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ABSTRACT
COVID-19 pandemic has caused disruption in higher medical education and healthcare 
worldwide. To thrive in times of uncertainty, medical higher education institutions have to 
adapt to the post-COVID-19 era and innovate its international activities. To make a difference 
in societies locally, nationally and internationally, they will have to enhance their global 
presence. Internationalization is the best way to the exchanging of knowledge, enhancement 
of the medical curriculum, and mobilization of talent and resources for research and teaching. 
To remain competitive, universities will need to expand their international activities. This 
paper highlights several suggestions to enhance internationalization of medical higher 
education institutions in the post-COVID-19 era.
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Internationalization is the best way to the exchanging 
of knowledge, enhancement of the medical curricu-
lum, and mobilization of talent and resources for 
research and teaching. To remain competitive, uni-
versities will need to expand their international activ-
ities. To thrive in times of uncertainty, they have to 
adapt to the post-COVID-19 era and innovate its 
international activities. To make a difference in socie-
ties locally, nationally and internationally, they will 
have to enhance their global presence.

Below we highlight several suggestions to enhance 
internationalization of medical Higher Education 
Institutions (HEI) in the post-COVID-19 era:

(1) Universities will be able to recruit more out-
standing and diverse international students by 
strengthening existing partnerships, working 
closely with their alumni, targeting carefully 
selected new geographic regions, and taking 
advantage of emerging big data analytics. 
Challenges: Physical recruitment activities suf-
fered due to COVID-19, and some economies, 
hit hard by the virus, may witness a decline in 
numbers of outbound students. While China 
will remain the largest student recruitment 
market in the near future, its overall weak 
growth was evident even before pandemic 
[1]. Opportunities: There is a need and an 
opportunity for diversification of recruitment 
portfolios going beyond high-value regions 

and countries (i.e., China, Malaysia), with a 
focus on ‘potential growth regions’ such as 
Sub-Saharan Africa, Central Asia, and others. 
Decision support systems go beyond clinical 
practice [2] and new digital recruitment plat-
forms are bringing big data analytics into the 
recruitment system [3].

(2) Universities will have to provide students with 
diverse mobility opportunities rendering ben-
efits for individuals and communities at 
a local, regional and global level. Challenges: 
Ecological problems exemplified by climate 
change will affect international travel. There 
will be a need to make digital interaction sim-
ple and natural. Opportunities: A positive con-
sequence of digitisation of classes during the 
pandemic has been the flexibility that it has 
given students. This can be an opportunity to 
cater to the needs of students who are work-
ing, commuting or traveling.

(3) Universities will have to empower staff members 
to be facilitators and advocates for comprehen-
sive internationalization and create an environ-
ment and a culture to nurture creativity and 
achievement, with a focus on quality and excel-
lence. There is a need to identify and invest in 
opportunities that promote global mobility for 
staff so that they become more internationally 
knowledgeable and interculturally skilled. 
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Challenges: Some faculty members, especially in 
countries where the English language is not 
commonly spoken, may be resistant to change 
and comprehensive internationalization (partly 
because of language barrier). However, the sur-
vey by the International Association of 
Universities suggests just the opposite: interna-
tionalization gives a unique opportunity for pro-
fessional, personal growth and modernization of 
the education process [4].

(4) The internationalized curriculum will ensure 
that all our students are exposed to international 
and intercultural perspectives. Having interna-
tional partnerships as part of a degree shall give 
more legitimacy to the program and shall make 
the students adapt to the globalized world. 
Online learning innovation may be important 
driving force for an internationalized curricu-
lum; however, the curriculum should be enga-
ging, and communication should be interactive 
to provide results that are similar to an in-class 
experience. Challenges: Internationalization of 
the curriculum (IoC) has been emphasized in 
many universities for a period of time, and 
might receive less attention from the staff in 
the post-COVID −19 era. However, IoC has 
been defined as an ongoing process and oppor-
tunity for the incorporation of international, 
intercultural and global dimensions into the con-
tent of the curriculum, as well as learning out-
comes, assessment tasks, teaching methods and 
support services of the study programme [5].

(5) The future research collaborations have to 
tackle important global problems outlined in 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
[6]. Although climate change has been identi-
fied as one of the greatest threats to health, 
medical school curricula have very little cover-
age of its health consequences [7]. Most stu-
dents are concerned about the future and wish 
to make environmentally conscious decisions. 
Challenges: There are limited funding oppor-
tunities for global health and related topics. 
Opportunities: Universities have to invest in 
young researchers to develop international 
excellence and to support career development 
that spans the postgraduate, early career, and 
international leadership stages. The internatio-
nalized curriculum shall cover SDGs.

(6) In post COVID −19 era partnerships and net-
works have to bring diverse viewpoints, inspir-
ing discussions, additional resources, and 
rewarding activities to address global issues. 
Alumni around the world has to play an impor-
tant role in establishing new partnerships and 
networks. Challenges: There is growing 

competition among HEIs for a place in the best 
partnerships and networks. Partnerships will 
allow to embrace opportunities not otherwise 
available.

(7) Universities will have to have an inclusive system 
for monitoring, reflecting upon, evaluating and 
reviewing internationalization progress. 
Challenges: There is a need to be sensitive to 
understandings and attitudes towards interna-
tionalization, and miscommunication between 
stakeholders. Financial restrictions may also 
pose difficulties. Opportunities: Such a review 
process will help to strengthen competence, con-
fidence, and credibility.

Practical solutions for internationalization have to be 
tailored to individual HEI needs and recourses and be 
flexible and adaptable.
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