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Leadership is always fundamental for 
navigating difficult times. The COVID-19 
crisis requires great leaders to come 
forward. The emergency ushered in by 
the virus demands complicated decisions 
that may not be popular. The pandemic 
highlighted another important crisis: 
a leadership crisis. All over the world, 
we see examples of the consequences 
of good and bad leadership decisions. 
Leaders that are not prepared for this 
moment, or leaders that make decisions 
for the wrong reasons. Leadership is 
significant both at the societal level and 
institutional level. I want to focus on 
what I believe makes great institutional 
leadership.

Institutions are the cornerstones for 
building great societies. Therefore, it is 
imperative to have strong institutions 
that lead the way for communities in diffi-
cult moments. I am talking about insti-
tutions that serve as balances against 
poor leadership from governments. 
When citizens organize in strong leading 
institutions, they can provide leverage 
versus meager leading public institu-
tions. But what makes great institutional 
leaders? I think there are many factors. 
However, in this health crisis, there are 
specific instrumental leadership traits. 
Among these are empathy, collaboration, 
communication, vision, transformative 
thinking, and scientific thinking.

Establishing empathy. Leaders must 
think in terms of what are the needs of 
their stakeholders. Analyze the implica-

tions of their decisions on every group 
they lead. Today’s decisions require 
taking into consideration the health and 
well-being of everyone. Leaders should 
protect and preserve both the physical 
and mental health of every person in 
the institution. Flexible thinking is very 
relevant.

Collaboration is crucial. Leaders do 
not possess all the qualities and knowl-
edge required to face these challenging 
moments. That’s why it is so important  
to invest in a team. Leaders must work 
with people with different backgrounds 
and varied thinking that can provide dif-
ferent perspectives. A great team should 
also include people who are more qual-
ified in their expertise areas than their 
leaders. It is a moment to think about the 
"we," it is not about the "I."

Focusing on communication. Leaders 
must make sure that information flows 
throughout the institution. Always speak 
the truth and maintain constant contact. 
They periodically allocate time to report 
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the state of the institution and the deci-
sions made. Good leaders communicate 
in a two-way street by allowing questions 
from all stakeholders. Excellent leaders 
are not spin doctors. They do not alter 
the facts about a situation or use market-
ing to embellish spoiled conditions.

Fostering a clear future vision. Lead-
ership is about having a clear picture 
of what the future should be. Leaders 
should define with their stakeholders 
what they desire for the time ahead. 
Leaders work every day to build the 
future and direct decisions toward that 
goal. Vision is the beacon that guides 
leadership.

Incentivizing transformative thinking. 
Leaders do not conform to the pres-
ent state. They are continually thinking 
about generating lasting change that will 
significantly alter the institution. Lead-
ers work hard to envision, induce, and 
direct change. They know how to explain 
to stakeholders why a particular change 
is good. Transformative thinking allows 
leaders to question the status quo of 
their institution constantly.

Decision-making driven by scientific 
thinking. Superb leaders use the facts. 
They make decisions using the available 
data. When data is not available, they 
search for it. Inspiration and feeling in 
leadership are essential. However, sci-
entific thinking separates good leaders 
from outstanding ones.

As an example of applying these leader-
ship traits, I offer my observation on the 
leadership team at a higher education 
institution. The COVID-19 crisis induced 
a substantive change in the education 
delivery process at universities. I am 
not going to describe the details of the 
changes. My focus is on the leadership 
traits observed in the implementation 
process. The following leadership traits 
were observed:

 • Empathy. Leaders focused on making 
sure that the needs of students and 
faculty were met first. Preservation 
of health is the priority. Flexibility to 
allow adaptation is promoted. Less 
standardized education, more person-
alized education.

 • Collaboration. Top leadership orga-
nized the institution into committees 
formed by various leaders from dif-
ferent areas. Those committees were 
empowered to make decisions on 
specific issues and implement those 
decisions.

 • Communication. Leaders informed 
faculty on a weekly basis of the state 
of the institution and all the decisions 
that were made. Surveys answered by 
faculty, students, and parents pro-
vided real-time information to leaders.

 • Vision. Regardless of the situation, 
leaders always maintained attention 
on the institutional vision and values. 
At moments of great stress, that 
vision and those values provide a bal-
anced and clear state of mind far from 
all the environmental noise.

 • Transformative thinking. The crisis 
generated a great need to change the 
education delivery process quickly. 
The experience from many years of 
delivering distance education allowed 
for a fast response. Through trans-
formative thinking, we developed a 
new educational delivery model that 
will last for years. The new model will 
become part of regular institutional 
operations.

 • Scientific thinking. Leaders gath-
ered information from surveys to 
stakeholders, benchmarks from other 
institutions, and experts on the field. 
Leaders made sure they used evi-
dence and data to inform their deci-
sions and communication.

I believe there is no exact recipe for 
leaders to follow. However, I think these 
leadership traits are essential in any lead-
ership role. COVID-19 exposed several 
crises that were already there, in many 
countries, and that leaders were ignor-
ing. A leadership crisis neglected health, 
financial, and educational emergencies. 
First, we need to combat the leadership 
crisis if we want to end other crises.
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