
The Covid-19 pandemic has challenged leaders to stabilise amid 
crisis and prepare for an uncertain future. We believe that like 
any crisis, this will play out for the Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs) over three stages: Respond, Recover and Thrive. 

Understanding the impact of Covid-19 
on Higher Education Institutions

Respond Recover Thrive

Prepare / manage 
continuity
< 4 months

Learn and 
emerge stronger

3-18 months

Prepare for the 
next normal
18+ months

The HEI establishes a 
response team who deals 
with the present situation 
and manages continuity, 
the focus is on crisis 
management – dealing 
with the now, delivering 
programmes of study and 
assessment.

The HEI command centre 
accumulate learnings and 
new ways of operating. 
Begin to put robust and 
innovative plans in place to 
prepare for the new “next 
normal”. 

HEIs prepare for and shape 
the “next normal”, and 
meet their goals. Higher 
education leaders will 
be defined by how they 
manage this crisis. With 
robust management plans 
developed and learned in 
the recover phase, HEIs can 
successfully navigate the 
Covid-19 crisis and come 
through stronger. 



As HEIs move into the recover phase, they are 
now devising plans to re-open and to deliver 
programmes of study for the next academic year. 
The emerging risks pose significant challenges to the 
Higher Education (HE) sector where social distancing 
will be applied in a community that would normally 
have thousands (students and staff) on campus 
daily. Looking towards September 2020, the plans 
that HEIs put in place now will determine how HEIs 
will recover and critically thrive in the future. 

Reviewing strategic plans and using probing 
questions to consider what might change in the 
future is an important exercise to complete: 
 •  Are there elements of the strategic plans that 
provide solutions to some of the challenges that 
the HEIs face? 

 • Can implementation of these plans be accelerated 
to meet these needs and demands? 

 • Where will HEIs be investing their resources? 
Will it be on those activities that were part of the 
HEIs strategic plan or on short to medium-term 
measures and activities that may no longer be 
required once a vaccine becomes widely available? 

There are many factors that HEIs might need to 
consider and implement as they navigate through 
the recover phase such as:

The Student Experience 
HEIs need to engage with students to identify their 
needs and to demonstrate how best to support the 
new challenges students face; this may include:
 • A more flexible learning model where programmes 
designed for classroom delivery are migrated to 
a digital/online or blended learning platform and 
student laboratory/practicals are scheduled to 
facilitate Public Health Guidelines;

 • Putting in place new ways to facilitate students to 
access teaching and learning supports, clubs and 
societies, student supports such as welfare and 
wellbeing; 

 • Where there is a digital divide, considering 
alternative ways to support students perhaps 
through a laptop loan scheme or making 
arrangements to facilitate their access to 
broadband at other public sector agencies.

Programme Delivery
Most programmes were designed for classroom 
delivery, however, classroom delivery is unlikely for 
the next academic year, so HEIs will need to: 
 • Tailor and/or reconfigure programme delivery to a 
digital/online or blended learning model; and

 • Consider the redesign of assessments for the 
academic year 2020/2021. 



Having to deliver programmes online has also 
facilitated the push to use new technologies to 
deliver lectures online and to use different learning 
models. Embracing online programme delivery 
through a broader roll-out of the “flipped classroom” 
model can benefit both the student who can come 
to their virtual class prepared and for the lecturer 
who can prepare for and lead a more meaningful, 
engaging and active learning experience with 
students. 

Internationalisation 
 • It is expected that there will be a significant drop 
in the movement of international students. How 
can HEIs retain these students to continue their 
studies remotely and continue to attract new 
international students? 

 • The opportunities for staff and students to teach, 
learn or conduct research at HEIs outside of 
Ireland and for international staff and students to 
teach, learn or conduct research at HEIs in Ireland 
may need to be reconsidered in the medium term. 
HEIs will need to consider alternative ways to 
engage to provide an international experience to 
staff and students. 

Rethinking our Resource Requirements
 • Campus management - HEIs will need to 
implement Public Health Guidelines including 
social distancing for both staff and students. 

 – Applying Public Health Guidelines in the student 
environment will impact all aspects of student 
life including the capacity in lecture theatres, 
laboratories, assessment halls, libraries, 
canteens and also in student accommodation;

 – Applying Public Health Guidelines to facilitate 
staff to return to work; 

 – Implementing mitigating actions to prevent 
further exposure should a case be identified on 
site.

 • Financial issues - The financial impact on HEIs 
arising from COVID-19 will be substantial. The 
impact of a reduction in international students 
needs to be minimised hence the requirement to: 
redesign existing programmes for digital/online 
delivery and assessment; to accelerate the growth 
in new or emerging income streams and to be 
responsive to new opportunities that will arise, for 
example, to upskill those who have recently been 
unemployed.

 • Staff issues - COVID-19 has pushed the online 
agenda with a cohort of academic staff who may 
have been reluctant to change. Now that they have 
made the initial transition to online delivery, HEIs 
may need to consider how to support its academic 
staff to engage more effectively with students 
and enhance the effective delivery of their online 
programmes. 

 • Staff Student Ratio (SSR) - In an online learning 
environment, the SSR may change. The number 
of students who can attend a lecture no longer 
becomes limited by the size of the lecture theatre; 
however, the number of students who a course 
tutor can effectively engage with for supervision 
and tutorials is limited. Identifying the new SSR 
and associated impacts on staff work allocation 
models will require new thinking in an online 
model. 

Research
 • COVID-19 had brought significant research 
opportunities to the HE sector in an effort 
to identify solutions to the myriad of issues 
it has created. HEIs need to maximise these 
opportunities with significant benefit to the HEIs 
and the staff and students who engage on these 
projects;

 • The key challenge is how can researchers resume 
their research activities given the Public Health 
Guidelines now in place and what impact will these 
provisions have on meeting the deadlines for their 
research projects. Are funding agencies extending 
the timeline period and what does this mean for 
PhD students?

Food for Thought
Clearly, change is coming and how HEIs respond will 
determine their future. Of the changes the HEIs will 
make:
 • How will HEIs prioritise the allocation of the limited 
resources they have available;

 • What changes were already under consideration 
through their strategic plans and can HEIs use this 
as an opportunity to accelerate implementation of 
those strategic objectives to its benefit; and

 • What changes were not part of the HEIs future 
plan five months ago and of those changes, how 
many are likely to remain a permanent feature 
once a vaccine is widely available? 

The decisions HEIs make during the recovery 
phase could distinguish them in the HE sector. 
Implementing innovative responses to address the 
dynamic challenges facing students and staff could 
benefit them for years to come.



At Deloitte, we make an impact that matters for our clients, our people, our profession, and in the 
wider society by delivering the solutions and insights they need to address their most complex 
business challenges. As the largest global professional services and consulting network, with 
over 312,000 professionals in more than 150 countries, we bring world-class capabilities and 
high-quality services to our clients. In Ireland, Deloitte has over 3,000 people providing audit, 
tax, consulting, and corporate finance services to public and private clients spanning multiple 
industries. Our people have the leadership capabilities, experience and insight to collaborate with 
clients so they can move forward with confidence.

This publication has been written in general terms and we recommend that you obtain 
professional advice before acting or refraining from action on any of the contents of this 
publication. Deloitte Ireland LLP accepts no liability for any loss occasioned to any person acting or 
refraining from action as a result of any material in this publication.

Deloitte Ireland LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in Northern Ireland with registered 
number NC1499 and its registered office at 19 Bedford Street, Belfast BT2 7EJ, Northern Ireland.

Deloitte Ireland LLP is the Ireland affiliate of Deloitte NSE LLP, a member firm of Deloitte Touche 
Tohmatsu Limited, a UK private company limited by guarantee (“DTTL”). DTTL and each of its 
member firms are legally separate and independent entities. DTTL and Deloitte NSE LLP do not 
provide services to clients. Please see www.deloitte.com/about to learn more about our global 
network of member firms.

© 2020 Deloitte Ireland LLP. All rights reserved.

Dublin
29 Earlsfort Terrace
Dublin 2
T: +353 1 417 2200
F: +353 1 417 2300

Cork
No.6 Lapp’s Quay
Cork
T: +353 21 490 7000
F: +353 21 490 7001

Limerick
Deloitte and Touche House
Charlotte Quay
Limerick 
T: +353 61 435500
F: +353 61 418310

Galway
Galway Financial Services Centre
Moneenageisha Road
Galway
T: +353 91 706000
F: +353 91 706099

Belfast
19 Bedford Street
Belfast BT2 7EJ
Northern Ireland
T: +44 (0)28 9032 2861
F: +44 (0)28 9023 4786

Deloitte.ie

Contacts

For more information please contact

Eileen Healy
Partner
ehealy@deloitte.ie
+353 2 1490 7074

David Kinsella
Partner
davkinsella@deloitte.ie
+353 1 417 2529

Mary Rose Cremin
Director
mcremin@deloitte.ie
+353 61 435581


