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Executive Summary

The purpose of this report is to discuss the importance of appropriate leadership styles within Police organisations and how each style can contribute to the standards, discipline, performance and wellbeing of the organisation, its relationship with the general public, its staff and indeed the behaviours and performance of individuals within the organisation including  breaches in behaviours, staff satisfaction and retention.  This was evidenced through the case studies within the Metropolitan Police Service, 2022, The Metropolitan Police Service, 2025, Gwent Police Service (Ricky Jones enquiry and associated professional standards enquiries, inclusive of the dispensation of two senior managers following a social event and one student officer for possession of indecent images), 2022 and South Wales Police enquiry into Police Sergeant, dismissed for theft offences.  The case studies led to all forces being identified as underperforming, systemically misogynistic, all accused of demonstrating a culture of toxicity within rank, file and senior managers with direct effect on public confidence in policing, call for accountability, attrition rates and reduced moral and performance.  Since these events the organisation has made strides to improve performance, identify and deal with instances of poor behaviour, provide support and training to all staff in relation to matters such as misogyny, racism, bullying and harassment within and without the workforce and to better equip managers at all levels in being able to support performance and deal adequately with challenges in an appropriate manner without detrimental effect on public relationships.

Introduction

Leadership is one of the core fundamental skills required of a modern day police officer and having the correct leadership and leaders is imperative to ensuring a professional police service and rebuild public support and confidence for policing in England and Wales (Rt Hon, Home Secretary, Mahmood, 2025).  
The is no other role quite like that of a police officer in England and Wales, where from almost day one, the officer is thrown into a world of responsibility, decision making, power, responsibility and accountability with little or no preparedness from life or education prior to that moment, they will undertake initial training and be supported by a tutor constable in their first few weeks but all will be making decisions in relation to criminal investigations, dealing with members of the public, some of whom are vulnerable from day one and will be expected to hold the highest standards of service and show leadership skills (Thames Valley Police, 2026).  
Many newly appointed police officers have joined the policing organisation for many number of reasons some of which would be as follows; to follow a family member into the profession or someone that they admire, wishing to serve the public, the result of positive action and encouragement to recruit from hard to reach members of the community, the prospect of a relatively secure employment with diverse career opportunities (Kustom Signals Incorporated, n,d).  
The police organisation is fundamentally disciplined, rank structured, in a similar way to the British Armed Forces where with each rank there are associated further policing powers or decision making powers where staff may be “ordered” to undertake a “lawful order / duty” and failure to do so would constitute a breach of the College of Policing Code of Ethics (College of Policing, 2024).  Whereas alternatively, The Network for Police Monitoring (Netpol), (2022), holds a different view of British Policing being quite militarised in nature and removed from the once “Policing by Consent” style and therefore within this document I shall compare how accurate these statements are by considering leadership not only in Policing but also within the miliary.
Within Policing, Management styles vary across individuals with no one type of style being preferred by the organisation over another (citation).  Due to the diversity of the role, there is a need for managers, officers and staff to demonstrate a range of management style adaptive to the demands of the situation and service delivery required (citation).  
The following are a list of examples of leadership styles and models; Democratic, Autocratic, Laissez-Faire, Transformational, Transactional, Bureaucratic, Servant
(Quality Company Formations, 2025).  Of these, the following are more prominent within policing today being; Transactional leadership, this is where clear directional instructions are given and should be followed, there remains a place for this in a policing environment (Wood et al, 2024) and Transformational leadership by comparison is where the leader (of any rank), encourages and inspires colleagues to work together for a common goal, support development and growth in capabilities (Wood et al 2024).  The first Transactional would be required in situations where officers and mangers have to react to fast time events, make very quick assessments and then decisions thereafter as within these events, often there is a risk to life, security or UK infrastructure,  whereas the latter, Transformational would be best suited for slower time development opportunities for example when planning for a major policing event or even post event at any level during debrief and administrative roles, where colleagues can reflect, take learning from the events which are both positive and developmental and discuss how to move things forward for personal and team growth and better service delivery.  However prior to these two theories, policing had subscribed to the Trait theory and Behavioural theory which strongly suggest that leaders are in fact born and not developed, perhaps hankering back to historical times and sentiments of entitlement.  It is notable that, even in today’s policing, an officer, if in the wrong environment and not provided with support can indeed still believe that they fall in to one or two of those traits rendering them as potentially an ineffective and dangerous leader who will provide a negative experience for the task, other personnel and in turn the public (Wood et al, 2024).
This document will discuss where Police leadership started within the United Kingdom, the original principles introduced and how they relate to today’s standards.  It shall also consider models of leadership past present and future within the organisation and explore areas where Toxic leadership has helped to corrode those basic principles and therefore the standards being upheld, service to the public and development of future officers.


Main body

Management and Leadership
“Management and leadership are two distinct yet interconnected facets”.  Bradley, (2023). The former focusing on the performance of tasks and processes whereas the latter focuses on enabling others to perform what is required by nurturing vision and inspiration for example.  Stephen Covey (1989), stated that “Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right things”.  Covey, explains his book “the Seven habits of Highly Effective People” that it is not the task that is most important, which of course it is, but rather the people undertaking the task, the way in which is to be completed and why it is being completed. Leadership provides guidance and support to those that are working towards a goal without having to provide them with bespoke orders, facilitating individual and team development and growth which in turn provides an environment to thrive.  Management by contrast, is providing a team with specific instructions, even on occasion down to micromanaging how those instructions are carried out, leaving no room for development or individualism, this in turn not only blocks the potential further develop but also promulgates an environment where staff become deskilled, potentially demotivated and likely to have feelings of being devalued, not trusted creating the environment where staff are likely to move on (Covey, 2020, pp 114-117).   It is generally agreed that all leaders at what ever level they hold within an organisation are able to demonstrate emotional intelligence, that they recognise and understand own  and others intelligence, so that they can motivate themselves, others to do an excellent job, to manage ones own emotions when required so that they do not impact their thought processes decision making and actions, and to ensure that behaviours are kept in check and appropriate, thought processes need to be managed, by managers having this insight, they will take time before speaking to individuals so that the right words are used at the right time and are supportive and not negative, looking after self and others to get tasks completed and not task orientated, setting aside any prejudice or negative energy.  (Zoghi, 2023)


Leadership and Policing

In 1829 Sir Robert Peel first created what we now know today as the British Police system when he first created the Metropolitan Police Service, having become concerned about the behaviours of those law enforces known as Parish Constables who had not standard of behaviour, often acted with prejudices and as they were paid by the landed gentry or other powerful figures within society, lacked the impartiality which we have come to expect from the police service. (UK Parliament, 2026)  Sir Robert Peel introduced nine principles (insert principles here) of behaviour, which are the forerunners of the Code of Conduct which has since been further developed into today’s College of Policing Code of Ethics (Ethical Policing requires Courage, Respect and Empathy and Public Service, (College of Policing, 2024).  Peel believed that those who were to enforce law and order and keep the peace, needed to be law abiding pillars (leaders) of the community themselves and to demonstrate high levels of integrity, professionalism and impartiality (College of Policing, 2024).  Historically, breach of such standards would result in punishment which may take the form of a financial burden, lowering of rank, removal from the service and indeed potential civil or criminal proceedings (College of Policing, 2023).  Police managers were also subject to high levels of scrutiny and expected to set good examples to their staff.  There was no concept of the terms leader or manager, but rather subordinates and superiors, with orders (instructions) that must be followed or face sanctions and consequences (source).  To support this style of management a rank structure was introduced, not dissimilar to that of the armed forces and a set of Police standing orders which governed anything from what you should wear on duty, alcohol through to where you were allowed to live and who you were allowed to associate with (citation).  This style of management, which was very Parent child in nature (citation), would not be conducive with the development of staffs skills, ability to think for themselves or to be creative thinkers and problem solvers (citation).   These forms of leadership are quite similar to those demonstrated within the military 

The toxic police leader and the rotten apple effect

The characteristics of a good leader are considered by the College of Policing to be able to demonstrate core values, inspire, negotiate and influence for the good, take personal responsibility,  support creation of an inclusive working environment,  collaborate with partners, strive for service improvement, demonstrate high levels of emotional intelligence (self awareness and empathy for others), use effective evaluation techniques (SMART action plans),  not to just reflect but to reflect and learn moving forward better for that reflection. (Wood et al, 2024)
A toxic leader by comparison, does not demonstrate these values, they are fundamentally self centered, non team players and use behaivours such as bullying, manipulation.  The Army Leadership Doctrine (2016) states that toxic leadership is a combination of selfish attitudes, motivations, behaviours that have an adverse effect on both their subordinates and the organisation.  They often lack emotional intelligence, have little concern for others, act with self-interest and then to demonstrate behaviours such as deception, intimidation, coerciveness to manipulate people who work for them. They tend to work from the top down, discourage participation and ideas from the team and their behaviours often encourage others to leave the organisation with staff feeling reticent to question or challenge for fear of retribution (Lucas, 2021). Toxic leaders tend to hide behind their power, be incompetent or capable of being incompetent, can be ego centric and narcissistic in nature, having only their own welfare or goals at heart, unfortunately, statistics suggest that such qualities or characteristics in todays society still enable them to become successful in organisations and shape the organisation from within to suit their needs, and that being narcissistic and that unbounding self-belief facilitates their progression to roles of seniority and leadership (Simmons,2020) 

Within this document I have discussed policing leadership, those involved in the Hillsborough disaster, the recent Metropolitan Police scandals and Gwent Police.  All of whom have demonstrated both nontoxic and toxic leadership styles, whether it being Commissioner Cressida Dick, very well respected and an officer who held a very good public record caring for the organisation and community in which she served being perhaps naïve or blindsided by some of those who were employed in the office of constable and the depth of integrity issues that existed within force, or Commissioner Mark Rowley,  when confronted by the BBC documentary, in contrast to his former colleagues response at calls for her resignation stood firm and stated that he would route out bad apples, vet the whole of the metropolitan police service improve standards and restore confidence in policing or to Chief Constable Pam Kelly, who has demonstrated a very caring and kind approach to policing at times, dealing with the aftermath of Ricky Jones a serving police officers death and subsequent racist, sexist and misogynistic behaviours that were uncovered from examination of his phone all of whom in some way, had contributed to the failings of their forces, in respect of the two Commissioners and the Chief Constable of Gwent Police, there is no suggestion that any are narcissistic or indeed chose to demonstrate toxic leadership, however through their incompetence by not ensuring that officers were appropriate law abiding and respectful at all times, and that previous reports and enquires were carried out expeditiously and fully they sadly did demonstrate toxic leadership styles by default, “Causing harm through incompetence” Lipman- Bluman(2005) during their watch. Whereas by comparison, PS Joseph McIlvenny, in his behaviours at custody towards females and example made to staff showed all of the characteristics of a toxic leader resulting in when found out of him being sacked from policing and barred for breaches of Authority, Respect, Courtesy, Discreditable conduct and Equality and Diversity and potential criminal offences (Metropolitan Police, 2025).  His legacy within policing, mentoring and supervision will have tainted officers experiences, possibly encouraged or reinforced poor behaviours as being acceptable and allowed or even caused standards to be very low, his public naming and shaming, will however go a long way to show the consequences of such actions and hopefully deter others.  Following on from this every force in the Country is very proactive in sharing the results of any investigations with some better news for example Norfolk and Suffolk reporting a slight rise in matters but also being very proud of their statistics and reinforcing that such behaviours will be routed out by their senior leadership teams. (BBC News, 2025).

The future of Police Leadership
The Police Service in England and Wales has policed with the consent of the public since 1829.  During that time, there have been significant events in history where the relationship between the police and the public has become strained because of decision making and on times the organisations being accused of being political, militarised, abuse of force, lack of integrity in such events as the Miners Strike and Hillsborough where perhaps some behaviours of officers and managers were found to be catalytic to events that followed, through to more recent events and the effect of the Sarah Everad murder, by a serving Metropolitan Police officer, through to the behaviours of Ricky Jones, as serving Gwent Police Officer and more recently officers at Charing Cross Custody suite exposed for misogynistic, homophobic and racist behaviours.  These events have caused the public and media to take the organisations and their managers to task and on times, the Government has sanctioned a formal enquiry to be undertaken of the events, the officers, the leadership team and the general wellbeing of the organisation.  For example, The Hillsborough Investigation Panel published in 2012 and thereafter, following public criticism  the Hillsborough Independent Office of Police Complaints investigation (IOPC), (2025), whose findings did not challenge the original report finding against 50% of the 352 complaints against officers and staff at the location, with Chief Supt Duckenfield and the Chief Constable Peter Wright (serving officers at that time), had they still been in post, been answerable to charges of gross misconduct in how they managed the events that led up to the death of the supporters.  The report found that the officers would have seen what was unfolding, supporters being crushed but chose not to share this information.  An inspector and Chief Inspector on the ground also saw what was happening and considered opening the gates to allow supporters to move to release the crush and had asked for permission from the Chief Supt not receiving a response, rather than take the initiative upon themselves they delay the action to do so, undoubtedly delaying the opening until the Chief Supt gave the order.  Staff in the control room had heard the request but did not flag it or bring it to attention.  Sadly the behaviours demonstrated contributed to the deaths and is representative of what can happen when an organisation has a strong almost militarised structure creating fear on subordinates to act without authority or to feel confident in taking responsibility themselves, following this event, policing undertook a review as did many of its partners in the way in which policing managers and staff police large scale events and the creation of the Joint Emergency Services Implementation Plan was created where there remains a rank structure and authorities but there is specific training for all of those attending such events reinforcing that safety of the event, those attending and staff remain paramount, encouraging supervisors and leaders at all levels to evaluate the situation, take information and advice and provide a risk based response to the event with no room for arrogance, assumption or fear of reprisal (JESIP, 2022), this approach to managing such events and major incidents has undoubtedly improved the way that all blue light organisations and public services respond to incidents and therefore reduced casualty numbers and hazards to the general public.  Unfortunately how the service and its manager respond to incidents is not the only concern in policing today, there is across all 43 forces in England and Wales a drop in professionalism, with reports of significant concern about some officers themselves, their suitability at appointment and indeed, when they have demonstrated poor behaviours how that has been manged and within this, concerns over managers and leaders behaviours.  As mentioned above, the murder of Sarah Everad by PC Couzens in 2022, a serving police officer, who had previously demonstrated misogynistic, sexist and sexual behaviour not previously managed appropriately, then went on to murder an innocent female, who would have known he was a police officer, and trusted him ((Baroness Cassey of Blackstock, 2023), whereby the review highlighted failings in the its management and stated it’s officers were misogynistic and needed to reform with many asking for the Commissioner of Metropolitan Police, the Metropolitan Police Cressida Dick to resign.  Dick, clearly took the events and report personally and although she had the support of rank and file and the Police Federation chose to resign from her position in response to calls from the Home Secretary and others (BBC News, 2021)

Leadership Programmes and whether they work
The College of Policing, National Centre for Police Leadership (NCPL), has in existence a number of leadership programmes.  This replaces previous leadership programmes, and their design and delivery have been completed with stakeholder engagement between the College of Policing, the 43 Police Forces in England and Wales and the Police Federation, and Police Staff Union representatives (College of Policing, 2022,a). It is notable that there is no reference to external stakeholder engagement in design and delivery of the leadership programme at this point.
The purpose of the College of Policing Leadership Programme was to ensure that all forces worked to the same standards, that all learning modules were appropriate to role and force and that undertaking the programme met with the demands of the operational police officer and their organisation. College of Policing, (2022, b)
The first stage of the programme was introduced in 2018 for its Policing Education Qualifications Framework (PEQF), programme where student police officers as part of their programme undertake a period of study inclusive of leadership, Within this, newly appointed student officers have to undertake a period of study at either undergraduate or post graduate apprenticeship programme during which they study, whilst working as a student officer.  As part of that programme, they not only have to study the law, general police duties, evidence and procedures but also work as part of the shift, attending call, dealing with prisoners, members of the public and all other duties required of an officer.  This is challenging and currently a fourth entry route has been introduced whereby those with a level 3 qualification can become a police officer and undertake a level 5 qualification alongside their student officer apprenticeship.  Within the study, there is opportunity to self-reflect, obtain mentoring and coaching from more senior in service tutor constables and officers whilst also studying a module on leadership and management so that they can appreciate how they are being developed and in turn will go on to lead and develop others (College of Policing, 2022c).
The programme that was first implemented for student officers, the College of Policing state that student officers who have undertaken this programme report higher confidence and preparedness compared to those undertaking previous study.  The leadership modules are now under stage two  in the process of being rolled out across the 43 Police Forces in England and Wales to all front line, officers, Sergeants and  Police Staff, who are keen to develop their leadership skills within their existing policing duties and for those wishing to undertake the promotion processes.   (College of Policing, 2022, d).  
There are three further stages to be implemented, all of which will consider different management and leadership styles, the demands of policing, relationships within the organisation, with partners and most importantly the public with a return to higher standards and professionalism.
Stage three  will be for officers and staff seeking promotion to or in existing middle management roles of Inspector or Staff equivalent, Stage four the Senior Leadership Development Programme (SLDP) for Superintendents and equivalent staff.
Stage four the Senior Leadership Development Programme (SLDP) for Superintendents and equivalent staff.  Learning outcomes being able to lead effectively in a complex and demanding environment, maximise performance through data literacy and evidence – based  policing, managing change, communicate effectively internally and externally, to support communities and partners, understand organisational strategy and the links to business and finance. College of Policing, 2022, e)
Stage five, the Executive Leadership Programme for chief officers, with learning outcomes being; ethical and inclusive leadership – cultivating a leadership style that values diversity and integrity, business skills – enhancing your ability to manage and lead within complex organisational structures, political acumen – building your understanding of the political landscape and how to navigate it effectively, leadership of major policing issues, p preparing you to tackle critical issues such as counter terrorism, child protection, and nationally significant events. (College of Policing, 2022, f)
Serena Kennedy, Chief Constable, Merseyside Police.  The Senior Police Officers of the future College of Policing Executive Leadership Programme (ELP) Cohort director.  Accepts that the public opinion of Police Officer Leadership may be at an all-time low and that measures must be taken to improve leadership within policing which is why, Leadership programmes have been reviewed and developed to improve how police lead others in serving the community.  The course enables strategic leaders of the future to engage and learn from leaders across policing, the wider public service and private sector. Kennedy, (2025)
It is most notable that the College of Policing are very proud of this new Leadership programme where they claim to have for the first time consulted with leaders from a number of public and private organisation to gain the very best of knowledge and experience to impart on staff ready to take the police organisation and culture forward, and as part of that promotion they have encouraged senior members of both senior police teams and police staff teams who have attended the programme to provide the following witness testimonies:
Ruth Webster (2025), Temporary Director of Enabling Services, Metropolitan Police recently attended the programme and described it as a “Nurturing, Learning Programme that enabled you to be a better version of yourself”,  and  Neeron Patel (2025), Professionalism Directorate at the Metropolitan Police also found the course “developmental”, focussing on networking and having insights into other perspectives whilst developing new friendships whereas Fiona Bitters (2025), Chief Superintendent, Hampshire and Isle of Wight Constabulary found the course of benefit and enabled her to feel confident on returning to force to ask the question of is there a better way of doing things, rather than to conform to the normal, looking at colleagues across the country and internationally.  These testimonies clearly showing that the same course achieved different outcomes for at least three attendees, with perhaps the most encouraging comment coming from the senior officer of Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, whose officers have generally has not featured as a grave concern for the public, whereas those senior officers and staff from the Metropolitan service who have demonstrated a more bland response to the course are responsible for leading change in a force which has frequently been in the headlines for poor standards of behaviour, with proven racist, homophobic and misogynistic cases against officers, called out for not only certain elements of its rank and file not appropriate to hold the office of constable (Baroness Cassey of Blackstock, 2023) but also how it has failed to perform and turn things around (Panorama, 2025)
This however is not a dissimilar exercise to one conducted in 2007 by a number of Police Forces in England and Wales who collaborated with the Chartered Management Institution to facilitate study and completion of its Core Leadership Development Programme qualification at level 5 and 6 in Management and leadership for its newly promoted Police Sergeants and Police Managers (Police Professional, 2007), where very valuable leadership, resource and people management skills were developed within staff only to be cut back in 2008 under Home Secretary Theresa Mays policing cuts with then associated drop in knowledge and skills for those supervisors and managers that came thereafter it is therefore unfortunate that the police profession now sees itself in a place where it is having to develop its whole team in the core behaviours required of such a position, excited with the launch of such a new programme promising that delivery and standards will improve.  There is cause to be cautious though, as these leadership programmes are expensive as can be seen in the Scottish Police Service Leadership programme role out, they cost millions of pounds to deliver, remove staff from the front line, reduce service and require a buy in from the organisation, government and the officers themselves.  The Police service has gone outside of its own knowledge sphere and consulted experts, to deliver and design the programmes, these models will age, it is important to remain current as the Service will evolve and so will its leadership demands and as with any organisation and as stated previously, in times of austerity, investment in training and staff is the very first budget to go, which has long term impacts, which are not seen instantaneously but later on. 

Conclusion
To conclude, there are a variety of models of leadership and there is a difference between managing a team and leading them.  The police service up until the 1990’s was very much a managed team, with orders and instructions, it has evolved into a more leadership focus model where both transactional and transformational styles suit the needs of the individual and organisation.  There exist good and bad leaders, some who can by negligence or oversight also become toxic or the effects of their management can be felt as so.  There have been previous investments in improving the knowledge of leaders and following a series of high profile cases within British policing the College of Policing, the British Police Forces and the National Police Chief Council are investing heavily in development of officers at all levels and one would hope that this impetus continues and remains to be supported by the Governments Home Secretary’s.  Quite fitting to conclude are Sir Mark Rowley and Mayor of London, Sir Sadiq Khan’s Wordsds from the progress report following the Casey review, ““We have made a huge amount of progress since the Baroness Casey review was published in early 2023. We have launched our New Met For London Plan, conducted the most extensive anti-corruption clear out in British policing history, published both our Children’s Strategy and Stop and Search Charter, added more officers to our public protection teams to keep women and girls safe and, vitally, driven down both violent and neighbourhood crime across the capital.” And “Whilst I am proud of the progress made by the officers and staff of the Met, none of us are complacent, we all want the very best for London and we do not claim that the job is complete”.  
The Mayor of London, Sir Sadiq Khan (2025) stated that “Major cultural reform is underway within the Met. His Majesty’s Inspectorate confirmed earlier this year that significant improvements are being made as the Met exited special measures. This is down to the hard work of the Commissioner, Deputy Commissioner, Met officers and staff. Together, we’ve made huge strides bearing down on crime in our city and the Commissioner has started the biggest clear out of rogue police officers and staff in British policing history. However, the recent Panorama broadcast and Dr Daniels’ Report have highlighted that there is still a long way to go”.

This is indeed true, leadership in policing is an ongoing function, it requires the right people, doing the right roles at the right time, with conviction, honesty and integrity for the benefit of the service and others and investment in them both in terms of support, time, money, education and personal development is crucial to ensure that policing standards improve and a generation of policing leaders at all levels are created and nurtured.

MT
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