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COVID-19 is, first and foremost, a global humanitarian 
challenge. 
Thousands of health professionals are heroically battling the virus, putting 
their own lives at risk. Governments and industry are working together to 
understand and address the challenge, support victims and their families 
and communities, and search for treatments and a vaccine.

US higher-education institutions face uncertainty about 
reopening.
While recognizing the uncertainties inherent in discussing any timeline for 
returning to pre-outbreak normalcy, this document strives to lay out key 
considerations for reopening higher-education institutions.



McKinsey & Company 3

10 considerations for universities for reopening their campuses

7 108 9

32 4 5

Testing, tracing, and other 
protections

Protection for vulnerable 
populations University safeguards Scenarios for reopening

1

Local conditions and health-
system capacity

 A) Relevant regulatory guidelines

 B) Infection status

 C) Social and economic context

 D) Key work enablers (e.g., K–12 
school systems, transit)

 E) Other local university 
responses

 A) Testing

 B) Contact tracing

 C) Confirmed cases and 
quarantine policy

 D) Other campus-wide health 
and safety policies

 A) Health and safety

 B) Learning enablement 
and equity

 C) Financial challenges

 D) External factors

 A) Classroom and faculty

 B) Research & student 
laboratories

 C) Residential occupancy

 D) Dining

 E) Student activities

 F) Offices

 G) Athletics

 A) Objectives and risks of 
reopening

 B) Sequence of opening core 
activities in different scenarios

 C) Restricting campus activity 
after reopening

 D) Case examples

Financial impact 
and mitigationCommunicationsGovernance and complianceDetailed operational planning

 A) Financial impact of each 
scenario

 B) Mitigating actions to close 
the gap

 A) Communicating in a crisis

 B) Engaging university 
stakeholders

 A) Governance

 B) Adherence and change 
management

 C) Data tracking

 A) Preparation required to reopen

 B) Resources required 
(supplies, personnel)

6

Maximizing mission in the 
next normal

 A) Learning

 B) Research

 C) Service

 D) Student life

 E) Alumni
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9A: Communicating in a crisis presents unique challenges

 Communications 

 There is a need to grieve
 People experience different types of loss—
perhaps job loss, perhaps loss of lives. 
People need space  to grieve.

 Sensitivity and the need for 
sense-making is heightened
 Information in a crisis is limited and unfolds 
over time. During crises, people have an 
increased desire for transparency, clarity, 
and sense-making to understand events.

 Lives and livelihoods are at 
stake
 The stakes are high for individuals, 
institutions, and communities.

 People’s ability to process 
information is reduced
 In times of crisis, behavioral science and 
observation show us people experience 
elevated stress and anxiety and a sense of 
“tunnel vision,” reducing their ability to 
process information and look forward.

 People experience crisis 
differently
 Depending on circumstances, people will 
experience crisis differently, and messaging 
can be adjusted accordingly. Institutions are 
in danger of being tone deaf or insensitive if 
they don’t tune into their people.



McKinsey & Company 5

9A: Universities can adopt crisis-specific principles
to guide all messaging to campus

 Communications 

1. Xi Lu, Xiaofei Xie, and Lu Liu, “Inverted U-shaped model: How frequent repetition affects perceived risk,” Judgment and Decision Making, 10(3), May 2015, 
pp. 219–24, http://journal.sjdm.org.

2. Emma Smith, “Using behavioural insights to address COVID-19,” International Development LSE blog, https://blogs.lse.ac.uk.

 Communicate clearly, 
simply, frequently

Prevent “cognitive freezing” with clear, 
simple messages. 

 Dos, not don’ts. Frame messages based on 
what people should do, and highlight best 
practices rather than debunking myths.

 Tailor your messaging. Use multiple 
channels and platforms to tailor messaging to 
specific groups (e.g., students, parents, 
faculty, etc.).

 Repeat, repeat, repeat. Audiences need to 
hear a health risk-related message 9–20 
times to fully absorb it.1

 Make consequences salient. The pain of 
losses is psychologically ~2x as powerful as 
the pleasure of gains.2 When possible, refer 
to losses (e.g., preventing deaths) instead of 
gains (e.g., saving lives).

 Choose candor over charisma

 Build trust by being honest and vulnerable—
especially when it’s difficult.

 Facts, without sugar coating. Differentiate 
clearly between what is known and unknown, 
and don’t minimize or speculate.

 Be transparent. Give people a behind-the-
scenes view of options you are considering.

 Involve your audience. Invite stakeholders 
to share their ideas for how to address a 
challenge.

 Share your experience. Acknowledge the 
personal effects of emotional turmoil; be 
relatable.

 Build community and continuity 
for all stakeholders

 Reinforce a common social identity through 
story sharing and group activities. 

 Celebrate the positives. Share positive 
stories and uplifting moments about how 
people are responding and adapting.

 Help people to help. Give people a way to 
contribute to the crisis response. Promote 
useful individual actions and decisions.

 Revitalize resilience. Tap sources of hope, 
trust, and optimism to unlock creativity.

 Remember all the stakeholders. Address 
the needs of all your stakeholders, including 
students, staff, and faculty.

 Distill meaning from chaos

 Help people make sense of events.

 Identify the leadership voice(s) from the 
outset. Apply the right voice(s), with the 
appropriate tone, at key moments.

 Set clear goals and “walk the talk.” Clarify
what your institution will achieve during the 
crisis, and take steps to realize those goals.

 Connect to a deeper sense of purpose. 
Shape a meaningful story for your institution 
that connects to its mission or purpose.

 Foster dialogue. Create space for people to 
create their own stories of meaning, through 
questions and dialogue.

 Manage backlash. Anticipate, acknowledge, 
and respond constructively to criticism or 
backlash.
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9B: Two-way communication tactics to consider throughout 
phased reopening (1/4)

 Communications

 Administrators 
and department 
leaders

 Hold virtual meetings and email updates.

 Provide virtual town-hall guidance to translate university mandate into department-specific guidelines.

 Hold virtual town hall to model safety and make challenges relatable. 

 Create a “playbook” with clear answers to immediate concerns of students, faculty, staff, and parents.

 Involve and inform on university decision-making 
and planning for reopening.

 Activate leaders to guide, model, and enforce desired 
behavior on campus.

 Example communication tactics  Stakeholder  Desired outcome 
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9B: Two-way communication tactics to consider throughout 
phased reopening (2/4)

 Communications

 Example communication tactics 

 Use email and social media updates to proactively address concerns about campus experience, financial 
resources, etc.

 Use a FAQ website and/or hotline to answer and document students' questions and concerns.

 Create an online comment form for students to share comments and suggestions about the resumption 
of on-campus activities.

 Hold hackathon for students to generate ideas on how to address the challenges of facilitating 
undergraduate programs amid COVID-19.

 Hold virtual townhall with Q&A to share latest reopening plans and answer any questions on students' 
minds.

 Arrange virtual focus groups to get richer feedback.

 Encourage faculty and counselors to check in with their students regarding how they are experiencing 
the crisis.

 Send one-time or weekly pulse survey based on the student body “mood” (eg, how are students coping 
overall, how students feel about remote learning, how well do students think university leaders are handling 
the crisis).

 Encourage students to provide content for the university to share with the community to create shared 
moments.

 Encourage faculty and counselors to check in with prospective students to gauge their thinking.

 Stakeholder

 Students  Involve and inform students about university planning 
for reopening.

 Stay connected with and understand the needs and issues 
students are facing in both remote and on-campus 
situations.

 Desired outcome 

 Details to follow
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9B: According to a McKinsey survey, prospective students 
would like to have opportunities for conversations with faculty 
and to receive clear communications from the schools

 Communications

 Source: McKinsey COVID-19 Higher Education Enrollment Survey Wave I, conducted April 21–28, 2020

1. Question: "In the event that the fall semester is partially or fully remote, which of the following might make you think more favorably about a college? Rank up to 5.”

 Clear communications and responsiveness from school

 Reduced cost of attendance

 Conversations with faculty (e.g., about major of interest, remote learning)

 Connectivity events with current students

 Connectivity events with other prospective/admitted students

 Opportunity to observe online classes

 10%

 Virtual guided tour of campus

 Student reviews (Niche, Unigo, etc.)

 Connectivity events with the admissions office

 Virtual session with an on-campus club of interest

 Engagement on social networking forums (Instagram, Facebook, Twitter)

 Student reviews (Niche, Unigo, etc.)

 Recommendation of parents

 Recommendations of friends

 Other

 58%

 52%

 42%

 25%

 16%

 12%

 14%

 12%

 14%

 13%

 11%

 10%

 10%

 0%

 Rank 1  Rank 3 Rank 2

 Prospective student preference on potential actions taken by an institution in case of a remote fall1
 Percent respondents (n = 1,459) 
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 Faculty  Hold a virtual townhall and poll faculty about how they are feeling (in general, about the university's 
response and actions, or any other question that feels relevant).

 Hold small group discussions with a cross-section of faculty to get richer feedback.

 Involve and inform faculty on university decision-making 
and planning for reopening.

 Stay connected with and understand needs/issues faculty 
are facing in both remote and on-campus situations.

 Staff  Involve and inform staff 
on university planning 
for reopening.

 Stay connected with and understand needs and issues staff 
are facing in both remote and on-campus situations.

 Hold virtual townhall with Q&A to share latest reopening plans and answer any questions on staff's minds.

 Send pulse survey (eg, how staff are coping overall, how staff feel about remote working, how well do staff 
think university leaders are handling the crisis).

 Furloughed 
employees

 Frequent, empathetic email updates from key leaders with information when necessary (eg, logistics 
for re-onboarding).

 Keep furloughed employees up to date with latest 
return-to-work instructions.

9B: Two-way communication tactics to consider throughout 
phased reopening (3/4)

 Communications

 Example communication tactics  Stakeholder  Desired outcome 
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9B: Two-way communication tactics to consider throughout 
|phased reopening (4/4)

 Communications

 Parents  Send email and social media updates to proactively address concerns about campus experience, financial 
resources, etc.

 Set up a FAQ website and/or hotline to answer and document parents' questions and concerns.

 Arrange virtual focus groups to get richer feedback.

 Involve and inform parents on university planning 
for reopening.

 Stay connected with and understand needs/issues families 
are facing.

 Alumni  Email updates regarding campus updates and any changes to alumni policies. 

 Email or send a newsletter including information about what research and/or contributions the school 
is making in the search for COVID-19 diagnostics and therapeutics. 

 Set up FAQ website and/or hotline.

 Inform alumni about university planning for reopening 
and any changes to alumni policies.

 Local 
community 

 Post regular social media updates.

 Initiate a newsletter campaign.

 Place posters around campus and in local community.

 Host Zoom meetings or forums with local leaders to support those officials responsible for defining 
the terms of a healthy and safe reopening. 

 Inform community about university planning and policies 
for reopening.

 Engage with community members on improvement 
initiatives.

 Engage and partner with local government, other schools, 
third-party groups, media, and other relevant stakeholders.

 Example communication tactics  Stakeholder  Desired outcome 

 Details to follow
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9B: Strong relationships and partnerships at a policy and 
operational level are necessary with all relevant stakeholder groups

 Communications

Create formal links with 
all involved government 
sectors and entities, 
including federal 
response teams, local 
municipalities, health 
departments and clinical 
services to ensure 
consistency in policy. 

Coordinate with other 
colleges and universities 
as well as with service 
providers, eg, 
transporters and 
caterers, to better 
understand their needs 
and to resolve specific 
challenges.

Strengthen alliances 
with private players such 
as NGOs, donor 
organizations, and 
relevant local agency 
teams for UNICEF, WHO, 
etc, to ensure a 
coordinated effort across 
society at large.

Ensure that input 
and opinions from 
a diverse mix of public 
stakeholders is 
considered, eg, by 
consulting with parent 
and faculty associations. 

Ensure all media outlets 
disseminate consistent 
information from official 
sources only and 
collaborate with them 
to alleviate concerns 
and reduce confusion.

 Government  Education sector  Third party  Society Media
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Lead Purpose 

Comms/crisis 
response team

To provide education and materials on safe commute, work, and personal wellness 
practices.

Newsletter campaign 

Comms/crisis 
response team

To clearly communicate safety protocols across campus. Posters

President To share with and train students, staff, and faculty on what to expect when returning 
to the workplace. To connect messaging to a sense of institutional purpose.

Email update Weekly

President and 
other leaders

To discuss plans for reopening and answer any questions on the minds of students, 
staff, and faculty. To connect messaging to organizational purpose.

Virtual townhall Monthly 

Comms/crisis 
response team

To act as a clearinghouse for all updates and developments.University website/
Intranet 

Ongoing

Department leader To translate university messages into department-specific guidance.Email update Weekly

Department leader To answer questions on the minds of students, staff, and faculty.Virtual townhall Weekly

Provost To debrief business operations plans and implications for teams.All hands call Weekly

Provost To issue updates regarding health and safety plans, business operations, 
and talking points.

Email update Weekly

Touchpoint Frequency 

All stakeholders 
(students, staff, 
faculty, parents, 
administrators, 
alumni, local 
community)

By department 
(eg, athletics) 

President To share latest developments to inform decision-making; to encourage leaders 
to help students, faculty, and staff find meaning from crisis.

Virtual meeting MonthlyAdministrators 

Faculty and site 
leaders

Site leader To share information regarding resuming business activities; to thank staff and share 
how their contributions have made a difference.

Email Weekly/as-requiredStaff on-site

HR leader To send clear instructions about returning to work.Email Weekly/as-requiredStaff remote 

Stakeholders
Students, staff, 
faculty 

 Review standard communication metrics (e.g., town hall participation rates) on an ongoing basis to assess any needed changes.

9B: Sample communications plan to keep all stakeholders 
involved and informed throughout phased reopening process 

 Communications

Illustrative Not comprehensive


