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Among other topics, Rudolph et al. (2021) recommended studying the influence of the COVID-19
pandemic context on leadership in terms of who emerges as a leader and what makes a leader
effective in this context. My own studies of the influence of context on leader effectiveness
(e.g., Johnson, 2017, 2018, 2019; SHL, 2018) have already begun to address these research ques-
tions with respect to the pandemic context.

Research has demonstrated that the relationships between personality traits and leader perfor-
mance depend on the work context (e.g., Johnson, 2017; Judge & Zapata, 2015; Tett &
Christiansen, 2007). Few leaders are strong in all areas; most have strengths and weaknesses that
need to be matched to the context to maximize their potential for success. For example, exceling in
an organization that encourages risk taking requires different traits than exceling in an organiza-
tion that is very risk averse. I identified 27 contextual moderators that influence the traits that
matter most for success and created algorithms for predicting performance within each context
based on the most predictive traits (SHL, 2018).

Each leader’s work environment is defined by a combination of specific work contexts. Several
of the contextual variables previously identified as moderators are highly relevant to the pandemic
work environment. The following six context variables are likely the most relevant contexts chal-
lenging many leaders that may not have been salient before the pandemic:

1. Lead geographically dispersed teams. Sudden lockdowns caused many on-site employees
to start working remotely, so many leaders found themselves needing to lead team members
that are dispersed across multiple locations to function together as a team.

2. Deliver under high uncertainty and ambiguity. The unpredictability of the pandemic and
organizational reactions to it forced leaders to navigate an environment that was character-
ized by a high degree of uncertainty and in which roles and work may not be clearly defined.

3. Ensure safety and security of persons or operations. Safety awareness has traditionally
been important for certain occupations or industries, but the pandemic has forced leaders
in most organizations to lead in an environment in which the safety of employees is at risk.

4. Design and drive new strategies. The pandemic has forced many businesses to do things
differently to survive, such as adapting to new circumstances, converting face-to-face
approaches to virtual interactions, or taking advantage of new opportunities. These chang-
ing needs increase the importance of leaders being able to conceive of new strategies and
align a team or organization to implement them.

5. Deliver rapidly changing products, services, and processes. Leading a team to deliver in a
situation in which products, services, or processes change rapidly has become very impor-
tant for many businesses. Many organizations have rushed to design new products or serv-
ices to meet a new market demand. For example, automobile manufacturers started
manufacturing ventilators, alcohol distilleries are making hand sanitizer, and eat-in
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restaurants started delivering or providing curbside service. Other organizations moved
quickly to introduce new products or services to market that are particularly important
at this time (e.g., selection systems for remote workers).

6. Operate with high resource constraints.Many leaders are probably finding themselves in a
situation in which the resources available are more limited than the work typically requires.
Revenue is lower than what was budgeted, workers have been laid off, or the supply chain
has been disrupted, forcing leaders to drive results without the resources they usually have.

Every organization is unique and might find some of these contexts less relevant and other
contexts more relevant, but these contexts are probably the most common in the pandemic envi-
ronment. For this combination of contexts, the following personality characteristics (as measured
by SHL’s Occupational Personality Questionnaire) were found to best predict successful
performance:

• Caring, sympathetic, and considerate toward others
• Focuses on getting things finished
• Understands people and why they behave in certain ways
• Capable of persuading others to a point of view
• Involves others in decision making
• Trusts people
• Willing to work around standard procedures to get results when necessary
• Openly expresses feelings and emotions

A composite of these personality traits predicted overall performance (as rated by the leader’s
manager and direct reports) within a combination of the six pandemic-related challenges with an
uncorrected r = .31 (p < .001).

Rudolph et al. (2021) further suggested that research could focus on the role that individual
differences play in leadership emergence during the pandemic crisis (e.g., are men or women more
likely to attain leadership positions in crises). Our research has found that women tend to be better
suited to handling this kind of pandemic crisis. Women had significantly higher mean scores on
five of the six pandemic-related contexts and on six of the eight personality traits that predict
performance within these contexts.

Rudolph et al. (2021) warned against introducing new constructs specific to leadership behav-
ior in a pandemic because of the likely overlap with existing leadership constructs. The research
described in this commentary demonstrates that previously studied contextual variables can be
combined to describe a specific pandemic work environment and that performance in this
environment can be predicted by established personality traits.
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