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This study analyses the influence of crisis management on 
leadership capital. The core question asked is: how does leadership 
capital of political leaders change during and after an acute crisis 
and how can these changes be understood? The crisis following 
the crash of Flight MH17 is used as a case study in which the 
leadership of the Prime Minister of Australia, Tony Abbott, 
and of the Prime Minster of the Netherlands, Mark Rutte, is 
analysed. Although ample literature on leadership exists, little is 
known about the influence of a crisis on the way people perceive 
a leader. This article shows that in this case, a crisis can change 
the leadership capital of leaders because the situation asks for 
more and for a different kind of leadership.

Keywords: leadership, crisis management, political 
leaders, Leadership Capital Index, public perception

T
h

e 
in

fl
u

en
ce

 o
f 

cr
is

is
 m

an
ag

em
en

t 
o

n
 le

ad
er

sh
ip

 c
ap

it
al

A
 c

as
e 

st
u

d
y 

o
f t

h
e 

cr
is

is
 o

f t
h

e 
cr

as
h

 o
f F

lig
h

t M
H

17

©
 2

01
8 

   
 P

ub
lic

 N
ot

e,
 2

(2
),

 1
3 

- 
22

.

Myrthe van Delden



| 14 | The influence of crisis management on leadership 
capital

Myrthe van Delden

it, prolong it, put it to rest, use it to force policy change 
or to put pressure on political opponents (Dooren, 
2011). But we know far less of how crises affect leaders’ 
mandates – not just in an electoral sense, but in the 
broader sense of their warrant too. 
Therefore, the main question of this paper is: 

 How does the leadership capital of political leaders 
change during and after an acute crisis and how can these 
changes be understood?

Theoretical framework

Different contexts ask for different forms of leadership 
(Boin et al., 2005). One of the most extreme contexts 
is a crisis. Leadership in times of a crisis differs a lot 
from politics as routine. During such a critical time, 
people look at their leader for explanation and hope. 
They expect leaders to minimize the damage, to make 
sure they can go back to normal as soon as possible and 
to convince them that it is not going to happen again 
(ibid.). There is little doubt that in these times it really 
matters who is leading.
A common definition of a crisis is given by Rosenthal, 
Charles and ‘t Hart (1989, p. 10). They define a 
crisis as ‘a serious threat to the basic structures or the 
fundamental values and norms of a system, which 
under time pressure and highly uncertain circumstances 
necessitates making vital decisions’. During a crisis, 
people experience a time of threat, high uncertainty 
and a situation which asks for urgent action (Rosenthal 
et al., 2001). The importance of leadership clearly 
increases during crises. The more successful leaders take 
this leadership role and perform well during a crisis, the 
more they are seen as leaders (Boin et al., 2005). Boin 
and others (2005) distinguish five critical tasks of crisis 
leadership: sensemaking, decision making, meaning 
making, terminating and learning.  Firstly, sensemaking 
is about interpreting everything that is going on, such 
as which threatening developments there are, and 
afterwards decide what the crisis is about (ibid). Leaders 
have to decide how threatening something is and to 
what kind of crisis that leads. Secondly, in a crisis, 
leaders may have to make decisions which they never 
have to make on a daily basis. Circumstances are totally 
different and the pressure to make quick, far-reaching 
decisions is very high because action is needed to manage 
the disturbance of normality. Suddenly, hard calls have 
to be made which can pass by certain values and involve 
high political risks (‘t Hart, 2014). Dilemmas are often 
about two or more evil choices and there is no ‘safe’ 

‘The blackest scenario has become reality. We are facing 
one of the biggest airplane crash disasters of Dutch history’ 
(RTL, 2014a). 

his was the comment of the Dutch Prime Minister 
Mark Rutte after the crash of Flight MH17. ‘The 
Netherlands is shocked. (…) It seems that the 

airplane was shot down, but we do not know the exact 
circumstances yet’ (Rutte, 2014). Contrary, the first 
reaction of Tony Abbott, the Prime Minister of Australia 
was: ‘Today is a grim day for our country and for our 
world’ and the MH17 tragedy looks ‘less like an accident 
than a crime’ (Cox & Knott, 2014). ‘Malaysian Airlines 
MH17 has been shot down over the Eastern Ukraine. 
It seems by Russian-backed rebels’ (Abbott, 2014b). 
Although it was the same crash, the stories of the two 
prime ministers were very different. They responded to 
and framed the crash in a different way. 

Leadership becomes more important during crises. 
Leaders can change (the impact of ) crises, or at least 
influence them. In many ways, it matters how a leader 
reacts to a crisis. If we want to understand the extent to 
which a leader gets credit and has a mandate to lead, we 
have to look further than the ranking polls of the day. In 
this regard, Bennister et al. (2015, pp. 417-420) came up 
with the idea of ‘leadership capital’. Leadership capital 
is understood as the social judgements of the individual 
skills, abilities, advantages and achievements of leaders 
(Sørensen & Torfing, 2003). Leadership capital provides 
‘a measure of the aggregate authorisation’ a leader gets 
from his environment (Bennister et al., 2015, p. 421). 
Using this concept, Bennister et al. (2015) developed 
the Leadership Capital Index (LCI) to systematically 
analyse the political fortunes of a leader.

Crisis management and political leadership have been 
studied in many ways (Ansell et al., 2014; Boin et 
al., 2005; ‘t Hart, 2014; Morrell and Hartley, 2006; 
Rhodes and ‘t Hart, 2014; Rosenthal, Charles and ‘t 
Hart, 1989). However, there is a gap in the literature 
regarding the influence of a crisis and the impact of a 
government leader’s crisis management on its leadership 
capital. It is important to examine the influence of a 
crisis on the way people perceive a leader. By studying 
the effects of crises (and public perceptions of how to 
manage them) on the leadership capital of government 
leaders, a better understanding of the relation between 
crises and political leadership may be provided. We 
know since Machiavelli that the actions and reactions of 
leaders can alter the course of a crisis: they can escalate 
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component, skills capital, refers to the personal skills of 
a leader as perceived by the followers (Bennister et al., 
2015; ‘t Hart, 2014). This component connects to the 
idea that ‘who leads matters’. The second component 
is relational capital. It refers to the loyalties that leaders 
mobilize (Bennister et al., 2015; ‘t Hart, 2014). The 
reasons why people follow depend to a great extent 
on someone’s leadership. They shape the relationship 
between followers (or more broadly, constituents, 
stakeholders, audiences) and leaders. The last 
component is reputational capital. This component is 
about the narratives that are told about a leader, because 
of his/her words and behaviour (Bennister et al., 2015; 
‘t Hart, 2014). These narratives about what the leader 
‘really is like’ form the core of a leader’s reputation. A 
reputation is effective when these narratives are coherent 
and believable and when a leader’s behaviour is in line 
with these narratives (ibid.). 

Methods

For this research, the design of a comparative case 
study analysis is used. In order to allow for a good 
comparison, a case of an acute crisis was chosen, which 
involved different reactions of two leaders. Following 
these conditions, the crisis following the crash of Flight 
MH17 can be seen as a suitable case (see description 
below).
As explained above, the 10 indicators of the LCI are 
used to analyse leadership capital (see appendix 1). For 
the LCI, a mixed methods approach is taken, using 
two types of measures, and merging ‘hard’ empirical 
measures with more ‘soft’ or interpretive assessments 
(Bennister et al., 2015). The way in which the different 
indicators are measured is shown in appendix 2. When 
indicators are measured with soft data, documents, 
news articles and interviews, reports and researches are 
used (ibid.). By ‘expert opinion’ (see appendix 2), the 
opinion, description and explanation of an ‘expert’ in 
(national) newspapers is meant. Document analysis was 
conducted in two ways, both as content analysis and 

option anymore. Thirdly, leaders have to give a coherent 
picture of the current situation. People and especially 
the media do not just want to know what happened 
but above all what it means. Leaders must give meaning 
to the situation to gain legitimacy for further actions 
(‘t Hart, 2014). Framing during crises can be seen as a 
contest between frames and counter-frames about the 
cause of the crisis, the responsibility and implications 
for the future (Boin et al., 2009). The fourth task is 
terminating. After every crisis, there comes a time in 
which things have to get back to normal and the crisis 
has to be terminated. Going back to normal means 
that consequences of the crisis have to be handled. This 
termination is two-fold. Firstly, leaders have to give a 
coherent and credible picture of what happened and of 
their actions taken. Secondly, they have to scale-down 
the crisis to make it possible to go back to the routine 
(Ansell et al., 2014; ‘t Hart, 2014). Finally, a crisis also 
provides an opportunity for learning. The experience of 
the crisis itself offers many lessons for preventing and 
preparing for a next crisis, or to instigate policy and 
organisational changes that were not possible before the 
crisis. 

So far, only Bennister, ‘t Hart and Worth (2015) have 
developed a tool to measure leadership capital in a 
systematic way. This Leadership Capital Index (LCI) 
uses the idea of leadership capital, which is focused on 
political leadership of those in leadership positions and 
how these positions are used (Bennister et al., 2015): 
the social judgements of the individual skills, abilities, 
advantages and achievements of leaders (Sørensen & 
Torfing, 2003). It provides ‘a measure of the aggregate 
authorisation’ the leader gets from his environment 
(Bennister et al., 2015, p. 421). This index (see appendix 
1) uses the idea of leadership capital to provide a 
diagnostic tool for tracking a leader’s political mandate 
and measure the its strength (‘t Hart, 2014). The LCI 
distinguishes three components of leadership capital: 
skills, relations, and reputations. These components 
together are measured by ten indicators. The first 
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in their framing and analysis lead to different LCI scores. 
The scores are summarised in appendix 3 and showed in 
figure 1. In total, Rutte achieved a score of 32 (T0), 38 
(T1) and 34 (T2). Following the interpretation of the 
scores in table 1, Rutte’s capital was high all the time. 
Clearly, his capital increased during this period of time 
and even more during the crisis following the crash of 
Flight MH17. Abbott achieved a total score of 25 (T0), 
27 (T1) and 18 (T2). Abbott’s leadership capital was 
never very high: first he had a medium capital after 
which it dropped to a low capital. It increased a little 
during the crisis but afterwards it decreased dramatically.

Regarding soft skill capital (see appendix 1, S1), they 
were both able to create a more clear and consistent vision 

during the crisis than they did before. Regarding (hard) 
skill capital (S2), the difference of experience of years in 
office stands out. Rutte had over 5 years of experience as 
Prime Minister when the crisis of the crash took place, 
whereas Abbott had less than one year of experience. 
Therefore, Rutte was far more experienced in dealing 
with crises and leading the country in difficult times 
(among others the Euro crisis and the refugee crisis). 
With respect to relational capital (R1), the crisis did not 
change any of the party popularity in both countries. 
The level of trust in Rutte increased during the crisis, 
but afterwards, it dropped back to the level it was before 
the crisis. However, trust in Abbott continued to be 
low. Regarding the likelihood of a credible leadership 
challenge, there is a clear difference between Rutte and 
Abbott. For Rutte it was not a danger at all that his 
leadership would be challenged. For Abbott, the threat 
of a leadership challenge was always there and in the 
end, he was defeated by a leadership spill which was 
won by Turnbull (September 2015). The reputational 

rhetoric analysis. Content analysis refers to analysing 
documents by certain themes, such as how often they are 
used, how they are described and how they are related to 
each other (Silverman, 2006, p. 159). Rhetoric analysis 
examines the context of a document like the intention 
of the author and the way in which a theme is framed 
(Leach, 2000). When indicators are measured with 
hard data, poll data and election results from the main 
institute of the country the leader is from, are used (if 
available).

For tracking the leadership capital of a leader, the LCI 
is used at different moments (T0, T1, and T2): in the 
beginning of 2014 (half a year before the crash of the 
MH17) (T0), at the height of the crisis (T1) and half 
a year after the crisis (T2). For the way in 
which the scores of the LCI are interpreted, 
the indication of Bennister et al. (2015, p. 
425) is used, see table 1.

Case description

On the 17th of July 2014, 3.20 p.m. (Dutch 
time) the Boeing 777 of Malaysian Airlines 
Flight MH17 crashed near the Ukrainian 
and Russian border. Near Hrabove, a village 
in the eastern part of Ukraine, the aeroplane 
was shot down (Dutch Safety Board, 2015). 
Both the Netherlands and Australia lost many 
citizens (193 Dutchmen and 27 Australians 
were killed) (Dutch Safety Board, 2014, pp. 
24-29). Very soon, it became clear that it was not just a 
crash, but rather an attack, even if Flight MH17 was not 
the target. Some called it an attack immediately, some 
continued to talk about a disaster. Because the airplane 
was shot down, this airplane crash was different from 
other airplane crashes. Especially in The Netherlands 
and in Australia, this crisis was referred to as a national 
crisis. Not only did many citizens die, it also looked like 
a politically motivated action by Russia (Van Duin & 
Wijkhuijs, 2015, pp. 167 – 202). Both Prime Minister 
of the Netherlands, Mark Rutte, and Prime Minister of 
Australia, Tony Abbott, had to respond immediately and 
had to show leadership in handling this situation. Their 
leadership is analysed in order to study the changes in 
leadership capital when a crisis had to be managed.

Results

As described before, Mark Rutte and Tony Abbott dealt 
with the crisis in different ways. Accordingly, differences 

Figure 1: Leadership Capital Index scores for the Dutch and Australian Prime Minister
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LCI can be used to describe what the influence is of 
the management of a crisis on the leadership capital 
of a government leader. However, key tasks of crisis 
leadership as sense making, decision making and 
meaning making are missing in the index and should 
be added to analyse crisis leadership more extensively.
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capital (R2) of both leaders did not change over this 
period of time. 

Both Rutte and Abbott scored significantly higher 
during the crisis in terms of leadership capital. Both 
were able to create a clear vision. Abbott’s aggressive way 
of communicating (Mitchell, 2011, pp. 19 & 31) and 
Rutte’s pragmatic approach (Maarleveld, 2011) suited 
the crisis situation well. They framed the crisis in a very 
different way by telling a different story to justify further 
actions. Rutte kept talking about a crash and did not 
want to draw any conclusions. This made sense, since 
the Netherlands was leading the investigations of the 
crash and was dependent on Russia. Abbott however, 
framed it as an attack straight away and was far more 
judgemental. In the case of Abbott, his capital increased 
during the crisis, but dropped dramatically afterwards. 
The crisis helped him to show people that he could lead 
during certain times, but he did not change enough 
to increase his leadership capital in a sustainable way. 
Although the low leadership capital of Abbott cannot 
be explained by the way he dealt with the crisis (since 
that was already the case before the crisis), the increase 
in leadership capital during the crisis can be linked to 
the way he managed it. In the case of Rutte, his capital 
increased remarkably during the crisis, it dropped 
afterwards, but it was still higher than before the crisis. 
This study showed that the more succesful a leader takes 
up his leadership role during a crisis, the more he is seen 
as a leader.

To conclude

This paper analysed the influence of crisis management 
on leadership capital. Thereby, the reactions of the 
political leaders of The Netherlands and Australia are 
analysed based on the LCI score. Two main concluding 
arguments can be made. Firstly, in this case it is clear 
that the crisis following the crash of MH17 changed the 
leadership capital of both Rutte and Abbott. Therefore, 
it seems plausible that the management of a crisis has 
an influence on the leadership capital of a leader in 
other cases as well. A crisis asks for more leadership and 
different kinds of leadership. This research indicates 
that leadership in such a critical situation changes 
people's perception of a leader. Therefore, I recommend 
to conduct more research in this field in order to 
confirm this hypothesis. The second conclusion refers 
to the index used: the LCI is a helpful tool to identify 
different aspects of the appreciation of (crisis) leadership 
of a government leader. As shown in this article, the 
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Appendix 1 - The Leadership Capital Index
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Appendix 2 - Sources of LCI measurement
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Appendix 3 - LCI measure of Rutte and Abbott
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