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Abstract 
 
In July 2020, Nicola Sturgeon was named as one of the top five eloquent speakers in the world. 
Moreover, Ms. Sturgeon has also been identified as the most trustworthy British leader. Yet, Nicola 
Sturgeon is not the British Prime Minister; she is the First Minister of Scotland. By applying principles of 
crisis leadership, exploring the historic and situational context in Scotland, this chapter will critically 
reflect on Sturgeon as an effective crisis leader and change agent based on both interviews and social 
media engagement to better understand what it means to be a crisis leader and change agent.  
 
 
 
In July 2020, Nicola Sturgeon was named by a leadership training academy as one of the top five 
eloquent speakers in the world. This story was picked up across the British media and reported on 
broadly for a news cycle. The personal attributes identified for Sturgeon included clarity, calmness, 
compassion, tough, emotional communicator, and humor. Whatever the attributes, the outcome has 
been clear, she has also been identified as the most trustworthy British leader (Ormston et al., 2020). 
Yet, Nicola Sturgeon is not the British Prime Minister (PM); she is just the First Minister of Scotland 
(FM) – part of the devolved government structure for three of the four members of the ‘United’ Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.  
 
Within Scotland in November 2020, a BBC Scotland/Ipsos MORI poll (Mori, 2020) demonstrated the 
fundamental difference in how Scots evaluated the COVID-19 leadership of both the overall British 
leadership from PM Boris Johnson and FM Nicola Sturgeon. Whereas the FM had a +74% rating and 
her Scottish government had a +72% rating, the PM had a -62% rating and his Westminster British 
government had a -55% rating. Because of the devolved nature of the Scottish government, while the 
Scottish government has the power to decide how its health service operates daily, funding and any 
issues of borders and major policy remain under the reserved powers of the British government. For 
example, the Scottish government has no control over immigration, to borrow, or establish major 
funding programs like the work and financial support for businesses or employees during lockdown. 
This means that while the FM could manage whether COVID-19 lockdown protocol was in place in 
Edinburgh or Aberdeen, she could not prevent people from any country from flying into those airports 
nor could she make the decision to financially support the businesses affected by lockdown. Therefore, 
the 127-point difference between the PM and FM’s approval ratings should probably not have been the 
case, but it was. This begs the question, as a crisis leader what did Nicola Sturgeon do that inspired 
such bi-partisan support and positivity?  
 



The leadership picture in the UK and Scotland is also complicated because the FM’s party, the Scottish 
National Party (SNP) has been the dominant party in Scotland for more than a decade and supports 
Scottish independence from the UK. Independence movements are not particularly novel Europe, in 
fact there are several nations facing active independence movements like the Catalan independence 
movement in Spain. However, the Scottish independence movement (Yes) is unique because it is also 
politically powerful. During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, for the first time, multiple polls placed 
support for Yes strongly ahead of remaining in the union (Curtis, 2020). This stands in comparison to 
2014 when the first independence referendum was held where at the highest point ahead of the failed 
referendum, polling showed a statistical tie (Dahlgreen, 2014) between those favoring and opposing 
independence in Scotland. What has changed in the UK to tip the scales? It seems clear that the two 
crises that have emerged seem to be persuading Scots that independence may be a better option than 
remaining in the union. First, in 2016 the UK voted to leave the European Union (EU) by an overall 
result of 52% to 48%; however, in Scotland every single voting area (councils) voted to remain in the 
EU (BBC, 2016). Second, of course is the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic that has highlighted Scotland’s 
ability to manage its affairs as well and if not better than England. One polling expert event remarked 
that the foundations of the union itself look weak at this point (Webster, 2020). Thus, while Sturgeon 
was engendering bi-partisan approval for her performance as a crisis leader, she is also an active 
change agent. In both cases, it seems that the common point is that Nicola Sturgeon is a strong leader. 
Yet, instead of dissecting what the FM has done or not done, this chapter examines the socio-political 
and historic context to ground predominantly Scottish views of her leadership and apply those views to 
principles of crisis leadership to better reflect on what it means to be both a crisis leader and change 
agent.   
 

Defining Political Leadership as Relationship Management 
 
What is a political leader? Is it a position? Is it the decision-making authority? In fact, it is a relational 
function. Tömmel (2020) argues that political leadership is typically conceptualized as the relationship 
between a leader and his or her followers including their ability to mobilize institutional, political, and 
psychological resources to satisfy the their followers interests and demands. Like most relationships, a 
leader’s relationship with his or her followers will depend on the interplay of institutional, situational, and 
personal factors (Maak et al., 2021). Similarly, contingency theory would suggest there is no single 
formula for effective leadership; rather effective leadership will depend on a leader’s ability to adapt 
style, messaging, and content to the institutional and situational factors that affect the relationship and 
the followers (Pang et al., 2010; Pang et al., 2020). As a consequence, during tumultuous periods 
leaders, especially a political leaders, are the face of the crisis, so it is imperative that they connect with 
their stakeholders to build and maintain effective relationships with them (Littlefield & Quenette, 2007; 
Oliveira & Murphy, 2009). This makes leadership a complex concept to unpack; however, leadership 
during crises is even more challenging because it is distinctive from non-crisis contexts since the critical 
relational needs are different during crises (Maak et al., 2021). For example, Quirke (2009) outlines 
competencies of the crisis leader as including competence, honesty, concern and identification with 
critical stakeholders, and reliability. Yet, there is more to effective crisis leadership than emotional 
support. Research suggests that crises – especially ones the magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic – 
force leaders to concentrate on reducing uncertainty and improving effective decision-making (Alder, 
1997; Beilstein et al., 2020; Diers-Lawson, 2020b). Research on major crises like COVID-19, the 
Haitian earthquake, migration crises, and Ebola suggest that there are several principles of effective 
political crisis leadership including: 
 

• Achieving situational awareness to understand sources of uncertainty and separate relational 
from material crisis management (Beilstein et al., 2020; Boin et al., 2013; Diers-Lawson, 
2020b; Keen et al., 2020; Kiss & Szabó, 2018; Quirke, 2009; Taneja et al., 2014) 



• Adaptive decision-making based on effective good evidence, risk management tools, and 
expert opinion to ensure a pragmatic approach (Beilstein et al., 2020; Boin et al., 2013; Glenn 
et al., 2020; Keen et al., 2020; Maak et al., 2021; Nyenswah et al., 2016; Taneja et al., 2014) 

• Ensure communication is stakeholder-centered, compassionate, and improves sensemaking 
to reduce uncertainty (Alder, 1997; Beilstein et al., 2020; Boin et al., 2013; Diers-Lawson, 
2020a; Glenn et al., 2020; Keen et al., 2020; Maak et al., 2021; Quirke, 2009; Sandler, 2009; 
Scholtens et al., 2014) 

• Demonstrates continual learning, acknowledgment of mistakes, and communicating 
transparently (Beilstein et al., 2020; Boin & Hart, 2003; Boin et al., 2013; Keen et al., 2020; 
Nyenswah et al., 2016) 

• Being future-focused to facilitate hope and change (Boin & Hart, 2003; Carroll & Hatakenaka, 
2001; Diers-Lawson, 2017; Maak et al., 2021) 

 
There are those who look at this list of attributes, look at countries that are amongst the top performing 
COVID-19 countries, and then conclude that women provide a ‘new’ style of leadership suited to 
today’s global threats (Johnson & Williams, 2020; Taub, 2020) or that the masculinities surrounding 
unsuccessful leaders like former US President Trump or the UK’s Boris Johnson contribute to the poor 
performance of their countries (Maier & Messerschmidt, 1998; Taub, 2020). The problem with this view 
is that while there might be correlations between traditionally feminine and masculine styles of 
leadership with the communication and situational needs during major crises, we must be careful not to 
commit the ecological fallacy where people mistake a correlated set of factors with causal ones. The 
simple truth is that in the field of crisis communication, it is difficult to identify gender validly and reliably 
as a meaningful determinant of differences in leadership and communication for several reasons. First, 
there is a dearth of research that directly compares male and female leaders in crisis, but where 
research has emerged in the broader field of public relations, it consistently demonstrates there are no 
significant differences in leadership ability between men and woman (Place & Vardeman-Winter, 2018). 
Second, as I have suggested the crisis context for leadership is fundamentally different from traditional 
leadership contexts and findings connecting gender and leadership in ‘typical’ settings are unlikely to 
translate into crisis contexts. Finally, traditional approaches to studying gender and leadership, 
especially in the communication field, often focuses on style ascribing particular leadership traits and 
approaches to men and women (Place & Vardeman-Winter, 2018), which frankly is a dated view that 
maintains binary conceptualizations of gender that conflates sex and gender. Therefore, in this chapter, 
I begin with the position that Nicola Sturgeon has been judged to be an effective crisis leader and 
change agent; as the discussion above suggests, it is well-documented and would only be debated by 
people whose partisan biases would make it impossible for them to draw any other conclusion. Instead, 
I am interested in deconstructing the contingent – that is the institutional, situational, and historic – 
factors that have contributed to her emergence as a crisis leader and change agent and then by 
adopting a relational approach unpack the perceptions of Nicola Sturgeon within the Scottish context 
that better informs an evaluation of what people want and need in a leader during complex and multi-
layered crises.  

 
A Situational Background to Political Leadership and Scotland 

 
It is more common for people to know something about the UK’s challenges regarding the troubles in 
Northern Ireland during the 1980’s and early 1990’s than the political difficulty of the union in Scotland. 
In Mackay’s (2015) analysis of the 2014 campaign for Yes, he argues that to fully unpack political 
arguments in Scotland, it is important to place Scottish politics within its cultural context. As such, a 
brief review of Scotland’s political history and the political union that produced the modern United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland provides a sense of the cultural complexity surrounding 
political leadership within Scotland.   



 
How We Got Here: A Very Brief History of Scotland and the Union 
 
It could be fairly argued that the Yes movement is as old as the UK itself. In Mullen’s (2014) legal 
reflection on the 2014 referendum and its implications, he offers a broad overview of the political and 
legal history of the Scotland within the union pointing out that Scotland has always retained a distinctly 
Scottish political space and system of government within the union. Scotland has been a recognizable 
polity since around 850 and from that starting point to the Acts of Union in 1707 it was an independent 
country. However, it has shared a challenged and often tumultuous history with England beginning in 
1290 when Edward I (England) claimed the right of succession over the Scottish throne leading to the 
Wars of Scottish Independence (1296-1328 and 1332-1357) where, at the end of both, Scotland 
retained its independence.  
 
While Scotland remained an undefeated nation in the British Isles, England took over both Wales and 
Ireland between 1535 and 1542. However, geography and shared ties always lead to connections 
between the countries and in 1603 James the IV of Scotland was declared the King of England and 
Ireland in the unification of the crown, becoming James the I. For the next 100 years, the nations 
remained separate until the Act of Union. The Act of Union itself was controversial within Scotland 
because it was only supported by about 100 wealthy landowners and the result of a failed attempt to 
colonize present-day Panama and in the process decimated Scotlands’s finances, forcing the union 
and setting the stage for an argument about Scotland’s ability to manage its finances that is used to 
present day (Dekavalla, 2016; Mooney & Scott, 2015; Solly, 2020). However, from the beginning of the 
union, there was resistance with Jacobite resistance and fighting the union in Scotland lasting from 
1707 to 1746. This ushered in a period known as the Highland clearances, which were forced evictions 
of the people from the Highlands and Islands of Scotland to the coast and further afield (e.g., North 
America and Australia).  
 
However, because the Act of Union was ‘voluntary’, Scotland retained elements of political, legal, and 
educational autonomy (Mullen, 2014), but in the 1850’s a ‘home rule’ movement emerged calling for a 
Scottish assembly, separate from the British (Westminster) government. As a result, in 1885 the post 
for the Secretary of Scotland and Scottish office was established to promote Scottish interests and 
concerns within Westminster (Solly, 2020). That change did not end the interest in home rule and 
throughout the latter half of the 20th century, the independence movement slowly gained with advocates 
split between full independence and greater devolved powers (home rule) for Scotland. In 1979 
Scotland held the first devolution referendum where 52% of Scots who voted supported more powers; 
however, Westminster had put a quorum on the vote, invalidating the result unless more than 40% of 
the Scottish population voted for it. Because of low voter turnout, the referendum failed. Then in 1997 
the second devolution referendum passed (74% voted yes, representing about 45% of the total 
population), which lead to the establishment of the Scottish parliament and formal devolution of many 
domestic matters like education, health, and social services (Solly, 2020). However, the Scottish 
government is funded by an allowance from Westminster government known as the Barnett Formula 
and compiled by the Government Expenditure and Revenue Scotland (GERS) that provides a budget 
for Scotland (along with Northern Ireland and Wales) based on the amount of money allocated for 
devolved policy in England – this means the more England spends on itself, the more that the devolved 
nations are allowed; however, when austerity policies are put in place in England, it means that funding 
for social programs is also be reduced in the devolved nations with limited recourse as the devolved 
administrations have no power for borrowing and limited taxation powers. The devolved governments 
also have no ability to set international policy (e.g., trade or immigration).  
 



The debate about devolution was and remains hotly debated as to whether it is a steppingstone to 
independence or an end itself with a more federalized Britain. Though the largest pro-independence 
party in Scotland – the Scottish National Party (SNP) – was founded in 1934, it was not until the 2010’s 
that it gained enough support to garner a majority in the Scottish Parliament or send a significant 
number of representatives to Westminster. The SNP’s emergence as the dominant party in Scotland 
also propelled the Yes movement to the fore and UK Prime Minister David Cameron agreed to a 
Scottish referendum on independence in 2014. Scotland voted to remain in the union with a vote of 
55% supporting No (approximately 2 million people) and 45% supporting yes (approximately 1.61 
million people). It was only after the failed 2014 referendum that Nicola Sturgeon ascended to lead the 
party and become the First Minister in Scotland after Alex Salmond stepped down.     
 
Now That We Are Here: Unpacking the Modern Complexity in Scotland and the Union 
 
Four paragraphs barely scratch the surface of a nation with a 1200-year history, but it provides the 
context for understanding why Scotland voted No in 2014 and how Brexit, Covid-19, and the (social) 
media continue to play a role in a growth in support for Yes. In his analysis of whether the union can 
last Mullen (2016) identifies three factors that he believes will dictate the answer to that question. First, 
he argues that identity and identification with what it means to be British or Scottish is vitally important. 
The degree to which the Scottish population identifies with being British more than Scottish is likely to 
preserve the union and, of course, the opposite would also be true. He suggests that being ‘British’ has 
not always been a natural identification for Scots and it was only in the post-World War II era where that 
identity was strongly grounded and probably explains why people over 65 disproportionately voted to 
remain in the UK ("Scottish independence: Poll reveals who voted, how and why," 2014). Whereas, if 
that demographic were removed, Scotland would have been independent after the 2014 vote. Second, 
Mullen (2016) argues that continued support for society through public programs is a critical decider. In 
the 2014 Yes campaign, social justice and social welfare were made a central part of the argument for 
an independent Scotland (Mooney & Scott, 2015). Mullen also argues that if Scottish people believe 
social welfare and social justice can best be preserved in the union, Scotland will stay but if not then it 
will likely leave. Third, Mullen (2016) argues that the health of the union is only preserved if, on 
balance, there are more benefits than disadvantages. And herein is why Brexit constitutes a crisis for 
Scots - one of the critical reasons that many Scottish residents voted to remain in the union was fear 
that Scotland would be taken out of the EU and find it difficult to get back in as an independent country 
- essentially Scotland voted twice to remain in the EU (Ross, 2019). 
 
Crises as Contentious Issues 
 
In their integrative model of activism on contentious issues, Chon and Park (2020) examine 
‘contentious issues’ that triggered the Black Lives Matter movement in the US, identifying issues like 
gun ownership, immigration, and police use of power all contributed to the movement’s emergence; 
however, their model does not consider specific crises as a trigger point for coalescing and focusing 
engagement about contentious issues and driving political change. Within the Scottish context the 
question of independence is a contentious issue; however, as I have noted it is far from a new issue. 
Considering the role of crisis then provides a stronger situational assessment of the potential for 
political change. Crises have three characteristics that make them apt for spurring change– they are 
inherently public, activate many potential stakeholders (some friendly, some not), and pose a risk to 
traditional relationships between institutions and public stakeholders (Diers-Lawson, 2020b). Moreover, 
crises tend to highlight power struggles, streamline communication, encourage conflict, and discourage 
collective responsibility (Loosemore, 1999); all of which can trigger problem recognition, heighten 
perceptions of hostile media, and deepen feelings of injustice that prompt change – all of which Chon 
and Park (2020) found to be significant predictors of political activism.  



 
This point is confirmed in a study of three Mexican social and political movements where Sandoval-
Almazan and Gil-Garcia (2014) identified a four-stage model of cyberactivism that would explain the 
importance of crises as triggers for political change. The first stage is a triggering event that heightens 
the flow of information during political events or social disruptions. Second, there is evidence of a 
traditional media response; however, social media expands the velocity and spread of messages 
communicated in legacy media that functions to mobilize protesters, undermine political legitimacy of 
opponents, and increase national and international exposure to the situation. Third, once there is a 
mass reaction, online communities are built in a stage of virtual organization where ideas are shared 
and collective identity is built. Then in the final stage, a physical response manifests such as protests or 
other coordinated activities.  
 
This suggests that if Mullen (2014) is correct in his assessment of Scotland and crises can function as 
contentious issues sparking change, then it provides a strong backdrop for considering that Brexit and 
Covid-19 might create the conditions the fuel a greater Scottish identity, highlight differences in social 
justice values between the Scottish and UK governments, and tip the balance in the evaluation of the 
advantages and disadvantages of union membership. Moreover, the politics in the UK also create 
additional risk because Scotland never supports votes for conservative governments; yet, since 1980 
most of the UK administrations have been conservative. The ‘Boris Johnson’ effect also contributes to 
additional political risk with polling suggesting his election as the leader of the Conservative Party lead 
to a tipping point (News, 2019) in support of independence. At this point, the stage is set for the ‘glue’ to 
pull it all together and that is where an effective crisis leader and change agent has the most potential 
to contribute.  
 
A final complicating factor in UK politics is the mainstream media. An analysis of media framing during 
the 2014 Independence referendum found the ground for the debate was not fought on the social 
welfare and social justice grounds that the SNP tried to set (Mooney & Scott, 2015); rather the 
discussion was dominated by media frames of the referendum as a strategic game to be played and 
over issues of economics and governance. Additional marginal frames focused on the shared ‘British’ 
identity, self-determination and whether Scotland should make its decisions independent of the rest of 
the UK, and ‘divorce’ where it was often portrayed as difficult or undesirable. Coupled with findings 
suggesting that when there was asymmetry between risk and uncertainty in the choices between 
independence and remaining in the UK, concerns about personal economic situations swayed voters to 
reject independence (Morisi, 2016). However, the media’s framing of the 2014 referendum may well put 
it at odds with the current crises and may also explain why Scots are more likely than any other ‘region’ 
in the UK to cancel their television licenses – they perceive hostile media coverage (News, 2019) and 
often prefer a prolific use of social media – especially Twitter – for political engagement and discussion 
of the Scottish independence (Lachlan & Levy, 2016).   

 
Using Social Media to Interpret and Explore Scottish Political Leadership 

 
Though Lachland and Levy (2016) argue that social media is becoming increasingly a central feature in 
the Scottish independence debate, others suggest that social media may not be the best places for 
referendum deliberation (Quinlan et al., 2015). Yet, viewing social media as a platform for meaningful 
deliberation of political topics may be the wrong way to frame its function in politics. Increasingly 
research suggests that social media participation and engagement is more than just ‘slacktivism’ 
(actions that make a lot of noise but has little impact); globally there are significant positive relationships 
between level of engagement online about politics, political information seeking, and offline political 
action – including voting intention (Brennan, 2018; Greijdanus et al., 2020; Karamat & Farooq, 2016; 
Štětka & Mazák, 2014; Tupper, 2014; Velasquez & LaRose, 2015). Rather than engaging political 



opponents, social media can function to help develop communities that translate to offline political 
efficacy and action (Greijdanus et al., 2020; Karamat & Farooq, 2016). In the UK, research suggests 
that social media consumption can help to mobilize offline activism and political participation (Leyva, 
2017).  
 
While the socio-political environment is clearly complex, the media environment in the UK is also 
challenging for Yes supporters with analyses of the 2014 Independence referendum coverage finding 
media influence over the public narrative as well as the construction of the ‘risks’ of supporting 
independence (Dekavalla, 2016; Morisi, 2016). Additionally, the active Yes Twitter community is an 
important platform for Scots to engage about political topics (Lachlan & Levy, 2016) and was made 
even more important in 2020-2021 both because of the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions in the UK and 
Twitter users framing of citizen-driven conversation about independence in Scotland, interpreting media 
coverage of Scotland, and mobilization to support (or oppose) the FM and the SNP.  
 
The question remains then, how to effectively investigate attitudes about Nicola Sturgeon’s leadership 
in the challenging context of COVID-19, Brexit, and accounting for the importance of social media in the 
movement? For more than a decade I have lived with a passionate second-generation supporter of 
Scottish independence and because of that, I have followed independence in the media, on social 
media, and in the research for years. Specifically, I have been immersed in the online Yes movement 
for more than two years, learning not only critical actors but also building an understanding of the online 
‘Yes’ environment online. This background informs the two types of data reported in this chapter – an 
analysis of relevant Twitter exchanges from 01 January, 2020 to 18 July, 2020 and in-depth interviews 
with supporters of the Yes movement. Geertz (1973) argued that conducting ethnography to 
understand culture includes interviewing informants, observing rituals, eliciting group communication, 
and understanding group boundaries. He also argued that culture can be studied both qualitatively and 
quantitatively and made the argument that validity is a comparison “…not against a body of 
uninterpreted data, radically thinned descriptions…we must measure the cogency of our explications 
against the power of the scientific imagination to bring us in touch with the lives of strangers” (Geertz, 
1973 p. 16).  
 
Framing Nicola Sturgeon on Twitter 
 
Exploring themes related to Nicola Sturgeon on Twitter can provide a robust analysis of perceptions of 
her leadership to ground the in-depth interviews about her to provide insight into why she is evaluated 
as a positive crisis leader and change agent. January 2020 represented a vital political timestamp in the 
UK after PM Boris Johnson and the Conservative Party won a strong majority in the Westminster 
government in December, 2019 on the platform of ‘Get Brexit done’. Moreover, on January 31, 2020 
the UK officially left the EU. Thus, this made an appropriate starting point for scraping Twitter for 
discussion about the Yes movement in the context of Brexit. Moreover, as the Covid-19 pandemic 
emerged news coverage in the UK shifted from Brexit to the pandemic. July 2020 represents the point 
at which the UK had meaningfully began to re-open from the pandemic but where both Brexit and 
pandemic considerations remained central to the independence discussion because of the 
comparisons between Scotland’s FM and the UK PM.  
 
Search, Coding, and Sample 
 
Scrapehero was used to scrape and download results for three Twitter keyword searchesi. A total of 
14,775 relevant Twitter pages were crawled producing 321,381 records over four hours. The search 
was limited to English language tweets with search terms including: indyref, scotref, Scotland, Scot, 
Scottish, independence, yoon, unionists, union, krankey, and britnats.  



 
Manual coding of the dataset was impractical. Therefore, a codebook of words or phrases relevant to 
14 analytic categories and 31 sub-categories was produced using the results of the NVivo analysis of 
the Twitter results to identify critical themes and related keywords and to ensure inclusivity in the 
analysis identifying culturally specific words likely to be used. The result was 727 words related to the 
31 sub-categories. To code the dataset for the presence of the relevant categories, SQL Lite 3 was 
used with a custom python program to search each tweet as a unit of analysis. Once the search 
identified one of the words or phrases within the analytic sub-categories it moved on to search for the 
next sub-category, thus identifying the presence of each of the sub-categories.  
 
Additionally, data were cleaned to remove: (1) duplicate tweets; (2) unrelated tweets (i.e., music lists 
that included the word Scotland, usernames including Scot that were not related to Scotland, weather 
reports, traffic updates, gaming, and customer service interactions). Therefore, the analysis was run 
using weeks 1-29 (1 January to 18 July) for a balanced representation of the data (N = 33,835). 
 
Interpreting Twitter Discussions of Nicola Sturgeon 
  
Correlations and regression were used to understand how FM Sturgeon was discussed as the UK 
officially left the UK and faced its greatest number of deaths from COVID-19. Nicola Sturgeon was 
significantly positively correlated with conversations about: Brexit (r = .03; p < .00), COVID-19 (r = .06; 
p < .00), colonialism (r = .04; p < .00), talking Scotland down (i.e., it is too poor/weak to be independent) 
(r = .02; p < .00), talking Scotland up (i.e., it can be successful as an independent nation) (r = .02; p < 
.00), the Yes movement (r = .05; p < .00), an independence referendum (r = .05; p < .00), the legitimacy 
of asking for a new referendum on independence (r = .03; p < .00), whether the union is better together 
(r = .05; p < .00), and generally Scottish independence (r = .66; p < .00). Keeping in mind that these 
correlations emerge organically – that they are measures of how often her name is mentioned within 
the context of these topics, Sturgeon is used as a talisman of independence in Scotland but on Twitter 
used by both supporters and opponents of independence. These data also suggest she emerged as a 
meaningful face for discussing Scotland and Brexit and COVID-19, which is to be expected (Littlefield & 
Quenette, 2007; Oliveira & Murphy, 2009). 
 
The regression analysis of these topics helps to focus on which of the contexts are predictive of 
whether the FM is discussed and the orientation (i.e., positively or negatively represented) in which the 
FM was most likely to be mentioned in conversations about Scotland on Twitter. A three-model 
regression was run and was significant (F (11, 33,823) = 2,374.77; p < .00, R2

adj. = .44) and accounted 
for nearly half of the time that Nicola Sturgeon was mentioned from January to July 2020. Those factors 
that were predictive of the FM being  mentioned were: discussions of Scottish independence  (b = .66 t 
= 159.69; p < .00); arguments that the union was better together (b = -.01 t = -2.80; p < .02); 
discussions about the Yes movement (b = -.02 t = -4.03; p < .00); discussions about whether Scotland 
should have hope to be a successful independent nation (b = -.01 t = -2.38; p < .02), and COVID-19 (b 
= .03 t = 6.43; p < .00).  
 
What is interesting about these findings is that as much as Nicola Sturgeon might be evaluated as a 
strong crisis leader and change agent, she is just as likely to be framed in a negative light on social 
media as she is to be framed positively. For example, the negative association between the FM and 
arguments that Scotland is better together with the UK, attitudes about the Yes movement, or 
discussions about whether Scots should have hope they could be an independent nation suggest that 
one of the principal strategies by opponents of independence is to use Sturgeon as the face of 
independence to incite negativity about her and by extension independence. This was evidenced with 



significant correlations between her being mentioned and evidence of emotional states of disapproval (r 
= .01; p < .04) or aggression (r = .02; p < .01).  and ecstasy (r = .02; p < .00) or joy (r = .01; p < .03).  
 
These data would suggest that there is little middle ground in the view of FM Nicola Sturgeon’s 
leadership – she is either liked or disliked; however, regardless of the affect, these data confirm that 
she is viewed as the face of Scottish independence and Scotland’s experience with COVID-19. These 
data also unquestionably demonstrate that at this point her leadership was central to Scotland’s story 
and would explain the oppositional tactics ahead of the 2021 Scottish Parliamentary elections to attack 
her personal credibility and ethics with a failed official inquiry as to whether she broke Ministerial 
conduct (STV, 2021).  
 
Framing Nicola Sturgeon Among Independence Supporters and Social Media Activists 
 
The Twitter data provides an overview for understanding Sturgeon’s leadership. However, to provide a 
better interpretation of the how her leadership is interpreted, in-depth interviews of Yes supporters were 
conducted (N = 23) in June and July 2020. This involved one-on-one interviews conducted via email (N 
= 3) as well as over the phone and Skype (N = 20). Respondents (both via email and live discussions) 
were prompted with broad themes including their interest and involvement in the Yes movement, 
reflections on the influence Brexit and COVID-19 on the Yes movement, and of Nicola Sturgeon. These 
yielded nearly 32 hours of discussion to produce thematic saturation after 10 interviews with additional 
interviews conducted to ensure saturation (Abraham et al., 2018; Daymon & Holloway, 2011).   
 
Most participants (N = 20) presently live in Scotland, three grew up in Scotland but currently live outside 
of Scotland. While all participants were Yes supporters, not all supported the SNP and Nicola 
Sturgeon’s political views. Fifteen self-identified as SNP members, six self-identified as members of the 
new Independence for Scotland (ISP) party or the Green party, and the remaining participants did not 
self-identify their party membership. Participants included a variety of professional backgrounds 
including labourers, public servants, political activists/ politicians, former military, communications 
specialists, and professionals in industries like oil and gas or technology. This diversity of backgrounds 
is important because the consistency of attitude and experience emerging from these data suggest a 
common cultural and political experience of being a Scottish Yes supporter and social media user.  
 
Data Analysis Procedures 
 
Interviews were transcribed and data analysed from a grounded theory perspective employing Strauss 
and Corbin’s (1990) constant comparative method approach to analysing the data with a focus on 
coding the data throughout (Richards & Morse, 2012). This method focuses on analysing data using 
three coding processes together: (1) open coding to identify critical themes emerging from each 
interview were identified as a way to compare, conceptualise, and categorise the data; (2) axial coding 
was used to interrogate the conditions, context, and interaction of attitudes emerging within the 
categories; and (3) selective coding was used to match the emergent themes in the axial coding 
process to components of the integrated model of activism. Emergent themes were discussed with 
known Yes supporters outside of the study for cultural accuracy and relevance.  
 
Interpreting Yes Supporters Views of Nicola Sturgeon 
 
Initially, all the participants – even those who do not support the SNP – noted Nicola Sturgeon’s 
effectiveness as a national leader during Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic as illustrative of the point 
that Scotland is competent at self-governance; an argument which has been used in the past against 
independence. Several participants used the phrase, ‘Nicola [or the FM] has played a blinder” simply by 



being competent at not only leading on devolved issues, but also communicating clearly to the Scottish 
people in the daily news briefings. Throughout the conversations the five qualities (i.e., situational 
awareness, adaptive decision-making, compassionate communication, continual learning, and future-
focus) of effective crisis leadership are evidenced in how participants talked about Nicola Sturgeon and 
her handling of crises while continuing to build support for Scottish independence.  
 
For example, situational awareness, effective communication, continual learning, and future-focused 
sentiments are evidenced in a second emergent theme – that Scottish government is trustworthy. This 
was often framed by participants in comparison to the hostile news media coverage because the daily 
COVID-19 briefings Sturgeon offered provided, “a bit more of an unfiltered view of the Scottish 
government letting us really compare what we are getting from Scotland versus what we are getting 
from Westminster… my partner’s family down south [in England] were saying, ‘we wish we had her as a 
leader.’”. And this connects to both the central critique of the UK government in comparison to the 
Scottish government – that the Scottish government’s handling of the COVID-19 crisis demonstrates 
better adaptive decision-making that was echoed across participants: 
 

The pandemic has highlighted and shown Scottish people how well we could self-
govern….Also, the shambolic handling by Boris Johnson and his Cabinet has highlighted the 
Union isn’t the best way forward.  

 
It seems for those who support independence, COVID-19 has played an important role in conversations 
they have with people online and offline who both support and oppose independence because the FM’s 
leadership provides a concrete demonstration of what Scotland could do if their leaders had the power 
to fully control their government and the crisis response. Specifically, participants use the way that 
Sturgeon has stood up to the media and political scrutiny as inspiration for what good leadership is. For 
example, one participant highlighted how Sturgeon effectively communicates transparency and 
demonstrates continual learning saying, “She [Sturgeon] has done the right thing in that she said, ‘Yes, 
we got this wrong, but here is what we are doing right.’ She is on there every day and there is no waffle, 
there is no wibble.” Another participant identified Sturgeon’s approach as being not only culturally 
relevant in a Scottish context but important for representing Scotland internationally, supporting a 
future-focus in Scotland:  
 

She is very upfront, and I think that really appeals to a Scottish sensibility. Even hardened 
unionists begrudgingly say, ‘This woman is very professional in what she is doing, she is doing 
it well and it can be seen.’ What is also quite important is that it is being seen abroad as well. 

 
Participants also consistently frame the way that Sturgeon is addressed by the media and UK 
government as bullying, but instead of being victimized by the bullying, they see her as standing up to 
the bullies: 
 

I have been sitting watching the briefing … and Nicola Sturgeon is standing there for an hour and 
a half every day answering questions. It [the questioning] is always combative, really negatively 
targeted and you have to feel beaten down. But she’s not beaten down. She pushes back 
against this just like she does against Westminster. I don’t know how she and her government do 
it, but it feels almost like an oppressive pressure. 
 

In the context of discussing Nicola Sturgeon’s strength as a crisis leader and change agent, one of the 
founders of a new independence party makes the observation that, “I think the humanity that Nicola 
Sturgeon has shown stands in such stark contrast to what we have seen from the Tories” and 
demonstrates a critical theme in crisis leadership – that good crisis leadership addresses the material 



elements of the crisis, more importantly demonstrates authentic compassion towards those most 
affected by the crisis. Thus, if we view political leadership as a relational concept (Tömmel, 2020), it is 
very clear that Nicola Sturgeon embodies political leadership in Scotland because while she certainly 
elicits strong negative reactions amongst many of her opponents, the strength of her crisis response 
and role as an agent of change in unequivocal.  
 
However, this analysis of Nicola Sturgeon also demonstrates that not only is effective crisis leadership 
a relational concept, but it is also symbolic. This is evidenced in the Twitter data with the strong 
association between Sturgeon and independence and in the reflections on her leadership and themes 
of humanity, ethics, and standing up against bullying. Amongst the independence supporters 
interviewed, one of the dominant themes was a lack of efficacy on the part of Scots regarding their own 
self-determination which was typically attributed to the socio-cultural and political reality of being a small 
nation whose political power is subsumed by its ‘partner’. Participants consistently pointed out, “It was 
always a ‘Union of Equals’…but it falls well short of the actual delivered product. How can a union of 
equals be viable when the power lies with the English representation?”. One of the telling elements 
emerging from the interviews were inherent contradictions in what it means to be Scottish. This was not 
a contradiction between participants, but within participants explanations of what they felt it meant to be 
Scottish. Often the statements were couched in self-deprecating humor about what it means to be 
Scottish – some of this was just about dark humor and some reflects low-efficacy in Scots being able 
and willing to move forward on their own. For example, respondents talked about Scots, “taking the piss 
out of themselves; it’s tapping into that self-denigration of the Scots – we are a very self-denigrating 
race”; however, when that levity was pushed during the interviews, most participants also talked about 
a fundamental lack of confidence that has affected them throughout their lives and affects their 
willingness to believe that Scotland could be independent, “Being blunt, I have suffered from…a lack of 
self-confidence…That is a truism about a broad spectrum of people in Scotland” with one participant 
reflecting, “I think once it has cleared up [Covid-19]…everything will just go back to normal, which is me 
being negative and Scottish…As much as I want independence, I don’t think it’ll ever get voted 
through.” 
 
Yet one participant, who shifted from being pro-Union to pro-Independence, described his own 
realization in a way that encapsulated most of the participants’ reflections: 
 

I think the thing for me was realizing that actually…we have loads of resources…and the ability 
to make our own way in the world…so that was a big eye-opener for me, that we could actually 
pave our own way. 

 
To this end, the Nicola Sturgeon’s symbolic role as the face of crisis leadership and independence 
represents a powerful narrative that is unfolding online, in different parts of the media, and certainly 
amongst independence supporters where the negativity and pessimism about independence seems to 
be shifting to support a more positive view of the future – both post COVID-19 and with an independent 
Scotland. In fact, what Sturgeon demonstrates is that when viewed relationally strong crisis leadership 
can enable a leader to also be an agent of change – not merely effective during the crisis. This chapter 
has provided a socio-cultural, political, and historic contextualization of Scotland and Nicola Sturgeon’s 
crisis leadership along with a reflection from social media and independence supporters about both the 
relational and symbolic importance that she holds in Scotland as both a crisis leader and change agent. 
These roles surpass what it means to be a woman in a position of leadership; they represent what it 
means to have the potential to change the course of a country’s history. This sentiment and these 
findings are best summarized by the following statement from a 20-year veteran of the advertising and 
public relations industry in London:  
 



I think the way that the First Minister has handled the COVID crisis, the ownership, the 
responsibility she’s taken, and also the way that she’s communicated, just everything she’s done 
around empathy and humanity, that will have certainly turned a lot of people’s heads who never 
really thought about politics and never really thought of independence. There will be a lot of 
people who will have been impressed with the way the First Minister and the Scottish 
government have handled it…. I think there will be a lot of people who are more comfortable with 
thinking that the SNP or independence are potentially good things. 
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