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The COVID-19 pandemic has undermined the division between the private sphere of the
home and the public sphere of politics that has traditionally disadvantaged women political
leaders. Whereas male political leaders historically drew on their traditional role as the male
head of household to display forms of masculine protectionism toward citizens, women
leaders are now able to draw on their traditional motherly role— for example, as the
member of the household who traditionally cares for the sick— to display forms of
feminine protectionism. As a result, international women leaders have managed to
leverage women’s role in the home to their advantage in the political sphere.
Significantly, an appreciation of traditionally feminine attributes in women political
leaders has been displayed in much media coverage, providing more favorable coverage
of female political leaders than was previously the case.
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T he historical domination of politics and leadership positions by men
has meant that the idea of what constitutes a politician or a political

leader has traditionally been shaped by stereotypically masculine traits
(Lovenduski 2005, 47–49), with a concomitant devaluation of the
feminine (Childs 2004). Politicians who do not adhere to stereotypical
gendered traits risk a backlash. Women are therefore ensnared in a
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double bind between displaying appropriately masculine leadership traits
such as aggression and toughness, on the one hand, and satisfying
expectations of feminine traits such as empathy and caring, on the other
(Schneider and Bos 2016, 275–76; see also Jamieson 1995). Voters
generally prefer stereotypically male traits in political leaders, although
when women leaders display these traits, they are often devalued in
comparison with their male counterparts (Dolan and Lynch 2016).
Schneider and Bos (2014, 248) note a distinction between the feminine
stereotypes faced by women inside and outside of politics, arguing that
women leaders are often seen to lack stereotypically feminine strengths
as well as the masculine qualities deemed necessary for leadership.
However, we argue that the pandemic has opened up particular
opportunities for perceived everyday feminine traits in the private sphere
to be valued in women leaders, including by the media.

FEELING PROTECTED (AND CARED FOR)

Conforming to gendered stereotypes, male politicians commonly depict
themselves as strong leaders who will protect their citizens from both
internal and external threats while promising economic security. This
depiction can be seen as a form of protective masculinity (C. Johnson
2020; C. Johnson 2015, 299–308), in which male leaders draw on
traditional conceptions of the male head of household and breadwinner
who protects and cares for their family to suggest that they have the
necessary masculine characteristics to protect their nation. For example,
Donald Trump depicts himself as the strong alpha male who will defend
Americans from threats such as undesirable immigrants and the loss of
jobs overseas to “make America great again.” By contrast, protective
femininity (C. Johnson 2020, 24–27) draws on forms of protectiveness,
often incorporating caring and empathy and associated with women’s
role in the family, to suggest that women politicians have feminine
characteristics that will facilitate their looking after citizens. However, the
coronavirus has had an impact on political leaders’ attempts to evoke forms
of protective masculinity— or, more rarely, protective femininity— to make
citizens feel safe and secure.
In particular, Trump has faced a potential masculinity fail as his

administration faces major criticism for neglecting to protect Americans
from COVID-19. Consequently Trump has tried to portray the image of
a strong leader fighting “a war against the invisible enemy” from
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communist China while opening up an economy that weaker politicians
want to unnecessarily close down (Trump and Pence 2020). Other male
leaders, such as Boris Johnson (2020), have also resorted to masculine
war metaphors, given that defense is normally seen as a stereotypical area
of male leaders’ strength (Schneider and Bos 2016, 275). Meanwhile,
Joe Biden (2020) has attempted to counter Trump by mobilizing both
war metaphors and compassion.
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has provided unusual opportunities

for women leaders to display forms of protective femininity. While male
leaders have built on the role of male head of household and warrior
defender in honing their gender performance, women leaders have been
able to draw on traditional conceptions of women’s roles. After all, it is
traditionally mothers, not fathers, who look after sick members of the
family. It is traditionally mothers who take charge of household hygiene
and ensure that children and recalcitrant males wash their hands. It is also
women who are traditionally caring and empathetic in times of trauma.
As a result, the pandemic has undermined the traditional divide between

the (feminine) private sphere of the home and the (masculine) public
sphere of politics (Celis et al. 2013) that has traditionally disadvantaged
women leaders, allowing them to leverage women’s role in the home to
their advantage in the political sphere. Such an opportunity is not
unprecedented. For example, there have been situations in which
women leaders in postconflict and postdictatorship societies have argued
that their experience as women and mothers has equipped them with
much-needed additional attributes, such as empathy and conciliation
skills, that their male opponents lacked (Franceschet, Piscopo, and
Thomas 2017; Thomas and Adams 2010). Perceived feminine
leadership attributes are also sometimes valued more in times of crisis
(Ryan et al. 2016), though male political leaders are still generally
favored to handle crisis situations (Dolan and Lynch 2016, 575).
However, the health nature of the current crisis, combined with the
focus that lockdown places on being confined to the (feminized) sphere
of the home, has arguably facilitated the leveraging of women’s role to
an even greater extent.
Consequently, various women leaders have exhibited strength in

confining citizens to the home while simultaneously displaying motherly
feelings of caring, empathy, and compassion. After an emergency horn
announcing a lockdown sounded on mobile phones, New Zealand
prime minister Jacinda Ardern appeared live on Facebook direct from
her home to both comfort citizens and urge compliance. Ardern
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(2020b) apologized for her “casual attire,” an old sweatshirt, because “it can
be a messy business putting toddlers to bed.” She warmly and
sympathetically answered livestream questions, giving useful practical
advice, including avoiding touching playground equipment. She urged
New Zealanders to be kind and caring (Ardern 2020a). The Norwegian
prime minister, Erna Solberg (2020), held a press conference specifically
for children, empathizing that “many children are finding this scary” but
gently explaining the measures taken to protect their families.
German chancellor Angela Merkel, who has a PhD in quantum

chemistry, won plaudits for her clear explanation of infection spread
rates. However, Merkel (2020), nicknamed “Mutti” (Mommy), also
expressed compassion for how painful social distancing and isolating the
elderly would be, because in hard times: “We show affection by staying
close, and by reaching out to each other. But at this time, we must do
the exact opposite.”
In short, styles of leadership during the pandemic have often reflected

particular performances of gender. Significantly, the opportunities
opened up for performances of protective femininity, especially the
valuing of perceived feminine traits in the private sphere of personal life,
have also facilitated favorable media coverage.

THE MEDIA AND WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP

Women politicians, particularly leaders, commonly experience far more
gendered and personalized critical media coverage than their male
counterparts (see Hall and Donaghue 2013; Trimble 2017; Williams
2017). Yet, for the reasons suggested earlier, what has often
disadvantaged women leaders previously is now working to their advantage.
The media have largely portrayed women leaders positively in their

effective responses to the pandemic, from the Washington Post headline
declaring “female world leaders hailed as voices of reason” to the Times
headline arguing that “women are the stronger sex in this crisis” (Hassan
and O’Grady 2020; Phillips 2020). Leaders such as Ardern, Merkel, and
Taiwan’s president Tsai Ing-wen have been praised for their “effective
messaging and decisive action,” which has contrasted starkly with “the
bombastic approaches of several of the world’s most prominent male
leaders” (Hassan and O’Grady 2020).
Indeed, some “strongman” leaders such as Trump, Johnson, Xi Jinping,

and Jair Bolsonaro have come under scrutiny for their inadequate
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pandemic response. Media coverage has labeled them as “self-interested”
(Hartcher 2020) and “weak” (Lewis 2020), displaying a “reckless
insouciance” and a “lethal incompetence” (Tisdall 2020). This
sentiment is even shared by the conservative press (see Leach 2020;
Stewart 2020; Tominey 2020), which, prior to the pandemic, generally
portrayed women leaders through a stereotypically traditional gendered
lens (Williams 2020). In fact, analyzing English-language media articles
published in April and May 2020 reveals little negative media coverage
of women leaders’ responses to the crisis, other than broader conservative
critiques of the impact of lockdowns on nations’ economies (e.g.,
Creighton 2020).
Nonetheless, the mainstream media continue to draw from gender

stereotypes in the personal, private sphere. The same articles that praise
women leaders describe their leadership style using stereotypically
feminine adjectives, such as “kind,” “caring,” “sincere,” and
“thoughtful.” Likewise, media coverage of women political leaders
continues to focus on their appearance and personal lives (Ross 2017, 3).
For example, articles noted that Ardern was “wearing a sweater”
(Sparrow 2020) and “look[ed] tired” (Cave 2020). However, unlike
previously, women’s difference from toxically masculine leaders is now
celebrated, and their casual home attire is embraced as a sign that they
are more relatable and sincere.
Pre-pandemic media coverage of women leaders regularly focused on

their decisions to have or not have children. Now the media uses this
gendered trope to depict a maternal form of protective femininity; they
are mothers of the nation protecting their “children.” Merkel, for
example, has older stepchildren but no biological children. One article
argued that Merkel’s effective response had “return[ed her] to the role of
the nation’s Mutti” (Chazan 2020), while another noted that she is not a
“touchy-feely” mum but a “disciplinarian” (Lewis 2020).
Media coverage of Ardern repeatedly mentioned her maternal status.

Articles noted that she was “only the second world leader to give birth in
office” (Looms 2020), that she is a doting “mother and world leader”
(Cave 2020), and that her baby, Neve, is often audible in her Facebook
Live videos (Sparrow 2020). Like Merkel, Ardern has also been portrayed
metaphorically as the maternal protector of New Zealand: she “held
Kiwis’ hands through the lockdown” (Henley and Roy 2020), blended
“epidemiology . . . with empathy, law leavened with mom jokes” (Cave
2020) and, after putting her toddler to bed, “empathized with citizens’
anxieties” (Taub 2020).
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CONCLUSION

Like so many other women political leaders, Ardern is depicted as
providing the maternal comfort that we seek when we are ill— the one
to comfort us and lessen our anxieties. Whether such an appreciation of
the stereotypically feminine will continue remains to be seen. In
particular, turning attention to reopening damaged economies may
reemphasize traditional divisions between the feminized private (home)
and the masculine public (economy). Women political leaders could be
regarded as less appropriate for economic crises (Blanton, Blanton, and
Peksen 2019, 947). More traditional gender relations have often been
normalized again after crises are over (Kaufman and Williams 2017, 3).
There is a clear need for further analyses, including into the question of

whether problematic gender stereotypes have been reinforced during the
pandemic or whether conceptions of good leadership are now more
inclusive of traditionally feminine traits. However, for the moment,
women leaders seem to be experiencing a level of appreciation that has
rarely been seen before.
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