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Abstract: During the COVID-19 pandemic, the attributes of nurturing, empathy, and relating rather
than directing moved into the spotlight as important skills for leadership. These skills are repre-
sentative of the concept of “care” that is often associated with women’s or feminine leadership.
The importance of care as a component of leadership had not received significant attention in the
leadership literature until the pandemic brought the need for care onto center stage. This article
argues that care will continue to be an important attribute of leadership and an essential attribute
of an androgynous leadership style—that includes behaviors typically classified as male and those
behaviors typically classed as female—that is needed to navigate the increasing complexity of the
world most effectively. The article further argues that complexity leadership theory provides the
most appropriate leadership approach through which complex adaptive organizations can initiate
and foster the development of “care” behaviors as part of an androgynous approach to leadership
which produces system-wide benefits in complex systems more capable of addressing the global
challenges of the climate crisis and increased environmental disasters, future pandemics, local wars,
terrorist attacks, and other phenomena.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic posed a major global adaptive challenge [1] and created an
imbalance in the familiar socio-emotional dynamic between employees and their leaders.
As navigation of the pandemic continued, the changes and challenges became more sig-
nificant. Employee wellbeing needed to be fostered. At the same time, leaders needed
to deliver messages about public safety, issue cautions, provide updates on the science
and progression of the virus, and keep their organizations functioning under challenging
circumstances. Leaders also had to navigate organizational as well as personal challenges.
Leaders who communicated messages that expressed empathy as well as strategies to deal
with the pandemic were observed to connect effectively with their constituents, followers,
and employees. The behaviors that were leveraged represented a blend of task and rela-
tional skills. The key behaviors that supported the successful communication and relation
building achieved by leaders included nurturing, empathy, cooperation, sensitivity, and
warmth, behaviors often attributed to women’s or feminine leadership. These behaviors
can be categorized as “care”. I argue that the importance of care behaviors during the
pandemic illustrated the importance and value of these behaviors for leadership in general
and for navigating the increased uncertainty and complexity the world faces because of phe-
nomena such as the climate crisis and increased disasters, future possible pandemics, global
financial meltdowns, local wars, terrorism, and others. Such care behaviors have also been
proven to be necessary because the workforce has increasingly demanded more humane
and flexible work environments, better work–life balance, and more inclusive organizations
as part of the post-pandemic workplace. I also argue that care behaviors should not replace
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leadership behaviors commonly identified as masculine but rather should complement
such behaviors in a blended masculine–feminine “androgynous leadership approach”.

Finally, I argue that complexity leadership theory provides the most appropriate
leadership approach through which complex adaptive organizations can initiate and foster
the development of “care” behaviors as part of an androgynous approach to leadership
which produces system-wide benefits in complex systems including the ability to generate
more inclusive outcomes among followers.

This leadership theory, which is relational, recognizes the dynamic interactions be-
tween people and processes that take place within organizations as they change, create
innovation, and evolve with a focus on complex relationships and network interaction
rather than controlling, standardizing, and autocratic behavior [1,2]. Leadership in complex
systems needs to operate at all levels in a process-oriented, contextual, and interactive
fashion [1,2]. In such a complex environment, both so-called masculine and feminine
leadership behaviors are required depending upon the leadership challenge and where in
the system leadership is operating.

I base my argument on information gathered from studies regarding the impact of
the pandemic on mental health, stress, and burnout, examples of successful leadership ap-
proaches that included care communication highlighted during the pandemic and needed
afterwards, experiences in my own organization, and an analysis of complexity leadership
theory in complex adaptive systems. My argument is grounded in the academic litera-
ture, while some examples of care communication during the pandemic are taken from
the media.

2. Impact of the Pandemic on Wellbeing and the Challenges Leaders Faced

The onset of the coronavirus COVID-19 pandemic [3] introduced an exceptional and
unique adaptive challenge for leaders around the world beginning in early 2020. Faced with
an unprecedented event of a severe, acute respiratory disease that spread through contact
with respiratory droplets produced by an infected person (refs. [4,5]) leaders across all
levels of organizations, communities, regions, and governing bodies were abruptly called
upon to navigate an adaptive challenge that encompassed managing the safety of their
employees, constituents, communities, and followers. As the pandemic spread, wide-scale
health orders at the governmental level encouraged physical restrictions including social
distancing. World leaders, together with health authorities, needed to rapidly determine
best practices for enforcing public safety, managing organizational adjustments, and the
wellbeing of their employees. The pandemic response introduced new ways of working
where physical distancing, wearing personal protective gear, and working remotely as
much as possible became the new norm [6].

At the organizational level, the combination of remote working and prolonged periods
of necessary social distancing from friends, often augmented by a need to be in quarantine
due to being infected with COVID, the requisite ‘bubbles’ of isolation for infected indi-
viduals [7], caused high levels of stress among employees and employers. The physical
landscape of many organizations across the world shifted to an online platform. Operating
at a distance created unique challenges including developing new ways of working within
which the balance of home life and organizational priorities became challenging. In addi-
tion to the blend of work and home living spaces, the pandemic introduced augmented
challenges for employee wellbeing. Overall, wellbeing represents wellness. The Global
Wellness Institute defines wellness as “the active pursuit of activities, choices and lifestyles
that lead to a state of holistic health” [8].

Organizationally, higher levels of stress among employees and leaders resulted from
their efforts to stay connected and engaged in a largely virtual and highly stressful envi-
ronment caused by the disruption of their previously familiar working arrangements and
the loss of the resources and activities previously enjoyed to nurture their wellness and
wellbeing [9]. These challenges were especially visible among employees of various organi-
zations working in direct contact with the general public. Within the healthcare systems,
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the burnout and feelings of being overwhelmed of front-line workers increased as a result
of limited access to personal protective equipment [10,11]. Increased sources of stress nega-
tively impacted the emotional, psychological, and mental wellness of employees [12,13].
Along with this, the factors of wellbeing that had contributed to pre-pandemic employee
health, happiness, job satisfaction, and work–life balance [14] were fully distressed and
imbalanced by the onset of the coronavirus.

3. Leadership Communications

Another, perhaps more subtle, adaptation that began to take place with the onset and
evolution of the coronavirus was the change in leadership communications. Within the
messages issued from governments and local-level leaders and organizations, a concept
of “care” emerged and led to recognizable results among constituents, followers, and
employees. Leaders who communicated care were responding to the recognition that their
constituents and followers were undergoing stress and reduced wellbeing.

Leaders increased their efforts to offer relief from stress as the pandemic continued [15].
While organizational activities included developing safe working policies and procedures
for enabling employees to work as safely as possible with one another, leadership com-
munications began to regularly include actionable steps for staying safe and facilitating
modifications to traditional in-person working spaces by offering virtual work and flex-
ible hours. Effective leadership communications in which a balance of shared personal
experience along with supportive verbiage and pragmatism for collectively responsible
health-oriented behaviors articulated by the leader seemed to nurture an affinity among
stakeholders. In this time of crisis, this unique messaging seemed to encourage a regener-
ation of follower socio-emotional wellbeing among those whom they led. This was also
visible in the communications offered by leaders in areas where more individuals engaged
in shared activities of survival [16]. Their messages also advocated the importance of
engaging in physical activity including online or live options in modified spaces and condi-
tions [17]. This extended to the encouragement of socializing and going outdoors for walks
in support of enabling wellness with guidelines for added safety. Leaders who expressed
concern for the wellbeing of others established higher levels of relatability [18]. Similarly,
while responses from leaders at global levels varied, in countries where communication
was consistent and culturally informed, this created an affinity representing mutual trust
between leadership and constituents [19].

Empathetic and relational leadership communications were observed at global and
local levels. International examples included New Zealand Prime Minister Jacintha Arden
and Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar among others. Arden was often described as
caring and trustworthy, while exemplifying a rational approach with agility alongside of
maintaining an empathetic communication style [20]. Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar
was characterized as building connectivity with his people through being ‘human and
personable’ [21]. In Denmark, Prime Minister Mette Frederickson was observed as having
taken decisive action which carried over to local level descriptions of political leaders
expressing empathy and confidence in their constituents [22]. Altogether, leadership
behaviors that promoted affinity and relatability, together with taking smart and rapid
decisions to slow the spread of COVID, became widely shared as public examples of
success. Kerrissey and Edmonson applauded the leadership of Arden and Adam Silver, the
commissioner of the National Basketball Association (NBA), for their proactive decisions
in response to the pandemic along with their empathy. As they wrote [23]:

Leadership in an uncertain, fast-moving crisis means making oneself available
to feel what it is like to be in another’s shoes—to lead with empathy . . . . It will
be incumbent on leaders to put themselves in another’s suffering, to feel with
empathy and think with intelligence, and then to use their position of authority
to make a path forward for us all.

Within each of these examples where leaders were observed to have expressed a
combination of empathy, nurturing, and relationship building in their leadership com-
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munications, their governance remained strong. Constituents and followers alike were
provided direction in support of forward momentum and the rebalancing of individual
and collective socio-emotional and organizational equilibriums. These efforts supported an
expressed combination of personal experience, open communication about the crisis event,
its progression, and necessary actions that offered realistic hope amidst ambiguity [24]. The
result of this approach highlighted how care and action can be paired in a human-centric
approach that is available to all leaders across all levels of organizations. Through a pur-
poseful, blended approach, leaders demonstrated an ethic of care toward the wellbeing of
others [25]. Leaders “acknowledged the personal and professional challenges that their
employees and loved ones experience during a crisis” [26]. In doing so, their ability to
engage and connect with their stakeholders increased. Empathetic communication from
the space of care resulted in closer relations between leaders and their constituents and/or
employees, and the perception that these leaders were managing the pandemic effectively.
Both men and women leaders who were applauded employed care communication. Em-
ploying care communication has not been shown to have had a direct relationship with
reduced COVID mortality but rather with the increased perception by constituents that
leaders were on top of the pandemic.

Since care is typically associated with women’s leadership, some studies attempted
to measure whether women’s care communications in fact did result in fewer COVID
deaths. Sergent and Stajkovic found that states in the United States that were led by female
governors did experience less COVID deaths [25]. The authors quoted a number of public
statements of these female governors that illustrated their care for their citizens, such as
“You do not have to go through this alone. Don’t hesitate to reach out to me personally, to
reach out to my family because they are in the same boat and experience the same situation”
“You are our warriors, and we can’t win this fight without you. Thank you . . . for being
the best self”. On the other hand, based on a complex analysis of a number of variables,
including cultural and political differences and number of women in Parliament, Windsor
et al. concluded that there was no correlation between women leaders at the helm and
reduced deaths [26]. They concluded that the presence of a woman head of state did not
make a country fare better in reducing mortality during the pandemic unless the country
also had the cultural values that supported female leadership. Both articles pointed out
that the literature related to women’s leadership predicted that women would manage
disasters better than men because they typically institute better preparatory systems and
build resilience to endure such disasters as part of their leadership mandates. However,
both articles were written early in the pandemic so that their conclusions were preliminary.
Further, these studies do not negate the importance of care communication in the leadership
of both male and female leaders during the pandemic.

4. The Significance of Care and Relations

Although care has not been systematically included as a key behavior in all leadership
theories and approaches, the ethics of care has become an increasingly highlighted concept
in social, political, and economic discussions and theories. Care is considered as ontologi-
cally foundational and the core of all moral reasoning and action with its value deriving
from being in an “active relationship and caring for concrete others in ways that result in
enhancing the others’ wellbeing” [27]. Held argued that the care of a child serves as an
appropriate paradigm to think about the ethics of care [28]. Caring for a child emphasizes
vulnerability, affective bonds, relations of mutual dependence, and obligation that underlie
the ethics of care. Singh contended that care is not only relegated to the familial but under-
lies the economy and polity, which are relational systems [29]. Brazilian philosopher and
theologian Leonardo Boff took the concept of care to the global level as he argued that:

Care is a way of being, that is, it is the key way through which the human-being
structures itself and through which it interacts with others in the world. In other
words, it is a way of being-in-the-world in which the relations that are established
with all things are founded [30].
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Noddings defined care as “a set of relational practices that foster mutual recognition
and realization, growth, development, protection, empowerment, and human community,
culture, and possibility” [31]. Care includes mutuality and obligation toward each other.
It is a relational concept based on responsibility. Ciulla contended that “the job of a
leader includes caring for others or taking responsibility for them . . . especially in times of
crisis.” [32].

The crisis of the pandemic laid bare the necessity for leadership that includes care as
an essential component. This necessity led some authors to reflect on the essential role of
care in leadership in the post-pandemic world. Schultz, for one, structured a case study to
investigate whether educators would continue their care-based leadership perfected during
the pandemic into the future [33]. Basing her case on Noddings’ definition of care quoted
above, as well as Tronto’s definition of care as “a species activity that includes everything
that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as
possible,” Schultz [34] made it clear that care should be fundamental to the way people
interact and should comprise the ethical foundation of all leadership.

5. The Importance of Both Male and Female Leadership Behaviors

When the contributing elements of actions that are embedded within the “care” mes-
sage by leaders are unpacked, a significant contribution from recognized female or women’s
leadership skills become visible. Care has been a fundamental concept in feminist research
and is considered a key behavior in women’s or feminine leadership. Other behaviors
typically associated with women’s or feminine leadership that were displayed during
the pandemic included collaboration, self-determination, interpersonal orientation, and
engagement toward others [35,36]. Unlike the gender-oriented leadership behaviors as-
sociated with masculinity through which leadership has traditionally been characterized,
these skills have not previously received significant attention as being essential elements
of all successful leadership [11,37]. The inclusion and emerging reliance of engaging the
behaviors contributed by women’s leadership now serve to broaden the scope of leadership
behaviors that leaders need to develop and demonstrate if they are to be successful when
navigating adaptive challenges such as the pandemic and complex environments.

Examples of successful leadership demonstrate a combination of stereotypical mas-
culine and women’s leadership behaviors. They personify a unique blend of the “care”
approach that connects them to their stakeholders. The ability of a leader to combine
specific, care-inducing behaviors invites leaders to focus on the socio-emotional needs of
stakeholders, identify what leadership needs to provide, and craft the degree to which
each selected behavior can be applied in support of establishing relatability while provid-
ing strategic direction to the constituents, followers, and employees. Having a blended
construct can also support lessening future gender stereotyping in management where
perceptions of how men and women ‘should’ act characterize how leaders ‘should’ lead as
imparted by implicit leadership practices [38] (p. 113). Further, emphasizing the value of
engaging a blend of leadership behaviors from both masculine and women’s leadership
can embrace leadership as an androgynous concept. Instead of leadership skills being
identified or viewed from a biased, or stereotyped perspective, they represent a broad
collection of behaviors that can be strategically combined to communicate and connect
from a non-gendered, androgynous frame.

A blended, so-called androgynous approach can increase the perception of skills
originating in women’s leadership such as empathy, vulnerability, and self-awareness [39,40]
to be indicators of strength. Another advantage is the relatability that the blend of skills
embodies—supporting the activities of problem solving, being result-oriented, and being
supportive of others, which are symbolic of effective modern leadership [41]. A sample
of “care” behaviors that can support leader and leadership development to develop the
relational–strategic competency is identified in Table 1.
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Table 1. Sample of male and female leadership behaviors.

Stereotypical Male or Masculine (m), and Female or Feminine Leadership Behaviors (w)

Independent (m) Certain (m) Sensitive (w) Cooperative (w)
Self-confident (m) Goal-oriented(m) Expressive (w) Intuitive (w)

Objective (m) Bias for action (m) Tactful (w) Sympathetic (w)
Logical–rational (m) Business-oriented (m) Nurturing (w) Warm (w)

Active (m) Achievement- Understanding (w) Receptive (w)
Energetic(m) oriented (m) Helpful (w) Bias for flow (w)

Self-reliant (m) Competitive (m) Relationship-oriented (w) Socio-expressive (w)
Risk-taker (m) Self-promotional (m) Holistic (w) Other-oriented (w)

Context-independent (m) Individual (m) Context-dependent (w) Interdependent (w)

Table 1 has been developed from an aggregation of research identifying gendered
traits in role theory and descriptive indices [34,42–46]. The behaviors have been listed with
their gendered orientations. The blend of behaviors that can foster the appropriate blend
of “care” behaviors is not prescriptive. The approach of determining which behaviors to
draw on is also flexible. Even when the gendered origins are not identified, leaders can
find they will combine behaviors that originate in masculine as well as women’s leadership.
A blended concept is supported by studies showing success in the blended application of
leadership skills as the strength of a balanced skills portfolio for leaders in today’s complex
environment [11].

Bertram argued that androgynous leadership is the leadership of the future. She
emphasized that “androgynous managers are courageous and willing to take risks as well
as warm-hearted, understanding and supportive”, and that “it has been shown that an
androgynous mix of hard and soft skills contributes significantly to employee satisfaction
and productivity” [47].

6. The Impact of Care Behaviors on Relations within Organizations

When leaders in organizations can establish psychological or socio-emotional con-
nections with their followers through care communication, they are perceived by their
followers to be fostering relatedness [48–51]. From this perspective, when the “care” be-
haviors are part of the competencies that organizations seek from their leaders, leadership
development can support building the knowledge, skills, and experiences leaders need in
business and social literacies among leaders [52]. Moreover, relationship building is among
the top-ranking skills leaders need today [53,54]. Person-centered leadership approaches
are also found to have the greatest psychological impact on employees [15]. Therefore, in
response to leadership approaches that foster autonomy, control, and a sense of being cared
for among stakeholders, the employees among them find they can work better with others
around them. This is further supported by the engagement and relatability the blend of
“care” behaviors represents for leaders as they focus on developing a human connection
with the sense of self in their stakeholders. Lastly, in connecting with their person and their
heart and mind, leaders who develop the heightened ability to engage self-awareness and
self-belief empower themselves to engage a balance of energies that entrusts them to their
followers [55]. When the experience between the leaders and followers include emotional
engagement, the ability to evolve existing meaning into new meaning can occur [56,57].
This, in turn, supports the regeneration of employee wellbeing.

7. Complexity Leadership Theory in Complex Adaptive Organizations

Complexity science has provided a useful approach to explaining the functioning
of complex organizations, especially as complex global challenges such as the climate
crisis and environmental disasters, future pandemics, local wars, terrorist attacks, and
other potential calamities are on the increase. Such challenges are adaptive in the sense
that they require more than technical solutions but rather rapid and agile changes in the
way organizations function and the underlying values that guide them [1,2]. Complexity
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leadership theory in particular recognizes organizations as complex adaptive systems with
interdependent parts. In complexity leadership theory, leadership is seen as a relational
process that occurs throughout different system functions performed by both organizational
staff as well as organizational processes. Given the complexity of global challenges, an
androgynous leadership approach that includes both stereotypical masculine and feminine
leadership approaches is required [1,2]. Care and people orientation are required by leaders
throughout the system to establish and strengthen the required relationships, and task
orientation is required in order to implement solutions.

One of the founders of complexity leadership theory, Uhl-Bien [1,2], recognized that
complexity leadership theory is also a relational leadership theory [57]. Relational lead-
ership emphasizes interpersonal experiences and personalized exchanges [58–60]. The
engagement of relational leadership within complexity leadership theory as a frame-
work offers flexibility to leaders as they are responsible for choosing how they engage
with their followers in leader–follower exchanges. Within complex adaptive systems,
administrative–procedural, operational, and human elements of the organization are in
constant engagement with themselves as part of its operations. Complexity leadership
theory offers leaders a frame within which to recognize the interdependencies of their
system and how the system is highly influenced by its internal and external environment.
Accordingly, leaders need to be able to adapt to changing conditions and enable solutions
in response to these changes. Leaders engaging the “care” behaviors need to be able to
communicate effectively with stakeholders and enable adaptive change. Collectively, en-
abling adaptive responses as well as the adaptive space within which these responses can
be cultivated is key to leadership in complex adaptive systems [1]. Adaptive space and
responses can be enabled through leadership activity which is influenced by the relation-
ship leaders have with their followers. It is through the willingness to innovate and be
creative and entrepreneurial in their thinking and actions that adaptive spaces are enabled.
Moreover, engaging approaches that have adaptability and relatability built into them can
further enhance the leader’s ability to navigate, communicate, and lead through complex
adaptive challenges.

Complexity leadership theory also recognizes how administrative, adaptive, and en-
abling powers in the organization work together [57–59]. Innovating leadership approaches
through the lens of complexity leadership theory encourages the expansion of perspective
as well as the broadening of the familiar scope of leadership competencies. The adaptivity
and constant negotiation of interdependencies with complex adaptive systems organically
provides an environment in which leaders who develop the “care” behaviors can thrive
through successful relationships with their employees. Subsequently, the development of
“care” behaviors and the wellbeing they can enable can increase co-creation, which in turn
can enable adaptive solutions and adaptive spaces [1]. When communicating with each
other, leaders in these areas can be guided to apply a blend of “care” behaviors especially
when navigating complexities or projects, processes and organizational needs. Once famil-
iar with how to combine “care” behaviors, leaders can learn to harness the tension between
the novelty and stability of their environment and apply their blend of strategic relatedness
to encourage innovation and continuous growth through the exchange of feedback [1].

In addition to the potential for influencing relationships throughout the organization,
leaders can enhance their leadership approaches to blend the “care” behaviors in support
of working with unexpected and non-linear challenges. Leaders need to be skilled to
enable flexible options as part of their “fitness landscape” [60,61]. Subsequently, their
ability to engage and influence their stakeholders is paramount. Leaders can benefit
from the inclusive dynamic represented in complexity leadership theory to exemplify
their engagement.

8. Conclusions and Future Study

I have argued that the care communication of certain leaders during the pandemic
helped to build relationships with their constituents and followers and contributed to
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the perception that these leaders were implementing effective strategies to manage the
pandemic. I further argued that the care manifested during the pandemic illustrated the
importance of care to leadership in general and that care will be essential to include in
leadership approaches to solve future global challenges. I pointed out that care is typically
conceived of as feminine leadership and argued that feminine and masculine leadership are
both important and should complement each other in androgynous leadership. I further
contended that complexity theory and the concept of complex adaptive systems provides a
conceptual framework within which to understand the challenges facing the global world.
Within complex adaptive systems, complexity leadership theory illustrates that leadership
occurs at all levels of the system and through all system processes, and that an androgynous
leadership approach that highlights care and the importance of relationships is necessary
to address these challenges.

Further, employee wellbeing can be fostered through enhanced leadership commu-
nications in which relationship building is demonstrated. Engaging a combination of
behaviors originating in androgynous masculine and feminine leadership represents a
strategic–relational blend of “care” behaviors that leaders can develop and apply toward
stakeholders inclusive of constituents, followers, and employees in support of their wellbe-
ing. These blended, accessible, and non-gendered behaviors available for leaders support
the balanced skills portfolio essential for modern-day leaders in complex environments.
The development of care awareness can further the understanding of the situation a leader
has along with recognizing what their followers need from them and how they can build
relatability. As a result, the “care” behaviors are essential to supporting the socio-emotional
gap that can occur as a result of an imbalance in the wellbeing of employees.

Future studies can include, firstly, discussions and research into questions about which
combinations of “care” behaviors are perceived to be most beneficial to different organi-
zations or operating systems, and, secondly, research into the effects that the continuous
development of “care” behaviors being leveraged over time in complex adaptive systems
can have on influencing and sustaining employee as well as organizational wellbeing from
an individual and collective perspective.
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