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The COVID-19 Fight 

    The Power Governors Wield for Social Good    
 
 
BY JOHN M BERNARD 
 
 “In times of instability brought on by disruptions such as the Covid-19 pandemic, governors 

have the opportunity to exercise exceptional powers both in practical and social terms,” says 

John M. Bernard, an advisor to governors and the author of the book Government That Works 

and host of the podcast The New Bureaucrat. 

 “A crisis affords a governor a quick opportunity to differentiate themselves -- from being 

seen as a self-serving politician to a true leader who serves the good of the people, with the 

later quality having the effective of multiplying their actual power,” says Bernard, a nationally 

recognized authority on the effective operations of state government. “Interestingly enough, 

the lesson for governors in this time of crisis is that the same skills can be used to address a 

broader range of issues from opioid deaths to homelessness to education reform. The platform 
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for these issues is not be as large as the platform represented by the pandemic we face today, 

but the basic use of power remains the same.”  

 Bernard outlines seven powers a governor can leverage to serve the common good and 

advises that governors should pay attention to how they do each. These are the Seven Powers 

of Social Good: 

1. The power to comfort – to ensure people that their leader is on top of the issue and that 
they are pulling out all stops to address the problem.  

 
2. The power of transparency – to hide nothing to decrease people’s fear that government is 

hiding something because the reality is far worse than being disclosed. 
 
3. The power to inspire – to clarify the action everyone can take toward solving the problem, 

engaging people in the role they can play to be a part of the solution. 
 
4. The power of accountability – to be clear about what needs to be done, who is responsible 

for getting it done, and how we define success. 
 
5. The power to convene – to assemble and mobilize the people needed to address each 

aspect of the problem. 
 
6. The power to ask for help – to engage non-governmental resources from all corners of 

society calling them into service so their resource can help support the public good. 
 
7. The power to inform – to describe what’s working, what’s not, how are we doing, what’s 

next, and what to expect. 
 

 “It’s really important that leaders not only communicate how people can help, but that they 

make clear what the purpose is of those actions,” says Bernard. “We are asking everyone to 

take the social distancing measures we are describing in order to flatten the case growth curve. 

If we achieve that, we will avoid overloading our hospitals in order to make sure we can treat 

the people who need hospitalization.” 

The Power of Comfort 
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 “In times of instability people seek stability and the steady hand of leadership can be a great 

source of comfort. Governors who show clear and strong leadership, who marshal resources in 

a compelling way, will help quiet the doubting voices that lead to distress and cause social 

dysfunction.” 

The Power of Transparency 

 “A time of crisis is no time to hide things; in this age what you hide today will be the lead 

story in the news tomorrow. Governors who demonstrate consistent openness and honesty will 

provide comfort in that people will know the problems are understood and the leadership is 

facing reality. That helps everyone face reality.” 

The Power to Inspire 

 “Leaders who create a compelling invitation to all those who need to help increase the 

fulfillment of the vision they share. When people’s response is, ‘yes, I need to be part of this” 

the leader is getting people to choose to follow. Leadership in tough times is all about 

maximizing voluntary action in order to minimize mandated action.” 

The Power of Accountability 

 “Leaders need to speak in terms of goals and measures, setting a clear target for those 

being tasked with helping solve the problem. When governors set measurable targets and 

report progress against them to the public, credibility builds for both the government and the 

governor.” 

The Power to Convene 

 “Governors can bring lots of resources into play through everything from executive orders 

to emergency funds to simply mobilizing the whole of executive branch of their state. When 
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there is a crisis no one more than the governor can assemble the sheer mass of resources and 

expertise to attack the problem.”    

The Power to Ask for Help 

 “The governor can seek extraordinary help from all corners of their world. And the chances 

are good whoever is asked to help will be happy to serve. Those who step, too, will benefit from 

demonstrating their commitment to social good. Governors share credit in exchange for 

support and resources and everyone wins.”  

The Power to Inform 

 “Governors have access to the media – when they call a press conference the press shows 

up. When they call a press conference every day the press shows up every day.  People listen as 

long as the leader is exercising his or her seven powers.” 
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