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Competence in a crisis: the new marker of soft power in a 
chaotic world
Caitlin Byrne

Aside from its devasting human impact, Covid-19 has revealed deep social, economic and political fault 
lines in and across the global system. How states and other global actors engage in this system and the 
extent to which they mine, obscure or seek to bridge emerging fault lines for advantage will reflect on 
their soft power.

The soft-power balance sheet

China and the US, already locked into a contest for narrative and influence, will play hard to win the 
international soft-power game. Yet, using tactics that speak to an era past, both look set to stumble.

The US experience offers critical lessons. Last year’s Soft power 30 report marked the third consecutive 
decline in America’s annual global soft-power ranking (McClory 2019). In overall rankings, that’s not 
necessarily all that remarkable a drop (after all, the US still maintains a top 5 spot in the index), but it’s 
nonetheless a striking trend for the global superpower, which under President Trump has demonstrated 
extraordinary consistency in its ability to disappoint, both at home and on the global stage.

Jonathan McClory argues that the Trump administration doesn’t care for soft power. And yet Trump’s 
narcissistic preoccupation with the spotlight, his penchant for spectacle and his reliance on the hype 
of the crowd—whether real or virtual—which all point to a desire for admiration and influence, suggest 
otherwise. However, as the embodiment of ‘America first’, Trump’s profoundly self-interested approach, 
accompanied by his disdain for diplomacy and disinterest in multilateralism and global leadership, 
indicate that he and his team have utterly misread the 21st-century soft-power equation—an outcome 
that can only be to the detriment of America’s global influence.

Most damaging of all, though, has been Trump’s reckless, ill-informed leadership on full display this year 
through the Covid-19 crisis, now amplified in the wake of George Floyd’s death as social unrest and violent 
protest rage across the deeply divided country.

With the prospect of a domestic election dominating the American political agenda for the remainder 
of this year and depleted diplomatic and institutional resources to draw on around the globe, it will be 
difficult for the US to recover the soft-power ground it has already ceded. A Biden win in November’s 
election may go some way, at least initially, towards repairing the damage done, but, even so, America’s 
longer term soft-power standing remains uncertain (Figure 2).
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Figure 2:  Divided, diminished, distracted and dangerous

China, too, seeking to gain strategic advantage as it emerges from the coronavirus crisis, has misread 
the 21st-century soft-power brief.1 At pains to control and reinvent the narrative of the coronavirus 
outbreak, the nation’s diplomats have taken a sharp turn towards propagandist and aggressive means of 
international reputation management (Callick 2020). It’s a strategy that’s yet to win favour with audiences 
around the world, partly because the portrayal of unalloyed Chinese Government success in combating 
the pandemic jars with the facts, and partly because aggressive and coercive tactics do little to build 
confidence or trust in diplomacy.

And, just as Covid-19 has reaffirmed the US’s turn away from multilateralism, so too has it revealed China’s 
efforts to leverage influence in international organisations, including the World Health Organization, to 
advance its own position at the expense of wider shared interests (Associated Press 2020). That’s not 
unusual as far as diplomatic tactics go, but as revelations emerge that such influence may have delayed 
global responses to Covid-19, it will further undermine the rising power’s reputation.

It’s easy to be cynical about the place of soft power in today’s global landscape when reviewing the recent 
examples set by China and the US. And yet, as the world moves into various stages of post-Covid recovery, 
the ability of states to generate influence, including through engagement, setting agendas, building 
coalitions and convening experts—that is, by wielding soft power—will only become more important.

So, what lessons can be drawn from the Covid-19 experience that might position soft power as a 
dimension of effective statecraft fit for the challenging post-Covid world ahead? Four key lessons 
stand out.

Be competent

First, competence delivers credibility. There’s no getting around it. While the ‘performance of the 
superpowers has been unimpressive; … smaller, more agile countries, with rational politicians and 
effective bureaucracies, have done better’ (Fullilove 2020).

Nations that can competently respond to crises, maintain calm and cohesion and protect the lives and 
livelihoods of their people at home and abroad stand out. Through demonstrated competence they gain 
the necessary credibility and legitimacy that builds influence on the global stage.

While the US, China and many European nations have struggled in the face of Covid-19, others, including 
Singapore, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, Germany, New Zealand and Australia, although far from perfect, 
are the exemplars.
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For Australia, a strong Covid-19 response has delivered a much-needed boost in international credibility. 
Coming on the heels of a devastating bushfire season—during which images of the nation on fire were 
accompanied by global criticisms of lagging climate change policies—the Covid-19 crisis has allowed 
Australia to recover lost ground in the international perception stakes. But Australia’s experience also 
demonstrates that soft-power strength requires ongoing investment. Complacency now would be 
a problem.

And the challenge is far from over. Competency in managing crises at home must translate into 
competency in managing crises in the regional and global arenas.

Middle powers, especially, as they emerge from crisis, should prioritise and invest in international policy 
resources and skills to support effective, agile and coherent diplomacy in any arena. It’s an investment 
required not only within designated foreign policy portfolios, but increasingly across the spectrum 
of public portfolio agencies that now have international responsibilities and, importantly, at all tiers 
of government.

Be expert

The second and related lesson underscores the importance of experts and expertise. Covid-19 brought 
medical and health experts into the spotlight alongside political leaders and politicians to deliver 
important messages to public audiences.

They’ve provided an important reminder that, in times of crisis, experts can and should play a key role in 
reinforcing credibility, demonstrating competency and gaining the trust of public audiences in ways that 
political and bureaucratic counterparts are simply unable to. It’s a lesson that bodes well for the role of 
experts on other significant issues, such as climate change, into the future.2

Again, expertise should not be constrained to the domestic environment but bring important 
international reach and opportunities for cooperation. Australian expertise on a range of significant 
issues—from nuclear safeguards to innovation, from sport to global health—is valued. Australians already 
occupy a number of key leadership and expert positions at the international level, and more should be 
encouraged. Visibility and an ability to contribute technical expertise to multilateral agencies, boards and 
federations is a significant strength that brings influence, standing and voice and allows Australia to shape 
global policy and decision-making processes.3

There’s no escaping the fact that most international expert bodies can be notoriously political. 
Sometimes representation comes at a price, and participation can give rise to new obligations. These are 
the familiar concerns of ‘negative globalism’ in play (Morrison 2019). But when it comes to advocacy and 
influence, it’s far more important to be in the room and at the table, rather than absent or uninvited. The 
pandemic offers a timely wake-up call for states to reinvest in the capacity of multilateral organisations 
through active participation, or risk losing capacity and influence when it’s needed most.

As a side note, in the recovery years ahead, Australian technical expertise, especially in health, science 
and technology, will not only be in greater demand but may also offer new opportunities for international 
cooperation—a soft-power moment that shouldn’t be missed. Yet ensuring sufficient talent to contribute 
to global problem-solving demands a national commitment to and investment in the nation’s education 
and research institutions and agencies.
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While research and education have played a prominent role in Australia’s economic success and 
soft-power profile to date, Covid-19 has exposed major vulnerabilities in the nation’s higher education 
system. The drop in international student enrolments has hit hard on university bottom lines in the 
immediate term and is set to wipe out future research investment over the longer term (Grant 2020).

Universities around the nation face the prospect of irreparable damage, with major implications for 
Australia’s engagement and influence in the region and globally for some time to come. From a soft-power 
perspective, there’s good reason to be concerned about the short-sighted and patchy political response 
to the longer term future of Australia’s education system. To be fair, universities aren’t blameless in 
this scenario either, having failed, despite many warnings, to mitigate the risks of an inherently flawed 
international education business model (Kelly 2020).

Be authentic

The third lesson is a simple one. In her article about surviving Covid-19, Aisha Ahmad makes the point 
that ‘Now more than ever, we must abandon the performative and embrace the authentic’ (Ahmad 2020). 
And so it is with soft power. The time for governments to lay out the ‘fields of cloth of gold’ has well and 
truly passed. Today’s audiences crave and respond to the kind of authenticity that speaks to meaningful 
connection and cooperation, over indulgence and enthralment.

Former Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Secretary Peter Varghese makes this point, referring 
to the centrality of the connections generated by people ‘through networks in the arts, in business, in 
education and in all the other nooks and crannies of community life which underpin people-to-people 
relationships’ (Varghese 2013). Authenticity comes through organic and two-way forms of dialogue and 
engagement in which ideas are contested, experiences are shared and trust is gained over time.

And so, against this backdrop, the Australian Government’s recent launch of the $17.1 million PacificAus 
initiative, making Australian television content available to broadcasters throughout the Pacific, appears 
somewhat incongruous.

As part of a multipronged strategy to rebuild Australian influence while countering Chinese interest in the 
region, PacificAus smacks of the performative, with little bearing on Pacific island communities’ interests, 
needs or indeed their own stories. As Jemima Garrett (2020) points out, ‘watching rich white people 
renovate their homes won’t deepen the connection to the Pacific or overcome a perception that Australia 
is paternalistic.’

The danger from such soft-power missteps is that, at best, they have limited or no impact. At worst, they 
demonstrate tone deafness that can do real damage to important regional relationships. Investing in 
Pacific stories and voices would produce a far more authentic soft-power outcome.

Start at home

The fourth and final point is the simplest of all: soft power starts at home. It holds true that the 
perceptions outsiders generally hold of a place are often informed by the visible interactions that occur—
between people, cultures, institutions—within that place.
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As borders closed and cities around the world moved into lockdown, the everyday interactions between 
citizens in their own communities have come sharply into view. Heightened levels of fear and distrust, 
especially prevalent during times of crisis, have played into xenophobic tendencies, affecting interactions 
among people everywhere.

States that demonstrate a willingness to acknowledge and respond to issues of inequality, disadvantage 
and intolerance within their own borders build their soft-power profile from within. Those that support or 
are complicit in systemic or structural forms of inequality, especially in the post-Covid world, are likely to 
detract from their soft-power capacities over the long term.

Australia is well placed to develop its soft power capacities as it approaches a post-Covid world. As a key 
dimension of 21st-century statecraft, soft power offers an essential counterweight and complement to 
hard-power strategies. But further investments in contemporary soft power assets fit for the complex 
landscape ahead are required now. This includes investment in better and more coordinated international 
policy and engagement capacity, in the development of expertise in critical policy domains, and in 
building authentic partnerships in our region for the long term. It’s low cost and generally low risk. Getting 
soft power right offers the most concrete grounding from which to build Australia’s standing and influence 
in a difficult and uncertain world.
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