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Background
For its second Digital Masterclasses webinar, the Committee of the Regions (CoR) invited communication experts coming from government, civil society and local authority backgrounds to share best practices and tips for an effective social media presence during the COVID-19 crisis. 
171 participants signed up for the webinar, of whom 101 followed the session live.
Speakers: 
· Inna-Pirjetta Lahti, Head of Inspiration and Founder of PING Helsinki
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/innastus/ 
Twitter: @innastus

· Valeriia Voshchevska, Global Social Media Manager at Amnesty International
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/valeriia-voshchevska-59621248/
Twitter: @Val_Voshchevska

· Alba Garavet, Head of Europe Direct Torino;
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/alba-garavet-42373643/  
Twitter: @albaGaravet
Moderator: 
Achim Ladwig, Head of Unit for Social and digital media, publications at the CoR
Welcome and introductory remarks: 
Alzbeta Tkadlcikova, Social Media Officer at the CoR

A recording of the session is available on YouTube: www.cor.europa.eu/webinar-recording.go







Key takeaways
The webinar started with a round of presentations by each speaker. 
Inna-Pirjetta Lahti, PING Helsinki: Working with influencers to support the Finnish crisis response
In a crisis, social media influencers can help disseminate useful information and provide an example, but research showed that influencers can also share false information, tend to avoid controversial topics - including politics - and may struggle with fact checking.
Based on earlier collaborations between the Finnish Media Pool (part of the National Emergency Supply Agency) and PING Helsinki, it took only four days to launch the #Coronafacts project to support the Finnish government's response to COVID-19.
Before COVID-19:
To help fight disinformation in the lead-up to national elections in 2019, PING Helsinki updated its Ethics code for social media influencers with guidelines on fact checking. The ethics code is available in English: https://pingethics.fi/en/tietoa/ 
The Handbook for reliable social media influencers, also a result of collaboration with Mediapool, was developed to help social media content creators increase their reliability. The handbook is available in English: https://influencerhandbook.fi/ 
The #Coronafacts project in brief: 
Coordination by the Finnish Mediapool, messaging input from the Prime Minister’s office, production of influencer-friendly material by PING Helsinki, dissemination of materials by social media influencers.
#Coronafacts bulletin disseminated initially to 900 influencers on a daily basis, then to up to 2000 on a weekly basis, with an English version going out to another 800 influencers each month. An open channel of communication between the influencers and PING Helsinki was permanently maintained.
PING Helsinki reached out to all influencer agencies in Finland and 100 influencers were contacted personally.
Influencers were provided with content for Instagram, TikTok and YouTube.
· Questions for the authorities that were collected from social media were answered in video format
Materials produced in Finnish, Swedish and English. 
Results to date: 
Rise in the number of followers of the government social media channels, broad media coverage, perception that sufficient information was available for the influencers involved in the project, evidence that young people appreciate receiving information from their media heroes.  
More importantly, there is now a precedent in engaging social media influencers pro bono in government crisis communications, a model that can be replicated in future crises.  
Valeriia Voshchevska, Amnesty International: Creating communities and meaningful connections
· Situations and stories are always evolving. With this in mind, Amnesty’s communication activities have been adapting as the COVID-19 crisis has developed. The focus has shifted from calling out censorship, to condemning racism, fostering solidarity by emphasising the need for humanity, hope and kindness, encouraging renewed engagement in online activism, and raising awareness about the responsibility of politicians with regard to human rights. 
· Fighting apathy and isolation have been key to Amnesty’s social media strategy in the COVID-19 context. 
Tips for fighting apathy and isolation on social media: 
· Provide audiences with crucial information on COVID-19, even if your focus is usually on other themes;
· Keep your followers up-to-date with relevant news;
· Create a supportive online community by engaging as much as possible with your followers and by providing them with ways to engage with each other;
· Offer opportunities for people to help 
· Share content that people feel they can affiliate with, based on shared values. 
What Amnesty International did:
· To encourage a sense of solidarity and connection, Amnesty embraced a hope-based approach.
· Amnesty shared dedicated content on COVID-19. For example, it commissioned freelance illustrators around the world to express creatively what the COVID-19 crisis meant in their communities.
· Amnesty also approached the COVID-19 crisis as a time for reflection on themes that unite us all, such as “What will the world look like after COVID-19?"
· To stimulate community engagement, Amnesty disseminated information on ways to help.
· During the lockdown, Amnesty took the opportunity to promote its online courses on human rights activism. 
· Supporters were invited to continue raising awareness about important themes, such as racism or surveillance, as they emerged in the context of the pandemic.
Going forward
COVID-19 is also changing the way in which activism and campaigning takes place. In the future, one of the priorities is to increase the capacities of the organisation’s members and supporters to engage in digital campaigning, as well as to innovate in terms of using digital tools to research human rights violations. Work on digital research is already underway.

Alba Garavet, EDIC/Città Metropolitana di Torino: How mayors in the Metropolitan City of Turin responded to the emergency crisis
· The Department for communication and relations with citizens and the territory of the Metropolitan City of Turin is part of a local administration in charge of the city of Turin and of 315 surrounding municipalities. 
· A key challenge during the lockdown and state of emergency was the absence of direct contact between local administrations and the local communities they serve.
· To help the mayors in the territory of the Metropolitan City of Turin to maintain a sense of connection and community between each other and with their constituents, the department invited them to send a message of solidarity and hope to citizens by sharing their experiences and updates publicly, in video format.  
· More than 50 testimonials were shared on YouTube, gathering over 20 000 views. Key themes emerging from the testimonials included: solidarity, support for those in need, free delivery of food and masks, the importance of voluntary work, psychological support, space for young people. 
· A short presentation of the project is available in English on YouTube:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nlO488lMZc4&feature=youtu.be

Key lessons:
· The digital divide remains a challenge, but significant progress in terms of communication has been catalysed by the COVID-19 crisis.
· In the context of COVID-19, many mayors are recognising the benefits of establishing an institutional presence on social media and are creating social media accounts for the first time.
· At local level, offline engagement has nevertheless remained the preferred and most reliable way of engaging with local communities. Existing local networks continue to be the most important, especially during a crisis.

Going forward
· The crisis has mobilised the Metropolitan City of Turin to set up a new online mechanism for communication with the representatives of the local authorities from the territory, on a weekly basis, opening up possibilities for better coordination and stimulating closer cooperation. The intention is to continue building on this new model of engagement.




Questions
Question 1: Which organisations and projects have stood out, in your opinion, in terms of their use of social media during the COVID-19 crisis? 
Inna-Pirjetta Lahti: The European Commission, for offering a different perspective and covering other themes than the ones prominent at the national level.
Valeriia Voshchevska: The way in which the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies succeeded in engaging with younger audiences by reaching out to them via TikTok.
Alba Garavet: The efforts of public administrations at the national, regional and local levels to bridge the digital divide, adapt to working online and improve their communications is admirable. We hope that the progress made in these difficult circumstances will continue after the crisis.

Question 2: How did PING Helsinki select the influencers it worked with?
Inna-Pirjetta Lahti:  All influencers who were interested in contributing were able to join the initiative and to receive the #Coronafacts bulletin. More extensive research was carried out to identify the 100 influencers with whom the engagement was deeper, looking at demographics and key topics of interest. The goal was to find influencers whose values aligned with the goals of the project.

Question 3: How do you motivate influencers to work without being paid? Do you call them ambassadors? How frequently are you in contact with them? 
Inna-Pirjetta: In the #Coronafacts project, the influencers participated pro bono. However, the collaboration was perceived as a win-win, because the influencers had the opportunity to learn in the process – for example by discovering the Handbook for influencers – and to gain recognition as professionals and trustworthy partners for influencer marketing collaborations. 
As working with influencers is essentially human-to-human marketing, PING Helsinki pays particular attention to keeping in regular contact with the influencers, remaining available for questions, offering support and giving feedback and thanks.
Valeriia Voshchevska: Influencer-produced content, whether for commercial or non-profit purposes, performs better than paid advertising. Recognising this, and in solidarity with the people whose incomes are diminished by the crisis, Amnesty remunerates the content creators it engages with on COVID-19, in particular illustrators. 
Alba Garavet: From the perspective of local authorities, the challenge is to make the mayors the new influencers, by encouraging them to bring their own personal touch when communicating on COVID-19. During the crisis, the interest on social media in communications coming from local authorities has been higher than usual. 

Question 4: Did you have to deal with fake news in your work? How did you approach this?
Alba Garavet: During the crisis, we have observed a higher level of trust in public institutions at the national, regional and local levels than usual, which helps reduce disinformation.
Valeriia Voshchevska: The best thing to do is to provide verified counter-information, pointing to publicly available information and trusted sources. To be effective, identify those channels and spaces where disinformation is proliferating and address problematic narratives there. This may require engaging with unfamiliar audiences or on unfamiliar channels. Using the term "fake news" is problematic. We should instead expose "fake news" as lies. 
Inna-Pirjetta: For the #Coronafacts project, influencers primarily helped disseminate information shared by the public authorities. Their focus was not on content production. This is also why they were not paid. The approach has proven effective in terms of combatting disinformation, especially among young people, because the information shared by the influencers on social media reinforced the messages communicated by the public authorities elsewhere in the news. 
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