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International and national crises often highlight behavioral patterns in the labor market that illustrate women’s

courage and adaptability in challenging times. The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting changes in the workplace

due to social distancing, remote work, and tele-communications protocols showcased women’s power of

authenticity and accessibility (interpersonal and personalized experiences) to engage with their constituents

effectively.

women’s leadership  crisis leadership  connective leadership  COVID-19 pandemic

1. Background

We are currently experiencing continuous and complex crises impacting every sector worldwide. Researchers

explore the many ways in which women leaders were challenged by internal and external forces brought on by the

COVID-19 pandemic, and who have pivoted, adapted, and ultimately transformed their leadership practice to best

serve their constituencies . The authors acknowledge the persistent pursuit of understanding the distinctions

between women and men concerning biologically influenced and socially constructed factors, particularly

leadership styles. The participants identify as women, and the writers embrace hybrid neologisms like “gender/sex”

 and use these terms interchangeably. The interest in studying COVID-19′s impact on women arises from the

recognition that the pandemic has highlighted specific challenges and disparities faced by women, emphasizing the

need for behavior frameworks to promote fluidity in leadership roles .

The authors have conducted a mixed-method analysis of women’s leadership from before and during the COVID-

19 pandemic. Through our own experiences in our respective fields of work, we were acutely aware that COVID-19

dramatically impacted women in multiple areas of their lives. We specifically wanted to understand better how

women’s leadership behavioral profiles have been reinvented during this difficult period. By examining the

challenges and experiences of women across sectors through the lens of the Connective Leadership Model , we

can shed light on the dynamic circumstances they faced during the crisis and how those circumstances influenced

their personal and work relationships.

Researchers employed the Meta-Leadership Model for crisis leadership  as a basis to better understand how

leaders and their organizations can manage a crisis and become stronger, as well as how the dynamics of change

can lead to the timely and adaptive modification of leadership behaviors. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on

the leadership and work life of women in this study who serve on the front lines in various sectors such as

education, health, government, and nonprofit organizations was profound and worthy of study.
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Researchers explore how these women mustered the courage to look deeply within themselves, understand the

people they serve, and the context in which they serve to determine adaptations that were authentic to who they

are and what they bring to their constituents. They chose to be more accessible and accountable to those who

needed them and in new ways, previously outside their arenas of work and life. The crisis became a force to better

understand that we live in times where “inclusion is critical and connection is inevitable”  (p. xiii).

International and national crises often highlight behavioral patterns in the labor market that illustrate women’s

courage and adaptability in challenging times. The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting changes in the workplace

due to social distancing, remote work, and tele-communications protocols showcased women’s power of

authenticity and accessibility (interpersonal and personalized experiences) to engage with their constituents

effectively . Novotney  underscores the importance of studying the impact of COVID-19 on women,

which catalyzed this research . The COVID-19 pandemic brought to light specific challenges and disparities

women faced in the workplace . Eagly asserts that women leaders substantially benefit businesses and

organizations . Decades of research reveal that women leaders enhance productivity, foster collaboration,

inspire dedication, and promote fairness in the workplace . Moreover, Eagly’s  research has significantly

contributed to understanding the challenges women leaders face due to the cultural incongruity between societal

expectations of women as communal and leaders as agentic .

Even with the best of plans for how to routinely address problems, crisis moments will happen, which call for

complex problem-solving skills—ones that require the leader to move well beyond their customary sphere of

authority and influence—to evaluate impact, determine how to handle a variety of situations effectively, facilitate

adaptive responses, and be resilient . How a leader thinks, behaves, and acts will determine the outcome. A

crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic demands that the leader have at their disposal a repertoire of leadership

behaviors to engage and deploy resources and connections critical to how the crisis will be defused and managed.

The emotional impact of the pandemic on women and their work is another crucial area to study. Exploring the

psychological and emotional toll the pandemic has taken on women in the workplace will help us to understand the

long-term effects and the importance of supporting their mental well-being . This emotional toll can include

discussing the challenges of balancing personal and professional responsibilities, coping with increased workloads,

increased caregiving responsibilities, and managing stress, such as “Zoom fatigue” and burnout .

Kolga discussed how the change from physical locations to a virtual “online platform” required creating “new ways

of working within which the balance of home life and organizational priorities became challenging”  (p. 406).

Carli was prescient in her sense that rather than a temporary solution, telecommuting “may place an even greater

burden on women who have more domestic responsibilities than men and may face more difficulties balancing paid

work and family obligations while telecommuting”  (p. 647).

Conversely, there are also new levels of balance and resiliency that can only be realized after emerging from a

crucible experience, like the COVID-19 pandemic. Our women leaders describe how they transformed themselves

and their leadership model despite the extraordinary challenges they faced. “Fulfilling your potential as a leader
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requires a keen awareness and understanding of how your personal experiences—your decisions, stumbles, and

triumphs—got you to where you are now. Each prepares you for the moment when ‘you’re it”  (p. 3).

2. Connective Leadership

The genesis of the Connective Leadership Model  can be found in Dr. Jean Lipman Blumen’s 1970 Harvard

doctoral dissertation, “Educational Aspirations of Married Women.” The major finding suggested that married

women met their achievement needs vicariously by identifying with and contributing to the achievements of others.

That work continued in a research group led by Lipman-Blumen and Professor Harold J. Leavitt, at Stanford

University, in 1972-73. The collaboration produced a more comprehensive model of leadership behavior  ,

which acknowledged the differences between male and female preferences. The model has contributed to

scholars’ and practitioners’ understanding of the behaviors that leaders use. It has also produced a significant

database of over 45,000 leadership profiles spanning the past 50 years. The current study builds upon that

foundation by demonstrating that agility and resilience are needed to adapt to new leadership challenges provoked

by the COVID-19 pandemic as well as other crises.

A “connective leader” is any individual who uses the appropriate knowledge, skills, and temperament to lead other

individuals who differ according to various dimensions (e.g., gender, age, race, nationality, religion, political

persuasion, as well as educational and/or occupational background) to work together effectively. Connective

leaders understand the complex, broad-based diversity, and technology-enhanced interconnections of their

constituents. In a world where interconnectivity has rapidly become global, connective leaders are adept at guiding

groups of individuals who differ significantly in myriad ways. The authors of this study felt that the CL model as

ideal for research on ways in which women leaders respond to crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Connective Leadership/Achieving Styles Model is based on the premise that these leadership styles are

learned behaviors which can be used in various combinations. Moreover, training helps individuals to understand

which behaviors are most appropriate for any given situation. Both training and practice also enable individuals to

improve their skills in using these best-suited styles. The participants in this study were all educated in the CL

model prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and had taken the ASI at that time.

To enable groups of diverse individuals to work together effectively, connective leaders call upon a nine-fold

repertoire of behavioral strategies (“achieving styles”) to achieve their tasks and accomplish their goals. These

achieving styles were studied and described in the 1980s  and have been studied across international

boundaries, with cultural influences affecting the frequency, strength, and circumstances under which these nine

behaviors are implemented .

Connective leaders draw upon the entire nine-fold repertoire of achieving styles, in each case depending upon their

interpretation of situational cues and their expectation that certain styles will increase their odds of success. By

contrast, most other leaders, as well as individuals generally, rely primarily upon their past successes, calling

mostly upon a relatively limited subset of previously effective achieving styles.
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3. The Achieving Styles Model

The nine styles are grouped into three sets of domains: direct, instrumental, and relational. Each of these three

domains subsumes three styles, resulting in the nine-fold achieving styles repertoire (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Connective Leadership Model.

A brief overview of the domains and dimensions of the Connective Leadership/Achieving Styles Model  is offered

in Table 1 below.

Table 1. The Connective Leadership Model domains and dimensions.

[1]

DOMAIN/Dimension Description

DIRECT SET Acts directly on the situation. Controls both the inputs and the outputs of the
endeavor.

Intrinsic Self-motivated, incorporates a high standard of excellence for self.

Competitive Derives satisfaction from performing tasks better than others.

Power Prefers to organize, be in control, and manage people, resources, and processes.
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In sum, these nine achieving styles that constitute the Connective Leadership Model  represent the available

repertoire used effectively by connective leaders. The styles may be utilized in various combinations. While no

individual style is intrinsically better than any other, the purpose of the Achieving Styles Model is to identify

leadership strategies appropriate for each specific situation. Moreover, the Connective Leadership Model , based

upon the nine achieving styles, describes the wide range of behaviors for promoting effectiveness in a world pulled

in multiple directions by broad-based diversity and increasing interdependence.

The Connective Leadership Model  has wide applicability and flexibility in helping to assess and direct

individuals, teams, and organizations to achieve greater and more fulfilling success through its emphasis on

diversity and interdependence. This model of leadership is useful in understanding all individuals’ profiles, whether

they are in management/leadership positions or not, since it assumes that all individuals accomplish their tasks and

achieve their goals through their Achieving Styles Profile.

4. Crisis Leadership

Convinced that the Connective Leadership Model  is a highly effective model for leaders during good times and

difficult times, especially the COVID-19 pandemic, we identified a crisis leadership model to support our research

project. We believed that this additional lens would bring focus to our study of the competencies and skills

necessary for leaders as they navigate a crisis.

Sriharan et al.  conducted a meta-analysis of 35 crisis leadership and pandemic-related articles drawn from

business and medical sources published between 2003 (since SARS) and December 2020. The purpose of this

study was to identify the leadership skills and competencies deemed critical during a pandemic. The analysis

resulted in the creation of a model that organized crisis leadership into three thematic categories, task, people, and

DOMAIN/Dimension Description

INSTRUMENTAL
SET

Uses self and others as instruments for achievement. Controls the inputs and begins
to share the outputs of the endeavor.

Personal Uses their personality, charisma, appearance, intelligence, and background, to attract
others and further their goals.

Social Engages other people with relevant training, skills, and/or experience in achieving
their goals.

Entrusting Empowers others, even those with no specifically relevant training or experience.

RELATIONAL SET Achieves through relationships. Often sharing both the inputs and the outcomes of the
endeavor.

Collaborative Joins others (singularly or as part of a multi-person team) to increase the odds of
success.

Contributory Works behind the scenes to help others achieve their goals.

Vicarious Derives a genuine sense of accomplishment for the success of others with whom they
identify.
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adaptive competencies, while recognizing the relationship with and importance of identifying politics, structure, and

culture as contextual enablers and/or barriers , p. 482. The three overlapping competency groupings were

illustrated and described as follows:

Tasks: preparing, planning, communication, and collaboration

People: inspiring and influencing, leadership presence, empathy, and awareness

Adaptive: decision making, systems thinking/sensemaking, and tacit skills

Sriharan et al.’s  meta-analysis reinforced that of Marcus . This earlier work evolved through the founding and

research work of the National Preparedness Leadership Initiative (NPLI). The formation of NPLI emerged from a

gathering of government leaders and faculty from across Harvard University post-9/11, who met to gain an

understanding of and plan for a more effective national response to crises  (p. ix). This work has been applied to

the Boston Marathon bombings as well as the COVID-19 pandemic .

Through their extensive studies, Marcus  created a transformational crisis leadership model, Meta-Leadership

, that consists of three dimensions of leadership (see Table 2) used to describe the various leadership behaviors

and means (or tools) in a crisis to “seize the opportunity” as leaders to “find and achieve a complex equilibrium that

extends [beyond a single leader or organization] to the broader community”  (p. 19). Circling back to the

Connective Leadership Model  and linking these two models, the leader must understand the complexity and

dynamic nature of a situation and modify their leadership style accordingly to see the opportunity and challenges

ahead. We believe that this reciprocal relationship validates the Connective Leadership Model  as one that can

be used in a crisis and beyond; one that embodies the competencies, skills, and behaviors included in other

studies, especially compared to the Meta-Leadership Model . Table 2 below compares the two models.

Table 2. Comparison of the Meta-Leadership  and Connective Leadership Model  and their dimensions.
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Crisis Leadership Meta-Leadership Model
Key Elements

Connective Leadership Model
Key Elements

The Concept: “Meta-leadership is the idea that in
complex systems, a big part of leadership is the capacity
to work well with and help steer organizations beyond
one’s immediate circle …”  (Foreword). “Forging the
connectivity enabled them to lead down to reports, lead up
to their bosses, lead across to colleagues within their
organization, and lead beyond to the people outside their
organization’s chain of command … they were together” 
(p. 20).

The Concept: “Connective Leadership™ is a
method that leaders can consciously and
systematically use in several ways. The model
allows leaders to assess not only their own
leadership styles and those of others but also the
leadership behaviors most needed in any
particular situation and the leadership styles most
valued in each organization …”  (p. 13).

Meta-Leadership’s Dimensions: Connective Leadership Domains:

The Person: Embodying emotional intelligence and a
capacity to engage, bonding work with unity of purpose.

Direct Set: Behaviors that confront their own
tasks individually and directly.
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The Connective Leadership Model  and the additional lens of the Meta-Leadership Model  provide leaders with

tools and processes to achieve high levels of authenticity, accountability, accessibility, and adaptability as they lead

in a crisis.

Their behaviors “represented a blend of task and relational skills” described as elements of complexity leadership

theory and their capacity to “initiate the development of ‘care’ behaviors as part of an androgynous approach to

leadership”  (pp. 406–407). Through their understanding of the complexities or context of their situation, they

were able to facilitate adaptive responses individually and through their teams, allowing for innovation, learning,

and growth—”adaptive space”—giving them the opportunity to achieve a variety of system changes  (p. 403).

As in Kolga’s 2023 study, our women leaders demonstrated indispensable behaviors during the COVID-19

pandemic for effective communication and relationships that included “nurturing, empathy, cooperation, sensitivity,

and warmth, behaviors often attributed to women’s or feminine leadership”  (p. 405); behaviors consistent with

Eagly’s  gender social role theory that “women are communal and men are agentic” . However, our women

leaders, as noted above, utilized a “blend” of leadership behaviors embodying a “blended androgynous approach”

 (p. 409). They are leaders who employed the broadest and most flexible leadership repertoire to meet the

complex challenges manifested through a variety of contexts, meeting the demands of leadership in the

Connective Era.
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