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1. Singapore International Foundation and Volunteer Cooperation 

The Singapore International Foundation (SIF) is a non-profit organization that aims to build a better 
world through shared ideas, skills, and experiences to uplift lives and create greater understanding 
between Singaporeans and world communities.   
 
The SIF’s Volunteer Cooperation programme contributes to positive and sustainable development in 
Asia when Singaporeans and overseas communities come together, to connect and collaborate for 
positive change.  Through cross-cultural collaboration, inter-cultural and  mutual understanding, ties 
and trust between global communities are forged.  
 
2. SIF Volunteer-Driven Development Model builds Social Capital   

The SIF’s model of volunteer-driven development ensures sustainable positive change in a few ways: 

• Ownership: our projects support the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. They 
are co-created with host partners and volunteers to meet real needs and collectively, we take 
ownership for its sustained success.  

• Impact: our programme design embraces individual, organisational and sector-level capacity 
building for systemic change. 

• Social Capital: the unique value-add of a people-centred development approach is in the 
friendships that our volunteers form across cultures, strengthening ties and trust that 
positively impact development outcomes. 

• Partnership: we encourage and promote public, private and people partnerships, leveraging 
the expertise and resourcing strategies of multiple stakeholders to advance common goals. 

 
3. Impact on Engagement from Pivoting Training Workshops Online   

At the start of the pandemic, pivoting SIF capacity training programmes to online training workshops 
that we might continue to meet community needs was a priority.  Like many Forum members, online 
tools and interactive apps such as Zoom, Teams, Google classroom, Mentimeter, Kahoot!, Slido, etc. 
were used and they allowed our volunteering programmes to continue to take place.   
 
To assess the effectiveness of such online tools and virtual workshops in building community 
connections and networks, we conducted a survey in 2021. A mix of close and open-ended questions 
was posed to some 120 participants and 15 volunteers from 5 different projects in 4 countries (India, 
China Vietnam and Indonesia). 
 
The findings revealed that for the participant group surveyed, many were divided about the usefulness 
of online workshops in building cross-cultural understanding, i.e. some found it useful and some did 
not.  However, In inspiring and bring people to collaborate for good, majority of the participants felt 
that online workshops were equally effective.  
 
For the volunteer group surveyed, many were divided about how they as e-volunteers could foster 
mutual understanding and relationship with and amongst the participants on the online space. 
However, many volunteers felt e-volunteering was still useful in allowing volunteers to continue to 
connect and collaborate for sustained change.  
 
In summary, both participants and volunteers felt that online workshops and e-volunteering did pose 
a challenge to cross-cultural and mutual understanding even though it was useful as a modality to 
bring people around the world together in spite of the pandemic.  
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The importance of relationship building and how a relational approach can contribute to change 
cannot be under-estimated. In the research paper, The Role of Volunteering in Sustainable 
Development, Institute of Development Studies & VSO, 2015, “The need to navigate complex politics, 
engage people who are highly marginalised, and achieve results makes the work of volunteers highly 
relational. The research highlighted that relationships and relationship building between volunteers 
and their counterparts were as important as technical skills and hard outcomes.  The research 
reinforced the idea that change is contingent on relationships and it is made much easier when 
people feel connected to others. It was also found that these relational approaches were what 
contributed to the generation of the soft outcomes, such as leadership skills, communication skills 
and people management, that led to the solutions identified being locally owned and sustained. “  
 
4. New Vertical in Programming – E-Volunteering  

 

The pandemic may have accelerated the adoption of digital technology but it also surfaced the digital 
divide and readiness especially in Asia.  In the Digital Readiness Index 2019, many countries in Asia 
scored below the average worldwide score of 11.9 (out of 25) on overall digital readiness.    
 
With increasing use of technology and the future of work being digital, careers in digital services (as 
well as healthcare, education) are set to be among the fastest growing in Southeast Asia.  
 
With this in mind, SIF launched a new e-volunteering programme, focused on building capacity in 
digital skills and leveraging tech for social good.  DigiLABS and Climate Hack are both 100% virtual 
training programmes to upskill and prepare youths and working professionals in Asia with digital skills 
for the digital economy and to develop and accelerate innovative tech-driven solutions to address 
social and global issues such as climate change. 
 
The new initiatives also allowed us to tap into a new stream of volunteers -  digital natives and talents 
as volunteer instructors, mentors and coaches – to help build digital capacity.  
 
This programme aligns with the UN Secretary-General’s Roadmap for Digital Cooperation. 
Recommended key actions include: 

• Ensuring digital inclusion for all, including the most vulnerable 

• Strengthening digital capacity building 
 
As of to-date, more than 70 e-volunteers have been engaged to provide more than 600 participants 
from 17 countries with digital skills ranging from hacking to data science, digital marketing and AI.  
More than 100 digital prototypes and 20 passion projects have been developed to address global 
social issues. 

To strengthen engagement and community building in the digital realm, some of the people-centered  

strategies we took were:      

a) Blended approach – participants spent 1-2 hrs per week for self-directed and self-paced 
learning on the Learning Management System (LMS) and two hours of live tutorial session 
with e-volunteers (instructors) per week.  This blended approach provided added flexibility 
for participants to learn at their own time, follow a structured format for learning  and manage 
other commitments while the live tutorial sessions allowed participants and e-volunteers to 
be online together for real-time discussions, which made learning more engaging.  

 

https://www.cisco.com/c/m/en_us/about/corporate-social-responsibility/research-resources/digital-readiness-index.html#/
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b) Mentors and industry experts were also e-volunteers and were assigned to teams to help 
teams apply their new digital skills, sharpen project ideas, digital solutions and prototypes 
further to solve real world issues, 
 

c) To enhance intercultural understanding and deepen new friendships,  strategic engagement 
sessions such as virtual Singapore tour, fireside chats and open mic sessions were held to 
create a motivating environment for learning, build the sense of community and thereby trust 
in the group.     
 

d) Community engagement tools such as Discord, Gather Town and LinkedIn were used for 
participants to share and exchange ideas, find support and build network and form community 
of practice.    
 

e) Learning experiences such as project building and group work incorporated to develop 
participants’ soft skills set and their understanding of global citizenry and social innovation 
frameworks.  
 

f) Diversity and inclusion added as a criterion to the judges’ scoring sheet during the Pitch Day 
for Climate Hack 2022, where teams pitched their ideas to win the top three prizes. Higher 
marks given to teams with team members from different countries. 
 

g) The use of a LMS to enhance e-volunteering experience and their weekly engagement with 
the participants. Volunteers were able to easily build their training content, track learning 
progress, include gamification to boost participants’ engagement and used the data for 
decision making.   

 

h) Digital Champions selected for wider community impact – the role of Digital Champions 
includes building and leading a Community of Practice and leading a Digital Skills Deployment 
work group.  

 
5. Feedback from Participants on the E-Volunteering Programme 

In the post-workshop survey conducted with 318 respondents (163 DigiLABS, 155 Climate Hack) from 
the two e-volunteering programmes, the feedback from participants affirmed the usefulness of the 
programmes on two levels: social impact and social capital.  
 
Social Impact – able to apply their new knowledge and skills to create digital solutions to address real-
world issues  and to help their own community 
 
Social Capital – able to learn together, exchange ideas, understand each other’s cultures, form 
network and connection with like-minded peers from around the world 
 
Overall score on the usefulness of the E-volunteering programme in building cross cultural 
understanding, networks and bringing people to collaborate for good was comparable to the score 
obtained pre-COVID, where all our programmes was done face-to-face - 87% vs 91% 
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6. Learnings  
 

a) The use of technology in volunteering for development  programmes can be maximised when  
thoughtful consideration is given to leverage its use to create breadth and depth of 
programme. Technology opens to wider market reach, allows programme scalability, ease 
of volunteering and makes learning accessible.   
 

b) Relationship on the online space takes time to build.  Need to be deliberate in fostering the 
human connection.  Use interesting community building platforms and tools and having joint 
learning experience helps. 
 

c) Scaffolding - need to pace and provide volunteers, participants and programme partners 
sufficient time to be familiar and confident in using digital tools.  Constant upskilling is key.    
 

d) Partnership –consider cross-sectoral partnerships and how volunteers and organisations can  
add value and be the new source of financial and human support. 
 
Example - SAP introduced their low code no code technology during the hackathon part of 
Climate Hack 2022  and their employees volunteered to provide their technical expertise as 
mentors and judges to the teams.    

 
In the report ‘ COVID-19 and the Future of Volunteering for Development, Forum, 2021’, “technology 

can be used to break new ground beyond conventional online volunteering, through relationships 

built on the basis of reciprocity and mutual learning using digital technology for development.”  

 


