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New Dimensions of Gender and Political
Leadership During COVID-19: Linking
Feminist Stewardship and Electoral
Success in Queensland, Australia

Susan Harris Rimmer, Elise Stephenson,
Tom Verhelst

Scholars such as Carol Johnson and Blair Williams have argued that COVID-19 has led
to more favorable coverage of female political leaders than was previously the case. This
is attributed to a traditional perception of the motherly role associated with the political
response. They laud New Zealand as an exemplary feminist political response in this
crisis. Yet Queensland, an Australian state, is also headed by a female politician, with
an equivalent population of just over five million, just over 1,300 COVID-19 cases, and
only seven deaths. Like Jacinda Ardern, Queensland Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk won
an election in October 2020, in what was perceived as a referendum on her government’s
approach to COVID-19 response and recovery. Instead of invoking maternal images, she
instead exercised what we term “feminist stewardship” by transferring her legal power
over to apolitical medical experts. She was seen to display feminine protectionism by
closing internal borders and resisting pressure to re-open borders from male elites who
labelled her “heartless.” Even so, her party’s economic recovery package remained reso-
lutely focused on traditional male-dominated areas of mining and construction. This
paper extends our understanding of gender and political leadership during COVID-19
by drawing on extensive gender-disaggregated health, economic, and electoral data.

Introduction

Interest in crisis leadership has grown rapidly during COVID-19. Globally,
gendered leadership styles have arisen in response to mass uncertainty and
emerging health and economic priorities, from the rise of the strongman leader
to feminist protector.* Whilst Donald Trump and Boris Johnson provided ex-
amples of more populist-style strongman leadership traits, Carol Johnson and
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Blair Williams, academics from the Australian National University and Univer-
sity of Adelaide who have studied leadership during the pandemic, drew on the
case of Jacinda Ardern in New Zealand to argue that the “COVID-19 pandemic
has provided unusual opportunities for women leaders to display forms of
protective femininity.”* This article seeks to build on their argument, using
the case of Queensland, Australia, to explore
Stewardship goes beyond the concept of feminist stewardship at subna-
. tional levels.* Like Jacinda Ardern, Queensland
maternal protectorship Premi . :
remier Annastacia Palaszczuk won an election
espoused b)’ Johnson and in October in what was perceived as a referen-
Williams to conceptualize dum on COVID-19 response and recovery. Yet,
leadership stvl rather than invoking maternal images of the
a leadaershp style more feminist protector, she instead exercised what
gender neutral—or even we term as feminist stewardship.
masculine—in behavior According to the public administration
and public service ethics literature, steward-
ship highlights forms of leadership that seek
to serve collective goals or guard the interests
of their principals, as opposed to an agency-centric view of leaders acting out
of self-interest.” Stewardship goes beyond maternal protectorship espoused by
Johnson and Williams to conceptualize a leadership style more gender neu-
tral—or even masculine—in behavior and yet feminist in aims.® This article
seeks to explore and define the concept of feminist stewardship during a crisis,
extending our understanding of gender

While in ordinary times there and political leadership during the CO-
VID-19 crisis by drawing on extensive

are few links 'between gender gender-disaggregated health, economic,
and leadership outcomes— and electoral data.

with the exception of public First, the article will canvas the

£ leadershi hich literature, with the aim of further refin-
perception of leadership whic ing and defining feminist stewardship.

heavily favors men—in crisis, Then, using the case study of Annastacia
gendered leadership matters. Palqszczuk’s premiership of Queenslgnd
during COVID-19 and her re-election,
we will explore the concept of feminist
stewardship and its impact on COVID-19
health, economic, and electoral outcomes. Ultimately, we argue that while in or-
dinary times there are few links between gender and leadership outcomes—with
the exception of public perception of leadership which heavily favors men—in
crisis, gendered leadership matters.

and yet feminist in aims.

Methodology

To establish the link between gendered leadership and COVID-19 outcomes at
a national level, we rely on the study by Garikipati and Khambhampati, using a
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constructed dataset for 194 countries, in which a variety of socio-demographic
variables were used to match nearest neighbors.” Their findings reveal that
COVID-19 outcomes are systematically better in countries led by women
and conclude, “to some extent, this may be explained by the proactive and
coordinated policy responses adopted by them.”® They also find evidence that,
“being risk averse with respect to loss of lives and having a clear, empathetic,
and decisive communication style made a significant difference to immediate
outcomes of the COVID pandemic in women-led countries.” Queensland, the
third largest Australian state, headed by a female politician, with an equivalent
population to New Zealand of approximately five million, experienced just over
1,300 COVID-19 cases and only seven deaths as of April 2021.'°

We build upon their discussion of possible reasons why there is a gender
correlation by applying the stewardship literature to an in-depth case study of
Queensland, where the leadership issues were aired thoroughly in the first ever
state election in Australian history contested by two women. Premier Annasta-
cia Palaszczuk emerged from the October 2020 election as the most successful
female politician in Australian history, becoming the first woman to win three
elections in a row. She was also the first woman in Australia to win an election
from opposition in 2015, and the first to achieve gender equity in an Australian
ministry in 2017. This case study is supported with datasets based on gendered
economic outcomes and political voting patterns during 2020 for the state of
Queensland to give a snapshot of how gendered leadership matters.

Defining Feminist Stewardship

While feminist stewardship has not been conceptualized in the literature until
this paper, complementary theories do have merit in exploring and extrapolat-
ing what feminist stewardship is and could be. Social role theory, for instance,
argues that humans attribute gendered characteristics to certain roles due to the
male or female domination of that field—as an example, men are more likely
to be in political leadership, and therefore we are more likely to associate the
characteristics of a good leader with men than with women." Following this
logic, women have been argued to be driven more by communal goals, whereas
men are viewed as pursuing more agentic goals.'” Through this lens, women’s
leadership styles could be characterized as being naturally aligned with concep-
tions of stewardship. Indeed, while the stewardship literature may not have been
overly concerned with gender to date, stewardship may already be inherently
feminist due to our perceptions of the roles, characteristics, and behaviors of
women leaders as being more “stewardly” in the first place, especially in rela-
tion to assessment of risk.

Traditional definitions of leadership have focused on masculine notions of
the hero, characterized by strength, courage, determination, and vision. Rost’s
1991 study of 221 definitions of leadership concluded that leadership can be
perceived as rational, hierarchical, management-oriented, quantitative, cost-
driven, technocratic, male, short-term, materialistic, and pragmatic.”” Steward-
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ship, by contrast, has centered on more communal, feminine values, such as
empathy, shared norms and goals, consensus-building, and “pro-organizational,
collectivistic behaviors”—instead of individualistic, self-serving behaviors."* In
conceptualizing feminist stewardship, we extend the definition of stewardship
to include more explicit “feminine” traits: attention to social protections and
welfare; a deference to expert medical advice; personal, everyday forms of com-
munication; and more attention to gender-sensitive economic recovery policies.
Yet feminist stewardship differs from the feminist protectionism as witnessed
in Johnson and Williams’s case, in that it does not rely on mothering tropes or
overt displays of feminine affection in the same ways that they argue Jacinda
Ardern displayed. Palaszczuk is different.

The Context: Women’s Political Leadership in Queensland

In 2009, Anna Bligh became the first woman in Australia to win an election as
premier. Six years later, Annastacia Palaszczuk was the first woman to lead an
opposition party into government. She also installed the first female-dominated
cabinet in Australian history, with eight out of the fourteen ministers being
women in 2015. Queensland’s last state election took place on October 31, 2020,
making it one of Australia’s (and the globe’s) first COVID-19 elections. Voters
opted to stay with the incumbent, re-electing female Australian Labor Party
(ALP) Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk. Her 2020 cabinet continues to exhibit
perfect gender parity, with thirteen female and thirteen male ministers and
assistant ministers, a feat first managed by Palaszczuk in 2017.°

Palaszczuk’s leadership style does not fit the model of feminist protec-
tor evoked by Johnson and Williams’s characterization of the charismatic
Jacinda Ardern. Palaszczuk is viewed as pragmatic, authentic, and reasonable
by the Queensland electorate, marking a sharp contrast to the past leaders of
Queensland, which generally had a “reputation for populist and authoritarian
(and, until fairly recently, exclusively male) leaders in a polity argued to be
readily accepting of domineering leadership,” according to Chris Salisbury’s
research.'® Instead, unique to Queensland’s handling of the pandemic was the
substantial transfer of regulatory power to the Chief Health Officer Janette
Young in March 2020 until March 2021. Under emergency amendments to the
Public Health Act 2005, passed on March 19, 2020, the chief health officer was
granted sweeping powers to limit, or respond to, the spread of COVID-19 in
Queensland. ' She can close borders, order lockdowns, direct restrictions on
people’s movements or contact with others, and force people to stay at—or
away from—stated places. It also gives force to “any other direction the chief
health officer considers necessary to protect public health.” This is the most
power given to a health official in any jurisdiction globally to combat the
pandemic, according to our research; a key attribute of feminist stewardship is
yielding power to greater expertise in a crisis.

The Gendered Crisis

COVID-19 has been well-recognized as a gendered crisis, from the exacerbation
of the gendered division of unpaid labor, to concerns around rising domestic
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violence from lockdown measures, to the prevalence of female-dominated in-
dustries at the frontline of pandemic response and economic fallout.'®'*** Our
focus on gendered leadership during the pandemic is warranted, not only be-
cause of general correlation to health

outcomes, but also because of the
gendered impacts of the pandemic
thus far. Evidence shows that women
have been—and continue to be— disproportionately affected by the

disproportionately affected by the 05 01150 and social consequences of
economic and social consequences

of the COVID-19 outbreak, though the COVID-19 outbreak.

Evidence shows that women have
been—and continue to be—

slightly less likely to contract the
virus. The combination of economic
and social pressures as well as limitations on movement have been termed a
“shadow pandemic” and a “perfect storm” for increasing women’s vulnerability
to family violence and femicide. At the most risk are women who face multiple
forms of oppression, such as older women, rural and remote women, women
with disabilities, indigenous women, migrant women, and victims of traffick-
ing.”!

The intersectional challenges faced by women extend beyond violence
to economic empowerment, education, and political participation. According
to International Labour Organization data from 55 high- and middle-income
countries, 29.4 million women aged twenty-five and older lost their jobs be-
tween Q4 2019 and Q2 2020. Slightly fewer men lost theirs (29.2 million),
but since far fewer women were in the workforce, women’s proportional loss
is higher.”> To add to this, the World Health Organization states that women
make up the bulk of essential care-sector workers, including 70 percent of
health-care workers. Despite their importance, countries have poorly prioritized
investments in care sectors, leading to shortages of health workers and poor
working conditions.”

Additionally, there were eighty-six thousand fewer women studying at
Australian universities in 2020 compared with 2019, following the gendered
impact of COVID-19 and the recession on Australia. Newly released data from
the Australian Bureau of Statistics has shown that there was a 7 percent drop
in the number of women enrolled at universities and some vocational courses,
versus a 2 percent drop in the number of men.* Further, in Prime Minister
Scott Morrison’s National COVID-19 Coordination Commission, only two out
of eight appointed commissioners were women, with ethnic and sexual diversity
nowhere to be seen. This imbalance has not gone unnoticed, particularly with
the Australian Public Service Commission requiring that boards across govern-
ment, for instance, must maintain a fifty-fifty gender balance.

Queensland was largely spared from the worst economic effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic, but the economic impacts were gendered. According to
data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the March 2020 lockdown led to
a reduction in the labor force participation rate by 3 percent for women and
2.5 percent for men from March to April 2020. Comparing January 2020 to
January 2021 reveals that there are gendered differences in the road to economic
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recovery. The labor force participation rate for men has rebounded by 0.7 per-
cent while the participation rate for woman has only increased 0.2 percent. The
pandemic is widening the participation gap between women and men from 8.3
percent in January 2020 to 8.8 percent in January 2021 (noting the labor force
participation rate of 70.1 percent for Queensland men in January 2020 versus
61.9 percent for Queensland women in January 2020, and a participation rate
of 70.8 percent for Queensland men in January 2021 versus 62.1 percent for
Queensland women in January 2021).”

Queensland unemployment rates experienced similar increases because
of the state-imposed March 2020 lockdown. The female unemployment rate
increased from 5.5 percent in January 2020 to reach its peak in July 2020 at
8.4 percent, falling to 6.4 percent in January 2021. The unemployment rate for
Queensland males is higher overall, but follows a similar pattern to that of fe-
males. The male unemployment rate increased from 6.8 percent in January 2020
to peak in July 2020 at 9.2 per cent to falling to 7.5 percent in January 2021.%

Additionally, Australia has two types of welfare payments designed to
stabilize the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, JobKeeper and
JobSeeker. JobSeeker is a payment made to an individual who is currently un-
employed but searching for employment. The JobSeeker Coronavirus Supple-
ment was reduced from AU$550 per fortnight to $250 per fortnight in January
2021 and will be further reduced to $150 beginning March 31, 2021. JobKeeper,
meanwhile, is a payment made to an organization with employees that meets
certain criteria and has had its turnover impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.
The JobKeeper Coronavirus Supplement started on March 30, 2020 at a maxi-
mum of AU$1,500 per fortnight and was reduced to $1,000 per fortnight in
January 2021.

The number of Queensland women receiving JobSeeker payments in-
creased from 86,277 in the first quarter of 2020 to 149,072 in the second, reced-
ing slightly to 140,243 in the third quarter of 2020. In the first three quarters
of 2020, 54 percent of the JobSeeker payments went to men and 46 percent to
women.

Table 1. Covid-19 Social Security Employment Payment Data, 2020

Queensland Australia

Male Female Total Male Female Total
Q3 2020 167,650 140,243 307,893 751,237 648,621 1,399,858
Q2 2020 178,429 149,072 327,501 773,379 667,908 1,441,287
Q1 2020 97,436 86,227 183,663 408,135 384,679 792,814

Source: data.gov.au?
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Despite Australia’s private sector employing more men (55.1 percent)
than women (44.9 percent), more women were impacted by the sector’s decline
between February 2020 and May 2020. Females accounted for 54.3 percent of
the decline in private sector employment, while males accounted for 45.7 per-
cent. JobKeeper applications providing organizations with funds to continue
employment were provided in higher numbers to men (52.9 percent) than to
women (47.1 percent).”® This can be partly explained by the higher number
of men in private sector employment and the exclusion to JobKeeper of some
sectors like the university sector where staff is more likely female (57 percent
in the case of universities, according to Larkins).”

In Australia, between March 14, 2020 and October 3, 2020, job losses for
males (5.0 percent) were slightly higher than job losses for females (4.2 per-
cent). Women fared better than men in terms of wage losses during the same
period. Men saw their wages decrease by 5.6 percent compared to 0.4 percent
for women. This phenomenon may be explained by the higher number of men
in full-time employment than women. Additionally, the lower rate of wage loss
for women can be attributed to women having lost jobs that are lower-paid
compared to those of men.*

Table 2. Gendered Impact on Wages during Covid-19

Change in Payroll Jobs Change in Total Wages
19 Sep to 3 Oct 14 Mar to 3 Oct 19 Sep to 3 Oct 14 Mar to 3 Oct
Males -1.1 percent -5.0 percent -2.3 percent -5.6 percent
Females -0.9 percent -4.2 percent -2.3 percent -0.4 percent
All persons -0.9 percent -4.1 percent -2.2 percent -3.3 percent

Source: Parliament of Australia®

Voting Patterns

While the impact of the pandemic in Queensland was gendered, and feminist
perspectives did not explicitly dominate the campaign nor did Palaszczuk’s
leadership style, women were crucial when it came to the result of the 2020
election. The progressive Australian Labor Party (ALP) won the last state elec-
tion because of its lead amongst women voters. On all party preferred basis,
women favored the ALP 38.5 percent over the conservative Liberal National
Party (LNP) 34 percent, while men favored the LNP 36.5 percent over ALP 32.5
percent, 10.5 percent of women voted for the progressive Greens party, versus
9.5 percent of men, and fewer women voted in favor of the extreme right party,
One Nation, compared to men (Table 3).
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Table 3. Voting Preference by Gender

Queensland Electors 18+ Gender Region
PRIMARY 2017 Qld  Oct 12-15, Men Women Brisbane  Country
Election 2020 Areas
VOTE percent percent  percent percent percent percent
ALP 35.4 36 32.5 38.5 36.5 35
LNP 33.7 35 36.5 34 37 33
KAP 2.3 2.5 2.5 2 1.5 3.5
One Nation 13.7 12 13.5 10.5 10.5 13.5
Greens 10 10 9.5 10.5 9.5 10.5
Independents/Others 4.9 4.5 5.5 4.5 5 4.5
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Roy Morgan*

One of the driving policy questions in the 2020 Queensland election was re-
lated to maintaining a border closure with neighboring state, New South Wales.
At the time of the election, the state was experiencing an active COVID-19
outbreak. The Australian Labor Party (ALP) was the strongest supporter of
maintaining border closures with neighboring states. Women favored keeping
the border closed by 57 percent versus 49 percent of men, suggesting that the
decision to follow medical advice and close the border—which was favored
by women—was also instrumental in aiding the ALP’s success at the election.

Table 4. Attitude to Border Closure

Queensland Electors Gender
Oct 12-15, 2020 Men Women
percent percent percent
Yes, open the border 47 51 43
No, don’t open the border 53 49 57
TOTAL 100 100 100

Source: Roy Morgan*

Conclusion: Was the Key to Palaszczuk’s Success ‘Feminist Stewardship’?

When women are represented in the highest positions of leadership, they are
more likely to consider the gendered impact of their decisions, even those made
in crisis.”* Female leaders in Norway and New Zealand held special briefings for
children; talked about teachers, childcare workers, and aged care workers; and
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debated school closures from a perspective that included the rights of parents
and teachers. In the Queensland example, Palaszczuk paid attention to social

protections and welfare; was alert to
domestic Violel‘lce ln‘lpllcatlons Of When women are represented in

lockdown; showed deference to expert . . .
medical advice by a legal transfer of the highest positions of leadership,

power; and undertook personal, ev- they are more likely to consider the
eryday forms of communication with gendered impact of their decisions,
the electorate. She favored closing the n dei ..

borders to prioritize physical health €€ tnose made in Crists.

over economic impacts, despite con-
siderable and very personal criticism from political opponents and those in her
own party. Yet she was not the mothering feminist protector of Jacinda Ardern.
Instead, we conclude that rather than leaning into mothering archetypes during
a crisis, she more strongly constituted having a feminist stewardship style of
leadership—more feminist in aims if not deportment.

Even so, her feminist stewardship was not without critique. We know from
feminist institutionalist literature, that when a crisis strikes, informal gendered
rules-of-the-game do continue to dominate decision-making and discussion.
>3 Neither the Queensland election nor the state or national budgets gave any
space or attention to gender-sensitive economic recovery policies. Indeed, both
candidates spent most of the election period in high-visibility vests associated

with the mining and construction
sectors—more male-dominated 1y, yyoxt step for gendered leadership
sectors in Queensland. A deeper
sense of feminist approaches to
economic recovery is not yet wit- the economic status of women

nessed in the stewardship model. o
Authers and Charlesworth have through the use of political power.

would be to see a focus on protecting

noted that a “focus on crisis” of-

ten creates an “inattentiveness to persistent patterns of discrimination and
violence.” They argue that crisis “imbues some human rights violations with
drama, making others recede drably into the background.”” The next step for
gendered leadership would be to see a focus on protecting the economic status
of women through the use of political power. The stewardship approach during
a pandemic perhaps offers a better foundation for that endeavor than that of
a protector. Further exploring this is a needed focus for future research—par-
ticularly in the context of other female leaders who follow the same patterns of
feminist stewardship, not mothering protectorship, during a crisis.
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