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ABSTRACT

One year into the COVID-19 pandemic, the U.S. had lost over a half million lives to the
virus. Organizations had to shift the way they operated, requiring effective communi-
cation to help employees transition. This study examines two important time periods
during the pandemic: early May, just after stay-at-home orders began to be lifted, and
late November, as infection rates soared. This study quantitatively examines the role
of perceived severity, organizational trust, reputation, and credibility on participants
employed during the pandemic expectations of leadership at the organizational,
state, and federal levels. Then, participants were interviewed to understand percep-
tions of leadership. Results illustrate the relationship between perceived severity of
the threat and trust in leadership and uncertainty about mitigation measures from
state and federal levels.

KEYWORDS: COVID-19 pandemic, crisis communication, crisis leadership, organiza-
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The 2020 lockdowns in response to the COVID-19 pandemic
dramatically impacted everyday life across the globe. As citi-
zens dealt with uncertainty and fear, they turned to government
leaders for guidance. In the U.S,, leadership varied dramatically
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across states and the federal level, with messages often contradict-
ing one another. Meanwhile, organizations encountered an unfa-
miliar crisis landscape, and worked to maintain the health of the
organization as well as its members.

Leadership is an important aspect of guiding constituents
through any crisis, whether at the government or organizational
level (e.g., Anthony et al., 2013; Herovic et al,, 2014; Liu et al,
2020). In this study, we examine perceptions of federal and state
leadership, as the pandemic response was often left to individual
states to make state-specific decisions. We also examine percep-
tions of organizational leadership, as the decisions of employer
organizations often had the most direct impact on employees’ lives,
particularly early on in the pandemic. We examine perceptions at
two important points in the pandemic, first in early May 2020, just
after shelter-in-place orders began to be lifted and more businesses
were beginning to reopen and second in mid-November 2020 as
daily COVID-19 infections and deaths were increasing rapidly.

We used a two-pronged approach to understand how employ-
ees navigated the pandemic within the context of their employing
organization at these two points in time. We start with an over-
view of pertinent literature. We next explain our methodologi-
cal approach and present the results of both the quantitative and
qualitative components of the study. Then, we offer a discussion of
these findings and present conclusions.

COVID-19 Pandemic in the United States

COVID-19 is an ongoing threat to global health, having had severe
impacts on global and national economies, social norms, and daily
life (Bonnevie et al., 2021). One year into the pandemic, the U.S.
has reported over 30 million infections and over a half a million
deaths (New York Times, 2021). The future of this pandemic is
unknown, as health experts have identified and predict outbreak
patterns that could continue for years (Begley, 2020).

In the U.S,, the pandemic has been marked by information dis-
order online. For example, the politicization of masks served as a
substantial roadblock to mitigating the spread of COVID-19 prior
to vaccine availability, and continues (Kahane, 2021). While a
vaccine is now available in many Western countries including the
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U.S., vaccine hesitancy and opposition has been identified online,
further complicating the crisis response (Bonnevie, 2021). Inac-
curate information about COVID-19 has spread rapidly through
social media and messaging apps (Sheares et al., 2020).

As aresult of the competing narratives and the politicization of
COVID-19 in the U.S., perceived severity of the virus and the pan-
demic have varied. Whereas a public confronted with risk often
leads them to take measures to protect themselves from expo-
sure (Zillman, 2006), this may not occur if they do not believe
the threat is severe. Perceived severity of the threat also influences
expectations of organizational leadership during crises (Hwang &
Cameron, 2008). The COVID-19 pandemic also illustrated ways
in which politicized leadership can impact the extent to which
constituents perceive the severity of the threat. For example, “some
authoritarian and conservative administrations demonstrated a
greater tendency to underestimate the pandemic and to deny the
danger represented by COVID-19” (Lilleker et al., 2021, p. 336).
Because perceived severity may impact the mitigation behaviors
people take during the pandemic, which can impact the spread of
the virus, it important to understand how individuals in the U.S.
responded to leadership communication.

Crisis Leadership

Crises are by their nature unpredictable events and can be defined
as an event with “high levels of uncertainty, confusion, disorien-
tation, surprise, shock, and stress” (Seeger et al., 2003, p. 125).
During crisis events, authority figures must enact crisis leader-
ship, which can include a number of aspects present during the
COVID-19 pandemic such as initiating a response to the crisis,
mitigating the harm caused by the crisis, acting as a spokesperson,
expressing sympathy, remaining accessible, taking decisive action,
and coordinating actions across response groups. Effective lead-
ership communication is an important aspect of a crisis response,
wherein leaders are presented “the opportunity to manage mean-
ing as they influence the scope of possibilities for others during
periods of uncertainty” (Gigliotti, 2016, p. 187). Leaders offer a
sensemaking process to followers navigating the uncertainty in
which crises are entrenched.
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During public health emergencies, crisis leadership communi-
cation is vital to helping the public understand risk and the impor-
tance of recommended mitigations. Leaders must make decisions
quickly despite the limited information available, effectively com-
municate based on what is known at the time, and balance central-
ization with response delegation (Deitchman, 2013). Coordination
during crises allows for a comprehensive view of the crisis and all
resources available, and can help converge messages and increase
the strength of the messages (Anthony et al., 2013; Herovic et al,,
2014; Liu et al,, 2020; Seidl & Werle, 2018). Alternatively, a lack
of collaboration has the potential to lead to divergent messages.
Crisis leadership in public health requires competence in public
health science, decisiveness, situational awareness, coordination,
communication, and the ability to inspire trust (Deitchman, 2013).

Transformational leadership. Transformational leadership has
demonstrated importance during nonroutine situations (Paware
& Eastman, 1997), which can include crisis response. Transfor-
mational leadership has been shown to enhance employee job sat-
isfaction and performance as well as loyalty and commitment to
the organization (Yue et al., 2019). Transformational leaders are
visionary, caring, and empower employees. Hwang and Cameron
(2008) found that individuals expect an accommodative stance
from organizational leadership when they enact a transforma-
tional leadership style. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic,
particularly during the first weeks of the pandemic in the U.S. and
amid lockdown orders, this accommodative stance may have been
an important factor for employees relying on their employers to
reduce their risks of contracting the virus.

Transformational leadership works toward higher levels of
motivation and commitment from followers (e.g., Bass & Avolio,
1993; Koteyko & Carter, 2008). Transformational leadership is
characterized by the communication of collective purpose and val-
ues, motivational communication, emotional support, and encour-
aging employees to contribute to new ways of thinking about the
organization. Transformational leaders “use a combination of ide-
alized influence, inspirational motivation, individualized consid-
eration, and intellectual stimulation tactics to ‘transform’ followers
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and organizations” (Mitra, 2013). Here, transformational leader-
ship provides a useful lens for understanding the response to the
COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. from the organizational, state,
and federal levels.

Reputation, Trust, and Credibility in Crisis Situations

Organizational reputation and crises are often considered in terms
of organizational wrongdoing that results in a crisis. In the case
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the crisis was external to the organi-
zation, but impacted the ways in which the organizations shifted
operations to protect stakeholders. It is relevant to consider an
organization’s existing reputation and prior history in regard to
their reputation, particularly early in the pandemic. If an organi-
zation enters a crisis with a favorable reputation, this will work to
the organization’s advantage and the crisis will have a lesser impact
than an organization that did not experience the same favorability
prior to the crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). In addition, third
parties may emerge as a primary communicator during crises to
serve as a proxy for organizations that lack resources, capacity, or
credibility to communicate in all phases of the crises, such as gov-
ernment agencies (Millner et al., 2011). Third-party organizations
with high credibility may extend that credibility to those organiza-
tions they endorse (McCleneghan, 2007).

Trustis an important factor in crisis situations and impacts citi-
zen response to these situations. Research shows that marginalized
groups are more distrustful, likely attributed to negative personal
experiences as a member of a discriminated group (Glaeser et al.,
2000; Uslaner, 1998). Moreover, incidences such as unfair distri-
bution of healthcare resources during the 1918 flu pandemic have
negatively impacted trust in public health (Schoch-Spana, 2000).
Unfair distribution of resources was mirrored in many instances
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.

Perceived source credibility refers to the judgments made by
the receiver of the message regarding the extent to which the com-
municator is believable (O’Keefe, 1990). Credibility is a perception
and “not a quality inherent in a channel or source itself” (Wester-
man et al., 2014, p. 173). Previous research examined three dimen-
sions of perceived source credibility: trustworthiness refers to the
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perception that a person will indeed tell the truth if they know
it, expertise or competence refers to the perception that a person
does know the truth, and goodwill or caring refers to the percep-
tion or belief that a person cares about the perceiver (McCroskey
& Teven, 1999). In regard to information updates, faster updates
have been shown to lead to increased positive perceptions of
source credibility (Johnson, 2011).

An exploration of tendencies in attitudes toward organizations
and institutions during the pandemic provides valuable insights,
particularly when considering concepts of trust and leadership.
These concepts are multidimensional and thus should be explored
with multidimensional methodologies. One important dimension
corresponds to general and quantifiable trends. The following set
of research questions guides this analysis:

RQ1: Were the trust and the perception of the transformational lead-
ership by employer and governmental organizations impacted by the
perception of severity of COVID-19?

RQ2: How did trust in employer and governmental organizations
relate to political orientation during the pandemic?

RQ2a: Did the general trends in trust in employer and govern-
mental organizations differ between Spring and Fall of 2020?

RQ2b: Did the general trends in trust in employer and gov-
ernmental organizations differ between individuals of different
political ideologies?

RQ2c¢: Did the interaction effect between political ideology and
party affiliation of the state governor impact the trust in state
government?

RQ3: How did perception of transformational leadership relate to
political ideology during the pandemic?

RQ3a: Did the general trends in perception of transformational
leadership by employer and governmental organizations differ
between Spring and Fall of 20207

RQ3b: Did the general trends in perception of transformational
leadership by employer and governmental organizations differ
between individuals of different political ideologies?
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RQ3c: Did the interaction effect between political ideology and
party affiliation of the state governor impact the perception of
transformational leadership by state government?

RQ4: How do reputation, trust, and credibility relate to leadership
during the pandemic?

RQ4a: What is the relationship between reputation and trust
in employer and governmental organizations’ approach to
COVID-19?

RQ4b: What is the relationship between credibility and trust
in employer and governmental organizations’ approach to
COVID-19?

RQ4c: What is the relationship between reputation and per-
ceived leadership of employer and governmental organizations
during the pandemic?

RQ4d: What is the relationship between credibility and per-
ceived leadership of employer and governmental organizations
during the pandemic?

In addition to understanding the trends in attitudes toward
these institutions during the pandemic and perceptions of trust
and leadership qualities, and given the demonstrated impact of
transformational leadership in nonroutine situations, such as a
global public health crisis, the following research question, to be
addressed through qualitative interviews, is offered:

RQ5: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of transforma-
tional leadership from key spokespersons during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in the U.S.?

RQ5a: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of trans-
formational leadership from their employing organization
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.?

RQ5b: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of trans-
formational leadership from their state government leadership
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.?

RQ5c: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of trans-
formational leadership from the federal government leadership
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.?
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Method

We conducted this study using both quantitative and qualitative
methods and collected data during two different points in the
pandemic. We distributed a survey measuring reputation, trust,
credibility, and perceived severity of the threat at the beginning of
the pandemic (May 2020) and during a surge in cases in the U.S.
(November 2020). As part of the survey, we asked interested par-
ticipants to provide follow-up contact information for interviews.
Interviews were conducted during both of these time periods as
well. The outlined research method was approved by the IRB of
the first author’s institution prior to recruitment.

Questionnaire

To address research questions 1 through 4, we designed a ques-
tionnaire to measure perceived severity, organizational reputation,
trust, credibility, and transformational leadership, along with per-
tinent demographic and ideological questions. The specific items
in this survey tool served to operationalize the variables, which are
linked within the research questions.

Procedure

Two sets of quantitative data were collected, the first on May 8-9,
2020, and the second on November 13-14, 2020. The Amazon
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform was used to recruit participa-
tion for data collection. Research variable-specific questions were
featured first, with demographics-related questions included to
help to contextualize the data.

Participants

A total of 457 people completed the questionnaire. Specifically, 229
participants completed the questionnaire in Spring 2020, and 228
participants completed the questionnaire in Fall 2020. The par-
ticipants were adult U.S. Americans (at least age 18). Specifically,
15% reported being between ages 18-24, 44% as 25-34, 20% as
35-44, 11% as 45-54, 6% as 55-64, and 2% as 65+. Among the
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participants, 58% identified as female while 41% identified as
male. Furthermore, 16% identified as Asian, 8% as Black, 8% as
Hispanic or Latino/a/x, 4% as Native American, and 59% as White
or Caucasian. Participants reported residing in 42 different states.
Though the sample is not proportionately representative of the
U.S. population, it is representative of a wide spectrum of demo-
graphic groups and thus likely to reflect on a wide spectrum of
experiences.

Variables and Measures

To measure perceived severity of the pandemic threat, participants
responded to two 7-point Likert-type questions regarding their
perceptions of the virus as a big health issue and as an issue with
long-term health outcomes. These specific items were developed
within the current study as an appropriate face-value approach
to assess the concept of severity as related to COVID-19. Upon
collecting the data, Pearson’s r coefficient of 0.74 (p < 0.0001)
confirmed that beyond the face value, the items are significantly
and highly correlated and thus could be utilized as a composite
measure of perceived severity. Hence, the next step was to add the
two values and divide the number by two, resulting in another 1-7
scale. The variable was reduced to a categorical level from the ini-
tial scale to serve as a comparison between low and high perceived
severity. The low severity category covered responses between
value 1 (lowest possible) and 5 (which was the higher-middle level
value). The high severity category corresponded to values higher
than 5 up to 7 (the highest possible)—as when speaking of sever-
ity, only the values that were close to corresponding to intense feel-
ing about the threat should be considered a “high” category.

The second predictor variable explored was the specific time
period in the year 2020 and was determined by the specific period
of the data collection, resulting in two categorical values, Spring
(n = 229) and late Fall (n = 228).

The party affiliation of the state governor was a categorical
variable based on the publicly available information for the tested
time period and respondents’ self-report of their home state.

To measure reputation, we adapted Coombs and Holladay’s
(1996) organizational reputation scale, originally adapted from



356 SELLNOW-RICHMOND, LUKACOVIC, SELLNOW-RICHMOND, and KRAUSHAAR

McCroskey’s (1996) scale for measuring ethos, using a 7-point
Likert like scale. The two items were related to perceived invest-
ment of the organization in well-being of the stakeholders and the
degree of confidence that the respondent has in the organization’s
narrative about the issue.

The credibility variable was constructed using nine items from
McCroskey and Teven’s (1999) three dimensions of source credi-
bility, competence, trustworthiness, and goodwill. A 7-point mea-
surement scale was implemented to address items that are related
to these dimensions.

To measure the first outcome variable, organizational trust, the
RAND Public Health Disaster Trust Scale (Eisenman et al., 2012)
was used. Participants responded to four questions regarding trust
in their organization’s response to the pandemic using a 4-point
scale. The items consider whether the organization/governmental
institution is (1) responding effectively to protect the health of
employees or citizens; (2) responding fairly to your health needs,
regardless of your race, ethnicity, income, or other personal char-
acteristics; (3) providing honest information to employees or cit-
izens; and (4) can be trusted not to use the information that is
collected about the employees/citizens against them later.

To examine the second outcome variable, transformational
leadership, we applied Carless et al’s (2000) measure of transfor-
mational leadership. This scale measures transformational leader-
ship in terms of vision, staff development, supportive leadership,
empowerment, innovative or lateral thinking, leading by example,
and charismatic leadership. It uses a 7-point Likert-type response
scale.

Interviews

Participants were invited to provide their email address or phone
number at the end of both questionnaires if they were interested
in participating in a follow-up interview to discuss their experi-
ences with organizational and governmental leadership during the
pandemic. Participants who agreed were contacted to schedule
an interview via phone or video chat. Interviews did not include
a monetary incentive. Participants were provided an overview of
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the interview procedure and informed that they would be audio
recorded. They were asked to provide consent to record both
before the recording began and on the recording.

A total of 11 people agreed to participate in interviews, 4 from
the first questionnaire and 7 from the second questionnaire, for a
total of 57 single-spaced pages of transcribed interview data. Inter-
views averaged approximately 22 minutes. Participants discussed
their experiences with federal, state, and organizational leadership
communication during the COVID-19 pandemic. The interview
protocol was semi-structured to offer flexibility in the interview
process (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). It mirrored the questionnaire,
with questions designed to elicit more detail about their experi-
ence with a specific focus on the perceived presence or absence
of aspects of transformational leadership. Specifically, interview
questions were developed using the variables from the quantitative
component and were designed to be open-ended to allow partici-
pants to provide more detailed accounts of their experiences with
leadership during the pandemic. Interviews were audio recorded
and transcribed by one of the researchers. A coding manual was
designed to guide the analysis. Primary-cycle coding captured
the essence of the interview data during the first phase of analysis
(Tracy, 2013). Statements across interviews were compared to pro-
vide a more holistic understanding of the data during the second
level of analysis.

Results

Questionnaire

Analysis of Variance, ANOVA, was performed to examine possi-
ble connections between the focus variables that were outlined in
research questions 1-3. For an overview and details on means and
standard deviations see Table 1 and Table 2.

Organizational Leadership

Considering trust in employer organization, the analysis suggests
that there is a significant association between a higher perception of
severity of COVID-19 and higher trust in employer organization;
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F(1, 453) = 26.68, p < 0.0001. There was not a significant differ-
ence between Spring and late Fall of 2020 in connection to trust in
employer organization; F(1, 453) = 0.15, p = 0.70.

Furthermore, there is also a statistically significant tendency
for individuals who perceive COVID-19 as more serious to also
perceive the employer organization’s leadership more favorably;
F(1, 450) = 14.08, p = 0.0002. While not statistically significant,
the perceived quality of employer’s leadership has dropped from
Spring to Fall of 2020; F(1, 450) = 3.29, p = 0.07; and it is notable
that the tendency is relatively close to a significance. Hence, the
decreasing favorability of employer’s leadership represents a ten-
dency that is worthy of further analytical attention.

Neither the trust in employer organization [F(1, 450) = 0.47,
p = 0.49], nor the perception of employer’s leadership [F(1, 445) =
0.00, p = 1.00] were impacted by the political ideology preferred
by the respondents according to the data.

TABLE 1 Main Effects of Considered Predictor Variables on Trust in
Organization and Perceived Leadership Quality

Predictors: Effect on Effect on
Trust Leadership
F p
Perceived Severity of
CovID-19 26.68*** | <0.0001 | 14.08*** | 0.0002
Employer
Organization | Time Period 0.15 0.70 3.29 0.07
Political Ideology 0.47 0.49 0.00 1.00
Perceived Severity of
COvID-19 3.89% 0.05 2.50 0.11
State
Government Time Period 0.49 0.48 1.22 0.27
Political Ideology 1.86 0.17 2.38 0.12
Perceived Severity of
COVID-19 1.03 0.31 0.43 0.51
Federal
Government Time Period 0.05 0.82 0.32 0.57
Political Ideology 36.11*** | <0.0001 | 20.30*** | <0.0001
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State Government Leadership

Those who perceive COVID-19 as more severe were also statisti-
cally significantly more likely to express trust to state government;
F(1, 455) = 3.89, p < 0.05. This tendency did not change over time
between Spring and late Fall 2020; F(1, 455) = 0.49, p = 0.48. Based
on the data, the perceived severity of COVID-19 does not have
a relationship with evaluation of state government’s leadership;
F(1, 449) = 2.50, p = 0.11. There is not an impact of time on eval-
uation of state government’s leadership; F(1, 449) = 1.22, p = 0.27.

Also in the case of states, political ideology is not a signifi-
cant general predictor of the tendency to trust in [F(1, 452) = 1.86,
p = 0.17] or to positively perceive leadership [F(1, 446) = 2.38,
p = 0.12] of the state government.

Addressing RQ2c, the ANOVA results suggest insignificant
interaction effect between political ideology and party affiliation
of the state governor during Spring 2020 for trust in state govern-
ment [F(1, 219) = 0.84, p = 0.36]. Addressing RQ3c, the analy-
sis shows a significant but smaller interaction effect on perceived
transformational leadership of the state government [F(1, 217)
= 3.77, p = 0.05] as can be anticipated with liberals perceiving
leadership of Democratic party-governed states more favorably
while those politically conservative or “in-the-middle” perceiving
Republican-led states more favorably. Trends somewhat changed
for Fall 2020, when the interaction effects between political ide-
ology and party affiliation of the state governor has grown and
significantly impacted trust in state government [F(1, 220) = 5.35,
p = 0.02] and perceived transformational leadership of the state
government [F(1, 216) = 6.98, p < 0.01]. Furthermore, we detected
main effect of the political party of the state’s governor on the trust
expressed by the respondents in Fall 2020 [F(1, 220) = 6.40, p =
o0.01], with Republican-led governments being trusted less across
ideological spectrum (see Table 3 for main effects report and
Table 4 for means and standard deviations). Interestingly, in Fall
2020 the main effects analysis revealed that liberals tended to
be significantly less favorable of the state’s leadership in general
[F(1, 216) = 4.77, p = 0.03], and as interaction has shown par-
ticularly when located in Republican-led states (see Table 3 and
Table 4 for details).
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TABLE 3 Main Effects and Interaction Effects of Considered
Predictor Variables on Trust and Perceived Leadership Quality
of State Government

Effect on
Effecton Trust Leadership
Predictors: F P F P
Political Ideology 0.04 0.84 0.00 1.00
Spring 2020 | Governor’s Political Party 0.08 0.78 0.12 0.73
Interaction 0.84 0.36 3.77*% 0.05
Political Ideology 2.92 0.09 4.77*% 0.03
Fall 2020 Governor’s Political Party 6.40% 0.01 0.57 0.45
Interaction 5.35*% 0.02 6.98** | <0.01

TABLE4 Means of State-Related Outcome Variables by Time Period,
Political Ideology, and Governor’s Political Party

Predictor Variables: Governor’s Political Party
Outcome Time Republican = Democrat
Variables: Period Political Ideology M(SD) M(SD)
Trust in State Conservative/Centrist | 2.80 (0.77) 2.75(0.70)
Government Spring | Liberal 2.69(0.78) | 2.81(0.64)
Leadership of 2020 | conservative/Centrist | 3.37 (0.94) 3.17(1.04)
State Government Liberal 3.08(1.16) | 3.42(0.87)
Trust in State Conservative/Centrist | 2.79 (0.75) 2.81(0.73)
Government Fall | Liberal 2.33(0.86) 2.86 (0.74)
Leadership of 2020 | conservative/Centrist | 3.44 (1.00) 3.20(0.89)
State Government Liberal 271(1.14)  |3.21(1.02)

Federal Government Leadership

Examining trust in the federal government revealed that perceived
severity of COVID-19 was not significantly related to it [F(1, 457)
= 1.03, p = 0.31]; nor has it changed over time between Spring
and late Fall [F(1, 457) = 0.05, p = 0.82]. Furthermore, the evalu-
ation of the federal government’s leadership was not impacted by
perceived severity of COVID-19 [F(1, 453) = 0.43, p = 0.51]; nor
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has it changed in any significant way between Spring and late Fall
[F(1, 453) = 0.32, p = 0.57].

Within the context of highly polarized American political
opinion in 2020, it is necessary to examine the impact of political
ideology on outcome variables as related to federal leadership. The
analysis exposed that those who lean toward the liberal spectrum
tend to trust the federal government less [F(1, 454) = 36.06, p <
0.0001]; for liberally leaning individuals [M = 2.22, SD = 0.92],
while for conservative leaning and middle-of-the-road individuals
[M = 2.70, SD = 0.78]. The liberally leaning individuals also tend
to report significantly less favorable appraisal of the federal gov-
ernment’s leadership [F(1, 450) = 20.30, p < 0.0001]; for liberally
leaning individuals [M = 2.67, SD = 1.17]; and for conservative
leaning and middle-of-the-road individuals [M = 3.15, SD = 1.04].
Hence, political ideology is the most robust predictor of the out-
come variables related to federal government among the examined
variables.

All the relationships explored under RQ4 showed highly signit-
icant correlations (p < 0.0001) using Pearson’s r measure. Regard-
ing reputation as related to trust in the organization’s approach to
COVID-19, there was moderately high correlation for employer
organizations (0.66); and high correlations for state (0.77) and fed-
eral government (0.81). A similar trend occurred for credibility as
related to trust; moderately high correlation for employer organi-
zations (0.68); and high correlations for state (0.75) and federal
government (0.83). Again, we have observed a similar pattern with
the relationship between reputation and perception of leadership
during the pandemic; employer organization (0.60); state govern-
ment (0.68); and federal government (0.74); as well as between
credibility and perceived pandemic leadership; employer organi-
zation (0.75); state government (0.78); and federal government

(0.85).

Interviews

The fifth research question asked about the perceived presence or
absence of aspects of transformational leadership from the organi-
zational, state, and federal levels during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Through interviews, participants shared the following descriptions
of transformational leadership during their experiences in either
the early pandemic (May 2020) or peak pandemic (November
2020).

Organizational Leadership

At the organizational level, arguably that which most directly
impacts employees, participants identified a number of ways in
which their organizational leadership communicated a collective
purpose and values moving through the pandemic. For example,
one participant discussed the organization’s efforts to prioritize
employee and customer safety as they reopened:

It was always an employee and customer safety focus. How are we
going to conduct business in this environment? What are the steps
we need to take? How do we keep employees safe while serving cus-
tomers? All of those things were part of the communication, they also
communicated quickly when there was a positive case in the store and
what was being done to deal with that, what shift they worked, they
were very transparent about what was going on.

In addition to the emphasis on safety as the organization contin-
ued to execute its mission to serve customers, this participant also
communicated about leadership’s use of “we” to ensure that this
was not an obligation delegated only to floor workers, but included
decision-makers. Another participant articulated the ease with
which members of the organization were able to adapt their rou-
tine to keep everyone safe for the sake of the organization. This
participant stated, “It was just easy to adapt into our routine and
our staff knows we can't afford to not work and get sick, so every-
one was really on board to keep each other safe and do whatever
we can.” In this case, leadership’s articulation of a collective pur-
pose was carried forward and embodied by employees, as trans-
formational leadership can achieve.

Alternatively, participants did not discuss motivational com-
munication coming from leadership. One participant did discuss
incentives to encourage people to take shifts, explaining, “they
did start to incentivize people to come in because they were hav-
ing difficulty covering all of their shifts.” However, this method is
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not based on motivating employees to support the organization
through intrinsic motivation, which indicates that this aspect of
transformational leadership was absent among our sample during
the pandemic.

In many instances, participants discussed ways in which their
organization’s leadership communicated emotional support, an
important form of communication during a public health crisis
marked, at least initially, with much unknown. One participant
described leadership allowing employees to decide where they feel
comfortable working and during what period in relation to posi-
tive cases in their area, explaining

If we don’t feel comfortable going to a job site or if the COVID num-
bers are too high, we don’t go. We have complete authority to kind of
rearrange our own schedule to do what works best for us and to make
us feel safe, so whatever we need, they’ll provide.

Another participant illustrated the ways in which their leadership
extended care to employees by ensuring they had work-related
and nonwork-related needs met, saying

Our leadership, we all received gift cards for groceries, like $100 gift
cards for grocery stores, they paid for our Netflix for six months, they
gave us $100 in food delivery, they sent us out PPE’s and whenever I
need new PPE’s I can just send an email and they’ll send them right
to my house.

Due to the uncertainty during the pandemic and the need for
organizations to persist while caring for employees, these exam-
ples do demonstrate an important aspect of transformational lead-
ership in this unique context. However, there were also instances
in which participants described a lack of support from employers,
including a participant who worked in healthcare and explained,

because we are expected to interact with patients directly as far as
testing and immunizations goes I feel like we could’ve had a better
approach to supporting our employees . . . if you want an immuni-
zation or not doing this to your employees then you have to go get
it through the county if you want to do additional testing we’re not
gonna prioritize you in the stores we're going to tell you that you have
to go through an urgent care just like everyone else.
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Lastly, participants did discuss aspects of their organizations that
demonstrated innovation in response to the pandemic. One par-
ticipant illustrated how their organization became marked by
innovation in response to the pandemic:

We've changed the way that we're rolling out a lot of the business fea-
tures we changed a lot of the surfaces that were providing to really
focus around what COVID and COVID healthcare looks like. And
so, we've been one of the most innovative companies when it comes
to testing and processing immunizations in allowing them to be dis-
pensed on a non-county based or government-based platform in the
communities.

In another instance, a participant discussed how employees were
given the opportunity to innovate how they executed the func-
tions of their academic job, explaining, “the chair of my depart-
ment gave me the opportunity to pick stuff for my classes. I'm also
then able to choose what time I wanna teach and what classes I
still want to teach” Again, this was not the experience of all par-
ticipants. One described a lack of planning and poor communica-
tion from their organizational leadership, explaining “they would
change their minds about things, they were really slow about hav-
ing these decisions made in advance . . . and everything was either
over the phone or by email” While transformational leadership
aspects were often present at the organizational level, participants
illustrated frustrating gaps in leadership communication.

State Government Leadership

Participants also discussed their perceptions of state leadership
during the pandemic. One participant illustrated how their state
leadership communicated collective purpose in addressing the
pandemic through constant communication with constituents
about efforts they were taking to keep citizens as safe as possible.
They explained,

I think the state government has been very active and specific, and
constantly updated about what the status is in the state and with pol-
icies and procedures. There’s been more of a daily reactive response
from the state government, “OKk, these are the numbers. This is what
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were doing. This is what we feel like should be done in the future”
That kind of communication has come from the state government on
a daily basis.

However, it should be noted that there was not as much indication
of state leaders demonstrating unity through values. One partic-
ipant did discuss their governor’s efforts to address a lost sense
of unity, which is an important value for most U.S. Americans,
explaining, “in terms of coming up with those phases it’s not easy
to designate certain things as a problem, such as crowded restau-
rants, and change people’s sense of belonging.”

In terms of motivating constituents to move forward collabo-
ratively toward a shared goal, several participants discussed state
leadership engaging effectively. One participant explained, “it’s
pretty cool that they stood firm by that with all of us knowing that
the phases would change. I think they’re pretty good at coming
down with the information that people need.” Similarly, another
participant explained how their state government worked to cre-
ate unified, forward-moving communication to guide constituents
forward through the pandemic,

I think the state government has been very active and specific, and
constantly updated about what the status is in the state and with pol-
icies and procedures. There’s been more of a daily reactive response
from the state government, “Okay, these are the numbers. This is what
were doing. This is what we feel like should be done in the future”
That kind of communication has come from the state government on
a daily basis.

In these examples, participants described ways they felt the state
government was providing unified, motivational communication
to move constituents through the pandemic. Alternatively, one
participant explained that in their state,

the governor wasn't telling you, “You need to wear a mask.” He left it
up to every single business whether it be a corner store or a restaurant
or a Target, if you want them to wear a mask then you have to state it.
I'm not stating it.
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In this case, state leadership actively resisted any unifying motiva-
tional communication.

In terms of demonstrating care and emotional support for
constituents, participants did illustrate ways in which they felt
their state government was helpful. One participant explained that
the state government was caring for people who were out of work,
explaining,

I think that the state government, at least for the state that I am in,
they’ve really helped with places that are closing and all of that. They’ve
been giving out money to those people that don’t have a job and also
providing other ways for them to still make money.

Similarly, another participant emphasized the importance the
state government placed on keeping businesses as demonstrative
of caring for constituent needs, explaining,

That was a big reason why we ended up moving here because every-
thing and everyone was still working hard to keep everything open
and to take care of small businesses, so that was the biggest reason
that we came here because we knew that we would still get the help
that we needed.

In these instances, demonstration of care from the state govern-
ment pertained strictly to economic efforts.

Lastly, though the pandemic certainly changed the way indi-
viduals can act in public, participants rarely discussed a leader-
ship push for innovative thinking and acting from constituents.
One participant did note, “It’s easy for me to understand what they
mean because it’s all written down. It’s easy to create activities that
meet the rules. So that kind of tools necessary to us for organiza-
tional leadership.” This was in the context of understanding how to
respond to new rules about public behaviors.

Federal Government Leadership

Across the 11 interviews, the federal level of leadership received
the least positive discussion of any aspects of transformational
leadership. Largely due to the delegation of responsibilities to the
states, participants rarely identified communication from federal
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leadership emphasizing a larger collective purpose or values. One
participant did explain that the CARES Act was illustrative of
larger values to economically support citizens through the pan-
demic, explaining that it, “really helped a lot of our employees
who had to take oftf work to watch their children because they had
no childcare. That really helped quite a few of our single parents.”
There were explicit examples participants gave that demonstrated
the opposite of this tenet of transformational leadership. One par-
ticipant explained, “I think that his choices to downplay it at the
beginning and to satirize it and make it entertainment definitely
made our response worse.” Another participant echoed this senti-
ment, explaining, “both by the words that he uses and the actions
he displays it is detrimental to how this country continues to
approach things and I don't think that there had ever been a divi-
sion in ways that we both understand and approach the response
to the pandemic.”

In terms of motivational communication, one participant did
discuss the efforts on the part of federal leadership to push quickly
for a vaccine, saying, “in terms of the vaccine, I've seen them being
aggressive and taking vaccines seriously on TV. We need more
people to be doing stuff like that” In this case, the participant was
encouraged that federal leadership was encouraging citizens to
support vaccination efforts. Alternatively, participants shared feel-
ings that effective motivational communication was lacking. One
participant described federal leadership’s denial as an obstacle to
effective motivational communication, explaining,

I think the federal government has grossly mismanaged this pan-
demic and has set a horrible example and been horrible role models,
which has contributed to chaos because the leader was very late to get
on board with the fact that this is a real pandemic.

Another participant described this concern in greater detail,
emphasizing a lack of transparency about the gravity of the pan-
demic early on, explaining

I think the major thing and breakdown in communication that
annoyed me is I knew that it was going to be a lot longer. People
around me knew that it was going to be a lot longer but for whatever
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reason because of the way that public health works I guess I didn’t
want to freak people out so they didn’t want to tell everyone that
they’re not going out for two years. It’s hard to do that I don’t think the
average person can cope with that. That was probably the part about
the communication that really frustrated me. I feel like from the state
and federal government it’s been like two more weeks two more weeks
but really everybody knows that it’s going to last at least a year.

Regarding demonstrative care and emotional support for constitu-
ents, no participants discussed federal leadership embodying this
aspect of transformational leadership. One participant articulated
the lack of substantive support outside of what they considered a
small stimulus check from federal leadership, saying,

rather than just putting everybody off and giving a $1,200 stimulus,
for someone who may have many kids or maybe taking care of some-
body else’s kids, I don’t really know that any of that happened the way
it should have.

Similarly, though certainly there was a great deal of innovation
happening at the federal level in response to the pandemic, this
was not clearly articulated to constituents, and no participants in
this study discussed encouragement from this level of leadership
to think differently and innovatively about how to act in response
to the pandemic. One participant was explicit that this was lack-
ing, saying, “he demonstrated is that it is possible to be a president
and do nothing. . . like you don’t have to be involved in everything
even though he should have been involved in more.” Another felt
that this necessary innovation was missing in the U.S., but present
in other countries, and said, “I’ve chosen to utilize other countries’
resources because I feel like they’re more cohesive to the proper
response.” By and large, the participants interviewed for this study
perceived a lack of transformational leadership from the federal
government throughout the early and middle stages of the pan-
demic.

Discussion

The results and findings from this study shed important light on
the role of different levels of leadership during the COVID-19
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pandemic. Because we collected the first data set approximately
6 weeks after most states entered shelter in place orders, we were
able to capture perceptions as U.S. Americans began to reenter the
social landscape. Because we were able to collect data a second
time in November 2020, as numbers were increasing rapidly, we
were able to understand how perceptions of leadership may have
changed as the pandemic continued.

These findings demonstrate that perceived severity of COVID-
19 was significantly associated with trust in the employer organi-
zation, and there was no significant difference across the two time
snapshots we collected. We also found a significant tendency for
those who do perceive COVID-19 as more serious to also perceive
their employer organizations leadership more favorably, though
this tendency waned from the Spring 2020 data set to the Fall 2020
data set. These results were further illuminated in the qualitative
portion of this study, which found that participants reported high
levels of transformational leadership from employers during the
early weeks of the pandemic, ensuring employees were safe and
taken care of moving into an unfamiliar and often frightening land-
scape. Enacting transformational leadership is important during
nonroutine situations like this public health emergency (Paware &
Eastman, 1997). However, the longer the pandemic went on, the
more these organizations returned to a pre-pandemic approach,
with less demonstrative care for employees and a returned focus
on the financial bottom line. This reflects a larger narrative in
the U.S. regarding pandemic fatigue. Though infection and death
numbers were increasing rapidly in November 2020, people had
grown tired of social distancing practices and were less compliant
with pandemic-related restrictions on their daily lives and social
interactions.

At the state level, individuals who perceived COVID-19 as
more severe were also more likely to express trust in their state
government, with no change across the two time periods mea-
sured, though at this level there was no demonstrated relation-
ship between perceived severity of COVID-19 and the evaluation
of the state government’s leadership at either point in the pan-
demic. It is likely that this reflects state governments that were
responding to the pandemic aggressively. Often in the qualitative
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component of this study, participants indicated that the federal
government refrained from offering a unified response to the pan-
demic, leaving governors to shoulder the responsibility. As such,
these participants indicated their governors as the most import-
ant spokespersons for navigating the pandemic. The lack of col-
laboration at the federal level certainly led to divergent messages
from state to state, which extant research demonstrates could have
been avoided through coordination and a comprehensive view of
the crisis at the federal level (e.g., Liu et al., 2020). Still, when left
to the governors, these leaders did take on the most prominent
role in guiding constituents through the pandemic response in
both periods measured. Our findings, for instance, suggest that
liberally-oriented individuals were increasingly disapproving of
the state government’s leadership, particularly in Republican-led
states, as the crisis worsened in November 2020.

At the federal level, perceived severity of COVID-19 was not
related to trust in the federal government at either point mea-
sured nor was the evaluation of the federal government’s leader-
ship impacted by perceived severity of COVID-19 at either point.
However, when accounting for political ideology, left-leaning par-
ticipants did indicate less trust in the federal government than
centrist or right-leaning participants, with left-leaning individu-
als reporting a less favorable appraisal of the federal government’s
leadership. This is demonstrative of the larger politically polar-
ized climate in the U.S. and the politicization of the COVID-19
response in the country. Qualitative data demonstrated a lack of
decisiveness, coordination, and effective communication at the
federal level, all of which have been identified as vital to crisis
leadership in public health (Deitchman, 2013). Participants rec-
ognized that, whether good or bad, the federal government turned
over leadership to the states and did not engage in informed crisis
communication and crisis leadership.

Regarding aspects of transformational leadership present
during the pandemic, participants illustrated organizations as
most engaged, though this did shift as time passed. Organizational
leadership was most transformational during initial reopening
of the economy and faded as pandemic fatigue grew. Because
state governments served as primary government spokespersons
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during both periods measured, they did embody more aspects
of transformational leadership than the federal level of govern-
ment, where it was absent. Thinking about the U.S. response to
COVID-19 in comparison with other wealthy nations, the impor-
tance of effective crisis leadership and aspects of transformational
leadership become clear. Assessment of state governments’ as more
effective than the federal government response from participants
in this study reiterate the importance of message convergence and
coordination during crises (Anthony et al., 2013; Herovic et al.,
2014; Liu et al., 2020; Seidl & Werle, 2018).

Limitations

It is important to note a few limitations of this study. First, few
participants from either questionnaire agreed to participate in
the interview portion of this study. As a result, the nuances we
were able to attain from participant experience were limited.
However, the quantitative portion of this study provides impor-
tant insights into leadership experiences during the pandemic that
were, indeed, fleshed out further by the qualitative component, as
interviews have been identified as a useful tool to “verify, validate,
or comment on information obtained from other sources” such
as surveys (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010, p. 175). These results provide
important insights as the U.S. and global communities work to
move out of the COVID-19 pandemic and improve leadership
communication in preparation for potential future pandemics.
Second, the COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing, with percep-
tions shifting as leadership messages change and infection rates
decrease and/or increase. This study provides insight into two
very important time periods during the pandemic in the U.S.—
the reentry period following shelter-in-place orders across the
country and peaking infection and death rates in November. Vac-
cine availability and executive leadership turnover are important
aspects to consider as the pandemic and response continue. Data
should continue to be collected throughout the duration of the
pandemic. As we try to understand the role of effective leadership



Messages in Conflict 373

communication amid a devastating public health emergency, these
findings provide important insights.

Third, we mentioned in the method section that we did not
have a truly representative sample of the U.S. population. Cer-
tainly, these findings could have shifted a small degree with a more
representative sample. However, given the importance of collect-
ing data during the two periods targeted in this study, these find-
ings do represent a wide variety of U.S. American experiences and
perceptions during the pandemic.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has been devastating across the globe,
and the U.S. response paled in comparison to many other wealthy
countries. Surveying and interviewing U.S. Americans as they
experienced the pandemic and leadership communication at the
organizational, state, and federal levels provides insights into how
leadership communication impacted and was impacted by per-
ceived severity, trust, and perceived credibility in the message.
While much research exists on organizational crisis communica-
tion and crisis communication amid natural disasters and public
health emergencies, the COVID-19 pandemic challenges applied
crisis communication scholars to consider response efforts when
leadership may not be as interested in contributing to solving the
crisis as previously assumed. These are issues we must continue to
understand as we move forward in this ongoing pandemic.
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