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Source: Our World in Data

Covid-19 defied efforts to stem transmission 
and spread to across the globe

The novel coronavirus spread quickly 
across the globe, leading to the 
shuttering of borders, businesses 
and educational establishments.
Universities swiftly pivoted their 
operations to minimise learning 
disruption while adhering to social 
distancing advisories – testing home 
network capacities as learners of 
all levels, as well as remote workers, 
shifted online.
This looks set to have a lasting 
impact across all sectors of the 
economy – among them, education. 
Institutions that continue to 
leverage the accelerated uptake 
of digital technologies will offer a 
more diverse range of products and 
services, which can be tailored to 
suit students’ individual needs, in the 
post-pandemic world.  

Shift online 
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When Covid-19 emerged, which 
measures were introduced to mitigate 
transmission in the UAE?

What were the standout features of 
the country’s health response during 
the first pandemic year?

How did these restrictions impact 
the education segment, and how did 
institutions adapt?

Response
Which factors signal promising 
economic growth prospects within the 
UAE over the coming years? 

How is the Emirati education segment 
planning for the new normal, and will 
these be lasting changes? 

To what extent is the UAE prepared to 
capitalise on the wider penetration of 
digital technologies?  

Recovery
How can education providers align their 
offering with development agendas and 
foster national economic growth?

In what ways can innovative education 
provision help prepare students for 
future workplace demands?

Why does the UAE’s commitment 
to economic diversification present 
opportunities within education?

Reinvention
Which factors strengthened the UAE’s 
economy in the period leading to the 
emergence of Covid-19?

How had Emirati health care provision 
evolved during the decade preceding 
the pandemic?

What was the impact of efforts to 
enhance the country’s education 
segment prior to the coronavirus?

Resilience
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UAE consistently posted one of the region's highest current account balances, 2015-19

Emirati foreign exchange reserves grew over the years leading to the pandemic, 2015-19 ($ bn)*
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A current account surplus and rising forex 
reserves strengthened the Emirati economy

Buoyed by strong energy exports, 
an increasingly diversified 
economy and rising foreign direct 
investment inflows, the UAE 
sustained one of the Gulf’s top-
two current account balances over 
2015-19 – equalling 8.4% of GDP in 
the year preceding the pandemic. 
With record foreign exchange 
reserves of $106.4bn in 2019 and 
an “A”-bracket credit rating, the 
UAE faced Covid-19 from a position 
of relative economic strength and 
was able to tap international debt 
markets to meet liquidity shortfalls. 
This provided the Emirati economy 
with a fiscal buffer against the 
twin challenges of the coronavirus 
crisis and the global drop in 
hydrocarbons prices.

Fiscal buffer
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Yearly progress signals the UAE’s increased health 
resilience across multiple indicators 

Sources: FCSA; World Bank

Healthy expansion

Multiple indicators demonstrate 
improvements in Emirati health 
provision, at both the public and
private level, in the years leading to 
the pandemic.
A substantial uptick in the number 
of hospital beds enabled the 
country to better manage the 
health impacts: the number of 
beds expanded by 38% between 
2012 and 2017, with a 46% increase 
in the number of hospitals.
Such improvements were 
facilitated by rising health care 
expenditure: for example, 2014-18 
saw a 14% expansion in absolute 
terms.
Meanwhile, life expectancy 
increased by three years between 
2012 and 2018 – underlining the
improved state of Emirati health in 
the face of the virus.
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The number of Emirati hospitals increased by 46%, 2012-17 UAE saw an uptick of 38% in total hospital beds, 2012-17

Spending on health in the UAE rose by 14%, 2014-18 Emirati life expectancy rose by three years, 2002-18
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With a rising number of tertiary 
graduates, actions to bolster the 
UAE’s innovation and education 
ecosystem had resulted in 
considerable improvements prior 
to the pandemic, according to the 
World Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Index.
The 2019 index measures 141 
economies across 103 indicators, 
divided into 13 pillars. As the 
highest-ranked Arab economy, the 
UAE’s score rose for all but one 
indicator within both Skills and 
Innovation Capability pillars.
This progress saw the UAE advance 
two positions to 25th overall, 
illuminating the potential economic 
ripple effects of enhanced 
innovation and education 
provision. 

Enhanced competitiveness

Sources: Bayanet.ae; WEF

The UAE’s education and innovation ecosystem 
grew in competitiveness prior to the pandemic

UAE ranked eighth globally for entrepreneurial culture, 2019 Ranked 25 overall, UAE had standout performances in other education metrics
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UAE had room to improve in a few education indicators, 2019
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Higher Colleges of Technology (HCT) is headquartered in Abu Dhabi

Source: HCT

CASE STUDY: HCT combines innovative practices 
with experiential learning

32% male  
68% female

*according to 2020/21 factbook 

21,572
current students*

64,919
graduates

Founded in 

1988

Abu Dhabi

Dubai

Sharjah Fujairah

Ras Al Khaimah

Al Ain

Madinat
Zayed

Ruwais

16  
campuses in the UAE

2000+ staff and faculty  

from 60+ countries

Applied 
media

Business Education

Engineering 
technology 
and science

Health 
sciences

Computer 
information 
science

100%  
of eligible programmes 

internationally 
accredited 

100%  
accredited by 

UAE Commission for 
Academic Accreditation

Council of Higher Education Accreditation,  
International Quality Group’s Quality Award
• First Arab higher education institution to    
 receive this award
Global Quality Assurance Accreditation
• For respecting the European Standards and   
 Guidelines
Best Technology Educator Middle East 
• For readiness to accommodate digital     
 transformation during Covid-19

2020 awards

6 academic disciplines offering             applied programmes71
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When Covid-19 emerged, which 
measures were introduced to mitigate 
transmission in the UAE?

What were the standout features of 
the country’s health response during 
the first pandemic year?

How did these restrictions impact 
the education segment, and how did 
institutions adapt?

Response
Which factors signal promising 
economic growth prospects within the 
UAE over the coming years? 

How is the Emirati education segment 
planning for the new normal, and will 
these be lasting changes? 

To what extent is the UAE prepared to 
capitalise on the wider penetration of 
digital technologies?  

Recovery
How can education providers align their 
offering with development agendas and 
foster national economic growth?

In what ways can innovative education 
provision help prepare students for 
future workplace demands?

Why does the UAE’s commitment 
to economic diversification present 
opportunities within education?

Reinvention
A current account surplus and rising 
forex reserves strengthened the UAE’s 
economy during the pre-pandemic 
period.

An uptick in the number of hospitals 
and greater life expectancy indicated 
improved Emirati health resilience.

Actions to bolster the UAE’s education 
ecosystem had translated into 
improved competitiveness by 2019.

Resilience
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Emirati authorities implemented stringent 
restrictions once the pandemic was declared

Central Bank of the UAE launches Targeted Economic Support Scheme 
to provide eligible customers with temporary relief from the payment of 
principal and interest on existing loans for the agreed deferment period, 
with a Dh50bn liquidity fund to support banks. The central bank also 
cuts interest rates to 0.75% and announces a $27bn stimulus package, 
which is increased to $70bn on April 4.

March 14

A day after the closure of malls, commercial centres and open 
markets, three-day lockdown starts across the UAE to enable 
intensive sterilisation campaign. Named segments of the workforce 
(including police, medical staff and bank employees) are exempt.

March 26

A 24-hour curfew and three-week lockdown begin in Dubai.April 4

Commercial centres and malls are permitted to reopen in Abu Dhabi.April 28

Commercial centres and malls are permitted to reopen in Dubai.June 3

The UAE eases travel restrictions for residents and 
citizens to select destinations.

June 23

Dubai permits entry to foreign travellers, with evidence of a 
negative Covid-19 test result.

July 7

Night-time curfews are introduced across the UAE to enable the regular 
sterilisation of public places during curfew hours.

March 28

Curfews in all seven emirates are relaxed as Ramadan begins. Abu Dhabi 
permits the reopening of cafés and restaurants.

April 23

Abu Dhabi suspends travel into, and out of, the emirate for two weeks.June 2

The UAE announces the completion of the national sterilisation 
programme and lifts the night-time curfew.

June 24

Date of 100 cases Date of 1m tests

Oman March 26 No data

Bahrain March 10 August 19

Kuwait March 14 November 13

Saudi Arabia March 14 June 7

UAE March 18 April 25

Qatar March 11 November 5
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Covid-19 vaccines compared to G20, March 1, 2021 (per 100 population)
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Covid-19 tests in the GCC,  March 1, 2021
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UAE had lowest G20 case-fatality rate, 
at 0.3%, as of March 1, 2021

UAE had administered 6m doses by February 27, 2021.
This equates to a population vaccination rate of 30%.

Qatar Kuwait Bahrain

Saudi Arabia UAE

Sources: Our World in Data

UAE’s health response pioritised biotechnology, 
with standout testing and vaccination rates 

Biotechnology priorities

While the UAE was the first GCC 
member to confirm an imported 
Covid-19 case on January 29, it 
was not for a further nine weeks, 
on March 20, that the country 
reported its first coronavirus-
related fatality.
Authorities rapidly ramped up 
testing, with over 100,000 Covid-19 
tests conducted by March 17 in 
the year that the pandemic was 
declared, rising to 1m by end-April 
and exceeding 30m in February 
2021.
With over 6m doses administered, 
the UAE was estimated to have 
vaccinated over 30% of its 
population, assuming that each 
person requires two doses, by 
February 27, 2021.
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On-site education was suspended, encouraging 
collaboration and accelerating digitalisation

March 8, 
2020

June 23,
2020

August 30,
2020

September 27,
2020

January 3,
2021

January 17,
2021

February 14,
2021

Emirati universities 
mandated to close for 
four weeks by Ministry 
of Education (MoE)

MoE issues guidelines 
for the reopening of 
universities for 2020/21 
academic year

Educational institutions – 
excluding those in Sharjah 
– permitted to reopen, with 
restrictions in place and 
distance learning offering

Sharjah institutions 
permitted to open after 
reopening was delayed 
twice

Private institutions in Dubai 
permitted to reopen after 
winter break; Abu Dhabi 
and Sharjah restart online 
learning only

Abu Dhabi institutions, 
which were set to reopen, 
remain closed for three 
more weeks

On-site education 
permitted to resume 
in Abu Dhabi; Sharjah 
implements remote 
learning until spring 
break

ICT providers took steps to support distance learning

Telecommunications Regulatory Authority and MoE coordinated with 
services providers in March 2020 to enablecontinuity of education

UAE’s two telecom operators, Etisalat and du, provided students with free 
network packages to access distance learning programmes 

• Etisalat provided free mobile data to over 
12,000 Emirati students from April 2020 

• Granted free browsing of 800 websites 
related to education, health and safety to 
10m mobile subscribers 

• du allowed postpaid and prepaid users 
from participating schools to access 
educational websites with no data 
charges

• Permitted access to a number of select 
VOIP applications to support educational 
collaboration, including Blackboard 
Collaborate, Zoom, Google Hangouts Meet 
and Microsoft Teams 
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CASE STUDY: HCT students and faculty swiftly 
adapted to remote learning in March, 2020

Over 1.5m  student 
logins to online learning 
recorded from March 22 
to May 7, 2020

45,000 online 
training hours 
completed by faculty 
within first month

100,000 faculty log-ins 
to deliver classes

20% increased 
summer course 
enrollment compared 
to previous year

Online sessions 
to help parents to 
support students

100% of faculty 
awarded e-teacher 

certificate from 
Blackboard learning 

platform

59,000 assessments 
completed online95% attendance rate

Launched fully 
online learning on 
March 22, 2020

Over 61,000 live online 
classes conducted from 

March 22 to May 7, 
2020

86% faculty satisfaction 
and 54% student 

satisfaction for online 
learning

2100 classes on 
the first day of 

distance learning

STUDENTS FACULTYOVERALL

Source: HCT
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Source: HCT

CASE STUDY: HCT’s emergency response was 
comprehensive and leveraged digital tools

Covid-19 communication plan
• Campaign planned for the timely delivery of messages about digital 

campuses and remote learning to stakeholders
• Communication with key internal and external stakeholders via informative, 

call-to-action messages through digital and analogue channels

Emergency and crisis taskforce 
• Facilitated the institutional response to Covid-19
• Oversaw the shift from in-class to online teaching, and 

from in-person to digital services

Covid-19 information hub 
• Hosted FAQs; a customer contact centre for students and 

families; an online course on pandemic mitigation; cleaning 
advisories; and pandemic educational guides

• Offered a service for the upload of PCR test results

Work-from-home strategy 
• Employees received e-notices with well-being 

tips, informative videos and surveys
• Promoted a #StayHome campaign 

Post-Covid-19 communication plan 
• Campus reopening plan created, including health and safety protocols to 

protect all stakeholders
• HCT Cares WhatsApp group formed to enhance coordination and 

information flows 

Campuses sterilisation program 
• Premises sterilised by a team of 75 personnel, using 634 

gallons of isopropyl alcohol, over March 12-19, 2020
• Regular sanitation of facilities, with implementation of 

social distancing measures
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CASE STUDY: HCT took measures to digitalise 
the full student experience

Digi Campus

14,300 student connections in one 
month during Covid-19

E-happiness

Students Got 
Talent

The Determined 
Ones

E-student 
clubs

E-alumni hub

Launched in early 2018 as 
Digital Campus

E-counselling
Helps students manage their wellbeing, 
mental health and e-life via phone, email 
or Zoom

E-reading
Recreates the library environment by 
reviewing books and uploading new 
books weekly

E-competitions
To engage and motivate students, HCT 
organised weekly e-competitions and 
quizzes on non-academic topics

E-employability hub
Provides career services, including CV 
writing, interview skills and job search 
techniques

The e-service offer expanded during fall 2020/21 
semester, including:

The services offered online originally included :

E-health
Students can access daily videos on 
health, nutrition and fitness, and interact 
online with campus sport teams

E-volunteering
Students have the opportunity to prepare 
reports, posters and logos, among other 
activities, for voluntary causes

One-stop portal enabling student 
access to a variety of virtual campus 
services
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June 2021Sources: HCT; ITP; Weqaya

CASE STUDY: HCT innovation aided UAE research 
and development efforts amidst the pandemic

• Develop, incubate and commercialise innovative 
concepts and products
• Using advanced technologies
• Including the latest 3D printing techniques 

• Embed innovation and entrepreneurship practices 
in HCT

Essential support to start-ups, including:

InnCuVation Spaces

About

Co-working 
segment 

Design 
and media Fabrication 

Intelligence 
augmentation

Programming 
and computing 

• Inaugurated in March 2019
• Dubai, Ras Al Khaimah and Sharjah campuses
• High-tech innovation incubators supporting students 

and faculty in undertaking entrepreneurial ventures

3D printed 
ventilator splitter 
designed in InnCuVation 
Spaces, April 2020, within 10 
days by seven-person team. 
Possible to treat multiple 
intensive care unit patients 
with a single ventilator

Goals
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Lockdowns and curfews were 
implemented, allowing intensive 
sterilisation and limiting contact 
opportunities.

The UAE prioritised detection and 
prevention, with standout testing and 
vaccination rates.

Emirati universities had been shuttered 
before the pandemic was declared, and 
institutions quickly shifted online.

Response
Which factors signal promising 
economic growth prospects within 
the UAE over the coming years? 

How is the Emirati education 
segment planning for the new 
normal, and are these changes 
here to stay? 

To what extent is the UAE prepared 
to capitalise on the wider penetration 
of digital technologies?  

Recovery
How can education providers align 
their offering with development 
agendas and foster national economic 
growth?

In what ways can innovative education 
provision help prepare students for 
future workplace demands?

Why does the UAE’s commitment 
to economic diversification present 
opportunities within education?

Reinvention
A current account surplus and rising 
forex reserves strengthened the UAE’s 
economy during the pre-pandemic 
period.

An uptick in the number of hospitals 
and greater life expectancy indicated 
improved Emirati health resilience.

Actions to bolster the UAE’s education 
ecosystem had translated into 
improved competitiveness by 2019.

Resilience
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UAE is expected to record stronger current account growth than regional peers*

Emirati consumers remained confident about recovery during the first three months of the pandemic, 2020 (% of respondents)

*according to the IMF’s October World Economic Outlook
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Projected current account expansion and robust consumer 
confidence bode well for Emirati recovery

Even at the height of lockdowns 
and amidst the oil price crash, 
consumers in the UAE remained 
confident in the potential for 
economic recovery, according 
to the results of a McKinsey & 
Co survey: just 5% of Emirati 
respondents were pessimistic about 
the country’s economic recovery 
prospects by mid-June and 65% 
were optimistic, an improvement on 
15% and 57%, respectively, at end-
March.
This reflects the IMF’s October 2020 
predictions for current account 
growth: the UAE is expected to 
outperform its peers in the Gulf, 
while also surpassing the Middle 
East and Central Asia mean and the 
global advanced economies’ mean, 
in 2020, 2021 and 2025.

Promising prospects
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CASE STUDY: HCT is planning for the future 
demands of work and education
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Three to four months

LONG
12-18 months

HCT prepares for a range of plausible Covid-19 scenarios

Changing our 
perception of 
education1
Helping overcome 
barriers that have 
traditionally existed2
Making teachers 
and learning fun for 
students and faculty3

Hybrid education

Opportunities 
• Flexibility
• Accessibility
• Resource optimisation

Requirements 
• Mindset
• Digital proficiency
• Innovative approaches
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UAE ranked as top Arab economy, Network Readiness Index, end-2020*

Global leader for ICT usage by individuals 
sub-pillar – scoring 95/100

1st globally – internet access in schools

4th – household access

3rd globally – government promotion 
of investment in technologies

10th – prevalence of gig economy

11th – investment in emerging technology

14th – ICT skills

15th – ease of doing business

Consumers in UAE intend 
to continue using digital tools

1

2

3

4

5

RankFunding value Month Type of company

operates online
property portals

managed cloud kitchen
platform in five countries

regional health
technology player

Saudi food delivery app

Dubai-based online
car trader

$150m

$60m

$40m

$36.5m

$35m

April

February

February

June

February

HQ location

Emirati venture capital (VC) deals accounted for the lion's share in MENA, H1 2020

$659m
total funding

*from Portulans Institute, written in October 2020

Grocery delivery

Buy online for in-store collection

Remote learning – adult

Telemedicine – physical health

63%

67%

67%

66%
31%

32%

56%

94%

0

20

40
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80

100

UAE

Other

Saudi 
Arabia
Egypt

UAE
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Emirati appetite and readiness for digitalisation 
presents economic opportunities

A coronavirus-related uptick in the 
use of digital services looks poised 
for ongoing expansion in the
post-pandemic UAE.
The Network Readiness Index 
2020, from the Portulans Institute, 
suggests that the country is well
equipped to capitalise on this 
growing demand: as the only Arab 
economy to place within top
quartile, the UAE is the global 
leader for ICT usage and skills 
among individuals, and for internet
access in schools.
The country also performs well for 
technologies investments in the 
index. This is reinforced by
MAGNiTT VC deals data from H1, 
2020: Emirati VC deals accounted 
for 59% of MENA’s total.
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Lockdowns and curfews were 
implemented, allowing intensive 
sterilisation and limiting contact 
opportunities.

The UAE prioritised detection and 
prevention, with standout testing and 
vaccination rates.

Emirati universities had been shuttered 
before the pandemic was declared, 
and institutions quickly shifted online.

Response
Robust consumer confidence and 
forecast current account growth 
suggest the UAE is poised for economic 
expansion.

Emirati education providers are planning 
for the long term, with a varied offering 
and extensive digitalisation.

Research suggests that the UAE’s 
consumers are the best prepared in the 
region for expanded digital penetration. 

Recovery
How can education providers align 
their offering with development 
agendas and foster national economic 
growth?

In what ways can innovative education 
provision help prepare students for 
future workplace demands?

Why does the UAE’s commitment 
to economic diversification present 
opportunities within education?

Reinvention
A current account surplus and rising 
forex reserves strengthened the UAE’s 
economy during the pre-pandemic 
period.

An uptick in the number of hospitals 
and greater life expectancy indicated 
improved Emirati health resilience.

Actions to bolster the UAE’s education 
ecosystem had translated into 
improved competitiveness by 2019.

Resilience
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Protection 
of intellectual 
property generated 
by students and 
faculty

Ghadan 21 Dubai Future Accelerators

Sources: HCT; Ministry of Economy; OBG research

UAE targets start-up ecosystem expansion, 
presenting opportunities within education

SMEs are a major contributor to UAE economy and diversification plans HCT contributions to knowledge economy

companies in UAE

 SMEs* account for

private sector jobs

*as of 2019

national non-oil GDP

94% 86% 53%

Abu Dhabi’s three-year, Dh50bn 
accelerator programme, 
launched in 2019

Promoted 16-point strategy in 
March 2020 to improve ease of 
doing business and reduce cost 
of living

Facilitates collaboration between start-
ups, private entities and government to 
address pre-specified challenges relevant 
to Dubai’s future

Positions Dubai as an attractive 
destination for start-ups, entrepreneurs 
and innovative technology

Applied research 
for funding, 
approving 
and managing 
projects

67 student 
start-ups 
launched

12 established 
start-ups with teams 
installed, generating 
revenues 

21 start-ups 
with active trade 
licences

Winner,  Best Emirati 
Start-up, SuperNova 
Challenge Award 
2020

33 female 
student
projects 
incubated

Strong connections 
with the Ministry for 
Entrepreneurship and 
SMEs, and the Ministry 
for Artificial Intelligence

10 bootcamps 
and two cycles 
of accelerator 
programmes 
per year

3 InnCuVation spaces
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UAE Vision 2021 Established an industry-driven 
applied research ecosystem

Broadens HCT contribution to 
knowledge economy

Nurtures a community of student 
innovation and entrepreneurship

UAE Employment strategy

Dubai’s 50-Year Charter

Source: HCT

CASE STUDY: HCT’s offering is aligned with UAE 
education goals and labour market needs

HCT 4.0 Strategy is aligned with national strategies Graduating companies is an HCT strategy thatKey strategic outcomes of HCT 4.0 Strategy

Established economic free zones in universities. Enables 
students to carry out entrepreneurial and experiential learning 
activities that lead to the emergence of high-tech start-
ups and the graduation of entrepreneurs. HCT was first UAE 
higher education institution to be named a free zone

Decision making powered by big data

Adoption of data protection, 
cybersecurity and risk managment tools

Blended online and face-to-face 
teaching methods

Development of skills needed by 
labour market

Implementation of CRM technologies 

Enhanced student experience and 
engagement

Extends and operationalises 
strategic partnerships
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Abdullatif Al Shamsi, 
President and CEO, Higher Colleges of Technology (HCT)

What strategies were employed to ensure the continuation of higher 
education in the UAE during the pandemic? 
AL SHAMSI: We launched a wide-reaching plan to ensure operational continuity of 
higher education during the Covid-19 pandemic, while at the same time prioritising 
the welfare of students and employees. This involved transitioning from brick-and-
mortar campuses to fully online classes and service delivery; developing a Digi 
Campus platform for students; and ultimately implementing a hybrid education 
model, which blends on-campus, face-to-face instruction with online courses. 

This model encourages faculty to leverage technology and embed intelligent, 
innovative teaching and learning methods so students learn via the medium best 
suited to them. Moreover, it will ensure that HCT students can graduate with both 
academic and professional certification qualifications, while also giving them the 
change to enhance their skills and knowledge through a skills-based curriculum. 
With this approach to applied learning and the adoption of emerging skills, we aim 
to contribute to the UAE’s transition to a knowledge-based economy.
 
To what extent could Covid-19-related measures result in lasting changes 
to the UAE’s higher education sector? 
AL SHAMSI: The pandemic caused significant disruptions to all aspects of society. 
A cohesive mix of on-campus and remote learning will be vital to the UAE’s 
educational landscape in the post-Covid-19 period. Higher education institutions 
must be pre-emptive and agile to address the unexpected challenges that arise 
during and after the pandemic. We must be innovative and create an engaging 
learning environment that encourages students to hone new skills in preparation 
for the Fourth Industrial Revolution, which will be characterised by emerging 
technologies such as robotics, big data, blockchain and artificial intelligence. 

Meanwhile, the expectations and capabilities of Generation-Z students, who 
constitute the majority of the current and incoming cohort, must be taken into 
consideration, given their high level of digital literacy. Due to the changes brought 
about by the pandemic, we expect the future of education to be on-demand 
in terms of delivery, personalised when it comes to design, and responsive to 
emergent challenges and opportunities.

How do you see innovation in the education sector contributing to national 
economic growth over the coming years?
AL SHAMSI: Today’s graduates must be capable of dealing with the evolving 
needs of business and industry driven by the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Our 
graduates will possess future-proof qualities such as digital, professional and 
entrepreneurship skills that together can create well-rounded individuals, capable 
of thriving in the post-Covid-19 business landscape. 

Furthermore, the implementation of innovative strategies will continue to be 
refined. We expect to see a growing emphasis on applied, experiential education, 
supported by technology, within flexible and adaptable learning environments.

Educational institutions that are agile, innovative and proactive will be able to not 
only weather the Covid-19 pandemic, but contribute to the broader economy by 
facilitating the country’s progress towards its developmental targets. The UAE 
prioritises digital transformation as a key component of the nation’s economic 
development and diversification strategies. The country is guided by the UAE 
Centennial 2071 and the National Innovation Strategy – both of which emphasise 
the importance of education for future growth – as well as the UAE Strategy for 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution and the National Employment Strategy 2031. 

“

“

A cohesive mix of on-campus 
and remote learning will be 

vital to the UAE’s educational 
landscape in the post-

Covid-19 period
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Lockdowns and curfews were 
implemented, allowing intensive 
sterilisation and limiting contact 
opportunities.

The UAE prioritised detection and 
prevention, with standout testing and 
vaccination rates.

Emirati universities had been 
shuttered before the pandemic was 
declared, and institutions quickly 
shifted online.

Response
Robust consumer confidence and 
forecast current account growth 
suggest the UAE is poised for economic 
expansion.

Emirati education providers are planning 
for the long term, with a varied offering 
and extensive digitalisation.

Research suggests that the UAE’s 
consumers are the best prepared in the 
region for expanded digital penetration. 

Recovery
Institutions that promote experiential, 
entrepreneurial learning enhance the 
national labour pool and aid growth.

Digital educational tools, with blended 
learning models and online CRM 
technologies, help develop adaptable 
learners.

The UAE targets start-up ecosystem 
expansion, incentivising developments 
in research and innovation.

Reinvention
A current account surplus and rising 
forex reserves strengthened the UAE’s 
economy during the pre-pandemic 
period.

An uptick in the number of hospitals 
and greater life expectancy indicated 
improved Emirati health resilience.

Actions to bolster the UAE’s education 
ecosystem had translated into 
improved competitiveness by 2019.

Resilience
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The ability to leverage emerging technologies will 
be paramount for economic growth over the 
coming years. Education providers have a pivotal 
role to play. HCT is a case in point: InnCuVation 
Spaces support the development, incubation and 
commercialisation of innovative student concepts, 
thereby contributing to the UAE’s start-up 
ecosystem expansion and aiding economic 
diversification.

With current account expansion and robust 
consumer confidence expected to aid the UAE’s 
economic recovery, Emirati education institutions 
are already planning for the future demands of work 
and education. Research from 2020 suggests the 
country is ready: the UAE was ranked as global leader 
for individuals’ ICT skills, including pole position for 
internet access in schools, by the Portulans Institute.

Some education providers already hosted an 
array of online services prior to the coronavirus 
and were able to expand their offering beyond 
online classes. HCT, for example, took steps to 
digitalise the full university experience in order to 
promote the holistic development of hard and soft 
skills, offering social opportunities and wellbeing 
activities, with tailored inclusion for so-called 
determined students. 

Actions to bolster the UAE’s education ecosystem 
had translated into measurable improvements by 
2019: crucial to the country’s national development 
agendas, the UAE ranked eighth for entrepreneurial 
culture in the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Index. Education stakeholders 
demonstrated this agility during the pandemic as 
students and faculty swiftly adapted to remote 
learning.

Meanwhile, rising health expenditure over the 
years leading to Covid-19 helped to boost Emirati 
health provision: key to pandemic preparedness, 
the number of hospitals expanded by 46% over 
2012-17. The UAE’s pandemic response prioritised 
biotechnology, accounting for the lion’s share of GCC 
tests and posting the G20’s highest vaccination rate 
– 30% of the Emirati population – in March 2021.

The UAE sustained one of the Gulf’s top-two 
current account balances as a proportion of 
GDP during 2015-19, owing to strong energy 
exports, an increasingly diversified economy 
and rising foreign direct investment inflows. This 
fiscal strength cushioned the country – which 
was well-positioned to tap international debt 
markets – from some of the economic impacts 
of the coronavirus crisis and the drop in oil 
prices.
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