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Ambassador Wendy R. Sherman, Director of the Center for Public Leadership and Professor of the Practice of Public Leadership, 
Harvard Kennedy School, served as academic advisor for this research in connection with her summer seminar “Leadership in the 
Time of Coronavirus: Have Women Been Better Leaders?” supported by Izzy Ernst, MPA 2021, and Grace Pringle, MPP 2020, as 
Research Assistants, as well as Siena Lerner-Gill, senior high school student at Buckingham Browne & Nichols School, and Charlotte 
Rediker, junior high school student at Phillips Academy.

The one good news story of 2020 seems to have been the rise of female leadership. In April, a 
Washington Post headline declared that “female world leaders hailed as voices of reason amid 
the coronavirus chaos.” High-profile figures like German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Taiwan 
President Tsai Ing-wen emerged as perfect foils to UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson and U.S. 
President Donald Trump. 

Since then, our research confirmed that male-led countries had 1.9 times more COVID-19 
deaths per million than their female counterparts during the first five months after outbreak 
or roughly the first wave of coronavirus.1 However, despite the appealing headlines, our research 
1	 Outbreak is defined as when deaths per million hit 0.1. Unlike two studies that supported the same finding, we standardized the data 

to the first five months relative to each country’s date of outbreak. This is an important distinction because COVID-19 arrived in each 
country at different times. While coronavirus aggressively hit South Korea, Iran, and Italy in late February, the disease did not reach 
Angola or Nepal until late May. COVID-19 health outcomes were measured by total deaths per million as opposed to absolute numbers 
to account for population size.

https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
https://voxeu.org/article/women-leaders-are-better-fighting-pandemic
https://www.news-medical.net/news/20200717/COVID-19-outcomes-better-in-countries-with-female-leaders.aspx
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also found that there is a catch: female heads of government did not perform better because of their 
sex, but rather because of their leadership skills.

We tested four popular theories commentators put forward to explain the coronavirus gender gap. 
Were female leaders more likely to: involve experts in decisions, show empathy, communicate 
instructions clearly, or take early action to avoid loss of life? 

These traits roughly track with leadership research that suggests that female leaders are more likely 
to be participative or democratic, other-directed, and risk averse. In contrast, male leaders tend 
to be authoritarian, self-directed, and risk-takers. These trends may be explained by socialization 
and experiences of women. As Professor Zoe Marks notes, “women in male-dominated fields often 
incur penalties for assertive, power-seeking behavior.” Men and white people also tend to perceive 
risks as less likely than women and people of color respectively. 

However, it turns out none of the leadership behaviors we analyzed are correlated with 
women any more than with men. Successful leaders with the fewest COVID-19 deaths—wonder 
woman New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern as well as Australian Prime Minister Scott 
Morrison—share two leadership traits in common: early, decisive action and clear, instructive com-
munication. They locked down earlier and communicated clearly, plainly explaining harsh 
realities, instructions and warnings. No one can argue that President Trump’s statement that 
“like a miracle, [COVID] will disappear” has aged well.  

Female-led countries prevented more COVID-19 
deaths 

This research focused on the OECD2 where almost 30 percent 
of the 37 democratic, highly developed countries are led by 
women, compared to 8 percent globally.3 Five months into the 
outbreak, 90 percent of female-led countries had lower 
than the average number of COVID-19 deaths, and 64 
percent were above the median for fewest total COVID-19 
deaths per million. The same was true when measuring 

2	 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 

3	 Selecting the OECD increased the proportion of our sample size (female leaders) and roughly controlled for key variables (economic 
development, democracy, healthcare resources, data transparency).

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2466/pr0.94.1.3-18
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ronit_Kark/publication/257467500_Does_valuing_androgyny_and_femininity_lead_to_a_female_advantage_The_relationship_between_gender-role_transformational_leadership_and_identification/links/5663cfbc08ae4931cd5ee44a.pdf
http://www.stat.columbia.edu/~gelman/stuff_for_blog/finucane.pdf
http://www.stat.columbia.edu/~gelman/stuff_for_blog/finucane.pdf
https://www.npr.org/sections/latest-updates-trump-covid-19-results/2020/10/02/919432383/how-trump-has-downplayed-the-coronavirus-pandemic
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excess mortality.4 Female-led countries had 55 percent fewer excess deaths per million on average 
compared to their male counterparts. The one striking exception was female-led Belgium, however, 
there has been debate whether Belgium attributes too many—or perhaps more accurately—deaths 
to COVID-19. 

We considered whether societies that elect women may have uniquely progressive institutions with 
greater social safety nets. This did not appear to be the case. Male-led countries that have previously 
elected a female leader still had 1.4 times more deaths per million than female-led countries. The gen-
der gap is sliced in half but does not disappear. Other factors, such as population density or age, could 
not fully explain the relationship between fewer COVID-19 deaths and female leaders. This suggests 
that institutions and demographics are only part of the picture; leadership may fill in the rest.

Successful leaders acted earlier and more 
decisively 
Of the top 50 percent of countries with the fewest deaths, 78 percent took at least two lockdown 
measures (stay-at-home orders, closing schools, restricting international travel) before outbreak, 
whereas some of the worst performers took none (Belgium, the UK, Spain, Sweden, and the U.S.).5 
Women were slightly less likely to take early action than men: 55 percent of female-led countries took 
two lockdown measures before outbreak compared to 62 percent of male-led countries. 

4	 The difference between observed deaths in 2020 compared with past averages, measured using the Financial Times dataset for a 
subset of countries in the first two months of the pandemic.

5	 Using the University of Oxford’s Coronavirus Government Response Tracker.

https://www.dw.com/en/belgiums-coronavirus-overcounting-controversy/a-53660975
https://github.com/Financial-Times/coronavirus-excess-mortality-data
https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/research-projects/coronavirus-government-response-tracker
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Top performers were better communicators, 
but not more empathetic
Analyzing press conferences with leaders of New Zealand (Jacinda Ardern), Germany (Angela 
Merkel), Australia (Scott Morrison), the U.S. (President Trump), and Canada (Justin Trudeau) at 
the start of lockdown,6 we found that countries with fewer COVID-19 deaths were correlated 
with clearly instructing and setting expectations, but not empathy or listening to ex-
perts.7 While it is difficult to isolate the impact of individual leaders, studies suggest that leaders’ 
public statements affect compliance with social distancing recommendations, especially when the 
individual trusts the leader. Contrary to the narrative that women are more empathetic or collabo-
rative leaders, we found no meaningful correlation between gender and any of these traits.

   

Ardern and Morrison—in the top five for the lowest 
number of COVID-19 deaths—scored highest on setting 
expectations, by emphasizing exactly what to expect and 
how to act. Morrison emphasized that no one should 
“get the impression that these arrangements are things 
that will be in place for a couple of weeks or a month 
and then will be discarded and everything will be OK.” 
Ardern underscored individual responsibility, “[if ] you 
try to go to work or you carry on as usual, you are literal-
ly putting at risk those who have to be there.” 

6	 Studies suggest that leaders’ public statements affect compliance with social distancing recommendations, especially when the 
individual trusts the leader. 

7	 Three key press conferences around the lockdown date of each country (or closest proxy) were selected. By measuring each character 
trait through particular keywords, phrases, and sentiments, such as the number of times statistics were cited, or clear instructions 
were given, we ranked each head of state according to each trait.

https://voxeu.org/article/leaders-speech-and-risky-behaviour-during-pandemic
https://voxeu.org/article/leaders-speech-and-risky-behaviour-during-pandemic
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Merkel, maybe predictably as a trained scientist, most 
frequently demonstrated that she involved experts and 
science in her decision-making through her public 
statements. She famously warned the German public 
in her first COVID-19 press conference in early March 
that up to 70 percent of people may contract the virus. 
However, despite her detailed scientific explanations, 
she did not set out what changes to expect or direct 
people to take social distancing or other measures.  

Trudeau—not female leaders Ardern and Merkel—scored 
highest on empathy, repeatedly reassuring listeners: “I 
know that people are worried about what they’re seeing 
on the nightly news and what it means for their com-
munity. We get it. And we’re on it.” In contrast, Ardern, 
despite her viral clip saying, “we do consider both the 
Tooth Fairy and the Easter Bunny to be essential work-
ers,” scores significantly lower on empathy. Instead, she 
focused on facts and clear statements. While Trudeau emphasized the anxiety that people might 
feel, Prime Minister Ardern gave clear instructions (“We ask people to stay two meters apart from 
anyone you pass.”). 

While science-focused Merkel and empathetic Trudeau fared better than their neighbors France 
and the U.S., both rank below the median for fewest COVID-19 deaths, and far below top commu-
nicators Morrison and Ardern. Of course, there are still other factors to account for such as health 
infrastructure. However, the fact that President Trump consistently ranked last or second to last on 
all traits might play a role in the U.S.’ high number of COVID-19 deaths despite ranking number one 
on the Global Health Security Index.

https://www.ghsindex.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/2019-Global-Health-Security-Index.pdf
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What can we take away from this? 
Skills, not gender stereotypes, may be the best prediction of how leaders perform in a crisis. While 
some male leaders displayed more empathy than female leaders, ultimately individuals who 
exercised caution and communicated with clarity—traits that do not strongly correspond with 
gender—prevented more COVID-19 deaths than more empathetic heads of state. 

But then how do we explain the coronavirus gender gap? Because women leaders must break 
through so many more barriers to reach positions of leadership, they have likely learned the skills 
of clear communication and decisive action better than many of their male counterparts. The good 
news is that this implies that these two skills can be acquired, irrespective of gender. 

The final verdict on leadership in the evolving pandemic has yet to be written and these research 
methods were limited to a subset of countries. But the findings challenge gender stereotypes and 
show that leadership is a skill that can be learned. If women represented more than a mere 8% of 
world leaders, we might understand this phenomenon better. For now, all leaders would do well to 
take some words from the wise: wear a mask and stay six feet apart. 
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