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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has been described as a
storm. It has affected over 215 regions/countries and the number
of cases worldwide has reached 42,003,060'.

Singapore is an independent, multi-ethnic city-state with a
population of 5,704,000. Having experienced severe acute respi-
ratory syndrome (SARS) in 2003, the Singapore healthcare and
surveillance systems have enhanced its pandemic preparedness re-
sponses. Despite coping and adapting well to contain the first wave
of COVID-19, the systems were put to the test with an increase in
the percentage of untraceable transmission within the community
and widespread transmission among the migrant worker popula-
tion. As of October 23, the city-state has recorded 57,941 cases of
COVID-19 infection [1]; of this, 94.04% (n=54,492) were linked to
migrant workers living in dormitories [2]. The nation’s fatality rate
of 0.05% is below global average (4%) [1]. Since the initiation of a
nation-wide stay-at-home measure (circuit breaker) on April 7, the
number of new cases and unlinked cases in the community has
decreased significantly. Public health interventions such as contact
tracing, enhanced surveillance testing in the dormitories have also
lead to earlier detection and quarantine, thus preventing further
uncontrolled transmission among migrant worker living in the dor-
mitories [3].

While Singapore has made significant attempts to strengthen
its epidemiological response to pandemic crises, it is uncertain
whether the society is sufficiently resilient from the perspective
of public health emergency preparedness, public hygiene practices
as well as civic-mindedness. Singapore’s experience thus far sug-
gests that efficient and capable healthcare and surveillance systems
alone are not sufficient to ensure success in the containment of a
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pandemic. The current COVID-19 pandemic has shaken the inter-
national system with tremendous impact on the public health sys-
tem, and the daily lives of all individuals.

Community resilience as a framework can help us to better un-
derstand a community’s persistent capacity to overcome and re-
bound from adversity. Based on the conceptual framework by Anita
Chandra and colleagues [4], components of community resilience
include a number of domains: physical and psychological health,
communication, social connectedness and integration and involve-
ment of organisations (Fig. 1). An equally important element that
has not been emphasised sufficiently in this framework, is civic-
mindedness and social responsibility [5,6]. Indeed, collective re-
sponsibility, and the sacrifice of individual desires, is key in fight-
ing COVID-19 [7,12], especially in the protection of vulnerable and
at-risk populations.

In this commentary, we describe Singapore’s ongoing govern-
ment policies and community efforts in combating COVID-19. We
highlighted specific milestones related to the spread of COVID-19,
and the enactment of safety measures in Singapore (Table 1), and
areas that can be strengthened to enhance the community’s pre-
paredness in responding to future infectious disease outbreaks are
also discussed.

1. Physical health by population segments

The Ministry of Health of Singapore responded to the pan-
demic with a comprehensive medical strategy to detect COVID-19
early, reduce community-based transmission and ensure those in-
fected receive prompt treatment [8]. Singapore employed a test-
isolate-quarantine-contact trace strategy to reduce community-
based transmission [9]. At the start of the pandemic, only public
hospitals were equipped to carry out screening and diagnostic tests
for the virus. The capacity was expanded to include Public Health
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Levers of community resilience
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Core components of community resilience
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Fig. 1. Components community resilience (extracted from Anita Chandra and colleagues [4]).

Preparedness Clinics, which comprised a consolidation of private
primary care clinic to respond to public health emergencies. These
clinics, were activated to perform COVID-19 tests, provide investi-
gations and subsidised treatment for those with respiratory symp-
toms such as such as fever, cough, sore throat and runny nose [10].

As part of the medical strategy, community partners (private
general practitioners, private companies, volunteers) were engaged
to provide care for clinically stable cases and to rapidly set up com-
munity facilities for healthcare use. For example, 9 out of 10 pa-
tients with COVID-19 were treated in community facilities instead
of acute hospitals [11]. In addition, about 3,000 retired healthcare
professionals worked alongside active healthcare professionals and
military officers in these facilities to manage COVID-19 patients
that were stable and clinically well [12]. This whole-of-society ef-
fort prevented the tertiary systems from being overwhelmed and
kept fatalities rate low [13].

Strategies employed by the Singapore government had been
successful in controlling the virus transmission among citizens and
permanent residents. However, widespread transmission within
the migrant worker population highlighted the danger of under-
estimating the risk of contagion among vulnerable and hidden
groups of people within the community. World Health Organisa-
tion (WHO) defines community as groups of people that may or
may not be spatially connected, but share common interests, con-
cerns or identities [14]. In the case of a pandemic, the definition

of a community is no longer theoretical but essentially determines
the scope, coverage and impact of the policies across the popu-
lation segments. A common definition of community should be
adopted across government agencies and organisations. Such adop-
tion ensures that all segments of the population will be covered
by government policies and included for public health emergency
preparedness training [15,16].

In Singapore, the foreign workforce, accounts for 24%
(1,351,800) of the total population [17-19]. Of which, 23.9%
(323,000) of these migrant workers reside in dormitories, which
are often cramped. In addition, these workers work in high-density
and pressure-packed environments. Evidence had shown that a
complex interplay of factors (e.g. socio-economic factors, living
conditions, financial factors, language and cultural barriers to
healthcare access, behavioural risks) often leads to a higher risk
of infectious disease spread among migrant workers [20,21]. For
example, a survey reported low awareness of healthcare insurance
among migrant workers and majority of them delay in seeking
medical care and continued to work while sick [14]. Separately,
it was reported that migrant workers lived in cramped and ill-
ventilated rooms with limited space in communal areas such as
kitchens are toilets and subpar hygiene. These structural issues in
terms of housing and welfare coupled with low health awareness
encouraged infectious disease outbreak [22-24]|. Further, these
conditions made it challenging to implement safety measures
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Table 1
Timeline of COVID-19 pandemic in Singapore[92,93].

Date Events

Jan 3 Implementation of temperature screening for all inbound travellers from Wuhan

Jan 22 Temperature screening was expanded to all travellers coming in from China
Quarantine measures were extended to travellers with travel history to China within 14 days and displayed symptoms it is announced
Anyone with acute respiratory infection who had been to any hospital in China within 14 days were isolated in hospital in Singapore
Multi-ministry task force formed

Jan 23 First confirmed case was warded at Singapore General Hospital, contact tracing began
Temperature screening was implemented at all sea and land checkpoints

Jan 27 Children and pre-school employees in Singapore were given mandatory 14-day leave of absence (LOA) if they had travelled to mainland China
Singaporeans were advised against making non-essential trips to the Hubei province

Jan 29 All visitors with recent travel history to Hubei or with passports issued in Hubei were not allowed to enter or transit in Singapore

Feb 1 New visitors of any nationality with recent travel history to mainland China were not allowed to enter or transit in Singapore from 11.59pm on Feb 1
Four masks per household were handed out by the government, with advice to wear the masks only when unwell and visiting a doctor

Feb 4 First cluster at Yong Thai Hang medical hall

Feb 7 Disease Outbreak Response System Condition (DORSCON) level was raised to orange after more local cases emerged without links to previous cases or
travel history to mainland China
Workplaces were advised to carry out temperature screening and schools suspended inter-school and external activities till the end of the March
school holidays
Panic buying in supermarkets

Feb 10 The Ministry of Manpower (MOM) ordered all dormitories to step up cleaning and precautionary measures
All mass activities were suspended and the use of common dormitory facilities were staggered

Feb 17 A new stay-home notice was announced - a person on a stay-home notice cannot leave their residence for 14 days
All Singapore residents and pass holders returning from mainland China must complete a 14-day stay-home notice

Feb 25 Contact tracing team finds a link between the Life Church and Missions and the Grace Assembly of God clusters
First time serological testing was used to uncover a COVID-19 patient, who recovered before he/she was tested for the disease

Mar 3 All travellers from Iran, Northern Italy and South Korea were not allowed to transit or enter Singapore

Mar 10 Senior centric activities were suspended for 14 days from Mar 11

Mar 12 Mosques in Singapore were closed temporarily, after 90 Singaporeans attended a mass religious event in Kuala Lumpur that had been linked to
dozens of cases in other countries

Mar 13 Safe distancing measures were announced
All ticketed cultural, sports and entertainment events with 250 participants or more were deferred or cancelled

Mar 15 Anyone with recent travel history to ASEAN countries, Japan, Switzerland or the United Kingdom were issued a 14-day stay-home notice

Mar 18 All new and present work pass holders had to receive approval from MOM before coming back to Singapore
Upon arrival, stay-home notice must be served
Singaporeans were advised to defer all travel abroad

Mar 20 Stricter safe-distancing measures were rolled out in Singapore

Mar 21 Singapore announced first 2 deaths

Mar 22 All short-term pass holders were barred from entering or transiting in Singapore

Mar 26 All entertainment venues, places of worship, attractions and tuition centres were closed. Restrictions were put in place at malls, museums and
attractions. F&B outlets must ensure sufficient separation of dine-in areas

Mar 27 Remaining public places must reduce crowd density to one person per 16 square meters

Mar 30 First cluster detected at migrant workers dormitory

Apr 3 Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong announced a “circuit breaker” would run from Apr 7 to May 4. Only essential services could keep their premises
open, and all schools were and students shifted to home-based learning
Masks should be used when people leave the house for essential needs

Apr 7 Circuit breaker commenced

Apr 12 Stiffer penalties were introduced for those who continue to flout the rules -no more written warnings and a S$300 fine for the first offence

Apr 14 Mask-wearing outside of one’s house was mandatory

Apr 21 Extension of circuit breaker till June 1. The measures were also tightened, with barber and bubble teashops closing

Apr 30 Changi Airport Terminal 2 suspended operations for 18 months

Jun 1 The circuit breaker ended and Singapore entered Phase One of reopening. Parents and grandparents could receive up to two visitors at once, from the
same household

Jun 2 Schools re-opened, but only graduating students to attend daily lessons

Jun 19 Singapore moved to Phase Two of reopening. Dining-in was permitted, and households could receive up to five visitors

and for migrant workers to adhere to the measures implemented.
Hence, apart from existing regulations (e.g., pre-employment
testing, vaccination, routine medical examinations etc.), address-
ing behavioural factors related to hygiene and health-seeking
behaviours, and providing timely medical access are important
immediate policy responses to the gaps identified during the
pandemic. Specifically, continuous education on personal hygiene,
increasing the awareness and knowledge on healthcare insurance
coverage and entitlement, encouraging them to seek medical
help early, communicated in their native languages, and making
healthcare more accessible, are of paramount importance. For
example, regional healthcare centres have been set up within
dormitories to improve access to medical care [25]. Previously,
migrant workers need to travel out of their dormitories to seek
medical treatment. These newly set up medical centres greatly im-
prove medical access to the migrant workers, further encouraging

early treatment. For migrant workers who do not reside within
the dormitories, telemedicine has also been made available for
them [25]. To alleviate worries on healthcare costs, consultation
fees for acute respiratory illness, acute and chronic conditions
have been waived. Medication, and treatment for acute respiratory
illness are also provided at no costs to the workers [25]. Address-
ing concerns on healthcare costs, bringing healthcare nearer to
them and raising the awareness of the migrant workers, helped
encourage early medical treatment and will guard against future
infectious disease outbreaks. At the systems-level, attention to the
design of the dormitories for migrant workers, ensuring sufficient
ventilation and space in the communal areas (e.g., toilets, kitchen,
living space), limiting the number of people in each bedroom
and upkeeping hygiene standards of the living quarters will also
be crucial. Rethinking and raising the standards of living spaces
for migrant workers in the post-pandemic world will reduce the
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risk of future infectious disease outbreaks, and ensure measures
can be safely and easily implemented. Certainly, there are limits
to relying on private, profit-motivated entities to be responsible
for the building, maintenance of living spaces of the migrant
workers as well as for their welfare [26]. Hence, apart on the
reviews of laws on housing and living conditions of the migrant
workers, frequent checks and heavier penalties from authorities
will ensure dormitory operators upkeep the living standards of
the migrant workers. Continuous engagement between migrant
workers, private operators and government agencies will be key to
addressing the difficulties and concerns (e.g. increasing operating
costs) faced by different parties and make certain the standards
of the living and welfare of the migrant workers can be sustain-
ably maintained [26]. A crucial lesson learnt from the outbreak
within the dormitories is that living spaces for any segments
within the population should never be overlooked. In addition,
accessible healthcare and healthcare concerns, especially of the
vulnerable population should be addressed from the start. These
are ongoing efforts to address modifiable factors to contain the
spread of COVID-19 within the context of pandemic management,
but addressing systemic factors will also be essential for building
resilience for the society as a whole. Deploying and expanding
preventive measures is a step forward in improving the physical
health and welfare of this vital yet vulnerable population within
our community, thus, reducing the risk of future infectious disease
outbreak [20].

Besides attending to COVID-19 patients, the healthcare system
continued to care for patients with chronic diseases and individ-
uals with acute care needs. Medical communities in Singapore
rapidly switched to the use of telemedicine to ensure the conti-
nuity in medical care while reducing crowding of patients in med-
ical premises [27]. In support of video consultations, the Ministry
of Health extended the use of Community Health Assist Scheme
(CHAS) cards and Medisave (a national medical saving scheme)
for patients with stable chronic conditions (diabetes, hypertension,
lipid disorder, major depression, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder
and anxiety) to pay for video consultations starting early April [28].
Doctors were required to undergo telemedicine e-training prior to
the provision of video consultation. Video consultations were lim-
ited only to patients whom doctors had previous physical consul-
tations, to assess patient’s suitability for virtual consultations. No
doubt the use video consultation had been a useful solution dur-
ing this infectious disease outbreak. However, medical communi-
ties were aware that the use of technology in place of face-to-
face- consultations would be challenging and deemed unnatural
for some patients [29]. It should be highlighted that the success
of novel telehealth platforms will require a careful selection based
on factors such patient’s age, interests, physical capabilities, func-
tional independence, familiarity and access to technology [29].

2. Greater attention for psychological health

Apart from physical health, the COVID-19 pandemic also had an
effect on emotional and social functioning of individuals. The un-
certain nature of the crisis, imposition of unfamiliar public health
measures that infringed upon personal freedoms, large financial
losses, were among the major stressors contributing to widespread
emotional distress and increased risk for psychiatric symptoms
[30,31]. This crisis also resulted in more frequent relapses among
those with mental illnesses [32-34]. The elderly, in particular,
those who lived alone, were at high risk of depression and iso-
lation with the implementation of physical distancing. Closure of
schools and shifting to full home-based learning also resulted in
increased anxiety among school going children, especially those
from disadvantaged families.
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Mental health interventions and responses remained largely
slow and inadequate in Singapore. For example, allied health ser-
vices (e.g., private counselling and social work) were not cate-
gorised as essential services during the initial period of the cir-
cuit breaker. This meant that individuals suffering from mental
illnesses and those experiencing emotional distress were unable
to seek professional help. During the same period of time, most
workplaces were closed and full home-based learning were imple-
mented among primary and secondary schools. This meant that
working parents of young children had to juggle between work-
ing from home and preforming childrearing duties with little sup-
port. Closure of university and college campuses led to local stu-
dents from dysfunctional homes returning to potential pressure-
cooker environments [35] while international students were iso-
lated within their small rooms [35]. These disruptions in academic
and social life, uncertainties about examinations and graduation,
as well as diminishing career prospects with a looming recession
contributed to a sense of fear, worry and anxiety experience by
the students [35]. Separately, while the national budgets (Unity,
Resilience, Solidarity and Fortitude budgets) were intended to ad-
dress the effects of COVID-19, it did not have any direct allocation
of funds for mental healthcare support or research [31].

Recognising the profound and broad spectrum of psychologi-
cal impact [36], a national hotline was subsequently established
on April 10, along with other community-based hotlines [31], to
provide emotional and psychological support for the public. This
highlighted that a reactive policy might not be ideal. Instead,
early investments in mental healthcare infrastructure, programmes
and research to enhance the public’s psychological preparedness
were needed. For example, proactive identification of individuals
at higher risk of psychological morbidities is necessary for early
interventions [37]. Identification of vulnerable individuals (e.g., el-
derly who are living alone, individuals with existing mental health
conditions, student populations, and migrant workers) also ensures
that community-based organisations can frequently touch based
with them to assess their emotional and mental well-being and
to ensure that they are supported, especially during the COVID-19
period. Capacity building for community-based detection and man-
agement of mental health conditions has been ongoing as part of
the National Mental Health Blueprint efforts. The pandemic spot-
lighted the need to accelerate some of these efforts. Education and
training regarding psychosocial issues should be extended to com-
munity partners (e.g., general medical practitioners, community-
based volunteers and community-based nurses, school teachers
and university professors), who often act as the first line of sup-
port. Specifically, general medical practitioners can monitor psy-
chosocial needs, deliver resources and psychological support for
their patients, and if, needed, refer to the psychiatrists for fur-
ther management [38]. In addition, community partners also play
an important role in disseminating and communicating evidence-
based resources related to mental health, mental health triage and
referral and bereavement care to the public [37]. Adding up, these
strategies will strengthen the community’s mental health resilience
and reduce the possibility of developing psychiatric morbidities
[31].

Introduction of the circuit breaker meant that older persons
were unable to take part in their usual social or exercise ac-
tivities organised by the senior activity centres, day care cen-
tres. This meant that the older persons, especially those who live
alone, are forced to stay home, experiencing social isolation during
this period [39]. Anticipating the impact on the seniors, especially
those living alone, staff working in the senior activity centres and
community-based organisations, actively reached out to these vul-
nerable individuals and to check in on them. Government agencies
have also started to provide assistance to seniors to pick up ba-
sic digital skills, as evidence have shown that those who engaged
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in communication via the use of technology (smartphone apps to
message or video-call others) have a higher levels of well-being
and lower sense of social isolation [39]. First, schemes were made
available such that smartphones and internet plans are affordable
to the seniors. Second, digital ambassadors have been deployed to
various community centres, public libraries to encourage seniors to
attend programmes to pick up and strengthen digital literacy skills.
Further, redesigning living spaces, with an enclave of social support
will enable seniors to age gracefully in the privacy of their own
home, regardless of circumstances [40]. Intentionally reaching out
to our seniors to empower them with digital knowledge, rethink-
ing their living spaces, and continuously supporting them through
existing social networks will ensure that our elderlies continue to
be prepared for future public health emergencies.

During circuit breaker, Singapore schools shifted to full home-
based learning. To ensure students on financial assistance schemes
have adequate resources to access online learning and can be su-
pervised and supported by their teachers, they received devices
such as tablets, computers and dongles for internet access. Despite
the additional support from Ministry of Education and community-
based organisations, children from disadvantaged backgrounds in-
evitably still faced difficulties in adapting due to a lack of con-
ducive home environment or presence of a mature adult to facili-
tate learning [41]. In addition, students from disadvantaged homes
may also have to worry about parents losing their job, not hav-
ing enough to eat and fear over the possibility of domestic vio-
lence. In contrast, children whose parents have stable jobs, more
flexible working hours, proper living quarters may have less worry
and are able to enjoy more quality family time [42]. As such, early
investments and educational support, especially for children from
disadvantaged background is crucial to ensure they continue to be
engaged in education, especially during a pandemic. Social service
centres must also continue to take an active approach to reach out
to the vulnerable children to provide necessary support to main-
tain their well-being. A holistic support from government agencies
and community-based organisations is needed to prioritise educa-
tion and welfare for children from disadvantaged families.

3. Economic well-being

The economic cost and consequences of this pandemic is seri-
ous and devastating. With worldwide travel restrictions and cities
being in lockdown, the global economy has virtually come to a
stop [43,44]. This has resulted in economic fallout leading to last-
ing implications on the quantity and quality of jobs worldwide.
The international labour organisation estimated global unemploy-
ment to be more than 25 million, significantly more than the 2008
global financial crisis. Those who remain employed could expe-
rience a significant income loss [45]. Similarly, Singapore’s econ-
omy has been severely affected. Singapore gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) has been forecasted to shrink between 4% and 7% for
the year 2020. Retrenchments and unemployment are expected to
go up. The unemployment rate is projected to spike above 5 per
cent - higher than 4.1 per cent during the 2008 global financial
crisis and 4.5 per cent during the SARS outbreak [46]. Dispropor-
tionately affected are those with low education attainment, doing
manual jobs, front line service staff in food and beverage or hotel
industry [47]. Lower-income workers - those who earn less than
$3,000 per month - make up almost half who have experienced a
fall in salaries. Within this group, 51 per cent saw their incomes
fall by more than half [48]. Together, the evidence demonstrated
that the effects of a crisis are unevenly distributed across the pop-
ulation segment. As such, sociodemographic factors must be taken
into consideration when developing policies and support schemes.

In Singapore, having significant national reserves from past
budgetary savings has allowed the government to swiftly intro-
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duce a series of initiatives to protect jobs, support households
and companies. The Ministry of Finance unveiled a series of fis-
cal plans aimed at providing support for households, and workers,
and to stabilise and protect businesses during this time of eco-
nomic uncertainty. The Singapore government had dedicated close
to S$100 billion through four different budgets that were intro-
duced in quick succession: Unity, Resilience, Solidarity and Forti-
tude Budgets [49].

To mitigate the immediate effects of COVID-19 on unemploy-
ment and financial hardship, the budgets provided wage support
pegged at 25-75% of the first US$3,369 (US$ 1: S$1.37) gross
monthly salary and will be made available until March 2021. Other
various schemes such as the Workfare Special Payment, the Self-
Employed Person Income Relief Scheme (SIRS) and the COVID-19
Support Grant were also implemented to provide enable people
to hold on to their jobs or to provide income support for house-
holds [50]. To expand employment and up-skilling opportunities,
schemes such as SGUnited Jobs and Skills Package were created
[51]. The National Jobs Council, which included representatives
from the labour movement and business associations, had been set
up to coordinate efforts from all the government agencies, with the
primary objective to grow jobs and training opportunities for the
people [52]. Through these efforts, the government aims to cre-
ate 40,000 jobs, 25,000 traineeships and 30,000 paid skills training
places. To re-skill and adapt the labour force to a more uncertain
future, the plans included the provision of training opportunities
for workers, and to build innovation, research and development ca-
pabilities as well as digitising public and private sectors.

Separately, foreign worker levy rebate have been introduced
to waive foreign worker levies for companies [53]. The Singapore
Ministry of Manpower encouraged companies to continue paying
salaries to the migrant workers. Errant employers will not be able
to apply from anymore support schemes and work pass privileges
curtailed [53]. Furthermore, the Ministry also ensured that mi-
grant workers continued to be paid while under quarantine and
that their food, lodging and healthcare costs to be covered. To-
gether, these frameworks were designed to ensure that the job
support provided by the government is passed on to the workers
and helped ensure job security for migrant workers [54].

The Monetary Authority of Singapore further introduced flex-
ibility in loans and insurance premium payments for small and
medium enterprises to allow businesses and enterprises more
room to manoeuvre in the midst of current volatile economy [55].
The Ministry of Law also introduced the COVID-19 (Temporary
Measures) Act to provide for a deferment of contractual obliga-
tions, suspension of rental payment for up to six months and
prevents deposits paid from being forfeited [56]. These assistance
schemes will help to cushion employees and companies and pre-
vent complete fallout of the economies during this challenging pe-
riod. Mortgage deferment was also allowed to support borrowers
facing cash flow problems to allow the deferment of the repay-
ment of the principal or both principal and interest up to 31 De-
cember 2020.

The Singaporean government has adopted a multipronged ap-
proach on the economic front to protect jobs and reboot the econ-
omy. Efforts from private and public sector as well as a nation of
skilled, and capable people who seek continuous upgrade will sup-
port this endeavour. Given the positive correlation between econ-
omy, stable housing, individual productivity and health, taking care
of a community’s economic well-being, will influence its ability to
bounce back from the COVID-19 induced economic downturn [57].
Moving forward, it will also be important to monitor the longer-
term impact of this pandemic on various populations as the situ-
ation gradually improves. It difficult at this point to ascertain the
longer-run effects of COVID-19, especially on the vulnerable pop-
ulation. However, our current lessons have pointed that a wholis-
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tic, inclusive population wide approach may buffer the people from
the long drawn out effects of this pandemic and improve our long-
term community resilience.

4. Effective communication strategies to combat fake news and
to adopt a new behaviour

Fakes news and misinformation on COVID-19, have caused anx-
iety and confusion within the community [58]. To this, Singapore’s
approach has been to utilise various social media channels (e.g.,
WhatsApp, Telegram, Twitter), official website as well as tradi-
tional media communications to broaden access to information,
to convey clarifications as well as debunk falsehoods in an effi-
cient and timely manner [59]. Identification of source credibility,
exposing denial, and corrections that explain causal relationships
can be effective in countering misinformation [60]. However, it
should be highlighted that debunking misinformation using fact
checking and correction can be tedious due to the vast amount
of false information. Hence, preventive strategies should be intro-
duced during peacetimes to boost the public’s media and informa-
tion literacy by educating the public to spot fake news [61]. En-
hancing media and information literacy involve empowering read-
ers with critical thinking and analytical skills to evaluate the ac-
curacy of the information as well as the navigation skills to find
information online that is credible and reliable. These are essential
skills in identifying fake news and misinformation [62,63]. In addi-
tion to these strategies, encouraging responsible sharing practices
among individuals as well as instilling more stringent policies and
artificial intelligence algorithms to prevent and detect fake news
among social media platforms are useful preventive approaches
[64].

Effective communication by the government, community lead-
ers or community-based organisations plays an influential role in
changing behaviours. As such, engaging perceived trusted voiced
for targeted audiences and establishing social norms and commu-
nity support had been highlighted to be effective in changing be-
haviours [60]. In Singapore, the multi-ministry task force provided
daily updates and advice on safety measures for the public. The
trust in the government had a direct impact on the adoption of so-
cially responsible behaviours [65]. In addition, to best persuade the
target population, an understanding of their motivation and what
appeals to them most, will be essential [60]. Messaging approaches
may emphasise on the benefits to the recipient, focusing on pro-
tecting others, aligning with the recipient’s moral values, appealing
to social consensus or scientific norms [60]. In Singapore, messages
to the elderly population to adhere to the safety measures were
focused on the benefits to the recipient, highlighting that stay-
ing home during the circuit breaker period was for their personal
safety. On the other hand, the message to the general population
not only explained the science behind the measures but also high-
lighted that compliance kept the seniors safe. This two-prong mes-
sage emphasised on the scientific explanation of the measures and
at the same time, appealed to the recipient’s moral values [66,67].
The communication strategy adopted by the Singapore government
led to an overall general compliance of precautionary measures.

In summary, understanding what works for the target popu-
lation and tailoring the message to the audience is essential for
effective communication between the government and the public.
Moving forward, leaders will also need to turn to psychological and
behavioural sciences to examine what strategies can be employed
to ensure the changed behaviour is sustained.

5. Civic-mindedness and responsibility

One of the main responses triggered during a pandemic is fear.
Fear can result in changes in behaviour. If an individual feels help-
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less in dealing with the threat, it can result in defensive reac-
tions and panic [68]. In times of chaos and uncertainties, peo-
ple act blindly and excessively out of self-preservation. An exam-
ple is the response of ‘panic-buying’ observed when the disease
outbreak response system (DOSRCON) orange was announced in
Singapore [69]. On the other spectrum, in the presence of threat,
people may also exhibit optimism bias, where an individual be-
lieve that bad things are less likely to befall oneself [60,70]. This
cognitive bias can result in a behaviour where people take fewer
safety precautions or less likely to adhere to safety measures rec-
ommended [70]. For example, not wearing a mask in public or
adhering to physical distancing. The negative emotions and reac-
tions triggered by this pandemic, such self-centred interest, fear,
sense of panic, optimism bias will override individuals’ sensibil-
ity, resulting in the violation of measures, negligently or know-
ingly [71], undermining the precautionary measures that have been
implemented.

Civic-mindedness is a culture and involves a sense of responsi-
bility towards one’s community (local, national or global), to each
other and the society [40,41]. In a community with strong civic-
mindedness, people, individually and collectively feel empowered
to do the right things [72]. This requires the society to try to pre-
serve privacy and individual liberty while ensuring that individu-
als also strive to achieve more public good through good behaviour
[72,73], ultimately gearing towards social and societal betterment.

In Singapore, numerous campaigns have been initiated over the
years to create a culture and societal norm where people clean up
after themselves as acts of graciousness and consideration for oth-
ers [74], to improve public and personal hygiene. Schools have also
implemented cleaning activities to help students cultivate good
habits [75]. However, sustained progress in behaviour change and
mind set shift toward a more conscientious, caring and compas-
sionate society has yet to be achieved [76].

On the other hand, in Japan and Taiwan, it is a social norm
and a sign of consideration for others, to wear a mask when one
is unwell (with cold or flu) to avoid infecting others [77-79]. The
Japanese regard civic-mindedness and responsibility as second na-
ture as they believe that one should be conscious of cleanliness.
For example, the Japanese commonly practice “cough etiquette”
where they cough into a tissue and dispose of it properly as a
sign of consideration [78,80]. Hand washing and sanitising is also
a big part of the Japanese way of life where hand sanitisers are
common sightings in offices and shops. It stems from a belief that
one should be cleaned before interacting with the another party, to
avoid passing on germs and viruses [78]. During the fight against
the pandemic, the Taiwanese had also cooperated fully by comply-
ing with the measures implemented and follow physical distanc-
ing guidelines voluntarily [81-83]. This self-discipline is driven by
the belief that everyone has an important role to play in fighting
this pandemic. The high level of civic-mindedness and responsibil-
ity that the Taiwanese and Japanese have been known for is trans-
lated in their habits and behaviour, and has played a key role in
the containment of the virus.

People’s behaviour is often influenced by social norms such
as perceived action of the others or is also regulated by moral
norms and values. Social enforcement encouraged people to em-
brace and internalise shared guidelines, making them motivated to
do what is considered right while avoiding behaviours that seem
wrong, and not having to not rely on law enforcements [84]. As
such, it may be effective for local campaign messaging to incorpo-
rate morality, cooperation, kindness and compassion to encourage
pro-social behaviours, thereby improving civic-mindedness and re-
sponsibility among individuals. Moving forward, healthcare officers
and policy makers will need to draw on evidence from behavioural
and social sciences to enhance communication on improving civic-
mindedness of the people.
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6. Social connectedness and integration and involvement of
organisations

Empowerment of individuals, developments of social networks,
and partnerships among organisations are major components of
community resilience. During an acute phase of an emergency,
essential items (e.g.: masks, hand sanitisers, first aid equipment)
may be unavailable. Under such circumstances, leveraging on em-
powered individuals and available resources within the community
will be an effective solution. In the initial period of COVID-19, face
masks and sanitisers were in short supply. In response, individu-
als in the local community banded together to sew and distribute
reusable masks, especially for children and vulnerable populations.
In residential buildings, residents had also taken the initiative to
strap alcohol wipes and bottles of hand sanitisers in elevators for
community use [85]. These community efforts played a role in al-
leviating public anxiety during uncertain times and were excellent
examples of empowered and connected individuals assuming re-
sponsibility during a crisis period. Individuals and organisations in
Singapore had also initiated various activities, such as food deliv-
ery to students on quarantine and migrant workers, providing elec-
tronic devices to low-income families with children, checking in
on vulnerable populations, providing grocery shopping services for
senior citizens. Continuous efforts to build on social cohesion and
forging a sense of common identity and commitment for the com-
munity will translate to a sense of collaboration. This will ensure
that individuals continue to look out for each other to strengthen
the resilience of the community.

Strong partnership between community-based organisations
and government agencies are key to provide integrated care for the
community. Often, community-based organisations have a good
understanding of the social demographics and needs of the local
population. This meant that they were able to identify the most
vulnerable and actively reach out to them. For example, while
many of the community-based programmes were suspended dur-
ing the circuit breaker period, these organisations continued to
provide weekly phone or face-to-face checks on frail or home-
bound seniors who live alone or lack a competent caregiver [86].
In addition, a strong rapport between community-based organisa-
tions and residents meant they are best positioned to effectively
communicate best practices to empower residents. Thus, partner-
ships between government agencies partnerships and community-
based partners will ensure information from healthcare systems
and government agencies will be effectively communicated to the
intended population [87]. An exemplary example of essential inter-
agency cooperation was the contact tracing teams of the Ministry
of Health, Singapore Police Force, Singapore Armed Forces, and vol-
unteers for the purposes of rapidly determining the links between
individuals confirmed with COVID-19 and their contacts. Similarly,
Singapore’s biomedical research and laboratory community were
quickly mobilised and worked together to develop the world’s first
SARS-CoV-2 serological test to rapidly detect neutralising antibod-
ies without need for containment facilities or live biological ma-
terials [88]. Put together, close collaboration between community-
based agencies and government agencies are essential in providing
prompt assistance to the public and in tackling any crisis.

7. Summary

This experience provided important reminders and lessons for
Singapore for managing the effects of future infectious disease out-
breaks that might be applied to other countries. First, the out-
breaks that occurred within the dormitories were an important
caution, in particular to resource limited, low- or middle-income
countries with a larger congregation of people living in informal
housing [89]. Second, continuous investment in the public health
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surveillance and health systems, will ensure that the systems are
prepared for any future outbreaks. Close collaborative efforts be-
tween private and public healthcare institutions during this pan-
demic demonstrated the importance of enhancing cohesiveness
within the local healthcare system. This strong partnership added
much-needed bed space and manpower [90]. This has been key
in keeping COVID-19 death rate low while effectively managing
the rate of infection in the community. Third, clear and up-to-
date accessible communication between government agencies and
the public, had been key in reducing anxiety and confusion about
safety measures introduced in the community. Fourth, cultivating a
culture of strong community cohesiveness has led to the majority
of the public adhering to safe distancing measures and to act in a
more sustainable manner, especially during this pandemic [91].

These lessons learnt are clear examples on the need to build
community resilience during peace time. Efforts in building com-
munity resilience can be focused into 4 main areas - physical and
psychological health, economic well-being, communication, social
connectedness and integration and involvement of organisations,
with the addition of civic-mindedness and responsibility. Invest-
ments in these areas will be crucial in helping communities miti-
gate challenges, unite individuals to bounce back from the gravest
of adversities. Moving forward, more research will also be needed
to examine the longitudinal psycho-socio- and community impact
of COVID-19. A holistic understanding of the coping mechanism
of the community, in particular the vulnerable and at-risk groups
during this pandemic will inform policy and practice to enhance
future public health responses and supportive programmes.
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