
1 

POST-EVENT SUMMARY 

  

“Building People-to-People Relations Against the Backdrop of COVID-19” 
SIF Virtual Roundtable, 18 September 2020 
 

 
Introduction 
 
1. The Singapore International Foundation (SIF) hosted a small, closed-door roundtable on 

Friday, 18 September 2020 to discuss how COVID-19 had affected our work in building 
people-to-people relations, including its implications for international relations. The 
session was attended by 22 participants from 14 organisations – representing 11 
countries and 2 groupings (ASEAN and Asia-Europe). Participants comprised a mix of 
public diplomacy practitioners, and representatives from think tanks, consultancies and 
government agencies.  

 
2. The discussion, which was held under the Chatham House rule, revolved around the 

following questions:  

• How organisations had adapted or innovated in their programming in response to 
COVID-19 and travel disruptions.  

• How organisations were preparing themselves for longer term shifts and to be more 
resilient in future crises. 

• Implications for soft power and the practice of public diplomacy in a post-COVID-19 
world. 

 
Summary of the Roundtable discussion  
 
3. Common themes that surfaced during the discussion are summarised below:  

 
a. Pivoting programmes online  

 

• Many practitioners reported adapting their analogue programmes for online 
delivery with some taking the opportunity to innovate with new programming. They 
had to accelerate their shift online in order to continue engagement with their 
audiences. Participants used a wide variety of virtual methods, including themed 
webinars, conferences, video podcasts and virtual exhibitions, to share content and 
conduct outreach during a period of travel restrictions and strict social distancing 
policies.  
 
Pros 

• A key advantage in going virtual was a wider outreach at lower cost. Many reported 
being able to reach new and more diverse audiences, and more frequently. They 
could also be more inclusive by offering sign language interpretation or language 
translation in online programming.  
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• Going online enabled programming to transcend geographical limits, and it was 
easier to bring specialists and experts from around the world together at the same 
time to exchange knowledge and ideas.  
 

• For organisations that had suffered a loss of income or funding cuts because of the 
pandemic, offering content via virtual means helped to bring operating costs down. 

 
Cons 

• Participants recognised that online programming had its own challenges. Online 
learning in particular encountered competition for users’ attention and time, and 
organisations had to find creative ways to boost audience engagement and 
interactivity. A saturation of online  content and virtual engagement also saw 
audience fatigue.  

 

• The richness of traditional face-to-face engagements for relationship-building was 
hard to replicate online, and ties and trust would take a longer time to develop. The 
question was raised if perhaps we were constrained by our own constructs and now 
was the time to re-examine our assumptions, definitions and proxy indicators for 
people diplomacy, especially in a digital realm.  
 

• The accelerated digital adoption worsened the digital divide. In some cases, 
circumstances prevented communities from being able to participate online. 
Connectivity was a serious challenge for some and solutions had to be situation-
appropriate, for instance conducting language programmes via WhatsApp or 
television lessons. It also highlighted the need for all – organisations and audiences 
alike – to be equipped with the necessary digital skills and infrastructure or be left 
behind. This presents a real need and opportunity for programmes to be developed 
that advanced digital literacy, including online governance.  

 
b. Longer-term shifts 

 

• Participants noted that inevitably organisations would need to adjust and adopt the 
best of both worlds: a hybrid blend of programming that combined face-to-face and 
digital components where audiences experienced learning and interacting with 
others at their own time and pace. One example cited of such hybrid programming 
was a Digital Craft Toolkit that was freely accessible to users, and where they could 
learn about crafting business through self-paced lessons and recorded videos by 
designers and crafts persons.  

 

• The shift to online programming is a positive development. While it cannot replace 
the richness of face-to-face engagements, it presents a safe and cost-effective 
solution for engaging global communities. There remains some way to go, in 
equipping segments of community with the necessary digital skills and/or 
infrastructure that they might participate fully online. It is also necessary to 
recognise that the Internet is not a panacea and practical solutions were needed to 
engage communities without access to it.   
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• Participants observed that the pandemic has led to programmes or events that were 
previously membership/fee-based increasingly being made available online and 
free of charge, as we prioritise the continued engagement of our audiences. This 
might require people/public diplomacy agencies to re-evaluate their business 
models to find new ways to generate income.  

 
c. Importance of multi-stakeholder engagement and international cooperation 

 

• It was recognised that through our work, we help build bridges between 
communities, and facilitated connections and partnerships through our 
programmes. Such connections were helpful in sparking collaborations and inspiring 
creative solutions to problems.  
 

• In a time where travel is curtailed, programme partners and alumni networks 
proved helpful in amplifying an organisation’s people/public diplomacy efforts on 
the ground. One of the examples cited was the increased reliance on local partners 
and staff to carry on with development programmes after international volunteers 
had to be repatriated.  

 
d. Implications for soft power practice  

 

• An observation made was that countries which managed the pandemic well, 
positively impacted how they were perceived by global publics.  
 

• Organisations have to be nimble in leveraging the pandemic to conduct public 
diplomacy. Examples of such initiatives included the sharing of best practices in 
COVID-19 tracking and containment by international health experts (for instance, 
the appointment of a Special Representative for Health Diplomacy to share South 
Korea’s experience and lessons learnt in containing the spread of COVID-19), sharing 
of personal protective equipment amassed for one’s healthcare programmes with 
needy communities, efforts to preserve livelihoods in a struggling economy, leading 
a participative, multi-stakeholder effort in promoting green recovery post-
pandemic, promoting city-to-city cooperation, etc.  

 

***** 


