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Introduction
Clinical leadership is an intense non-clinical skill, without standard 
rules, characterised by effective management of a team, leading 
to safer patient outcomes in a complex hospital system [1]. 
Followership, on the other hand, is the ability to take direction 
well, be part of the team and to deliver on what is expected of 
you. Effective followership is the flip side of good leadership and 
is vital for a leader’s success, especially in times of crisis [2,3]. The 

complexities in the leadership role often involve quick decisions, 
and if compounded by improper communication between the 
leaders and followers in the team, can lead to a complicated 
relationship and lack of trust between them [4]. 

Coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has tested both 
leadership and followership, especially in the field of medicine. 
With frequent and ever-changing transformation in work pattern 
and policies, physical and emotional stress grew among the 
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Background: Clinical leadership is an intense skill leading to safer patient 
outcomes, while followership is flip side of good leadership. Coronavirus 
disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has tested both leadership and followership, 
and as followers’ expectations multiplied, we conducted this single centre survey 
to assess junior doctors’ perception of leadership.

Materials and Methods: We performed an online cross-sectional survey, among 
the non-consultant group of doctors in all specialties at The Princess Alexandra 
Hospital NHS Trust United Kingdom (UK), over two weeks (20 April 2020 – 03 May 
2020).

Results: 55 doctors responded to the survey. 32 (58.2%) of the participants had 
their rota changed during COVID-19 pandemic and 32 (58.2%) felt that changes to 
their working patterns affected their morale. 22 (40%) participants of the survey 
believed that they did not have adequate supply of personal protective equipment 
(PPE). 33 (60%) felt stressed during the pandemic. 16 (29.1%) had to take time 
off due to illness, of which 9 (52.9%) felt well supported by their colleagues and 
seniors. 23 (41.8%) of doctors were not satisfied by their departmental leadership, 
and 51 (92.7%) felt that their leaders were definitely or probably working beyond 
their competence. 

Conclusion: Crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic was associated 
with a degree of uncertainty and involved complex and rapid changes in workforce 
management and clinical protocols. Whilst trust and co-operation between clinical 
leaders and team members was crucial in maintaining good patient outcomes, the 
results of our survey highlight the fact that issues faced by the followers in times 
of crisis do impact their perception of leadership.
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followers in the teams. This heightened stress increased the 
risk of burnout and brought changes in behaviour, performance 
and proficiencies [5,6]. With minimal training for redeployment 
to high-risk areas, team members also faced shortages in the 
availability of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). The sense 
of security among the team members was also lost as they felt 
less protected and trained to cope with such a crisis [7]. All 
these issues compounded the negative perception of leadership 
among the followers within the team [8,9]. We conducted this 
single centre survey to understand junior doctors’ perception of 
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Research Methodology
Questionnaire
A 17-item questionnaire was designed using Google Forms 
electronic survey. All questions were mandatory. A combination 
of forced choice questions was used (yes/no or yes/no/maybe). In 
addition to details of the department and position of the survey 
responders, the questions focused on their perception of the 
leadership within their respective departments, changes to their 
working pattern and psychological aftermath if any. The survey 
questionnaire can available as supplementary information.

Setting
The questionnaire was distributed by the NHS emails and local 
trust WhatsApp groups to all the non-consultant doctors at the 
Princess Alexandra Hospital NHS Trust. The survey was kept open 
for two weeks from 20 April 2020 – 03 May 2020.

Ethical considerations
Local research ethics committee approval was not required 
as all the participants agreed to participate voluntarily. The 
participants were assured that all the information provided will 
remain confidential and would not be used to identify individual 
responses.

Results
A total of 55 doctors responded to the survey. Table 1 shows the 
distribution of grade and specialty amongst the doctors surveyed. 

32 (58.2%) of the participants had had their rota changed during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, of which 28 (84.8%) felt that it had been 
necessary (Figure 1a and Figure 1b). However, 31 (56.4%) felt 
that the changed rota had not been well-balanced and 32 (58.2%) 
felt that changes to their working patterns were affecting their 
morale. 

Only 11 (29.1%) of doctors had been deployed outside their 
specialty. Whilst 46 (83.6%) claim not to have a background of 
stress or anxiety, 33 (60%) felt stressed during the pandemic. 16 
(29.1%) had to take time off due to illness, of which 9 (52.9%) felt 
well supported by their colleagues and seniors.

22 (40%) participants of the survey believe that they did not 
have adequate supply of PPE, while 13 (23.6%) were not sure 
about adequacy of it. However, 20 (36.4%) stated that they had 
adequate availability of PPE.

23 (41.8%) of doctors were not satisfied by their departmental 
leadership, and 51 (92.7%) felt that their leaders were definitely 
or probably working beyond their capacity (Table 2). Out of 23 
respondents of this survey who were not satisfied, 17 felt stressed 
during the current pandemic crisis, while 15 thought that their 
morale was low. However, 32 (58.2%) did acknowledge that their 
leaders were following government guidelines.

Discussion
Our hospital is a District General Hospital in the United Kingdom 
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Figure 1A Response to Rota change.

Table 1 Distribution of grade and specialty.

Specifications FY1 FY2/ SHO Middle-grades
Surgery and Allied 7, 12.7% 7, 12.7% 9, 16.4%

Medicine and Allied 1, 1.8% 7, 12.7% 5, 9.1%
Accident and Emergency 0 4, 7.3% 11, 20%

Critical care 0 3, 5.4% 1, 1.8%
Total 8, 14.5% 21, 38.2% 26, 47.3%

n= 55 FY1: Foundation Year 1, FY2: Foundation Year 2, SHO: Senior 
House Officer

Yes, n=[VALUE]

No, n=[VALUE]

May be, n=[VALUE]

Figure 1B Response to “Was rota change necessary?”.
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(UK) serving a population of 500,000. During the peak of the 
pandemic, our critical care/Intensive Therapeutic Unit (ITU) 
capacity was overwhelmed by 660%. Significant redeployment 
occurred between specialties. In the initial phase of the 
pandemic, junior doctors were regularly challenged if they wore 
PPE to examine patients. The majority of infections in healthcare 
workers happened in this initial phase, before the PHE guidelines 
caught up with the reality in the frontline. 

Our survey results showed that whilst the majority of our 
participants felt that rota changes had been necessary, more than 
half felt that the changed rota had not been well balanced. The 
majority of our participants felt stressed while working during 
COVID-19 pandemic and such incidence of higher stress has 
been witnessed during different periods of crisis [10,11]. Lack of 
availability of adequate PPE was an important issue for 40% of the 
responders and this has been shown to directly affect satisfaction 
with the leadership [12,13]. Not surprisingly, approximately half 
of the participants were not satisfied by their departmental 
leadership. 

Clinical leadership is a hybrid role for a doctor, as in addition 
to clinical responsibilities they have the administrative 
responsibilities that come with the task of being a manager. 
These extra responsibilities are not always visible to those on the 
frontline [14]. In fact, junior team members as followers always 
have greater expectations from the leader in terms of support 
and wellbeing especially during times of crisis [15]. 

An imbalance between expectations and perceived lack of 
support can lead to reduced morale amongst the followers. 
Changes to work-pattern are also another factor for reduction 
in morale as witnessed in most of our responders. Building trust 
among team members is essential in a crisis and leaders however 
busy they may be, have to make time for regular meetings with 
followers. Constructive feedback is essential to acknowledge and 
reflect upon intra-departmental performance and to initiate new 
and innovative ways of providing patient care and utilising the 
depleted work force effectively [16].

Followers, however, also need to understand that in this 
pandemic, the whole world continues to learn, with no clear 
cut evidence for managing a multitude of situations – is full 
PPE required if you have an air filtration device; is COVID-19 
transmitted via faeces; is colonoscopy safe; is laparoscopy safe; 
is regular testing of staff without isolation and social distancing 
at home sufficient to prevent staff to patient spread of the 
virus? [17-19]. The leader may need to take bold steps in the 

larger interests of public health which may not seem favourable 
or straight-forward. Team members need to understand this 
process of divergent thinking and the amount of energy spent by 
the leaders in achieving overall organizational satisfaction. They 
also need to come forwards to join hands to become future leads 
of each emergency operation plan, to bring long-term changes 
under COVID-19 guidance. Loyalty, trust and support from the 
followers during a crisis goes a long way in encouraging resilience 
in the leader in making these difficult decisions [20]. As this was 
the first episode of the pandemic in 100 years, and as we have 
now learned different experiences around the world, teams 
should be better prepared for the second wave.

Conclusion
While everybody understands that there exists an uncertainty 
associated with the complex and rapid changes involved in 
the COVID-19 crisis management, never before has trust and 
cooperation between a leader and team members been more 
crucial, both to provide a sense of security for the team members 
and to deliver the best possible patient outcomes. Whilst what a 
leader does has not changed much in this pandemic, our survey 
highlights the importance of followership. In times of crisis, 
we believe that the profile of followership should match, if not 
supersede that of leadership.
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Table 2 Departmental leadership responses (n, %).

Specifications Yes No Not sure
Satisfied with departmental leadership 19, 34.5 23, 41.8 13, 23.6

Leaders working beyond capacity 22, 40 4, 7.27 29, 52.7



2020
Vol.8 No.6:1

4 This Article is Available in: www.jusurgery.com

Journal of Universal Surgery
ISSN 2254-6758

References
1 Kakemam E, Goodall AH (2019) Hospital performance and clinical 

leadership: New evidence from Iran. BMJ Leader 3: 108-114.

2 Watters DA, Smith K, Tobin S, Beasley SW (2019) Follow the leader: 
Followership and its relevance for surgeons. ANZ J Surg 89: 589-593.

3 Russell M (2003) Leadership and Followership as a Relational Process. 
Educ Manag Adm 31: 145-157.

4 Stoller JK (2020) Reflections on leadership in the time of COVID-19. 
BMJ Leader 4: 77-79.

5 https://www.ft .com/content/d2596f10-98fc-11ea-871b-
edeb99a20c6e.

6 Pfefferbaum B, North CS (2020) Mental Health and the COVID-19 
Pandemic. N Engl J Med.

7 Iqbal MR, Chaudhuri A (2020) COVID-19: Results of a national survey 
of United Kingdom healthcare professionals' perceptions of current 
management strategy - A cross-sectional questionnaire study. Int J 
Surg 79: 156-161.

8 Willan J, King AJ, Jeffery K, Bienz N (2020) Challenges for NHS 
hospitals during COVID-19 epidemic. BMJ 368: m1117.

9 Hall MA, Morrow ML, Monsaert MK, Wilson CRL, Dixon LM (2020) 
Converting a Small Surgical Team into a Pandemic Response Team for 
an Isolated Population. J Am Coll Surg 230: e27-e30.

10 Tan BYQ, Chew NWS, Lee GKH, Jing M, Goh Y, et al. (2020) 
Psychological Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Health Care 
Workers in Singapore. Ann Intern Med.

11 Maunder R (2004) The experience of the 2003 SARS outbreak as 

a traumatic stress among frontline healthcare workers in Toronto: 
Lessons learned. Philos Trans R Soc 359: 1117-1125.

12 Rowan NJ, Laffey JG (2020) Challenges and solutions for addressing 
critical shortage of supply chain for personal and protective 
equipment (PPE) arising from Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
pandemic - Case study from the Republic of Ireland. Sci Total Environ 
725: 138532.

13 Dhahri AA, Iqbal MR, Ali Khan AF (2020) A cross-sectional survey on 
availability of facilities to healthcare workers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Ann Med Surg (Lond) 59: 127-130.

14 Clay-Williams R, Ludlow K, Testa L, Li Z, Braithwaite J (2017) 
Medical leadership, a systematic narrative review: do hospitals and 
healthcare organizations perform better when led by doctors? BMJ 
Open 7: e014474.

15 Whitlock J (2013) The value of active followership. Nurs Manage 20: 
20-23.

16 Hasel MC (2013) A question of context: The influence of trust on 
leadership effectiveness during crisis. Management 16: 264-293.

17 De Lima Thomas J (2020) Pandemic as teacher — Forcing clinicians to 
inhabit the experience of serious illness. N Engl J Med 383: 306-307.

18 Halawi MJ, Wang DD, Hunt III TR (2020) What’s important: 
Weathering the COVID-19 crisis: Time for leadership, vigilance, and 
Unity. J Bone Joint Surg 102: 759.

19 Wexner SD, Cortés-Guiral D, Gilshtein H, Kent I, Reymond MA (2020) 
COVID-19: Impact on colorectal surgery. Colorect Dis 22: 635-640.

20 Sohmen VS (2013) Leadership and teamwork: Two sides of the same 
coin. J IT Econ Dev 4: 1-18.

https://www.ft.com/content/d2596f10-98fc-11ea-871b-edeb99a20c6e
https://www.ft.com/content/d2596f10-98fc-11ea-871b-edeb99a20c6e

