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Abstract
Women’s underrepresentation in political leadership has been a constant global challenge during recent decades. Although
women’s leadership and its impact on organizational and country performance have been systematically explored, new
research avenues are opened through the emergence of various crises. Crises constitute instances in which the intersec‐
tion of leadership and communication is shaped and enforced, and how female leaders tackled and managed crises has
been found to be different from that of their male counterparts in various instances. This study aims to examine the crisis
communication approach taken by Jacinda Ardern during the 2020 global public health crisis generated by the Covid‐19
pandemic. Female leaders were found to enforce a more effective and persuasive communication approach during the cri‐
sis, but Jacinda Ardern’s crisis management approach has been grounded in a feminist ethics of care since her response to
the Christchurch mosque shootings in 2019. This article aims to emphasize the importance of communication in reframing
leadership, by analyzing Jacinda Ardern’s Facebook communication from the beginning of the Covid‐19 crisis. By examining
how her messaging is embedded in values and attitudes specific to the ethics of care, we contribute to theorizing ways in
which crisis communication is grounded in feminist ethics.
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1. Introduction

The global health crisis catalyzed by the Covid‐19 pan‐
demic has provided a great opportunity to assess polit‐
ical leadership across the world. It was a time of utter
uncertainty and unprecedented decisions needed to pro‐
tect public health, but also a time to communicate
those decisions to the public to ensure compliance
with such extreme measures. In science communication,
audiences not only expect competence, but also for
communicators to report in an objective manner, sub‐
stantiate their arguments, explain complex issues, nav‐
igate uncertainty with transparency (Janich, 2020), and
show empathy.

The Covid‐19 pandemic has also provided excep‐
tional opportunities for women leaders to display fem‐
inine protectionism and to leverage women’s care‐
giving role in political settings, and these feminine
attributes were publicly appreciated in media cover‐
age. For instance, Jacinda Ardern (P. H. Huang, 2020),
Angela Merkel (Jaworska, 2021; Kneuer & Wallaschek,
2022; Raupp, 2022; Wodak, 2021), or Sanna Marin
(Llopis‐García & Pérez‐Sobrino, 2020) showed strength
in ensuring compliance, while also displaying feelings of
caring, empathy, and compassion (Johnson & Williams,
2020), in stark contrast with the inadequate answer of
male leaders likeDonald Trump (Hatcher, 2020; Just et al.,
2022; Tian & Yang, 2022), Boris Johnson (Newton, 2020;
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Sanders, 2020), or Jair Bolsonaro (Kakisina et al., 2022;
Raupp, 2022). A male exception among leaders was for‐
mer president of the Dominican Republic Danilo Medina,
who made public appeals to compassion at the begin‐
ning of the crisis (Dada et al., 2021). Although stud‐
ies show that a leader’s gender does not secure favor‐
able Covid‐19 outcomes, women‐led governments acted
quicker in the initial phase of the crisis and were more
successful at eliciting collaboration from the population
(Coscieme et al., 2020), and women’s prioritizing of pub‐
lic spending on healthcare made them better prepared
for the crisis (Abras et al., 2021).

Building on a growing body of research, this article
aims to further “Jacinda studies” by examining how the
ethics of care surfaced in Jacinda Ardern’s Facebook com‐
munication during the 2020 Covid‐19‐generated crisis.
By analyzing how her messaging is embedded in dimen‐
sions of the ethics of care, we contribute to theoriz‐
ing ways in which crisis communication is grounded
in feminist ethics, thus starting from the following
research question: What are the prevailing dimensions
that Ardern’s ethics of care exhibit in each of the three
stages of the Covid‐19 crisis in New Zealand?

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Ethics of Care

The debate on the need for an ethics of care reemerged
as the pandemic revealed the depth of human vulnerabil‐
ity (Taylor, 2020). Scientific literature underlines that the
ethics of care is characterized by transparency, responsi‐
bility, and honesty (Jin et al., 2018), brought together by
a strong sense of moral conscience (Bowen, 2008).

In essence, the ethics of care celebrates benevolence
as a virtue and emphasizes the importance of a tailored
response to individual vulnerability, around which it is
centered. In applying the ethics of care, political lead‐
ers demonstrate their nuanced understanding of contex‐
tual sensitivity, acknowledging the vulnerability of cer‐
tain groups. Essentially, care represents emotional con‐
cern about others’ well‐being. What remains central to
the concept of the ethics of care is care itself (Edwards,
2009). Tronto (2010) described competence, responsive‐
ness, responsibility, and attentiveness as the four main
instances of care, thus capturing the essence of what
is needed to restore the conditions that allow people
to live together as well as possible (Fisher & Tronto,
1990). Based on previous research (McGuire et al., 2020),
we conceptualized competence as a dimension of the
ethics of care that encompasses international compari‐
son, expert advice, gathering facts, and anticipating based
on facts. When it comes to responsiveness, we concep‐
tualized it as representing acts of information, empower‐
ment, outlying responsibilities, and communicating confi‐
dence in people and the system in general. Responsibility
was conceptualized as acts of communicating strong
decisions, coordination, and penalizing non‐compliance.

Lastly, based on Proverbs et al.’s (2021) work, we con‐
ceptualized attentiveness as the ability to recognize cul‐
tural vulnerability, economical vulnerability, and human
vulnerability, with empathy as an essential characteristic.

2.2. Crisis Communication

According to scholars in crisis communication (Coombs,
2015; George, 2012; Zaremba, 2014), each stage of a
crisis can seriously impact the performance of a politi‐
cal leader, as each stage has its distinct characteristics.
Crisis communication is event‐oriented, and it is essen‐
tially mediated (Frandsen & Johansen, 2020). The first
stage, i.e., preparing before the crisis (also referred to
as the prevention, planning, or pre‐crisis stage) seeks to
outline a plan to manage the crisis, research the topic,
and prepare the response. Studies mention that already
in this stage there must be a crisis communication team
in place—which Jacinda Ardern makes very clear existed,
from her very first message on February 28, when she
introduced the minister of health. She later specifically
mentions various ministers of her cabinet (e.g., the min‐
ister of finance, on March 16; the director‐general of
health, Dr. Ashley Bloomfield, on April 5; the minister of
education, on April 8), as well as the cabinet altogether,
in many of her messages. This stage is also crucial in
identifying scenarios for the upcoming crisis, so that the
response is efficient and effective, anticipating as much
as possible and limiting the damage.

The second stage is managing the crisis, which
implies recognition and containment (Cheng, 2018). This
is also the stage in which communication is king because
it allows the spokesperson (in this case, the prime min‐
ister) to make information available to those who are
directly and indirectly affected. This stage opens with
an initial statement (which Jacinda Ardern delivered on
March 23) and exhibits key features such as using the
media to push updates on the crisis, ensuring business
continuity, and urging people to remain calm. A common
advice in this stage is related to the necessity of leaders
to be regular in their communication to inhibit rumors or
fake news from reaching the public through alternative
lines of information (Collins et al., 2016).

The last stage of crisis communication is the recov‐
ery (also known as post‐crisis or post‐mortem). In this
phase, the leader imagines a world in which the main
obstacle was overcome, and shares what they—the soci‐
ety or organization they lead—have learned from that
experience. Post‐crisis emerges as a context in which the
public becomes more critical over decisions taken dur‐
ing the crisis, thus scholars (Seeger & Ulmer, 2002) argue
that post‐crisis communication implies efforts towards
salvaging legitimacy and/or reputation. This stage also
represents an opportunity for leaders to make public
commitments to rebuild and tominimize the uncertainty
following any crisis. As a matter of fact, Jacinda Ardern
often refers to the “economic recovery from the virus”
(Wilson, 2020) that her cabinet was focused on.
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3. Jacinda Ardern: Reframing Leadership Through
Communication of Care

Serving as the 40th prime minister of New Zealand,
Jacinda Ardern is the third woman to hold the position
and was the youngest female head of state at the time
of her election, aged 37 in 2017. The exceptional char‐
acter of her tenure is further linked to a gendered issue
of becoming the second elected head of state, after
Pakistan’s Benazir Bhutto, to give birth while in office.
Jacinda Ardern has reframed leadership and communi‐
cation in plenty of ways, as her leadership was tested in
critical times.

As a self‐proclaimed feminist, Jacinda Ardern revital‐
ized New Zealand’s political landscape and created such
momentum that experts are calling her rise to power
“Jacindamania” (Żukiewicz & Martín, 2022). Crisis com‐
munication propelled Ardern to unprecedented global
prominence, showing that the politics of empathy
can engender a real and massive impact (Mustaqim,
2019). Proverbs et al. (2021) explore how Ardern’s fem‐
inist approach to crisis communication following the
Christchurch mosque’s attacks influences the media
agenda and public opinion. Jacinda Ardern’s leader‐
ship performance is deeply embedded in the ethics of
care (Jong, 2020), as she “made meaning and managed
emotions by incorporating care in her symbolic crisis
response” (Proverbs et al., 2021, p. 16). She acts as a com‐
passionate leader, calling for closer ties with the commu‐
nity under attack and for a common responsibility to con‐
tribute to “a place that is diverse, that is welcoming, that
is kind and compassionate” (Ardern, 2019), while also
showing sensitivity to specific cultural practices, such as
wearing a hijab when meeting the Muslim community
or naming the attacker a terrorist—even if he was an
Australian citizen, unfit for the conventional portrait of
a terrorist. Reflecting upon politicians publicly manifest‐
ing emotion, Jacinda Ardernmakes the case for empathy:
“We’re there to feel empathy, we’re there to reflect on
what it would be like to walk in others’ shoes, and if we
try to cauterise that, what kind of politicians would we
be?” (Gillard & Okonjo‐Iweala, 2020, p. 168). Thus, kind‐
ness appears to be foundational in identity construction
in Jacinda Ardern’s rhetoric and embodied effect (Elliott,
2020). In the 2022 Harvard Commencement speech,
Jacinda Ardern once againmakes the case for empathy in
bridging differences among individuals, concluding that
“there are some things in life that make the world feel
small and connected, [and one should] let kindness be
one of them” (Ardern, 2022).

Ardern displayed a unique fusion of strength and
empathy in a context in which Jamieson’s (1995) dou‐
ble bind is still a struggle faced by women in political
leadership; this catch‐22 translates into women being
deemed unfeminine and thus inauthentic when adopt‐
ing masculine leadership styles or weak and unfit for pol‐
itics when acting according to female gender expecta‐
tions. However, women in politics tend to have greater

emotional freedom than their male counterparts (Karl &
Cormack, 2021), which can be leveraged into their com‐
munication strategy. Jacinda Ardern’s approach escapes
the classic bind and elevates her to an exemplary leader,
whose “vision for a better world gained global atten‐
tion at a time when world leaders were facing scrutiny
and criticism” (Pullen & Vachhani, 2021, p. 236). Ardern
not only shows mastery in relating and connecting to
others but also transforms leadership and the way pol‐
itics is enacted, embracing diversity through culturally
sensitive gestures that carry political significance (Pullen
& Vachhani, 2021). Jacinda Ardern’s success in office is
strongly rooted in a particular performative style that
reflects “communication skills across mass and social
media, empathy and compassion, combined with firm‐
ness and constancy, and command of policy detail”
(Craig, 2021, p. 289).

In 2020, Jacinda Ardern entered the Covid‐19 crisis
with the edge of being a trusted leader, rating high on
trust and empathy and very low on personal ego (Mazey
& Richardson, 2020). Jamieson (2020) showed that,
beyond the country’s circumstances that constituted an
advantage in tackling the crisis, Ardern’s response to the
emergence of the Covid‐19 crisis was a generalizable
lesson. The success of the national response to the cri‐
sis is largely owed to the leadership of the prime min‐
ister (Craig, 2021; Mazey & Richardson, 2020). In the
early stages, Jacinda Ardern sought to reassure the pub‐
lic about the government’s decisiveness and willingness
to be led by expertise and evidence, then shifting to a
more empathetic approach to encourage solidarity and
meaning‐making (McGuire et al., 2020). “‘Go hard, go
early’ was not just a sound bite, but it encapsulated
the government’s approach to reduce the spread of
the virus” (Jamieson, 2020, p. 602). The New Zealand
approach was founded on key leadership practices
meant to build the trust needed for collective action:
being led by expertise, mobilizing collective effort, and
enabling coping (Wilson, 2020). Thus, Jacinda Ardern’s
communication can serve as a compass in assessing a
leader’s response to the global health crisis. Jacinda
Ardern’s approach is not free from criticism: Her strat‐
egy could be criticized as isolationist rather than foster‐
ing a global effort (Simpson et al., 2021). However, the
Ardern‐led approach enjoyed a high level of cross‐party
support and an overwhelming endorsement from the
public, with an approval rating of over 80% throughout
the initial stages of the Covid‐19 pandemic, as compared
to the 48% average approval rating among G7 countries
(Colmar Brunton, 2020).

Effective risk communication was enforced via a vari‐
ety of features: transparency and the consistent com‐
munication of policy initiatives; clear and concise offi‐
cial communication; a government website designed
to help individuals, communities, and businesses navi‐
gate the intricacies of Covid‐19‐related policies; as well
as excellent science communicators who supported the
government in communicating best practices for tackling
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Covid‐19 (Jamieson, 2020). Top scientific experts were
not only present in formal press briefings, but also in
Ardern’s conversations (Saccà & Selva, 2021) on social
media, carried out in a colloquial tone, to facilitate under‐
standing by the public.

Another artifact of Ardern’s effective leadership
consists of adapting to an ever‐evolving situation:
where shortcomings emerge and the government largely
responds by adjusting the strategy, doubled by present‐
ing motivations and implications for doing so (Jamieson,
2020). Through her discursive performance, the prime
minister enables citizens to cope with change and act
for the collective good of citizens, framed by Ardern as
the “team of 5 million” (Hafner & Sun, 2021; L. Huang,
2021; Menzies & Raskovic, 2020). Capitalizing on shared
identities, Ardern positions herself as a leader sharing a
stake with her audience in the decision‐making process,
presents her decisions asmoral imperatives, and enables
collective agency so that citizens address the pandemic
through mutual solidarity (Vignoles et al., 2021). In her
people‐centric approach, Jacinda Ardern focuses on
describing and relating to people’s experiences:

Be kind. I know people will want to act as enforcers.
And I understand that. People are afraid and anxious.
Wewill play that role for you.Whatwe need from you
is [for you to] support one another….Be strong and be
kind. (Ardern, 2020)

Through her communication, Ardern carries out a unify‐
ing campaign that galvanizes the collective will to sus‐
pend the citizenry’s day‐to‐day life temporarily in sup‐
port of lockdown measures (Jamieson, 2020). Widely
recognized for her compassionate leadership (Simpson
et al., 2021), Jacinda Ardern’s communication enables
her followers’ resources and alleviates their distress dur‐
ing the meta‐crisis of the Covid‐19 pandemic (Saccà &
Selva, 2021). Her daily briefings focused on open, hon‐
est, and straightforward communication, distinctive and
motivational language, and expressions of care, includ‐
ing her characteristic appeals to kindness (Beattie &
Priestley, 2021). Her empathetic style of communicating
does not equal a soft approach to policy, but rather one
that firmly walks the audience through each step of the
governmental plan (Saccà & Selva, 2021).

Jacinda Ardern’s skillful use of social media during
the Covid‐19 crisis led her to be crowned “the Facebook
prime minister” by news media (Kapitan, 2020). In her
Facebook activity, Ardern nurtures a close relation‐
ship with her audience, having live chats from home,
and she presents herself as approachable and diligent,
making time for her audience despite her busy and
unpredictable work schedule (L. Huang, 2021). Jacinda
Ardern’s choice to use Facebook live sessions may thus
be effective in reducing the hierarchy between her and
the public, and in establishing a sense of solidarity
(Martin‐Anatias, 2021).

4. Methodology

The current article aims to examine how the ethics of
care surfaced in Jacinda Ardern’s public communication
during the 2020 global public health crisis generated
by the Covid‐19 pandemic. The study investigates 44
speeches delivered by New Zealand’s prime minister in
2020, between February 29 and June 8. Jacinda Ardern
acted as the leader of a national crisis communication
team, which seems to have carefully drafted and imple‐
mented a crisis communication plan, as described by
George (2012). Her frequent public appearances during
the crisis indicate that Ardern relied heavily on commu‐
nication, thus proving she understood how important
communication is in developing the relation between the
leader and their followers (Gigliotti, 2016).

The evolving Covid‐19 pandemic also uncovered the
evolution of the prime minister’s communication over
the timeframe under analysis, allowing Ardern’s mes‐
sages to exhibit various characteristics of the ethics of
care, different from one phase of the crisis to another.
The aim of the analysis is to understand how the ethics
of care manifested itself in Jacinda Ardern’s communica‐
tion both before, during, and after the Covid‐19 crisis in
New Zealand. For this study, we broke the timeline into
threemajor stages: (1) preparing before the crisis (which
encompasses the timeframe between February 28, the
date marking the first case of Covid‐19 infection in
New Zealand, and March 23, which also included Alert
Level 2); the second phase is (2) managing the crisis
(betweenMarch 23 andMay 12, which encompasses the
timeframe under Alert Levels 3 and 4, and then reverting
to Alert Level 3; this phase also comprises the period that
was declared a “state of national emergency”); finally,
the last phase is (3) the start of the recovery (between
May 13 and June 8, when the prime minister announced
the country was moving down to Alert Level 1). Figure 1
provides a timeline of the pandemic and indicates the
three stages we analyzed.

The body of data (n = 44) used in this study is
constituted from updates on Covid‐19 response brief‐
ings (n = 27), post‐cabinet press conferences (n = 13),
Facebook live broadcasts (n = 2), recorded statements
(n = 1), and parliament addresses (n = 1) of Jacinda
Ardern published on her Facebook page between
February 28 and June 8, 2020. The analysis was per‐
formed using ATLAS.ti based on MS Word transcripts
(realized via Speech to Text from Microsoft Azure) of
Jacinda Ardern’s public communication throughout the
aforementioned timeframe. The transcripts are found in
the Supplemental File in chronological order and will be
further referenced using a code system based on Jacinda
Ardern’s initials and the number of the speech (i.e., JA1
for Speech 1, delivered on February 29). We analyzed
the data using 15 codes that corresponded to four main
code groups, which allowed us to examine the relation
between the data, presenting how Ardern approached
crisis communication from the perspective of the ethics
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Figure 1. Timeline and stages of the Covid‐19 crisis in New Zealand.

of care. Figure 2 presents the code groups and codes we
used for our analysis.

To determine intercoder reliability (Weathers et al.,
2014), we analyzed a random sample of 20% of the
total number of articles (n = 10). We used Krippendorff’s
alpha for the calculation. The reliability coefficient for
the analyzed category was .93, therefore providing sta‐
ble estimates.

By conceptualizing the ethics of care as a style
of communication that relies on the following four
dimensions—competence, responsiveness, responsibil‐
ity, and attentiveness—the aim of our research was
to understand how Jacinda Ardern approached her
public communication during the three major stages
of the crisis. We, therefore, formulated the following
research question: What are the prevailing dimensions
that Ardern’s ethics of care exhibit in each of the three
stages of the Covid‐19 crisis in New Zealand?

5. Findings

Results indicate that the ethics of care practiced by New
Zealand’s primeminister during the pandemic developed
in a variety of forms throughout the three stages of the
crisis. Table 1 provides a detailed overview of the results.

Throughout the first stage of our analysis—i.e.,
(1) preparing before the crisis—the ethics of care prac‐
ticed by New Zealand’s prime minister was mostly char‐
acterized by attentiveness (31.82%). Very often, Jacinda
Ardern would express her empathy with those affected
by the spreading of the virus. In this same stage of the
crisis, attentiveness was characterized by Ardern’s fre‐
quent acknowledgment of people’s vulnerability in trou‐
bling times. On March 14 she declared: “We accept that
for New Zealanders currently overseas, this is a stress‐
ful time, and we encourage any New Zealander need‐
ing consular assistance to contact theMinistry of Foreign
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Figure 2. Data structure.
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Table 1. Ethics of care across crisis phases in Jacinda Ardern’s discourses.

Stages of crisis

Ethics of care (1) Preparing before the crisis (2) Managing the crisis (3) Start of the recovery

Competence 25% 19.31% 19.88%
Responsiveness 20.45% 28.28% 9.73%
Responsibility 22.73% 24.83% 29.82%
Attentiveness 31.82% 27.59% 40.57%
Totals 100% 100% 100%

Affairs” (JA3). Jacinda Ardern also reassured those that
were more vulnerable of the support state institutions
were preparing to offer: “We will also increase com‐
munity support to those unable to support themselves
in self‐isolation” (JA3). “We are prepared for this rainy
day” (JA4) she famously declared onMarch 16, anticipat‐
ing the difficult times ahead and sending out the mes‐
sage that all efforts will be made to meet the needs
of both people and the economic sector. In this first
stage, Jacinda Ardern’s ethics of care was also charac‐
terized by competence (25%), as she many times relied
on expert advice and was constantly seeking to gather
facts and anticipate how the crisis would evolve based
on the latter. However, the most noticeable characteris‐
tic was her constant reporting on what was happening
in other countries. International comparison was one of
the key features of her messages throughout the entire
crisis, but mostly during this stage: “It is not realistic in
New Zealand to only have a handful of cases. The inter‐
national evidence proves that it is not realistic, and sowe
must plan and prepare for more cases” (JA3). A few days
later, she would also declare:

While there remains no evidence of community out‐
break in New Zealand to date, there continues to
be significant outbreaks in other countries and that
poses health risks for New Zealanders, as most cases
recorded to date relate to people traveling here and
bringing the virus with them. (JA6)

Although to a lesser degree, the ethics of care in this first
stage of the crisis was also characterized by responsibil‐
ity (22.73%). It is in this stage that Ardern stated her now
famous principle of “going hard and going early” (Murray
& Kras, 2020):

Ultimately, New Zealand must flatten the curve. That
is why ultimately we must go hard and we must go
early. We must do everything we can to protect the
health of New Zealanders. That is exactly why to
tackle this global pandemic cabinet made far reach‐
ing and unprecedented decisions today because
these are unprecedented circumstances. (JA3)

The ethics of care in stage 1 was least characterized by
responsiveness (20.45%). However, even in this stage, it
becomes apparent that Ardern considers it auspicious

to convey her confidence in how the state, especially
the health system of New Zealand, is designed to face
such crises:

We have, as I say, a system that is world class and very,
very good at situations like this. Keep in mind that
the system went through this some years ago with
SARS and New Zealand did have a case and the sys‐
tem worked exactly as we would expect. (JA1)

She also repeatedly expressed her confidence in citizens:
“Finally, we are a tough, resilient people. We have been
here before, but our journey will depend on how we
work together” (JA3).

However, responsiveness came to prevail (28.28%)
over other dimensions in Ardern’s ethics of care through‐
out themain part of the crisis, i.e., (2)managing the crisis.
Jacinda Ardern’s bet was especially on empowerment,
which is evident in statements such as:

Now I’m asking you to do everything you can to pro‐
tect all of us. None of us can do this alone. Your
actions will be critical to our collective effort to stop
Covid‐19. (JA8)

Your job is to save lives and you can do that by staying
home and breaking the chain. (JA10)

Attentiveness came in close second (27.59%), thus prov‐
ing she maintained her empathy, and was still aware of
how vulnerable people were. Indicative of her approach
is the message she delivered on March 31, 2020: “I do
want to acknowledge that I do not underestimate the
difficulty of the challenge of being an alert level 4 for
families, for those living on their own, for anyone in New
Zealand right now” (JA13). Responsibility accounted for
24.83% of Ardern’s ethics of care, withmuch of her atten‐
tion concentrated towards penalizing non‐compliance
and stigmatizing those who do not respect restrictions:
“While compliance has been generally strong, there are
still some who I would charitably describe as ‘idiots’”
(JA16). Later thatmonth, she used the “teamof 5million”
soundbite: “To get there, our team of 5 million needs
to have zero tolerance for cases to complete our goal of
eliminating the virus at Level 3” (JA28). The least devel‐
oped dimension of Ardern’s ethics of care during this sec‐
ond stage of the crisis was competence. Even so, like the
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first stage of the crisis, the main characteristic of compe‐
tence in the second stage was international comparison.
Ardern would frequently refer to what was happening
outside the borders of New Zealand, either to legitimize
her decisions or—most of the times—to put her coun‐
try under a positive light as compared to other countries:
“However, we did better than many other countries we
compare ourselves to….Your efforts, New Zealand, have
put us at the front of the peg and everyone should feel
very proud of that” (JA31).

Our findings also highlight that attentiveness
bounced back as the dominant dimension (40.57%) of
Jacinda Ardern’s ethics of care in (3) start of the recov‐
ery. But whereas empathy was the main characteristic
of attentiveness in stage 1, the last stage of the crisis
directed most of Jacinda Ardern’s attention towards rec‐
ognizing economic vulnerability. “We know that there
will be job losses, and for many, losing their job will be
incredibly hard on them and their family financially,”
(JA41) Ardern declared on May 25, 2020. She would
repeatedly refer to economic recovery packages and
subsidies that her cabinet was preparing as a safety net
for citizens that were financially affected by the pan‐
demic. In this stage, responsibility was only secondary
(29.82%) in Ardern’s ethics of care, many times referring
to the coordination efforts the government was making
in restarting the economy:

And as a result of our team’s hard work, we have
scoped to get our economymoving again and in doing
so not only avoid the worst of the health outcomes

others have experienced, we can also try to minimize
some of the economic pain. (JA40)

Competence scored similar proportions (19.88%) to the
ones in the previous stage of the crisis, ranking only third
in Ardern’s ethics of care during the last stage of the cri‐
sis. Lastly, in less than one out of ten of her public state‐
ments, Ardern addressed responsibility as a dimension
of her ethics of care. Figure 3 presents a diagram that
visually shows the complex dynamic of Jacinda Ardern’s
ethics of care across the three stages of the crisis.

6. Conclusions

The aim of the current article was twofold: on the one
hand, to add to the burgeoning literature on political
leadership in times of crisis; on the other, to offer a
nuanced understanding of the ethics of care as applied
by New Zealand’s prime minister through her commu‐
nication during the Covid‐19 pandemic. Our research
builds on the existing literature on the topic, as it has
the advantage of applying a more holistic approach
in comparison to previous studies that were published
earlier during the pandemic (Jamieson, 2020; McGuire
et al., 2020).

It is not uncommon for crisis communication to be
researched from an ethical perspective, as the central‐
ity of ethics in decision‐making processes has become
uncontested. The type of ethics regularly associated
with crisis communication was the ethics of justice. This
means that especially during a crisis, decisions should
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Figure 3. Diagram showing the dimensions of the ethics of care across crisis phases in Jacinda Ardern’s discourses.
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be impartial and taken based on rigid rules to ensure
that all parties involved in a crisis are treated equitably
(Tao & Kim, 2017). However, the need for flexibility in
taking decisions during a crisis led to reconsidering the
role of ethics, which should ideally strengthen relations
between individuals. Scholars then conceptualized the
ethics of care (Gilligan, 1993), which was theorized from
a feminist perspective that stresses the need of keep‐
ing decision‐makers sensitive, involved, and responsive
(Sandin, 2009). As such, with the introduction of the
ethics of care, crisis communication suffered a shift of
paradigm. The accent is no longer on the outcome as
seen from the decision‐maker’s perspective, but on how
those who directly suffer the consequences of a cri‐
sis receive the decisions. Scientific literature also identi‐
fied that crisis communication can be accompanied by
a so‐called “ethics of apology,” but in contrast with the
“ethics of care,” the first tends to develop into a norma‐
tive standard that is characteristic of the post‐crisis phase
(Frandsen & Johansen, 2010, p. 353), whereas the latter
is a characteristic of communication from the very begin‐
ning until the end of a crisis.

Although Jacinda Ardern is not the first or only politi‐
cal leader to use the rhetoric of kindness in politics since
reaching power, her leadership and policies continue
“being informed by a commitment to kindness” (Curtis
& Greaves, 2020, p. 205), further capitalized on in her
crisis communication. Comparative analyses would show
whether this leadership approach is unique to Ardern,
and investigating her public communication throughout
the pandemic, across Covid‐19 waves, would make a
comprehensive account of her ethics of care. “Care is
not a word generally associated with political crises”
(Proverbs et al., 2021, p. 1), but Jacinda Ardern’s leader‐
ship performance shows that care and empathy are criti‐
cal components of crisis communication. In her Covid‐19
rhetoric, Jacinda Ardern navigates kindness and control,
and her answers in the media conferences largely fea‐
ture positive assertions, thus displaying an ethical com‐
mitment to actual communicative exchange, as well as
the clear delineation of a politician’s role, strongly defer‐
ring to health science experts (Craig, 2021). Both these
strategies helped convey the legitimacy of governmen‐
tal action.

This research highlights that especially the beginning
and the end of a crisis request acknowledging vulnera‐
bilities that people face, as these tend to be amplified
in moments of crisis (Yap et al., 2021). Our findings also
reflect the fact that as a crisis deepens, responsiveness
should be enhanced, since it allows communication to
flow both ways between a leader and their followers
(Vaccari & Valeriani, 2015). Empowerment, expressing
confidence in one another, and understanding where
responsibilities begin and where they end could aid
the efforts of both parties. Jacinda Ardern’s handling
of the pandemic represents a relative success, but it is
not a recipe for perfection in political communication.
However, amid dire straits for leadership all around the

world, her ethics of care provides a model that, if repli‐
cated, would aid communication in times of crisis.
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