain transmission

A rapid ramping up of testing has 
helped the country achieve the 
highest testing rate in the world

Decisive action from the Central Bank 
helped bolster the economy and 
support the private sector

Thanks to its blended learning format, 
the Middle East Centre was able to 
transition smoothly to interactive, 
faculty-led virtual learning and 
workshops for MBA students and 
maintain online student and alumni 
engagement, while creating a public 
access programme of online webinars
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Given the current business environment,
what skills/traits will you look for most in new talent?

The skills companies need the most in 2020

Risk-aware

EQ

IQ

Collaborative

Creativity/
Innovative

Adaptable

Leadership

Problem-solving

31%

12%

13.6%

33%

3.3%

0.3%

4.6%

2.2%

Top-5 Soft Skills

Blockchain

Cloud computing

Analytical reasoning

Artificial intelligence

UX design

Business analysis

A�iate marketing

Sales

Scientific computing

Video production

Top-10 Hard Skills

Persuasion

Creativity

Collaboration

Adaptability

Emotional intelligence

Source: The University of Manchester Middle East Centre; Emir; LinkedIn Learning

In 2020 the hard skills most required 
by businesses around the world 
are overwhelmingly concentrated 
in the digital sphere. The pandemic 
has served to highlight this trend, 
accelerating digital transformation as 
firms rushed to move services online 
and develop new digital platforms to 
engage with clients. Alongside these 
hard skills, soft skills are increasingly 
in demand. A branded personal 
development poll from the University 
of Manchester was posed to several 
hundred business attendees of “The 
Advisory Council”, an ongoing series 
of virtual conferences organised by 
the UAE Ministry of Economy and 
Emerging Markets Intelligence & 
Research. A plurality of attendees 
(33%) highlighted creativity and 
innovation as the skills and traits 
they most seek in new talent.

Working it out

 The skills that will drive future business
innovation and expansion

“I see five key skills for the 
MBA student to develop – 
communications, collaboration, 
critical thinking, confidence and 
creativity. Creativity is a skill that 
algorithms do not have – ideas and 
thinking about strategy.”
Xavier Duran, Director of MBA 
Programmes at Alliance Manchester 
Business School

“
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Increased enrolment at the Middle East Centre during
the 2008 global financial crisis

Growth in applications for part-time MBAs
at the Middle East Centre (% change y-o-y)
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Times of crisis invariably lead to higher 
demand for MBAs as professionals look 
to broaden their expertise in their field 
or consider a career switch or 
entrepreneurial move. In the years 
following the 2008 global financial 
crisis,the Middle East Centre saw a 
surge in demand for its part-time GMBA 
programme, as business people opted 
to upskill in the face of career threats 
and opportunities. The same trend has 
been witnessed in 2020, with 
applications for the GMBA rising by 29% 
compared to the July 2019 figures. This 
challenging period has also spurred 
motivated working professionals who 
are prepared to invest in their careers 
to begin new part-time programmes. All 
periods of crisis can present 
opportunities, and individuals who can 
equip themselves with more skills and 
expertise will be better placed to 
navigate the aftermath. 

Safe haven

 Growing demand for new business skills and professional 
 learning opportunities as professionals adapt to uncertainty

Enrolment in 2009 
rose by 30% over 
2008 figures

Applications for the part-time MBA
rose by 29% in July 2020 
compared to the previous year

REINVENTIONRECOVERYRESPONSERESILIENCE

The University of Manchester Middle East Centre has 
welcomed the region’s first cohort of students to the 
new blended learning part-time MA Educational 
Leadership in Practice programme, which was 
announced earlier this year. The first cohort 
comprises 19 students of nine nationalities who are 
all qualified working professionals and highly 
experienced in the field of education; most reside in 
the UAE and more than 80% are female.  

 50% 
of the global cohort
for the MA comes 
from the Middle East 

 21% 
of the global cohort
for the MSc comes 
from the Middle East

New MA: Educational Leadership in Practice New MSc: Real Estate
The University of Manchester has launched a new 
part-time master’s degree in the Middle East for 
people working in the real estate industry and 
associated professional services, or working 
professionals with an interest in building a career in 
real estate. The new programme is accredited by the 
Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors and is 
taught by a team of leading academics experienced 
in the global real industry.
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ReinventionResilience Response Recovery
Developing a combination of hard 
and soft skills is as crucial as ever 
during and after the pandemic

The crisis has highlighted the 
importance of innovation and 
adaptability 

In line with previous spikes in 
demand during periods of crisis, the 
Middle East Centre saw a strong 
surge in interest in the Global MBA 
programme as professionals sought 
to reskill for the future economy 

Hybrid learning models will 
dominate education delivery for the 
foreseeable future

Sustained investment in health care 
infrastructure fostered resilience to 
medical emergencies

The UAE’s strong macroeconomic 
position at the start of 2020 has 
mitigated the immediate economic 
effects of the pandemic

Continuing investment in education 
services placed the sector in a 
position of strength

The University of Manchester Middle 
East Centre in Dubai has developed 
into the largest of the university’s 
global centres, and built a strong 
presence, impact and student base 
with a focus on faculty-led part-
time blended learning master’s 
programmes for working professionals

The majority of consumers in the UAE 
are optimistic about the country’s 
economic recovery after the pandemic

Concerns remain however, particularly 
regarding jobs and businesses

Tertiary education offerings in the UAE 
are becoming increasingly diverse, with 
a focus on attracting international 
students and nurturing innovation 

Comprehensive guidelines have been 
put in place as schools and universities 
begin to reopen

The government acted swiftly to 
restrict movement within the country 
to contain transmission

A rapid ramping up of testing has 
helped the country achieve the 
highest testing rate in the world

Decisive action from the Central Bank 
helped bolster the economy and 
support the private sector

Thanks to its blended learning format, 
the Middle East Centre was able to 
transition smoothly to interactive, 
faculty-led virtual learning and 
workshops for MBA students and 
maintain online student and alumni 
engagement, while creating a public 
access programme of online webinars
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6 Key Takeaways

1

4

2

5

3

6

Sustained investment in health 
infrastructure in recent years allowed 
the UAE to enter the pandemic in a 
position of considerable strength. Swift 
and decisive actions to ramp up testing 
capabilities resulted in the highest 
testing rate in the world and significantly 
reduced the case-fatality rate. 

Ongoing investment in public and private 
education infrastructure, as well as a 
robust digital backbone, meant the 
sector was equipped with the necessary 
technology to quickly shift student 
learning and engagement online

The economic stimulus packages 
introduced by the Central Bank of the 
UAE have helped to bolster the economy 
at a turbulent time, and provided much-
needed relief for both private businesses 
and individuals

Leading institutions and transnational 
education providers, such as The University 
of Manchester, were quick to adapt blended 
learning courses and have provided many of 
their programmes, services and resources 
online for students, alumni and partners, 
while continuing to support the community

The combination of falling public debt 
and rising levels of foreign reserves in 
recent years means the country had 
ample financial buffers and financing 
options to cover revenue shortfalls

Looking ahead, there is likely to be a spike 
in demand for part-time blended learning 
courses as working professionals look to 
upskill during the crisis. At the same time, 
the emerging trend of leading higher 
education institutions attracting higher 
numbers of international students  
is expected to continue.

United Arab Emirates
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