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[bookmark: _Toc202521022]Introduction

The UK police service operates under intense public scrutiny and faces complex, often high risk environments. In such settings, organisational risk aversion (the tendency to avoid uncertain or potentially controversial decisions) can shape operational responses and managerial decision-making. 

Cautious behaviour is often justified in high risk public services, but excessive risk aversion can stifle innovation, delay problem solving, and hinder adaptive leadership (Reiner, 2010). Balancing accountability with innovation is crucial, and leadership has been identified as a central factor influence organisational culture, including attitudes towards risk (Schein, 2010). This proposed study will explore how leadership styles shape risk aversion within Thames Valley Police (TVP) and evaluates the extent to which leadership development initiatives can help mitigate such tendencies (Kirby, 2013).

Risk aversion within policing has become a critical concern for public service effectiveness (Head and Alford, 2015). The environment in which TVP operates does not lend itself to an overly cautious organisational culture, which may inhibit decision-making, innovation, and responsiveness (Butterfield et al., 2005).
[bookmark: _Toc202521023]Background Information

TVP is the largest non-metropolitan police force in England and Wales, serving a population of approximately 2.4 million people in both urban and rural areas across Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire. TVP has a near 10,000 strong workforce comprising of police officers, staff, and volunteers. 

Mr Jason Hogg became Chief Constable in 2023 having previously led on regional counter-terrorism and workforce strategy, and is supported in his leadership duties by Deputy Chief Constable Ben Snuggs. Matthew Barber has served as the democratically elected PCC since 2021, and oversees policing strategy, budget, and accountability. 

The organisation is comprised of five Local Command Units (LCU’s); Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Milton Keynes, Berkshire East, and Berkshire West. This replaced the previous 11 Local Policing Area (LPA) model to better address local needs. Senior leaders also include Assistant Chief Constables, Chief Superintendents, and heads of staff functions such as Finance, People, or ICT. 

TVP is a vast, complex force serving a large and diverse population. With thousands of personnel under its command, TVP faces significant leadership and organisational development challenges such as high staff turnover and adaptive restructuring, all overseen by a dynamic senior team that is navigating reforms and public scrutiny. This context underscores the relevance of studying how leadership styles may influence decision-making and risk aversion in such a multifaceted environment.
Decision-making is a fundamental aspect of policing that directly influences the safety and effectiveness of policing. However, in contemporary UK policing environments, risk aversion has emerged as a prevailing concern, often resulting in decision paralysis, diminished innovation, and reluctance to adopt new strategies. 
Organisational culture within police services has traditionally emphasised hierarchical decision-making and risk mitigation (Reiner, 2010). While a certain degree of risk aversion is necessary for public accountability and legal compliance, excessive caution may hinder operational effectiveness, learning, and adaptability (Butterfield et al., 2005). Research suggests that leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping how risk is perceived and acted upon within an organisation (Schein, 2010; Tourish, 2013). Leadership styles that promote psychological safety and shared responsibility can encourage more balanced risk-taking behaviours (Edmondson, 1999).

Within policing, the consequences of poor leadership and overly risk-averse cultures have become more visible, particularly in light of major public inquiries and organisational failures (HMICFRS, 2019). There is increasing interest in how leadership development programmes might mitigate these tendencies by fostering adaptive leadership capabilities and cultural change (Macpherson and Kirby, 2021). This research, therefore, seeks to investigate how leadership styles influence risk aversion within TVP and whether targeted leadership development interventions can support more confident, transparent, and effective decision-making.

The primary motivation for undertaking this research is to explore how leadership styles within TVP influence organisational risk aversion, and to understand how leadership development initiatives may reduce risk-averse behaviours. This issue is increasingly significant in modern policing, where officers are expected to make complex, high-stakes decisions in dynamic environments. Excessive risk aversion can lead to missed opportunities for innovation, indecision during crises, and a reluctance to challenge problematic practices. Understanding the relationship between leadership and risk culture will support more adaptive and confident decision-making within police services.

Anticipated outcomes include:

· A clearer understanding of how different leadership behaviours either reinforce or challenge a risk-averse culture.
· Practical insights into the design of leadership development interventions that encourage risk-tolerant, ethical, and innovative practices.
· Identification of cultural and systemic barriers to leadership effectiveness and innovation in policing.
· Beneficiaries of this research include senior and emerging police leaders, TVP as an organisation, wider UK policing bodies and policymakers, and other academics and researchers.







[bookmark: _Toc202521024]Research Aims and Objectives

In considering the most appropriate research proposal including available credible and reliable literature a number of questions were considered, including themes such as;

How has a performance culture impacted on intrinsic motivation to assess risk and make decisions, within frontline policing / within TVP?
Has the implementation of transformational leadership strategies led to transactional relationships within frontline policing / TVP?
What impact has a performance framework had on the autonomy and decision-making of frontline police officers within Thames Valley Police?
What impact has organisational risk aversion had on decision-making within leadership roles in Thames Valley Police? 

Owing to the lack of empirical evidence specific to UK policing the aim therefore is:

To determine the correlation between leadership styles and organisational risk aversion at Sergeant rank within Thames Valley Police, and to evaluate whether leadership development initiatives can mitigate risk-averse behaviours.

Proposed research objectives are:
Identify prevailing leadership styles within Thames Valley Police Sergeants.
Evaluate the relationship between leadership styles and levels of risk aversion in decision-making processes.
Assess the impact of existing leadership development initiatives on Sergeants attitudes towards risk.
Propose actionable recommendations for fostering leadership practices that encourage balanced, confident decision-making that may reduce risk aversion and promote innovation.
A dissertation title may read:

Decision-making within Thames Valley Police: How Leadership Styles Influence Risk Aversion.
















[bookmark: _Toc202521025]Methodology

This research adopts a mixed methods (albeit predominantly qualitative) approach, for exploring the subjective experiences, perceptions, and meanings that police Sergeants attached to leadership and risk aversion (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010). A qualitative method enables the research to gain in-depth insights into the cultural, behavioural, and structural factors that influence decision-making within TVP. Interviews and focus groups allow for rich, nuanced perceptions and lived experiences, supported by theories such as Interpretivism and Ground Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

The study will use a case study design focusing exclusively on TVP. A case study allows for detailed exploration of complex phenomena within their real-life context (Yin, 2018), and is well-suited for understanding organisational behaviour and leadership influence within a specific organisation.

Testing of theory will be deductive, adopting a ‘critical realist’ ontology and ‘pragmatist’ epistemological approach. Risk aversion and leadership behaviours are not just observable traits but are also shaped by internal beliefs and contextual dynamics. This research stance allows exploration of both observable outcomes (survey data from a multi-factor leadership questionnaire) and underlying mechanisms (cultural norms, perceived expectations, etc).

The framework of this research is fundamentally based around;

Transformational Leadership Theory (Bass,1985) to frame leadership styles.
Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) to explain how leadership influence risk-related decision-making.
Organisational Culture Theory (Schein, 2010) to contextualise cultural dynamics within policing.

[bookmark: _Toc202521026]Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews
Interviews will be conducted with approximately 10-15 participants at Sergeant rank in operational roles.
Scope to interview a small number of senior leaders is possible to better understand how, if any, a perception of risk aversion changes with experience and rank.
Questions will explore participants’ perceptions of leadership style, risk-taking, organisational support, and leadership development.
This method provides flexibility while maintaining consistency in questioning (Kyale and Brinkmann, 2009).

The focus of interviews will encompass experiences with decision-making, organisational constraints, innovation attempts, and lessons from past mistakes. The goal therefore is to identify cultural norms and pressures that shape aversion or openness to risk. Example questions may include;

“Can you describe a time when a decision was delayed due to risk concerns?”

“How does your team respond to uncertain or incomplete information?”

“What types of decisions require the most caution within your department?” 

[bookmark: _Toc202521027]Document analysis

Internal documents such as leadership development frameworks, training programmes, anonymised performance reviews, and decision-making frameworks will be analysed to contextualise interview data.
This triangulation strengthens validity (Bowen, 2009).
Multi-factor leadership questionnaire (MFQ)
The MFQ is a widely validated tool for assessing transformational and transactional leadership styles (Avolio and Bass, 1995).
Sampling Strategy

A purposive sampling strategy will be employed to ensure representation from required leadership levels within TVP. This method allows for the selection of participants most knowledgeable about the research topic (Patton, 2002). Snowball sampling may help identify others with experience in controversial or boundary-pushing decisions. Stratified random sampling (Fowler, 2014) can be used for the MFQ, ensuring input from relevant operational roles across TVP.

[bookmark: _Toc202521028]Data Analysis

Data from interviews will be analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This will identify dominant themes such as fear of failure, hierarchical pressure, or cultural perceptions of risk. NVivo software may be used to assist with coding and organisation.
Ensuring reliability and validity is a fundamental principle to ensure any new knowledge brought about by this research is credible and actionable. This can be enhanced through member-checking and triangulation across interviews and documents (Denzin, 1978). Dependability will be supported by maintaining a clear audit trail and detailed field notes. Whilst findings will be context-specific, lessons may inform leadership strategies in other UK police forces, allowing for transferability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Quantitative data from the MFQ can be presented using basic descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. 

[bookmark: _Toc202521029]Ontological and Epistemological Positioning
This research is grounded in constructivist ontology, and pragmatist epistemology. It assumes that reality is socially constructed and context-dependant, and that knowledge is co-produced through interaction with participants (Creswell, 2013). Integrating both positivist and interpretivist positions in an pragmatic approach supports both the use of MFQ to objectively measure leadership styles, along with qualitative interviews to understand personal experiences. 
[bookmark: _Toc202521030]Ethical Considerations

Given the sensitive nature of organisational culture and leadership in a police environment, ethical considerations are paramount. This research will adhere to the ethical guidelines set out by the British Sociological Association (BSA, 2017) and the principles of the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC, 2023). Formal ethical approval will be obtained through the academic institution’s ethics committee prior to the commencement of data collection.

A foundational ethical principle is the acquisition of fully informed consent. All participants will be provided with a comprehensive participant information sheet outlining the study’s purpose, methodology, potential risks, benefits, and their rights as research subjects. This includes the right to refuse to answer any questions and to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and without any consequence. Consent will be formally recorded in writing in line with guidance from Diener and Crandall (1978) and reiterated verbally prior to interviews to ensure clarity and voluntary participation.

All participants will receive a structured debrief following their involvement in the study. This will include:
· A summary of the study’s aims, the type of data collected, and the intended use of their contributions.
· An opportunity to ask questions or raise any concerns about their participation.
· Clear contact information for the researcher and academic supervisor in case participants wish to follow up or withdraw their data post-interview.
· Debriefing will take place immediately after the interview in a verbal format, supplemented by a written debriefing document sent via email or printed if preferred.

Once the study has concluded, a summary of key findings will also be made available to all participants in an accessible format. This will be sent via email or internal TVP communication channels, ensuring participants are kept informed of how their data contributed to the research.

Confidentiality and anonymity will be strictly upheld throughout the study. To safeguard participants’ identities - particularly in a hierarchical and rank-conscious institution such as the police service, where the risk of identification is greater (Van Maanen, 1983). All data will be anonymised, and pseudonyms will be used in all transcripts and research outputs. Specific references to roles, departments, or locations will be generalised to prevent deductive disclosure. Digital data will be stored on police owned, password-protected devices following the standards of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (European Union, 2016), and any physical documentation will be kept in locked storage. Access to all research materials will be limited to the principal researcher and approved academic supervisors, ensuring compliance with BPS (2021) and institutional data governance protocols.

A further ethical challenge relates to potential power imbalances and fear of reprisal. Officers may be reluctant to critique leadership structures or share candid views due to concerns over professional repercussions. As Klockars (1985) notes, perceived surveillance within law enforcement institutions can suppress disclosure. To mitigate this, the research will employ a reflexive approach. The interviewer will clearly communicate the independence of the research and ensure that interviews take place in neutral, private settings, either offsite or in secure online formats. Assurance will be given that no data will be shared with TVP management in a way that could compromise individual privacy or job security. A trust-building approach will be adopted throughout, recognising the influence of researcher positionality (Berger, 2015).

It is also critical to consider the emotional well-being of participants. Discussions around organisational dysfunction, risk, and leadership failure may provoke stress or anxiety, particularly among those who have experienced workplace tensions. Interview techniques will be trauma-informed (Campbell et al., 2010) and conducted in a supportive, non-judgemental manner. Participants will be informed of available support channels, including occupational health resources or independent advisory services, should participation in the study raise any personal concerns or discomfort.
Finally, the dissemination of findings will be handled with sensitivity and care. The research will aim to promote constructive dialogue and organisational improvement rather than assign blame or foster defensiveness. Key stakeholders, including TVP senior leadership, will be provided with a summary of findings and recommendations, framed in a way that promotes learning, accountability, and the development of positive leadership practices consistent with participatory action research values (Reason and Bradbury, 2001).

Through these comprehensive measures, the study aims to uphold the dignity, safety, and autonomy of all participants while ensuring the research remains methodologically rigorous, ethically sound, and organisationally valuable.

[bookmark: _Toc202521031]Limitations
Despite aforementioned methodological rigor and ethical safeguards, this study is subject to several limitations that must be acknowledged. 

Given the sensitive nature of risk aversion and leadership behaviour in a policing context, there is a significant risk of social desirability bias (Grimm, 2010). Participants, particularly those in leadership positions, may provide responses they perceive as acceptable or professionally advantageous rather than honest reflections of their experiences or behaviours (Fisher, 1993). This may affect the authenticity of data, especially in discussions around perceived failures, accountability, or reluctance to innovate. While efforts such as anonymity and rapport-building during interviews will help mitigate this, some distortion may remain unavoidable.

Another limitation lies in the sector-specific nature of the research. TVP operates under a unique set of legal, cultural, and operational norms that are not universally applicable. As such, findings from this study may not be generalised to other sectors or even other police forces with different leadership structures, organisational cultures, or community contexts. While the insights gained may inform policing more broadly, caution must be exercised when extrapolating findings beyond the TVP context (Yin, 2018).

Policing organisations are known for hierarchical and tightly regulated cultures, which may foster reluctance in discussing internal shortcomings, particularly related to leadership or failed initiatives (Loftus, 2009). Participants may be hesitant to disclose information that reflects poorly on their unit, team, or superiors, limiting the depth and openness of qualitative data. This cultural resistance presents a challenge to obtaining rich, unfiltered insights into how leadership practices contribute to risk-averse decision-making.

There is a lack of empirical research focused specifically on risk aversion within UK policing. Most existing studies tend to examine organisational change, community engagement, or procedural justice, with limited focus on decision-making under uncertainty or leadership’s role in managing perceived risk (Murphy and McKenna, 2007). This makes it difficult to establish a robust theoretical foundation from policing-specific literature and necessitates drawing from adjacent sectors or international studies.

While risk aversion is often discussed in managerial or psychological terms, few studies have qualitatively explored how individuals in public institutions like policing experience and respond to risk-averse organisational cultures (Kroll and Moynihan, 2015). This creates a gap that this research seeks to address, but also means the study is somewhat exploratory in nature, without an abundance of existing qualitative benchmarks for comparison.

Much of the existing public sector innovation literature is heavily skewed toward sectors such as healthcare and education (Hartley, 2005; Osborne and Brown, 2011). These fields often benefit from more developed theoretical frameworks and institutional support for innovation, which may not be directly transferable to policing. As a result, the insights from broader innovation studies may have limited applicability to the distinct challenges faced by police forces, such as risk management in law enforcement and public accountability.
[bookmark: _Toc202521032]Time Scale

This research will be conducted over a period of approximately 12 months, allowing for careful planning, data collection, analysis, and dissemination of findings. The timeline is designed to ensure that each stage of the research process, from literature review to ethical approval, fieldwork, and writing, is given sufficient time for rigorous execution. Flexibility is built into the schedule to accommodate potential delays, particularly those related to participant recruitment or internal approvals. Below is a 10 month breakdown of the key phases and milestones of the research project, allowing 2 months flexibility where needed:
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[bookmark: _Toc202521033]Literature Review

Leadership development has become a central pillar in modern public sector reform, with increasing emphasis placed on its capacity to drive cultural transformation, promote innovation, and mitigate dysfunctional organisational behaviours such as excessive risk aversion. Within the policing context, leadership is not only about rank and authority but also about shaping values, attitudes, and behaviours that permeate across the institution (Silvestri, 2007). A growing body of literature suggests that transformational leadership, in particular, can be an effective tool in reducing cultures of fear and blame, replacing them with empowerment and shared responsibility (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Van Wart, 2013).
Leadership style significantly influences organisational culture, including attitudes toward risk. Leadership theories such as transformational and transactional leadership (Bass and Avolio, 1994) provide useful frameworks for understanding how different styles may affect risk perception and behaviour within police forces. The transformational leadership model (Bass, 1985) is widely cited in public service literature, with emphasis on vision, inspiration, and intellectual stimulation. In contrast, transactional leadership is based on reward and punishment systems, tending to dominate in rule-bound environments like police forces (Bass and Avolio, 1993).

Research indicates that transformational leadership fosters higher innovation and employee empowerment (Wright and Pandey, 2010), while transactional styles may contribute to risk aversion due to their focus on compliance and control (Nielsen and Munir, 2009).
The literature on leadership in policing highlights a shift away from traditional command-and-control models towards more inclusive and adaptive styles. Silvestri (2003) argues that historic models of police leadership have been overly hierarchical and masculine, reinforcing a culture that is resistant to change and risk-taking. By contrast, models such as transformational, authentic, and servant leadership encourage open communication, shared vision, and learning from failure; factors crucial to counteracting organisational risk aversion (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Greenleaf, 1977).
Leadership development programmes have been increasingly adopted in UK policing as a strategic response to issues of trust, accountability, and internal reform. For instance, the College of Policing’s leadership review (2015) called for a redefinition of leadership in policing that promotes ethical behaviour, emotional intelligence, and adaptability. These competencies are directly relevant to managing risk more constructively, as they enable leaders to frame uncertainty as a space for reflection and opportunity rather than a source of liability or blame.
UK police forces have faced significant scrutiny regarding decision-making accountability, public trust, and use of discretion (HMICFRS, 2021). TVP, as a large and diverse force, requires flexible leadership approaches. Recent reforms in leadership development within UK policing aim to address these issues, though questions remain about their effectiveness in altering deeply ingrained risk-averse cultures (College of Policing, 2015).
According to Bolden and Gosling (2006), leadership training can shift attitudes toward risk by building self-efficacy, reflection, and ethical reasoning. Programmes that incorporate experiential learning, mentorship, and values-based frameworks have shown promise in reshaping how leaders perceive and manage risk (Van Wart, 2013). In the policing context, empirical studies such as that by Macpherson and Kirby (2021) suggest that leadership development can challenge entrenched beliefs and promote innovation, but only when accompanied by genuine support from top management and structural enablers.
Leadership development initiatives in policing aim to build this adaptive capacity and future-ready competencies (College of Policing, 2019). Such programmes encourage self-awareness, ethical leadership, and strategic thinking. However, effectiveness depends on congruence with the organisation’s cultural readiness for change (Kotter, 1996).
Culture change, however, is not solely the result of individual leader behaviour—it is also a collective process involving symbols, language, and institutional practices (Schein, 2010). Within Thames Valley Police and similar forces, developing a culture that tolerates risk, learns from mistakes, and fosters innovation requires consistent reinforcement through policy, training, and leadership modelling. Without alignment between leadership development and wider organisational systems, change efforts may be piecemeal and unsustainable (Kotter, 1996).
Moreover, research from other parts of the public sector suggests that leadership development has varying degrees of success depending on organisational readiness for change. In environments with deeply embedded risk-averse cultures, even well-designed leadership interventions can fail to gain traction unless supported by structural reforms and ongoing support (Beer et al., 1990; Hartley and Benington, 2011). This insight is particularly important in policing, where regulation, accountability, and public scrutiny create heightened aversion to uncertainty and non-conformity.
It is also worth noting that leadership development in UK policing has often been critiqued for being too generic or externally imposed, failing to consider the nuances of frontline experiences and operational constraints (Bryant et al., 2016). As such, any efforts aimed at cultural transformation must engage officers across all levels, creating space for dialogue about risk and supporting leaders in modelling behaviours that align with aspirational values.
Risk aversion in public institutions is often associated with bureaucratic structures, performance scrutiny, and the fear of public or political backlash (Hood, 2011). Within policing, such aversion can lead to reluctance to innovate or deviate from standard procedures, even when flexibility is needed (Butterfield et al., 2005). Policing decisions involve inherent uncertainties, and an overly risk-averse culture may prioritise blame avoidance over problem-solving (O’Neill, 2009).

Schein (2010) argues that leadership is the primary mechanism through which culture is embedded and transmitted. In a policing context, senior leaders model risk-taking or risk-averse behaviours that cascade down to frontline officers. Transformational leaders, who emphasise vision, encouragement, and individualised consideration, are more likely to reduce risk aversion by fostering psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999). By contrast, transactional leaders, who reward compliance and punish deviation, may reinforce cautious, procedural adherence (Bass, 1985).
Empirical studies of UK police forces provide insight into how leadership styles are actually enacted. Loftus (2009) observes that despite rhetoric about modernisation, much of British policing remains steeped in "canteen culture"; a set of informal values promoting loyalty, caution, and masculinity. Leadership styles that challenge these norms may be met with resistance unless supported by broader systemic change.

A recent evaluation by HMICFRS (2022) found that some police forces demonstrated strong leadership in areas such as vulnerability and safeguarding but still struggled with risk-taking in operational decisions. The report emphasised that organisational learning (rather than blame) must underpin leadership approaches if forces are to overcome cultural barriers to innovation and adaptability.

In this light, the current research aims to explore how leadership styles within TVP specifically affect risk aversion in decision-making, and how leadership development might contribute to creating a more open, accountable, and less fearful culture.
In conclusion, the literature strongly supports the notion that leadership development can play a pivotal role in shaping cultural attitudes toward risk in policing. However, the process is complex, contingent on both individual and structural factors, and must be contextualised within the specific dynamics of the policing environment. This research will build on these insights to explore how leadership behaviours within TVP either reinforce or challenge risk-averse tendencies, and what forms of development may be most effective in supporting change.
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