
Covid-19 is having—and is likely to continue to have 
for some considerable time—a significant impact 
on healthcare operations, planning and policy-
making. Numerous countries have declared national 
emergencies and are fighting to contain  
the virus’ spread.  
It is possible that we are currently experiencing the 
peak time of the pandemic, though its effects will 
not be limited to the near future. It remains vital 
that we carefully consider and prepare for long-term 
implications. We have therefore identified seven 
dynamics that are central to understanding the 
intricacies—and the future—of the UAE’s  
healthcare sector. 

1. Public vs. private investment

The bill for future healthcare expenditure is expected 
to be largely footed by private-sector investors. There 
is a drive to promote private spending in the sector by 
encouraging the adoption of public-private partnership 
(PPP) models. A key driver for the promotion of private 
investments is the increased need to introduce niche 
healthcare sector skills (e.g. cardiology) that are not yet 
present in the UAE to a substantial extent. 

From 2018 to 2022, private-sector healthcare spending is 
forecast to have increased at a cumulative annual growth 
rate (CAGR) of 9.5%, compared with the government 
contribution growth rate of 4.4%. In the UAE, growth is 
mainly supported by the rising emergence and support 
for PPP, as well as the increasing demand for treatment 
and hospital beds amongst an ageing population.2 
Further, the privatization of hospitals and mandatory 
medical insurance, especially in Dubai and Abu Dhabi, 
will likely encourage spending and contribute to a more 
integrated health system.3 

2. The increasing importance of primary care 

Primary care, the first point of contact in the patient 
journey, is an essential step in determining an initial 
diagnosis – ideally before simple disease patterns 
become complex and/or life-threatening.

Primary care is a vital building block of healthcare 
systems around the world. Countries are therefore 
increasingly investing in the requisite infrastructure. In 
the UAE, the primary care system is regarded by many 
industry commentators as being in the early stages  
of development.  
However given the increase in the occurrence of lifestyle 
diseases (for example diabetes) in recent years, there is 
an opportunity to significantly improve the population’s 
general wellbeing with enhanced, relevant primary care 
offerings such as day care centers.

3. Healthcare trends post Covid-19

We have identified a number of challenges and prospects 
that are likely to be hallmarks of the post-pandemic 
world, representing the ‘new normal’ for the industry:

 – Increased consolidation (through merger and 
acquisition (M&A) activity in the global and regional 
healthcare sectors, as smaller private healthcare 
groups increasingly face liquidity difficulties caused  
by the downturn in revenue streams caused by  
the pandemic 

 – Phased return of elective surgery (that had been 
postponed during the pandemic)

 –  Greater government focus on healthcare spend; 
policies and decision-making will likely be conducted in 
a more efficient and coordinated manner
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 –  Global inter-governmental collaboration. For example, 
the World Healthcare Organization and other 
international and national healthcare authorities will 
jointly monitor the potential emergence of viruses

 –   New models of care will emerge, for example greater 
digitalization with a focus on remote monitoring and 
consultation. Telehealth, the use of communication 
technologies to access healthcare remotely, is likely 
to be integrated into PPP models and government 
healthcare systems. 

4. The effect of technology and digital health

The UAE’s health regulators are increasingly considering 
the adoption of new, smart technologies to modernize its 
healthcare ecosystem. The country is predicted to add an 
additional USD 182 billion to its economy by 2035 on the 
back of accelerated AI adoption, further contributing to 
fulfilling its goal of becoming a leading, global technology 
hub for healthcare.4 All forecasts, of course, must be 
treated with caution considering the unpredictable impact 
of the pandemic.

5. Healthcare workforce considerations 

Given demand, the global shortage of healthcare workers 
is proving to be a significant challenge, and people may 
need to be upskilled. Resources in hospitals and other 
care providers are stretched thin around the world. By 
2030, there is expected to be a shortfall of approximately 
18 million health workers.5 In recent years, due to the 
existing supply of medical universities in the UAE, the 
country has attracted a large cohort of medical students. 

6. Medical and wellness tourism

The global health tourism industry is believed to have 
generated revenues of approximately USD 32.5 billion in 
2019—a CAGR rate of 17.9% for the period between 2013 
and 2019. It is expected to reach USD 207.9 billion by 
2027, expanding at a significantly high CAGR of 21.1%.6 
This tremendous growth largely pertains to growing 
middle class populations globally (particularly in Asia) with 
the ability to travel abroad for medical treatment. 

According to the latest Medical Tourism Index Ranking, 
Dubai and Abu Dhabi were ranked the 6th and 8th 
in terms of leading global destinations for medical 
tourism, respectively.7 The UAE’s potential as a medical 
tourism destination is further supported by the wider, 
well-established travel and tourism ecosystem in 
the country, which includes numerous attractions, 
hotels, entertainment, the provision of world-class, 
internationally extensive aviation services and strong 
transport logistics.

7. Niche areas of underserved healthcare 

Although significant supply of healthcare infrastructure 
has been created over the past five to ten years in 
the Emirates, there are still some areas of specialties 
which remain underserved. For instance, there is an 
inadequate number of healthcare providers in areas such 
as maternity, paediatrics, elderly care, fertility, one-stop 
primary care centres, and diabetes, making it one of the 
biggest challenges for healthcare policymakers in  
the UAE.8
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