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We’ve been tracking public opinion on leadership since 2015. This 
year we conducted focus groups with voters across the UK, as well 
as a nationally representative survey
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Polling conducted online in each wave; focus groups also conducted online in 2020. Survey responses weighted to be nationally representative of all UK adult (aged 18+) by a range of demographic factors.

Leadership in times of crisis 

In 2015 we 
surveyed 2,014 
UK adults and 
held a focus 

group in London

Followed by a poll 
of 2,061 UK adults 
and a focus group 
in Slough in 2017

Last year, we 
conducted a 

survey of 2,103 
UK adults and 

four focus groups

This year, we conducted a nationally 
representative survey of 2,092 UK adults 

between Friday 30th October and Sunday 1st
November, as well as focus groups in:

• London: Labour voters, Tuesday 27th October
• North Wales: Conservative voters, Tuesday 

27th October
• Scotland: SNP and Labour voters, Thursday 

29th October
• North East England: Conservative voters, 

Thursday 29th October



Leadership was a key predictor of the outcome of the 2019 election, 
as it has been throughout recent history
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Ipsos Political Monitor, Satisfaction Ratings 1997-Present: https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/political-monitor-satisfaction-ratings-1997-present
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The most important findings from our latest research:
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Leadership in times of crisis 

1

2

3

4

5

The pandemic has reinforced the importance of communication and decisiveness for 
effective leadership. The public also want leaders to show empathy during a crisis.

Female national leaders are seen as more effective in a crisis than their male counterparts. 
Non-political figures such as Marcus Rashford have also shown empathetic leadership.

Coronavirus has shone a light on Boris Johnson’s weaknesses as a leader, while Nicola 
Sturgeon is setting the pace.

Keir Starmer has a way to go before his leadership style is established in the minds of the 
public.

Businesses also need to demonstrate empathy during a crisis and look after their staff and 
customers. The most visible CEOs are recognised for the wrong reasons.
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01 The pandemic has reinforced the importance of 
communication and decisiveness for effective 
leadership. The public also want leaders to 
show empathy during a crisis.

Leadership in times of crisis 



Having integrity, being decisive and being a great communicator 
continue to be the three most important leadership attributes
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Q.1 Of the qualities below, please select the three that you think are most important for leadership. Base: All respondents (n=2,092). ‘Don’t know’ and ‘None of the above’ responses not shown.

Leadership in times of crisis 

49% 47% 46%

31% 29%

22%

15% 13% 13%
10% 9% 8%

4%

Being a great
communicator

Being decisive Having
integrity

Being a good
listener

Having
empathy

Having a
vision

Being
authentic

Having
conviction

Having
humility

Being
pragmatic

Being tough Being
charismatic

Being
energetic

These have consistently been the most important leadership attributes since our first leadership study in 2015.



Since last year, we have seen an increase in the importance placed 
on great communication and decisiveness
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Q.1 Of the qualities below, please select the three that you think are most important for leadership. Base: All respondents 2020 (n=2,092); All respondents 2019 (2,103)

Leadership in times of crisis 

41% 42%
47%49% 47% 46%

Being a great
communicator

Being decisive Having integrity

2019 2020

+ 8pp + 5pp - 1pp

“Strong, very positive, what she says 
is what she wants, and she does it.”

(Conservative voter, Wales)

“Again, same as what’s been said. 
[Thatcher] was not for turning, she 
was quite straightforward, stuck by 

her principles.” 

(Conservative voter, Wales)



During the pandemic specifically, decisiveness and communication 
remain key to effective leadership. The need for empathy is also 
enhanced
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Q.2 Below is the same list of qualities. Which three do you think it is most important leaders demonstrate during the current coronavirus crisis? Base: All respondents (n=2,092). Don’t know’ and ‘None of the above’ 
responses not shown.

Leadership in times of crisis 

56%

42%
38%

30%

21% 19%
16% 16% 14%

11% 10%

4% 4%

Being decisive Being a great
communicator

Having
empathy

Having
integrity

Being tough Being a good
listener

Having
conviction

Being
pragmatic

Having a
vision

Being
authentic

Having
humility

Being
charismatic

Being
energetic

“Empathy. They need to be in touch with the people 
they’re working for… They need an empathy and 

understanding.”

(Conservative voter, Wales)
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02 Female national leaders are seen as more 
effective in a crisis than their male 
counterparts. Non-political figures such as 
Marcus Rashford have also shown empathetic 
leadership.

Leadership in times of crisis 



As previously, historical leaders are rated as more effective than 
current UK political leaders. The UK public are less impressed with 
Trump than voters across the pond
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Q.3 For each of the individuals below, thinking about what you know about them, please say how effective each is/ was as a leader. Answers given on a scale of 0-10 where 0 is ‘Not at all effective’ and 10 ‘Very 
effective indeed’. Base: Randomly selected for each leader [n=905-913]
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Jacinda Ardern and Marcus Rashford are felt to have offered 
leadership during the pandemic
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Q.3 For each of the individuals below, thinking about what you know about them, please say how effective each is/ was as a leader. Answers given on a scale of 0-10 where 0 is ‘Not at all effective’ and 10 ‘Very 
effective indeed’. Base: Randomly selected for each leader [n=905-913]



While very different examples, Ardern and Rashford are both seen 
to have demonstrated clear communication and empathy during the 
crisis
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Leadership in times of crisis 

“She has been very open and 
honest. That has stood out to 

people. Very approachable and 
honest. Communicates very well.”

(Conservative voter, North East)

“A decisive leader, she seems to 
be someone who has 

compassionate leadership.”

(Labour voter, London)

“He’s making the right noises and 
movements. The way he has 

gone about it. He’s a sportsman 
but he knows where he came 

from, he relied on school meals.”

(Conservative voter, North East)

“He’s taking on the responsibility 
of the Government by bringing all 

these restaurants together to 
provide food for children from 

low-income families.”

(Labour voter, London)



Nicola Sturgeon is more likely to be seen as effective than other 
domestic political leaders
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Q.3 For each of the individuals below, thinking about what you know about them, please say how effective each is/ was as a leader. Answers given on a scale of 0-10 where 0 is ‘Not at all effective’ and 10 ‘Very 
effective indeed’. Base: Randomly selected for each leader [n=905-913]



Female leaders have stood out, and a significant minority agree that 
they fare better than men in a crisis
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Leadership in times of crisis 

29%

48%

30%

47%

48%

26%

52%

Men

Women

Conservative

Labour

Liberal Democrat

Brexit Party*

SNP*

Showing % who agree (Net)
14%

25%

41%

6%
4%

10%

Strongly agree Tend to agree
Neither agree nor disagree Tend to disagree
Strongly disagree Don't know

‘Female leaders fare better in response to a crisis’

“I feel like a lot of the people 
making poor decisions at the 
moment are old white men.”

(Labour voter, London)

Men and Conservative voters are less 
likely to agree

Net Agree: 
39%

Net Disagree: 
10%
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Q.6 To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? “Female leaders fare better in response to a crisis” Base: All respondents (n=2,092); All male respondents (n=1003), all 
female respondents (n=1089); All respondents who voted Conservative in 2019 General Election (n=705), voted Labour (n=612), voted Liberal Democrat (n=173), voted Brexit Party (n=53), voted SNP (n=76).
*Base size < 100
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03 Coronavirus has shone a light on Boris 
Johnson’s weaknesses as a leader, while Nicola 
Sturgeon is setting the pace.

Leadership in times of crisis 



Sturgeon is seen to have responded to the crisis most effectively, 
while Johnson’s vulnerabilities have been exposed
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Q.5 For each of the statements below, please say which of the party leaders you think it most applies to Base: All respondents (n=2,092)

Leadership in times of crisis 

21%
25%

16% 15%

35% 36%

28%
24%

Responds well under pressure Would take the action required to
reduce the spread of Covid-19

Boris Johnson Keir Starmer Nicola Sturgeon None of these

• When it comes to responding to a crisis, it is 
Sturgeon who is setting the pace.

• She is most likely to be seen to respond well 
under pressure, and to take the action required.

• There are doubts about whether Johnson is 
well-equipped to deal with a crisis.

“I think Nicola Sturgeon has stood 
out. She’s gone against the grain 
in being a bit firmer. She’s been a 

lot clearer about what the rules 
mean and she’s gone a step 

further than Boris has and taken 
responsibility for her area.”

(Labour voter, London)

“[Johnson] follows everyone, he’s 
fed so much information, he 

gurgles it out. You know you can’t 
trust him because he doesn’t 

know what he’s talking about.”

(SNP voter, Scotland)



The public see Sturgeon as decisive, uncompromising and 
likely to ‘roll her sleeves up’ and get the job done
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Q.4 For each of the individuals below, please select the three attributes that you think most apply. Base: All respondents (n=2,092)

Leadership in times of crisis 

Being decisive

Being tough

Being a great communicator

Having humility

Being charismatic

Being a good listener

Most applicable attributes Least applicable attributes

14% say none of the leadership attributes 
apply to Sturgeon

If Nicola Sturgeon was manager of a 
football team 3-0 down at half-time…

“I think she’d put her boots on and get 
on the field.”

(Conservative voter, North Wales)
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Q.4 For each of the individuals below, please select the three attributes that you think most apply. Base: All respondents (n=2,092)

Leadership in times of crisis 

Being charismatic

Being energetic

Having a vision

Having humility

Being a good listener

Having integrity

Most applicable attributes Least applicable attributes

36% say none of the leadership attributes 
apply to Johnson

There is some sympathy for Johnson, but also a sense that 
he is beleaguered and has been pulled in different directions

If Boris Johnson was the captain of 
the Titanic…

“It wouldn’t have got out the dock. I don’t 
think he is organised enough. Unless 

Dominic was there as first mate.”

(SNP voter, Scotland)

Having conviction Being authentic



In line with Sturgeon’s success, regional leaders are felt to have 
provided effective leadership during the pandemic
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Q.6 To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? “Regional mayors and leaders in the devolved administrations have provided more effective leadership during the pandemic 
than the UK government” Base: All respondents (n=2,092); All respondents who voted Conservative in 2019 General Election (n=705), voted Labour (n=612), voted Liberal Democrat (n=173), voted Brexit Party 
(n=53), voted SNP (n=76).
*Base size < 100

Leadership in times of crisis 

“[Burnham] didn’t back down, he 
believed in something and stood 
his ground. That’s a quality of a 

leader.”
(Conservative voter, Wales)

14%

28%

24%

14%

8%

12%

Strongly agree Tend to agree
Neither agree nor disagree Tend to disagree
Strongly disagree Don't know

‘Regional mayors and leaders in the devolved administrations have provided more effective leadership during the 
pandemic than the UK government’

Net Agree: 
42%

Net Disagree: 
22%

28%

57%

55%

23%

74%

Conservative

Labour

Liberal
Democrat

Brexit Party*

SNP*

Showing % who agree (Net)
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04 Keir Starmer has a way to go before his 
leadership style is established in the minds of 
the public.

Leadership in times of crisis 
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YouGov Boris Johnson approval rating, May-Oct 2020 Base: UK Public (n=1638-3326)
YouGov Keir Starmer approval rating May-Oct 2020  Base: UK Public (n=1638-3326)
YouGov Jeremy Corbyn approval rating Jan-Mar 2020  Base: UK Public (n=1637-1712)

Leadership in times of crisis 

42% 48% 46%

66%

57%

43% 44% 44%
39%

35% 34%
39%

48% 47% 48%
42% 46% 44%

8%
9% 11%

01 January 2020 01 February 2020 01 March 2020 01 April 2020 01 May 2020 01 June 2020 01 July 2020 01 August 2020 01 September 2020 01 October 2020

Approval ratings
– showing % saying doing their job well

Boris Johnson Keir Starmer Jeremy Corbyn

First national lockdown Cummings story breaks

Starmer has recently enjoyed a higher approval rating than 
Johnson
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Q.4 For each of the individuals below, please select the three attributes that you think most apply. Base: All respondents (n=2,092)

Leadership in times of crisis 

Having conviction

Having integrity

Having a vision

Being charismatic

Being energetic

Having humility

Most applicable attributes Least applicable attributes

25%
don’t know which leadership attributes apply to Starmer

“To be honest with you, 
I haven’t given him a lot 
of thought… I haven’t 
heard a lot from him.”

(Conservative voter, 
Wales)

“The fact I haven’t got 
much to say about him 
probably says quite a 
lot. He’s not very 
striking.”

(Labour voter, London)

But beyond this high-level positivity, most lack a clear sense 
of what Starmer offers as a leader

20% say none of the leadership attributes 
apply to Starmer



23BritainThinks | 2020 Leadership Study

Q.5 For each of the statements below, please say which of the party leaders you think it most applies to. Base: All respondents (n=2,092)

Leadership in times of crisis 

17%

26% 24%
27% 27% 26%

18% 17%
12%

37%

31%

37%

Puts the interests of working
people first

Would protect our public services
for the long term

Would treat all parts of the UK
fairly

Boris Johnson Keir Starmer Nicola Sturgeon None of these

• Starmer’s lead over Johnson on 
specific measures is no better 
than Corbyn’s was in 2019.
• ‘Would treat all parts of the UK 

fairly’ was not asked in 2019.

He outperforms Johnson and Sturgeon on traditional Labour
qualities – but only just

“[He’s] working class focused… [but] 
instead of pushing back he just points 

out all the ways things are wrong.”

(Conservative voter, North East)



• We conducted focus groups in the immediate 
aftermath of the decision, and it was striking how few 
people were aware of it.

• There is a sense that it is an example of political 
maneuvering more than anything, and some evidence 
that it may play better with Conservative voters.
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Q.6 To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? “The decision to suspend Jeremy Corbyn from the Labour Party shows Keir Starmer is a strong leader” Base: All 
respondents (n=2,092); All respondents who voted Conservative in 2019 General Election (n=705), voted Labour (n=612)

Leadership in times of crisis 

51%
agree that the decision to suspend Jeremy Corbyn from 

the Labour Party shows Keir Starmer is a strong leader…

45%

Labour voters Conservative voters

…though Labour voters are less likely to agree

“It’s underhanded. The only 
thing I’ve heard about 
Starmer is suspending 

Jeremy Corbyn.”

(Labour voter, Scotland)

“It’s good for Starmer and 
for Labour. It draws a line 
under it. Corbyn has been 

discredited.”

(Conservative voter, North 
East)

59%

Most see the decision to suspend Corbyn as evidence of 
strong leadership, though the story cuts through less outside 
the Westminster ‘bubble’



In the longer term, there is little confidence that any of our current 
political leaders has a plan for the country
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Q.5 For each of the statements below, please say which of the party leaders you think it most applies to Base: All respondents (n=2,092)

Leadership in times of crisis 

27%

21% 22%

12% 10%

18%

11%

19%

12%

50% 50%
47%

Has a plan for the economy to
recover following the impact of

the pandemic

Has a long-term plan to respond
to the impacts of the pandemic

Would unite the country

Boris Johnson Keir Starmer Nicola Sturgeon None of these

“I think I’m yet to see a Prime Minister 
deliver and do well in a crisis. Has Boris 

delivered? At the moment I don’t think so… 
No one really springs to mind for me, all I 
can think about is what is going on at the 

moment.”

(Conservative voter, North East)
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05 Businesses also need to demonstrate empathy 
during a crisis and look after their staff and 
customers. The most visible CEOs are 
recognised for the wrong reasons.

Leadership in times of crisis 



The public recognise the brands and businesses which have shown 
empathy during the pandemic

27BritainThinks | 2020 Leadership Study

Q.6 To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? “The most successful businesses show leadership and innovate at a time of crisis” Base: All respondents (n=2,092)

Leadership in times of crisis 

“Brands which stand by their 
staff show that their business is 
not about profit, especially when 
something like this happens… 

Staff are the most important asset 
in your business.”

(SNP voter, Scotland)

“Brands do better when it’s 
[about] the welfare of the 

customer, we’ve seen that a lot 
more with Covid. Not just ‘buy our 

stuff’ but more about caring for 
welfare, make them seem like 

they appreciate you.”

(Conservative voter, North East)

• There is a desire for brands and businesses to play a 
leadership role during a crisis.

• The public feel they can do so by showing that they are 
on the side of their customers and staff.25%

46%

17%

3%

2%

8%

Strongly agree Tend to agree
Neither agree nor disagree Tend to disagree
Strongly disagree Don't know

‘The most successful businesses show 
leadership and innovate at a time of crisis’

Net Agree: 
71%

Net Disagree: 
5%



Local businesses have stood out and are seen to have shown 
empathy and served their communities during the pandemic
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Q.6 To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? “Local businesses have been the heroes of this crisis and many have served their communities well” Base: All respondents 
(n=2,092); All respondents aged 18-24 (n=224), 25-34 (n=348), 35-44 (n=332), 45-54 (n=366), 55-64 (n=330), 65+ (n=492)

Leadership in times of crisis 

“Small businesses have given their 
stock away to people who need it, 
either via food banks or through 

their own contacts. There are 
many people out there who have 

done good things.”

(Conservative voter, Wales)

30%

43%

18%

3%

1%

5%

Strongly agree Tend to agree
Neither agree nor disagree Tend to disagree
Strongly disagree Don't know

‘Local businesses have been the heroes of 
this crisis and many have served their 

communities well’

Net Agree: 
73%

Net Disagree: 
5%

73%

65%

69%

70%

79%

78%

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65+

Showing % who agree

Older generations are more 
likely to agree



Typically, the business leaders the public are familiar with are those 
seen to have cashed in or shown a lack of responsibility

• If the public recognise a CEO, it tends to be for 
the wrong reasons.

• Richard Branson, Jeff Bezos and Tim Martin 
are given as examples of poor leaders during 
the crisis.

• These leaders have not demonstrated they are 
on the side of their staff or customers, and 
instead focused on their personal wealth.
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Q.3 For each of the individuals below, thinking about what you know about them, please say how effective each is/ was as a leader. Base: Randomly selected for each leader [n=909-911]

Leadership in times of crisis 

“Tim Martin sacked all his staff and told 
them all to go and work in Tesco.”

(Conservative voter, Wales)

“Richard Branson [and] all of these people that pay next 
to nothing in tax, they all just let their staff go. I think a 

lot of businesses are not taking full accountability.”

(Labour voter, London)

5.14 5.11 4.30
Mean effectiveness score

Change 
from 2019: - 1.17 - 0.40 N/A



Recap: the most important findings
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Leadership in times of crisis 

1

2

3

4

5

The pandemic has reinforced the importance of communication and decisiveness for 
effective leadership. The public also want leaders to show empathy during a crisis.

Female national leaders are seen as more effective in a crisis than their male counterparts. 
Non-political figures such as Marcus Rashford have also shown empathetic leadership.

Coronavirus has shone a light on Boris Johnson’s weaknesses as a leader, while Nicola 
Sturgeon is setting the pace.

Keir Starmer has a way to go before his leadership style is established in the minds of the 
public.

Businesses also need to demonstrate empathy during a crisis and look after their staff and 
customers. The most visible CEOs are recognised for the wrong reasons.
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Tom Brookes | tbrookes@britainthinks.com Emma Morrison | emorrison@britainthinks.com

BritainThinks 
Somerset House 
Strand
London  
WC2R 1LA


