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[bookmark: _Toc196924790]Introduction
Leadership in policing is the ability to influence others to achieve a common objective while maintaining public trust and ensuring ethical, effective law enforcement. Owen (2020) stated that leadership is about being true to ourselves and that we can neither try to be someone else or simply be who we are. He suggests the solution is to become the best of who we are. Rumsey (2013) cited that leadership can indeed be learned, specifically transformational leadership. Riggio (2005) considers that transformational leaders help followers grow and develop into their own leaders by empowering them and by aligning the objectives and goals of the individual. In his book; Turn The Ship Around, Marquet (2013) uses firsthand experience to develop the concept of leader-leader rather than leader-follower encouraging leaders to give control and authority to their team members, enabling them to take ownership of their roles. This leadership style transformed the USS Sante Fe from one of the worst performing ships to one of the best. Bennis (1989) is considered a pioneer in leadership studies and his core belief was that leaders are not born, they are made. He argues that being a leader starts with being your most authentic self and one must commit to continuous learning and growth and that trust is the foundation of all effective leadership. 
Hawkins (2017) makes the distinction between leadership and management. He states that the focus of leadership is on motivating and inspiring and describes management as being concerned with achieving plans through delegating etc. The title of manager refers to a role with specific responsibilities but holding that title doesn't make someone a leader. While great managers often are leaders, the two aren't interchangeable. Leadership comes from behavior. If your actions motivate, support, or engage others, then you're leading regardless of your job title or position (Morton, 2017). Crawford (2023) also acknowledges the disparity and suggests that organisational references to leadership roles are managers who can exercise positional power to influence others; those with authority, not those who always have influence. Adair (2009) suggests that too much emphasis has been placed on the leader vs manager debate and that no leader should be appointed to a role unless they have received training and preparation. In my own force, Humberside Police, all officers who are promoted are mandated to engage in leadership training. Antonakis (2014) recognised that leadership style is influenced by internal factors, which makes it endogenous and that is why there is a need to account for possible bias when measuring its impact. For example, how considerate a leader is, or how much they rely on management-by-exception, can depend on how well their team is performing or how motivated the followers are. Because of this two-way relationship, it is hard to get a clear estimate of how leadership style affects outcomes unless there is a control for endogeneity. ‘‘Becoming a leader is not easy, just as becoming a doctor or a poet isn’t easy, and anyone who claims otherwise is fooling himself” (Bennis, 1989, p. xii). Our earliest ideas about leadership often take shape in childhood, even if we don't realise it at the time. Through the books we read and the movies or TV shows we watch, we're introduced to stories, myths, and legends of past heroes, subtly shaping our understanding of what it means to be a leader (Kippenberger, 2002). 
Complex emerging criminality combined with modern organisational issues requires leaders in policing to understand their leadership style to enable sound decision making. Following a major incident or significant event, police leaders will often reflect upon the occurrence to inform future learning in a formal de-brief meeting. Schon (1983) stated that there are two types of reflective practice; reflecting on action and in action, identifying that the first looks back on a situation whilst the latter requires the individual to make sense of a situation whilst it unfolds. The majority of police de-briefings I have been involved in have followed Borton’s model of reflection which has a simple framework and asks what? so what? now what? It is a fluid process with no beginning or end (Appendix A). The most effective type of reflection involves intentionally examining your actions to gain insight and promote learning (Janse, 2022). The College of Policing (COP) (2021) recommend the use of Gibb’s reflective cycle for if an outcome was unexpected or a negative experience. Notably, this model requires the user to reflect on their thoughts and feelings before, during and post the event (Appendix B).
This report will be a critical evaluation of a policing operation I led in Modern Slavery Human Trafficking (MSHT). I will analyse the main challenges I encountered and reference leadership theory to reflect upon the leadership styles I adopted throughout the operation. I will also use John’s reflective framework (Appendix C) to dissect my decision making and consider why I took specific actions and identify future learning. The operation I will refer to is a national multi-agency operation co-ordinated by the National Crime Agency (NCA) entitled Operation Aident. It is run every year with the objective of disrupting Organised Crime Groups (OCG’s) and safeguarding victims. 
[bookmark: _Toc196924791]Serious and Organised Crime 
Crime ruins lives and destabalises communities. Serious and Organised Crime (SOC) refers to criminal acts that are deliberately planned, coordinated, and carried out by individuals or groups, frequently operating across national borders. It is considered the most widespread national security threat in the UK, impacting more citizens on a daily basis than any other, with significant consequences for public services, businesses, institutions, the country's reputation, and critical infrastructure (House of Lords Library, 2022). Ratcliffe (2008) provided an evidence-base to show the inefficiency of the UK justice system using crime data from the British Crime Survey (BCS) and UKpolice crime records. He uses a hypothetical sample of 1000 crimes to do this. Of those 1,000, he argues the following: 410 would be reported to police, 287 subsequently recorded, 75 offenders identified, 37 charged, 21 proceed to court, 15 found guilty and 4 would receive a custodial sentence. Arguably, SOC, with its sophisticated networks and covert operations, is even more challenging to investigate. Therefore, a more effective strategy would focus on preventing organised crime before it occurs (Kirby S. a., 2013). Operation Aident is a preventative strategy aimed at identifying, disrupting and preventing MSHT crimes before they escalate. This is achieved through early identification of victims and offenders, disruption of criminal networks before they can cause further harm, raising awareness with both the public to understand and prevent future cases and by collaboration with various agencies to intervene at the earliest stage. His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) confirm that their mission is to reduce SOC by disrupting and dismantling the OCGs operating in the UK (HMICFRS, 2021). In their study, (Kirby S. e., 2017) questioned 431 households with significant organised crime activity comparing them with a controlled community to assess differences in attitudes and behaviours. They found that residents in the affected areas had lower trust in police and that police did not reduce crime. The study highlights the challenges of policing in environments where organised crime is prevalent. 
[bookmark: _Toc196924792]Police resources
My first challenge was obtaining adequate police resources. In 2010, the Conservative-led government made significant cuts to policing as part of broader austerity measures aimed at reducing the national deficit. The government reduced funding to police forces by around 20% over a four-year period, which resulted in a substantial decrease in the number of police officers, staff, and resources available. A report from HMICFRS backs up long-standing warnings from the Police Federation of England and Wales (PFEW): chronic underfunding, overwhelming workloads, and a crisis in retention are severely damaging frontline policing and putting public safety at risk (Police Federation, 2025). Conversely, an evidence-based study into the impact of police cuts on violent crime in the UK showed that despite the budget cuts affecting the entire police force, the loss of around 20,000 frontline officers since 2010 has not had a significant impact on the overall crime rate in the UK, with many reports indicating a decrease in crime since that time. However, the key concern highlighted by the media is how these reductions have specifically affected certain types of crime, particularly those that occur in public spaces (UKEssays, 2020). This makes sense because police presence is a physical deterrent. 
I strategically targeted Neighbourhood Policing Teams (NPTs) to support the delivery of my operation. I considered NPTs were the ideal resource due to their strong local knowledge, established community engagement, and their ability to provide visible reassurance. They also had access to full PPE and police vans, enabling them to transport prisoners if required. Importantly, as they are not primary responders to 999 calls, I anticipated a higher likelihood of securing their availability on the day. I presented the concept to the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) as a day of action, with the aim of mobilising NPTs from across the force to contribute to a coordinated, high-impact operation. This approach allowed for the opportunity to create a force-wide impact, rather than limiting activity to one locality. My objective in the resourcing pitch was to motivate the NPT SLT to participate by positioning the operation as a high reward, low input opportunity. NPTs would not be responsible for any post-event follow-up yet would receive recognition if the operation led to disruption of criminal networks. I also drew on my proven track record of delivering positive outcomes and leveraged my strong professional relationships with the NPT SLT to secure their support. The Selling (Coaching) leadership style within Situational Leadership Theory is one that effectively presents an idea by highlighting high rewards with minimal effort required. This approach involves leaders offering clear direction and support to secure buy-in from followers, making it especially effective when introducing new initiatives or changes (Hersey, 1998).
On reflection, I was unconsciously using both coaching and charismatic leadership styles in this planning stage. Charismatic leaders derive their charisma from their personality. Both charismatic and transformational leadership styles have been combined into a single concept known as charismatic-transformational leadership. These two leadership types share similarities in the qualities they embody, the impact they have on followers, and the nature of the relationships they cultivate, particularly in how they influence follower behavior. Some argue that President Obama's election in 2008 serves as an example of how he leveraged both his transformational and charismatic qualities to inspire the electorate and drive a cultural shift during the presidential race (Lussier, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Toc196924793]Multi-agency working 
The role of evidence in UK policymaking on MSHT came into sharp focus in 2022 and 2023 with two key pieces of legislation: the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 and the Illegal Migration Bill (introduced in March 2023). Both pieces of legislation sought to address the UK Government's claims that the modern slavery system was being abused by individuals falsely presenting themselves as victims to evade deportation and secure their immigration status. However, these claims have faced widespread criticism from civil society as unevidenced and have been described by scholars as counter to all evidence. They highlighted that the government’s own research found that deterrence measures are ineffective and, in fact, increase the risks of exploitation and forced labour (Blach, 2024). Modern slavery remains a complex issue, requiring further efforts to address unintended consequences and implementation challenges, including improving multi-agency collaboration (Broad, 2019). This introduced an additional challenge during the planning phase; securing partner agency support to align with the date I had confirmed police resources. Gaining commitment from the Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA) and Immigration Enforcement (IE) was particularly challenging due to their own resourcing issues.
Walsh (2018) cited that effective leadership is rooted in the direction and guidance provided by the leader, which focuses on collaboration between the leader and their subordinates. In this style, the leader actively involves subordinates in the decision-making process, emphasising their value to the organisation. There are two main traditions in the study of charisma, the older, sociological tradition examines the social conditions that give rise to charismatic leaders and the factors that determine whether their personal charisma becomes institutionalised into a stable system. In contrast, the psychological approach, emerging from organisational behavior research, focuses on the traits and behaviors of charismatic leaders, particularly how they influence others to gain support and inspire followership (Jacobsen, 2001). By involving both partner agencies in the planning process and highlighting the positive impact on their respective objectives and maintaining regular contact, I was effectively utilising charismatic and participatory leadership styles. 
[bookmark: _Toc196924794]Public trust
Sir Robert Peel established the Metropolitan Police service in 1829 whilst he was serving as Home Secretary to a Conservative Government. He became known as the father of modern policing and his 9 Policing Principles (known as the Peelian principles) remain even to this day. At their core was the idea of preventing crime rather than catching criminals; to prevent crime would take public support; and to earn public support would require winning public approval. This would involve enforcing laws impartially, hiring officers who represent and understand the community and using force only as a last resort (Longley, 2024). Recent high-profile reviews of policing have uncovered deep-rooted, systemic issues within police culture, resulting in a significant loss of trust and confidence, both from the public and within the police workforce itself (College of Policing, 2025). Conversely, Crank (1998) cited that at the core of every police officer lies a sense of morality, strong in some, weaker in others, but always present. Police culture is effective because officers begin with a shared foundation of moral values. Over time, this culture shapes and unifies them around a common understanding of social justice. Kilgallon (2022) stated that policing has traditionally relied on a command-and-control style of leadership, which can be difficult to unlearn. This hierarchical approach often fosters a parent–child dynamic, making meaningful cultural change challenging to achieve. 
Organisational culture is shaped by shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that influence behavior, decision-making, and how work is carried out. In their study, Kassem (2024) found that their police officer participants believed that a shift in leadership style is essential to rebuilding public confidence in policing and officers need a leader who is committed to transforming organisational culture, someone who promotes a zero-tolerance approach to unethical behaviour and sets clear standards of integrity. Informal practices, such as canteen talk, contribute to the reinforcement of cultural norms. Waddington (1999) examines how informal discussions in police canteens serve as expressive talk, helping officers make sense of their challenging work experiences. He argues that these conversations are not necessarily indicative of actual police behaviour but reflect the pressures and frustrations officers face. Kealey (2021) also references how canteen culture can foster camaraderie and provide moral support among officers and canteen interactions can play a role in building team cohesion and resilience. Conversely, Taylor (2021) highlighted how a canteen culture has led to prevalent sexism and misogyny within police forces and discusses how female officers are subjected to derogatory remarks and nicknames, emphasising the need to consign such behaviours to history to restore public trust. 
Spooner (2023) cited that as police officers, your personal assumptions, shaped by your background, experiences, and work environment, can interfere with objective decision-making. This may result in automatic, unexamined choices that lack clear reasoning or justification. Particularly in the execution stage, I was mindful of the negative press around “small boats” and potential perception to some officers of illegal immigrants not being true victims of exploitation. Anderson (2008) explores how the language surrounding trafficking is often politically charged, which can obscure the nuanced realities of migrant experiences. She contends that framing migrants solely as victims risks oversimplifying their circumstances. This argument is especially relevant when considering how individuals arriving via small boats are portrayed, frequently reduced to either victims or perpetrators, with little acknowledgment of the complexities in between. Coutin (2005) reported on how undocumented immigrants push back against being labelled as criminals by re-framing themselves as deserving members of society. She points out that society often blurs the line between what’s legal and illegal, meaning that people labelled as criminals don’t always fit that description. This is particularly relevant when talking about MSHT victims, as it challenges the assumption that all of them are victims of crime. 
[bookmark: _Toc196924795]Policing vulnerability
The COP recognises that when policing vulnerability, it is important for chief officers to work collaboratively and recognise where other agencies have a primary or supporting responsibility to enable a more effective response at an individual level whilst also helping police manage demand (College of Policing, 2021). Humberside Police introduced the "Right Care, Right Person" initiative to improve the way people in crisis, particularly those with mental health issues, are handled by the police. The aim of the initiative was to ensure that individuals in crisis are directed to the appropriate services rather than being unnecessarily detained in police custody. The COP approach to recognising vulnerability-related risk is based on the idea that vulnerabilities are inherent characteristics of individuals. Harm, or the risk of harm, arises when these vulnerabilities intersect with the individual's circumstances. It is also acknowledged that the police response to vulnerability is inconsistent (College of Policing, 2025).
To ensure consistency and accountability in the operation, I assigned a detective from my team to lead on each target. I again, unconsciously, drew on the charismatic leadership style to inspire and motivate my team, while also applying elements of directive leadership by setting clear objectives, assigning specific roles, and clearly communicating my expectations. Directive leadership focuses on setting clear expectations for subordinates and outlining the tasks they are to perform. By providing guidance and motivation, the leader encourages the completion of the tasks necessary for the organisation’s success (Walsh, 2018). Maple (1999) suggested that the leader must lead by example, facing the same risks and challenges as the officers in the field, while also overseeing the execution of the department’s tactics and strategies to ensure they are effective and being carried out properly. In this vein, I also led one of the targeted visits in person, while remaining accessible via police communications to support decision-making and provide guidance to all teams involved. 
[bookmark: _Toc196924796]Decision making and accountability
Debriefing is a critical part of policing because it supports both operational effectiveness and officer well-being. John's reflective framework is a model developed by Dr. Christopher John, that helps practitioners reflect on their practice in a structured way to improve learning and development. It is widely used in nursing and other fields to guide reflective practice, enabling individuals to critically evaluate their actions, experiences, and responses to situations. Reflective practice is integral to good practice, yet it is rarely and poorly undertaken, highlighting the need for structured reflective models to guide practitioners in improving their working practices (Gard, 2023). John’s model has five phases:
Phase 1 - Describe the experience: 
Planning, leading, and executing a force-wide policing operation targeting MSHT was a highly complex and demanding endeavour, requiring extensive coordination, strategic leadership, and the mobilisation of both internal resources and external partner agencies. The overarching aim was twofold: to disrupt the operations of OCGs exploiting vulnerable individuals for profit, and to proactively identify and safeguard those individuals believed to be victims of modern slavery. The operational strategy was intelligence-led, focusing on a series of targeted visits to high-risk premises across the force area. This required careful planning, resource allocation, and the engagement of multiple stakeholders including IE, the GLAA, and specialist safeguarding teams. 
The operation highlighted the deep-rooted challenges in tackling MSHT, particularly in securing victim engagement. Despite the intervention efforts, none of the identified potential victims felt able to engage with police or partner agencies. This was likely due to a combination of fear, trauma, distrust of authorities, or unseen coercive control, common barriers in MSHT cases that significantly hinder the ability to gather evidence and progress investigations. The Salvation Army (2024) cited that many survivors have told them that before receiving the support and protection they offer, they believed it was safer to remain with their exploiters than to approach the authorities, fearing they would be criminalised rather than recognised as victims. No criminal prosecutions were pursued from my operation, largely due to the lack of victim testimony and the sophisticated, covert operating model employed by the OCGs. 
While this outcome was disappointing from an evidential and prosecution perspective, the operation still achieved a degree of disruption. Several individuals were detained for immigration offences, which removed key nominals from the network and temporarily destabilised activities. Moreover, the intelligence gathered during the operation contributed to a broader understanding of how such criminal networks operate within the region, informing future safeguarding strategies and operational planning. Intelligence gathered by law enforcement can offer financial institutions crucial entry points for investigations that uncover broader criminal networks and facilitators extending well beyond the initial suspects. This approach can result in further disruption and arrests, revealing additional victims and offenders without depending on the often-traumatic testimony of those who have been exploited (Keatinge, 2017).
Phase 2 – Reflection: 
The most emotionally challenging aspects of the operation was identifying individuals we believed to be victims of MSHT yet being unable to secure their trust or cooperation. Despite our efforts to engage with them sensitively and provide safeguarding opportunities, none were willing or able to speak openly with police. This was deeply frustrating and, at times, disheartening, particularly given the weight of evidence and intelligence suggesting that these individuals were likely to be relocated and subjected to the same exploitative conditions elsewhere. Knowing that these individuals may never escape the control and coercion they were under, likely continuing to be passed between exploiters, unseen and unheard, added to the emotional burden. The Guardian (2019) reported that thousands of modern slavery victims in the UK are believed to have been re-trafficked after initially seeking help. According to data from the National Referral Mechanism (NRM), many individuals who had previously been identified as victims later reappeared in the system, indicating a pattern of repeated exploitation. 
I was pleased with my ability to secure the necessary resourcing support from both internal police departments and external partner agencies, particularly given how daunting and seemingly unachievable this task appeared at the outset I now recognise that I was able to leverage existing professional relationships within the police to gain timely internal support. However, to secure assistance from external partners, I had to proactively build new working relationships, something that required persistence, clear communication, and trust-building under pressure. Again, I was unconsciously drawing upon the transformational leadership style here. (O'Leary, 2019) recognised that this leadership style works well with multi-agencies because it builds inter-agency trust through consistency and mutual respect, encourages joint problem-solving rather than top-down control, supports long-term relationships by valuing input from all partners equally and promotes alignment of goals. This process not only contributed to the success of the task but also laid the foundation for sustained professional relationships. Following the operation, I made a conscious effort to maintain and strengthen those networks, which have since proved valuable in planning and delivering future joint operations. 
Phase 3 – Influencing factors: 
Making the decision to authorise the arrest of a potential MSHT victim was one of the most ethically and professionally challenging moments of the operation. I had already facilitated the arrest of the primary suspect, the 'Alpha female' believed to be orchestrating the criminality and was faced with the complex decision of whether to also arrest an individual who we suspected to be a victim of exploitation. After careful consideration, I concluded that it was in the best interests of the potential victim to proceed with the arrest. This decision was not made lightly. It was informed by a duty of care to ensure her immediate safety, the need to gather crucial evidence, and the potential to enable longer-term safeguarding measures. My rationale was rooted in the understanding that removing her from the exploitative environment, albeit through arrest could create a vital opportunity to break the cycle of control and provide access to support services that may otherwise have remained unavailable. This experience highlighted the difficult moral and operational decisions that often arise in MSHT cases, where victims may be so deeply embedded in exploitative networks that traditional safeguarding approaches are insufficient. In the UK, the Centre for Women’s Justice filed a super-complaint raising concerns about the police’s inadequate use of protective measures in cases of violence against women and girls. As part of the complaint, reference was made to a High Court ruling which acknowledged that, in certain situations, arresting an individual, even if they are a victim, may be necessary to protect them from further harm. This highlights that, in exceptional cases, the arrest of a victim can be a justifiable step to ensure their safety and enable access to appropriate safeguarding support (HMICFRS, 2023).
Phase 4 – What could be done better: 
The planning and execution phases of the operation were delivered successfully, largely due to the application of my experience, subject matter knowledge, and leadership capabilities. I was able to secure the necessary resources, coordinate relevant intelligence, and communicate a clear, strategic objective across a multi-agency team. My ability to engage stakeholders, align internal and external partners, and ensure clarity of purpose contributed significantly to the smooth deployment of operational activity on the day. However, a key area where the operation was less effective was in securing cooperation from the identified potential victims as discussed despite the efforts involved by all.  Nevertheless, it highlighted a gap in the approach, specifically the reliance on immediate engagement and victim testimony to build prosecutable cases. If I was to run this operation again, I would explore the use of covert or follow-up tactics post-event to maintain investigative momentum and gather corroborative intelligence. This could include surveillance, financial investigations, or the deployment of covert human intelligence sources (CHIS) to better understand the ongoing activities of the network. The goal would be to build an evidence base that is less reliant on victim statements acknowledging the barriers many victims face when engaging with law enforcement and instead pursue prosecutions based on a broader, intelligence-led evidential picture. Evidence-Based Policing (EBP) involves using the best available research and data to guide, inform, and critically evaluate policing policies, practices, and decision-making (College of Policing, 2025).
Phase 5 – Learning: 
On reflection, I recognise that I tend to unconsciously rely on a charismatic-transformational leadership style to achieve my objectives. This approach has often been effective in inspiring and motivating teams, building strong collaborative relationships, and driving results. However, reflecting on this experience has made me more aware of the need to apply a more conscious and adaptable leadership style, tailored to the specific demands of each situation. To solidify the learning from this operation and support my ongoing personal and professional development, I am committed to becoming more intentional in how I lead. This includes taking time to reflect on which leadership style is most appropriate in different scenarios, rather than defaulting to what comes naturally. By broadening my self-awareness and flexibility in this area, I aim to enhance both the effectiveness of my leadership and the outcomes of future operations. Specifically, this experience taught me the importance of thinking beyond the operational task and considering the longer-term impact, particularly in relation to safeguarding. In future, I will prioritise more holistic planning that incorporates proactive victim safeguarding approaches, both during and after operations. This may include closer collaboration with specialist partners such as the Regional Organised Crime Unit (ROCU) to enhance my subject matter expertise and develop a more informed, trauma-aware approach to victim engagement and evidence gathering. This reflection marks an important step in my leadership journey, one that shifts the focus from operational delivery alone to a more strategic, victim-centred, and adaptive leadership approach that aligns with the evolving challenges of complex crime types like MSHT.
[bookmark: _Toc196924797]Conclusion
Serious and Organised Crime (SOC) inflicts significant and far-reaching harm, posing a substantial threat to national security. The impacts of SOC extend beyond immediate criminal activities, as it also perpetuates a cycle of unlawful behaviour, nurturing further criminality. According to UK Government's Serious and Organised Crime Strategy 2023-2028 (2023), tackling these types of crimes is a complex challenge that requires multi-layered responses and coordinated efforts across agencies to prevent the proliferation of criminal networks. These networks not only undermine the rule of law but also deeply affect the stability and safety of communities. 
Police officers across the UK continue to deliver essential public services, often in highly demanding and resource-constrained environments. Despite their best efforts, police forces are under significant strain, with rising crime rates and a decline in the number of charges and arrests. As noted in the Home Affairs Committee report (2018), the growing complexity and variety of criminal threats, are placing considerable pressure on law enforcement agencies, who are struggling to keep pace with these evolving challenges. The limited resources, combined with the increasing demands of modern policing, leave forces overstretched and struggling to meet the needs of both the public and the justice system.
It is clear that policing alone cannot resolve the deeply entrenched and multifaceted issues impacting communities across the UK. Addressing serious crimes requires a collaborative approach. The Association of Police and Crime Commissioners (2024) stresses the necessity of multi-agency working, where policing teams partner with other sectors, including education, healthcare, local government, and charitable organisations, ensuring that resources, knowledge, and interventions are shared to address the root causes of crime and social harm. This collaborative framework is essential for creating lasting change and for better supporting vulnerable individuals within communities. In particular, tackling complex issues such as MSHT presents unique challenges in securing trust and admissible evidence from victims. Research indicates that situational factors and the characteristics of leaders play a crucial role in shaping the effectiveness of operations aimed at combatting such crimes. Jacobsen (2001) argues that leaders are more likely to follow their personal dispositions in weak situations, where there are no clear norms, rules, or incentives guiding their actions. This lack of structure can lead to difficulties in victim engagement and a sense of failure within operations which is certainly how I felt. However, even in situations where prosecution is not possible, disrupting criminal networks can still be viewed as a success. Reflecting on my personal experiences throughout this operation, it became clear that reframing such operations as meaningful successes, despite limited direct outcomes, helped maintain morale and reinforced the value of collaboration with partner agencies.
Accountability within policing is crucial to ensure both transparency and trust with the public. Lennon (2023) highlights that while multiple layers of accountability are necessary, they must be applied consistently to all officers, without the creation of a two-tiered system where some are held accountable and others are not. The perception of fairness and consistency is integral to maintaining public trust and ensuring that police actions are justifiable and legitimate. Furthermore, rebuilding trust and confidence in the police service is an urgent priority, demanding changes both within the organisation and in its interactions with the public. As the COP (2025) notes, these changes must be interlinked: a police force that lacks inclusivity internally will struggle to provide equitable and inclusive services to the diverse communities it serves. An inclusive workforce is fundamental to ensuring that police actions are perceived as fair and representative of all.
Lastly, ethical leadership is a foundational element of effective policing, essential not only for fostering a positive and engaged police organisation but also for building trust and legitimacy with the communities served. Kilgallon (2024) stresses that ethical leadership helps to create a culturally healthy and accountable police environment. However, as Hesketh (2019) notes, changing an organisation's culture is a difficult and long-term process. Despite these challenges, fostering ethical leadership remains key to the transformation of policing and the rebuilding of public trust.
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Appendix A: Borton’s reflective model
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Appendix B: Gibbs’ reflective cycle
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Appendix C: John’s model of reflection
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