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LEADING IN THE TIME OF CRISIS: CHARISMATIC 
LEADERSHIP

Abstract:
The global economy, as well as our health and social behaviour seem to be significantly affected by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Considering the influence that leaders have on followers, distribution of 
resources and policies, the study of leadership seems to be an important tool for facing crisis situations. 
This paper reviews charismatic leadership theory and in particular outlines verbal and nonverbal tactics 
of charismatic leadership. The paper outlines empirical findings that show the impact of charismatic 
leaders on various outcomes. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Leadership is viewed as one of the most important and complex phenomena in 
social sciences. It is commonly defined as a process through which leaders aim to 
influence their followers in order to achieve a common purpose (Stogdill, 1974). 
The outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic during 2020 had a tremendous impact on 
our lives, our social interactions, and the global economy. During pandemic, the 
importance of a leader’s influence became pronounced, especially the impact that 
political leaders may have on citizens’ adoption of precautionary measures 
(Antonakis, 2021). Indeed, leaders control resources and create policies that affect 
the manner in which society functions (Abrams, Lalot, & Hogg, 2021). Through 
their communication, leaders are able to coordinate the efforts of individuals and 
help resolve public crisis situations, alongside scientists’ efforts (Antonakis, 2021). 
One of the theories that was highly researched in order to explain the leader effec-
tiveness is charismatic leadership (Murphy & Ensher, 2008). Leaders could have a 
large effect on individuals either directly (Antonakis, d’Adda, Weber, & Zehnder, 
2014) or via social media (Tur, Harstad, & Antonakis, 2021). The aim of this paper 
is to provide an overview of charismatic leadership theory and in particular to focus 
on charismatic leadership tactics (Antonakis, Bastardoz, Jacquart, & Shamir, 2016; 
Antonakis, Fenley, & Liechti, 2011). The paper outlines empirical findings that 
demonstrate the impact of charismatic leaders on various outcomes. In particular, 
the paper highlights the findings of a recent study which showed that the extent to 
which the speeches of the US Governors during COVID crisis were perceived to be 
charismatic had an influence on citizens’ behaviours that save lives, namely social 
distancing (Jensen et al., 2021).
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2. CHARISMATIC LEADERSHIP

Initially, charismatic leadership was employed to 
explain the features of political or religious leaders. Later 
it became a component of transformational leadership 
(e.g., Bass, 1998). This and other theoretical frameworks 
suggest that charismatic leadership positively impacts 
group and organizational performance, subordinate ef-
forts, satisfaction with job and motivation. Charismatic 
leadership is not only reserved for managers at the highest 
organizational levels but could be found at different or-
ganizational levels. Initially, the word charisma was used 
to portray an individual’s ability to do exceptional things. 
Weber (1947) viewed charisma as someone’s extraordi-
nary power, almost of divine origin, that make this indi-
vidual be treated and accepted as a leader. Over the years 
several authors have offered their conceptualizations of 
charismatic leadership. 

House (1977) identified personality characteristics 
and behaviours that have charismatic impact on their 
followers. In his view, charismatic leaders are dominant 
and willing to influence others, have strong moral values 
and are highly self-confident. Regarding their behav-
iours, charismatic leaders are strong role model for their 
followers. For instance, Gandhi was the epitome of civil 
insurgence through his advocacy of nonviolence. Fur-
thermore, charismatic leaders demonstrate competence 
to their subordinates. Moreover, charismatic leaders com-
municate strong moral goals for their followers, such as 
the ones expressed in Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a 
Dream” speech. Additionally, they set high expectations 
and reassure their followers that they are competent to 
achieve them. Also, charismatic leaders motivate followers 
by triggering their esteem, affiliation or power, as did John 
F. Kennedy in his famous utterance that every American 
should identify what they can do for their country and 
not vice versa. 

House (1977) also argued that charismatic leadership 
directly affects followers’ trust in the leader, followers’ ap-
proval of the leader and the overlap between the followers’ 
and the leader’s principles. Other effects include compli-
ance, devotion to the leader, identification with the leader, 
emotional involvement in leader’s vision, and belief that 
they possess the ability to achieve it. These effects tend 
to occur in critical situations because the leaders enable 
followers to overcome various struggles and removes the 
threats. 

In their model, Conger and Kanungo (1994) conceptu-
alize leaders in an organisational context and suggest that 
charismatic leaders engage in six behaviours. These behav-
iours include: developing strategic vision, communicat-
ing, considering the environment, demonstrating uncon-
ventional behaviours, taking personal risk, being sensitive 

to the needs of organisational members, and challenging 
the status quo. With these behaviours, charismatic leaders 
facilitate change in their organisations. Namely, leaders 
examine the environment of their organisations in order 
to identify potential obstacles and opportunities. This 
enables them to devise a vision for their organisation and 
convey it to the organisational members. Frequently, this 
vision will deviate from the current organisational prac-
tices (i.e., the status quo) and may involve taking personal 
risks. Behaviours that the charismatic leader engage in are 
often viewed as eccentric, such as quirky speech. Never-
theless, when leading their organisations, charismatic 
leaders consider the needs of their subordinates (Conger 
& Kanungo, 1994). 

Shamir, House, and Arthur (1993) offered a distinct 
conceptualization of the charismatic leadership theory. 
In their view, charismatic leaders alter subordinates’ self-
concepts and in doing so subordinates’ identity becomes 
linked to the organisation’s collective identity. Charismat-
ic leaders achieve this by placing an emphasis on intrin-
sic rewards and by reducing the importance of extrinsic 
rewards. Furthermore, charismatic leaders convey high 
expectations to their subordinates, allow them to express 
themselves through work, and enhance their self-efficacy. 
In doing so, charismatic leaders link subordinates’ self-
concepts to the organisational identity. 

3. TACTICS OF CHARISMATIC LEADERSHIP

Neocharismatic theorists perceive charisma as some-
thing that can be examined across various organisational 
contexts (Antonakis & House, 2013), and focus on its 
immediate rather than distant expressions. In particular, 
they focus on charismatic leaders in organisations who 
use symbolic power and ideological values to influence 
their followers. According to the neocharismatic schol-
ars (e.g., Antonakis et al., 2011), leaders are perceived to 
be charismatic if they can communicate passionately and 
powerfully and unite followers to act upon a vision. Char-
ismatic leaders use influencing tactics that involve both 
the verbal content but also their nonverbal delivery. In 
doing so, they are able to impact both subordinates’ emo-
tions and cognition. 

Antonakis and Atwater (2002) proposed that charis-
matic leaders use nine verbal and three nonverbal strate-
gies. One of the verbal tactics involves the use of meta-
phors through which leaders influence how subordinates 
comprehend and frame the content of the message. In-
deed, metaphorical meanings simplify the point, trigger 
emotions, and facilitate recollection (Mio, Riggio, Levin, 
& Reese, 2005). Charismatic leaders often relay on stories 
to simplify the message, make it memorable and facilitate 
identification with the protagonists. 
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Furthermore, charismatic leaders state their moral 
beliefs and understand the feelings of the group which 
enables them to be viewed as a group representative 
(Hogg, 2001). Moreover, they devise superior expecta-
tions for their subordinates and express confidence that 
those could be achieved (House, 1977). Consequently, 
these tactics enhance subordinates’ motivation and self-ef-
ficacy beliefs. Lastly, charismatic leaders use several tech-
niques to focus subordinates’ attention on their narrative. 
In particular, they use contrasts to frame and emphasise 
the message. Additionally, charismatic leaders use lists to 
convey the sense of wholeness. Finally, charismatic lead-
ers pose rhetorical questions to their followers to create 
puzzles that need to be resolved (Antonakis et al., 2011). 

Regarding nonverbal tactics, charismatic leaders effec-
tively communicate their positive and negative emotions 
to express their passion and gain support for their 
messages (Bono & Ilies, 2006). Another nonverbal tactic 
involves the use of body movements and facial expres-
sions and modulations in their voice tone. The application 
of both verbal and nonverbal tactics makes the leader’s 
point more memorable (Antonakis & Atwater, 2002). 

4.OUTCOMES OF CHARISMATIC LEADERSHIP 
TACTICS 

Empirical studies have shown that followers are mo-
tivated by charisma. Antonakis et al. (2014) conducted a 
field study and a set of laboratory experiments to examine 
whether leader’s charisma, manifested as a motivational 
speech, can trigger individuals to engage in socially ben-
eficial activities. The field experiment showed that the 
subordinates who were exposed to charismatic speech 
increase their output by 17% compared to the subordi-
nates who were exposed to a regular speech. These results 
were replicated in laboratory experiments in which par-
ticipants were exposed to motivational speeches before 
playing game of public goods. Indeed, the presence of 
charismatic elements in the leader’ speech resulted in 19% 
increase in participant contributions. The effects of cha-
risma on individual performance were recently replicated 
in a field experiment (Meslec, Curseu, Fodor, & Kenda, 
2020). Namely, it was found that the effect of charisma 
was manifested via vision dimension of leadership. 

Antonakis et al. (2011) used experimental studies to 
show that charisma could be taught. Namely, results dem-
onstrate that the training had significant impact on evalu-
ations of leader charisma, and that charisma, in turn, had 
significant impact on evaluations of leader emergence and 
prototypicality. The authors argue that the organisations 
should consult evidence-based research before designing 
training and development programmes (Antonakis et al., 
2011). 

A recent study used data collected on social media to 
examine the impact of charisma for informal leaders, the 
individuals who communicate their beliefs and prefer-
ences to others but have no formal power over them (Tur 
et al., 2021). The authors evaluated the sample of TED 
presentations and tweets and highlighted the objective in-
dicators of charisma. The results showed that the individ-
uals who used more verbal charismatic tactics had higher 
views of their TED talks which were also found to be more 
uplifting, beyond nonverbal cues and attractiveness. These 
individuals also had more retweets (Tur et al., 2021). 

5. CHARISMATIC LEADERSHIP IN THE TIME OF 
CRISIS

Even though a number of empirical studies have 
shown the positive effects on individual and group out-
comes in organisations, a recent study examined the ex-
tent to which charisma of political leaders could influence 
individual behaviour during a pandemic, and thus save 
lives of the citizens. Jensen et al. (2021) conducted a study 
using anonymised mobility data of the US citizens. Cha-
risma was objectively evaluated in COVID speeches given 
by the US Governors. Interestingly, the extent to which 
the leader was perceived to be charismatic was linked to 
the decline of citizens’ geographical mobility which is be-
lieved to contribute to the spreading of SARS-CoV-2.

The first study used 350 press briefing addresses re-
garding COVID given by all 50 US Governors and com-
bined that data with the social distancing behaviour of cit-
izens collected anonymously via their smart phones. The 
results imply that conservative citizens may be responsive 
to charismatic communication, in particular (Jensen et al., 
2021). Even though this study was conducted in the con-
text of political leadership, the results correspond to the 
findings of organisational studies which showed the ef-
fects of charismatic communication tactics on individuals 
(e.g., Meslec et al., 2020). 

The second study was designed as a laboratory experi-
ment that involved 661 US participants in which Gover-
nor charisma was manipulated in a vignette. The study 
aimed to examine factors regarding an individual’s deci-
sion to engage in physical distancing behaviour (Jensen 
et al., 2021). The results showed that conservatives tend 
to respond more to Governors’ charismatic features. This 
influences their beliefs whether their countrymen will 
engage in physical distancing which seems to affect their 
behaviour, as well. Liberals, on the other hand, were not 
influenced by charisma, since they were willing to engage 
in physical distancing behaviours irrespective of the tac-
tics directed at them. The authors emphasize that leaders 
can learn how to be more charismatic or improve their 
charismatic tendencies which enables them to have more 
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impact on the followers, especially when some individu-
als need additional motivation to engage in particular be-
haviours. Therefore, charismatic communication style of 
political leaders could have a direct impact on the number 
of saved lives during a pandemic (Jensen et al., 2021).  

6. CONCLUSION 

Crisis situations such as the outbreak of COVID-19 
pandemic provide a favourable milieux for the emergence 
of charismatic leadership. Leaders do have a significant 
impact on followers’ beliefs, values, and behaviour. This 
paper outlined some of the most recent findings regarding 
the effects that charismatic leaders may have on subordi-
nates, especially in the political context during pandemic. 
In order to be effective the leaders need to be charismatic 
and good communicators and these skills can be acquired 
and improved over time (Antonakis et al., 2011; Anto-
nakis, Fenley, & Liechti, 2012). Therefore, charismatic 
leadership seems to be an important tool for facing crises. 
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