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░ ABSTRACT: Explores whether the changing context of COVID-19 requires new leadership skills in organizations and, 
perhaps even, a new context-specific leadership theory. Fourteen professional blogs and reports related to leadership skills and 
practices in response to COVID-19, published in the professional online literature during the height of the pandemic (March 16 - 
December 20, 2020) were reviewed in terms of suggested new leadership style dimensions and contrasted with the tenets of 
existing academic leadership theories. The proponents of an emerging leadership style advocate that in dealing with the pandemic, 
leaders must be able to manage their organizations in turbulent times, lead a distributed workforce of individuals and teams, and 
become a resilient leader themselves. 

Synthesis: The analysis suggests the leadership dimensions called for during the pandemic were already present in 
transformational leadership theories (e.g., authentic, shared feminine, servant and crisis leadership theories) but that the pandemic 
provided the structural break accelerating the existing transformational leadership paradigm. COVID-19 also confirmed leadership 
matters and the command-and-control leadership style—still prevalent in many of our top-down bureaucratic organizations—is 
outdated. 
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░ 1. INTRODUCTION 
COVID-19 is the impetus for people to argue that a new 
leadership paradigm is needed. How do we redefine leadership 
practice in the changing context of COVID-19? Since the 
spread of the pandemic, a number of professionally circulating 
editorials, opinion blogs, articles, and reports have been 
arguing that the disruption in the workplace requires a new set 
of leadership skills due to the ‘Covid effect’. Crucible events 
like a global pandemic are often responsible for creating 
disruption [1]. Without doubt, the changing context due to 
COVID-19 provided the structural break that was the impetus 
for a significant management paradigm shift needed for the 4th 
industrial revolution. The coronavirus not only accelerated 
managing in a new world of work but made disruption a 
mainstream reality for all companies. Within a matter of 
weeks, companies around the world and their employees made 
a successful shift to the ‘dynamic open talent’ paradigm [2] 
including work from home that could have taken decades 
without the unpredicted precedent of a global pandemic. 

░ 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
Leadership is both a science (based on theories and empirical 
evidence) and an art (based on daily practice). There is a vast 
body of literature on leadership and more business books on 
leadership than on any other management topic. Leadership is 

context-specific in terms of time and place. Classic leadership 
theories have evolved as a result of the changing worldviews 
and empirical examination of the basic premises of each 
theory. Over time, all subsequent (leadership) theories refute, 
confirm, or refine the ‘originals.’ The extant leadership 
theories can be classified in various ways. This review of 
leadership theories uses a chronological timeline and common 
headings to organize the theories in groups with similar 
reference frames and tenets. 

The Great man theory is one of the earliest leadership theories 
based on historical studies of great men. Leadership was 
attributed to individuals who have inborn characteristics. 
According to this theory, a person capable of leading has the 
personality traits (e.g., charm, confidence, intellect, 
communication skills, and social aptitude) of a leader from 
birth, which set them apart from others (i.e., the masses). 
Example of the hereditary trait leadership theory is Thomas 
Carlyle’s Great Man Leadership [3]. Trait theories also view 
leadership ability as innate (‘born’) and based on distinctive 
physical and mental traits. Example of the trait leadership 
theory is Francis Galton’s hereditary leadership [4]. 
Leadership traits mentioned are intelligence, clear and strong 
values, and a high level of personal energy [5]. It should be 
noted that the great man and trait leadership theories are 
denounced as pro-eugenics (i.e., people are born better). In 
behavioral theories, the focus is on leadership behaviors rather 
than traits. Leadership effectiveness relates to how people 
behave and act. Effective leadership is the result of many 
learned or acquired skills (i.e., an individual can learn to 
become a good leader by taking specific actions). The goal is 
to identify dimensions of leadership behavior associated with 
performance effectiveness. In the Ohio State University 
studies, initiating structure and showing consideration are two 
dimensions of leadership behavior [6]. The University of 
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Michigan research focuses on employee-centered and 
production-centered behaviors [7]. Contingency theories 
propose that no one way or style of leadership may be 
applicable to all internal and external dimensions of an 
environment. In other words, there are variables influencing 
any particular situation, and a leader must choose the right 
course of action while taking into account those variables.  
Situational leadership—the most developed contingencies 
theory—stresses the importance of situational variables, and 
doesn’t consider any one leadership style to be better than the 
others. Situations differ, and the most appropriate leadership 
qualities and actions vary from situation to situation. The best 
styles of leadership depend on the qualities of the leader, the 
characteristics of the follower, and the nature of the situation. 
In contingency leadership theories, the leader is the focus in 
the leader-subordinate relationship. In situational leadership 
theories, subordinates play a pivotal role in the leader-follower 
dyad. Examples of contingency/situational leadership theories 
are Martin Evans and Robert House’s path-goal theory of 
leadership [8, 9] Fred Fiedler’s contingency model and least 
preferred co-worker theory [10], Fred Fiedler and Joe Garcia’s 
cognitive resource leadership theory [11], Paul Hersey and 
Ken Blanchard’s situational leadership model [12, 13], and 
Robert Blake and Jane Mouton’s managerial grid [14]. Style 
leadership theories search for attributes and competencies that 
exemplify the leaders rather than their traits. Leadership 
requires vision and is a matter of style as well as substance. 
Examples of style leadership theories are Kurt Lewin’s 
leadership styles [15], Warren Bennis’ leadership theory [16, 
17], Jim Collins’ 5-level leadership [18] and John C. 
Maxwell’s 5 levels of leadership [19]. Transactional theories 
of leadership revolve around the role of supervision, 
organization, and teamwork. Transactional leaders guide or 
motivate their followers in the direction of established goals 
by clarifying role and task requirements and consider rewards 
and punishments as the basis for leadership actions and 
employee motivation. Examples of transactional leadership 
theories are: Fred Dansereau, George Graen, and William 
Haga’s Leader-Membership Exchange [20, 21] and John 
Adair’s Action-Centered Theory [22]. In transformational 
theories of leadership, leaders use personal qualities to 
transform individuals (e.g., charisma, inspiration, stimulation, 
individualism). Leaders have a profound and extraordinary 
effect on their followers and inspiring the latter to transcend 
their own self-interest for the greater good of the organization. 
Examples of transformational leadership theories are James 
MacGregor Burns’ transformational leadership theory [23],  
Bernard Bass’ transformational leadership model [24, 25], 
Bruce Avolio and Fred Luthans’ authentic [26-29],  Stephen 
Covey’s principled leadership [30, 31], Deepak Chopra’s soul 
leadership [32],  Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and 
Annie McKee’s primal leadership [33], Richard Boyatzis and 
Annie McKee’s resonant leadership [34], James Kouzes and 
Barry Posner’s leadership participation inventory [35] 
Manfred Kets de Vries’ mystique leadership [36]. Around the 
year 2000, global leadership theorists searched for a global 
model of leadership effective in multi-cultural and 
international environments, implying that existing leadership 
theories may not be applicable or reliable in other countries 

and international environments. Examples of global leadership 
theories are Jean Lipman-Blumen’s connective leadership 
[37], Stewart Black, Allen Morrison, and Hal Gregersen’s 
global explorers [38], Fons Trompenaars and Charles 
Hampden-Turner’s dilemma reconciliation [39], Robert House 
et al.’s G.L.O.B.E. research program [40] and Mark 
Mendenhall and Joyce Osland’s global leadership 
competencies [41]. In servant leadership, the leader is a 
servant-first rather than a leader-first. The leader ensures other 
people’s highest priority needs are being served by enriching 
the lives of individuals and building better organizations, 
creating hereby a more just and caring world. Many of the 
transformational leadership theories have a servant leadership 
component. Examples of servant leadership are Robert K. 
Greenleaf’s servant leadership [42] and Agile leadership [43]. 
Feminine leadership acknowledges the feminine dimension in 
the leadership of men and women by focusing on feminine 
attributes rather than a predominantly masculine style of 
leadership exhibited in male and female leaders highlighting 
an inclusive leadership style—a women’s way of leading. 
Examples of feminine leadership are Sally Helgesen’s 
feminine leadership [44] and Tomas Chamorro-Premuzik’s 
women’s leadership competency gap [45]. As teamwork 
becomes more prevalent, appointing someone as a leader is 
substituted by shared leadership (aka distributed, collective, 
and horizontal leadership) distributes leadership in 
organizations to the members of a team, whereby people lead 
and influence each other through collaborative decision-
making and shared responsibility for outcomes and leaders 
emerge. Examples of shared leadership are Craig L. Pearce 
and Jay A. Conger’s shared leadership [46] and James Kouzes 
and Barry Posner's participation leadership (X). Crisis 
leadership theories focus on leading in ‘extremis’ (crisis) 
situations such as downturns in business, national disasters, 
massive product recall, workplace violence, and sexual 
harassment and ethical scandals. Example is André J. 
DuBrin’s crisis leadership [47]. 

░ 3. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
This article explores whether the changing context as a result 
of the ‘COVID effect’ requires also new leadership skills and 
perhaps even a new context-specific leadership theory. Using 
multiple sources, we reviewed 14 professional blogs and 
reports published online during the height of the pandemic 
(from March 16 to December 20, 2020) related to leadership 
skills and practices discussed in response to COVID-19 (Table 
1). These professional publications had a common theme 
namely new leadership skills are required because of COVID-
19. Using content analysis [48], the suggested dimensions of 
the proposed new leadership style found in the recent 
professional literature is compared the tenets of traditional 
academic leadership theories. Leadership theories as 
commonly taught in management schools have evolved over 
the past 70 years (ca 1950-2020), and traditionally been 
categorized under different headings including behavioral, 
contingency, situational, style, transactional, transformational, 
global, servant, feminine, shared, and crisis leadership theories 
[49]. 
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░ 4. RESULTS 
The proponents of an emerging leadership theory due to 
COVID-19 advocate that to deal with the pandemic, leaders 

must be able to manage their organizations in turbulent times, 
lead a distributed workforce of individuals and teams, and 
become a resilient leader themselves (Table 1). 

Leading Organizations in Turbulent Times 

Strategic thinking • Put the mission first [50]. 
• Take holistic views of specific outcomes [51, 52]. 
• Have the ability to look at things systemically [53] 
• Reorient your road map with sense making [54]. 
• Have some understanding of interrelationships to understand long-term developments [53]. 
• Embrace the long-term view [50]. 
• Focus on the likely outcomes [55]. 

Uncertainty 
management 

• Prepare for and adapt to increased turbulence [54] 
• Be comfortable with ambiguity [51, 52]. 
• Get comfortable with widespread ambiguity and chaos quickly [55]. 

Decision- making • Make decisions amid uncertainty [56] 
• Embrace rapid decision-making [51, 52]. 
• Aim for speed over elegance [50]. 

Change management • Navigate and manage change quickly and appropriately [57].  

Reinvention • Create new rules of the road with your team [58]. 
• Be creative and entrepreneurial [51, 52]. 
• Increase resilience through reinvention [58]. 

Leading a Distributed Workforce (Individuals and Teams) 
Employee experience 
and support 

• Design from the heart … and the head [50]. 
• Make wellbeing a priority [58]. 
• Put care at the center of leadership [54]. 
• Be supportive and caring [51, 52]. 
• Give special attention and care to work [54]. 
• Foster a culture that enables employees [54]. 
• Be employee focused [51, 52]. 
• Cultivate strong morale among their followers [55]. 

Emotional intelligence 
and empathy 

• Possess a solid dose of emotional intelligence and a solid sense of self-worth to be able to withstand 
the pressures that come with the job [53]. 

• Foster a sense of belonging to combat isolation and loneliness [58]. 
• Have emotional agility [59]. 
• Remain culturally sensitive and emotionally aware [57]. 
• Demonstrate empathy [56, 59, 60]. 
• Address the fear of their followers without feeding it [55]. 

Trust • Connect with people as individuals and establish mutual trust [61]. 
• Promote an open and trusting environment [51, 52]. 
• Build social capital [62]. 

Flexibility • Be flexible and adaptable [60]. 

Communication • Communicate effectively [56]. 
• Communicate frequently in a consistent format or medium [55]. 
• Communicate clearly and often with all stakeholders [61]. 
• Use consistent reliable fact-based communications [60]. 
• Engage in active listening [60]. 
• Have candor [60]. 
• Move deftly between presenting brutal honesty and credible hope [55]. 
• Own the narrative [50]. 

Team skills • Manage the context and be more intentional about how we come together [59]. 
• Organize via a network of teams [56]. 
• Emphasize the power of community [55]. 
• Build strong and cohesive teams with employees working remotely [57].  
• Manage hybrid teams [60]. 
• Unleash the collective genius of your team [54]. 
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• Emphasize work-life balance for your teams [54]. 
• Be able to lead teams virtually without face-to-face interaction [62]. 

Empowerment/ 

Delegation 

• Empower and delegate to others [54]. 
• Build shared understanding through dialogue [54]. 
• Distribute leadership throughout the organization [61]. 

Being a Resilient Leader 
Resilience and self-
care 

• Display deliberate calm and bounded optimism [56]. 
• Have a reflective capability [53]. 
• Show humility [60]. 
• Build restorative habits into your routine [54]. 
• Have a strong ethical compass to avoid the corruptive influences that may come with the job [53]. 

Table 1: New Leadership Practices and Skills Due to COVID-19.

The analysis shows the ‘COVID-effect’ has definitely 
produced a shift in the importance of certain leadership 
behaviors to deal with the new ambiguity. The so-called new 
leadership skills focus on: 

1. Leading organizations in turbulent times—during the 
pandemic, leaders must not only strategically lead their 
organizations during the current crisis and achieve the 
desired work outcomes requiring dealing with change by 
making rapid decisions, but also reposition the 
organization for the long-term future. 

2. Leading, managing, and coaching a distributed (virtual) 
workforce of individuals and teams—the new leadership 
skills emphasize more caring and supporting behaviors 
toward employees, showing emotional intelligence, 
having empathy, being flexible, and building trust in order 
to enhance the experience of employees doing their job 
mostly from home under the new and more stressful 
circumstances. 

3. Building resilience—leaders must practice self-care,  put 
their oxygen mask on first, and build resilience in 
themselves, requiring a great deal of humility. 

The results indicate that the so-called new demands on leaders 
due to the COVID-effect require leading under uncertainty, 
managing a distributed workforce, and building resilience. 

░ 5. DISCUSSION 
Is the shift in the demand for leadership skills calling for a 
new theory? Are we really dealing with a new leadership 
paradigm or is the pandemic the structural break that 
accelerated the paradigms that were already in place but, 
perhaps, not fully accepted? The analysis suggests that many 
of the leadership dimensions called for during the pandemic 
were already present in the more recent leadership theories. 
Several of the well-established transformational rather than 
transactional leadership models of the past decades have called 
for these leadership styles prior to the pandemic. The new 
leadership skills to respond to COVID-19 proposed in the 
professional literature are already part of transformational, 
resonant, shared, feminine, servant and crisis leadership 
theories: 

 Transformational leadership—based on the premise that 
cultural, social, emotional intelligence, and the 
authenticity of leaders matter, as well as their ability to 
change their followers [23].  

 Resonant leadership—based on the concept of emotional 
intelligence and focused on the development of resilience 
[34]. 

 Shared leadership—leadership is distributed to the 
members of a team and people lead and influence each 
other through collaborative decision-making and shared 
responsibility for outcomes [63]. 

 Feminine leadership—emphasizes a dimension caring in 
leaders [44].  

 Servant leadership—leaders ensure other people’s highest 
priority needs are being served by enriching the lives of 
individuals, building better organizations, and creating a 
more just and caring world [42]. 

 Crisis leadership—leaders deal with requirements of 
internal and external stakeholders of the organizations 
during a crisis situation [47]. 

In their 2002 book entitled, The Leadership Challenge, Kouzes 
and Posner argue that the basic principles of leadership are the 
same and do not change, but the context is different. Hence, 
each generation has to redefine leadership in its own context 
[35]. While basic leadership principles have changed little 
over time, the context has changed dramatically. The results 
indicate that COVID-19 did not engender a new leadership 
theory, but is an amalgam of the already existing transactional 
and transformational leadership frameworks. COVID-19 is the 
structural change that confirmed that the command-and-
control leadership style—still prevalent in many of our top-
down bureaucratic organizations—is outdated and a new 
definition of leadership is evolving.  Leaders in the modern era 
can pull from these previous leadership theories to become 
more balanced: people who combine decisiveness with the 
ability to cultivate relationships, motivate, inspire, collaborate, 
listen, and communicate directly over virtual platforms, across 
all levels, all the while nurturing others and excelling at their 
own jobs. 

░ 6. CONCLUSION 
The analysis shows the leadership style proposed to deal with 
the current situation engendered by the pandemic is not really 
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a “new” leadership paradigm, but a more appropriate approach 
and contextual response to an external situation. Leadership 
development is a process of growth that uses defining 
moments like the pandemic as an opportunity for reinvention. 
Prior to the pandemics, leadership was already moving in this 
direction as a result of the advent of the 4th industrial 
revolution with employees/workers asking for more autonomy, 
flexibility to work from anywhere-anytime, work-life 
integration, and the unbossing [64] of their organizations. The 
pandemic accelerated the acceptance of a leadership style 
away from command and control. Leadership is foremost 
about transformation. In order to credibly transform others 
(individuals, teams, and organizations), leaders must first 
credibly transform themselves. This requires that “new” 
leaders possess not only the right mindset to lead but also the 
hard (transactional leadership) and the soft (transformational 
leadership) capabilities to thrive in this new uncertain world. 
Leadership is ultimately about kindness, giving people a voice, 
creating a safe space where they can be their authentic self, 
and extending them a guiding hand along the way. 
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