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There are many and various challenges of operational leadership in policing such as the advancement in digital technologies, building trust in a digital era, policing digital disinformation, and operating in increasing conditions of complexity (College of Policing, 2020). This reflective report will focus on the leadership challenges of changing the culture, increasing accountability, and rebuilding trust within a fractured and unstable department that delivers crucial outcomes for the well-being and health of the Humberside Police. 
According to Schon (1983), reflective practice is the process by which professionals become aware of their implicit knowledge base and learn from their experiences. Reflective practice encourages critical thinking and self-awareness, which are essential skills to improve decision making and the ability to adapt to new challenges (Gavett, 2014). Reflective practice in the workplace is very important as it enables continuous personal and professional development. Through reflection, we can identify strengths and areas of improvement which in turn leads to increased performance, job satisfaction, and innovation (Helyer, 2015). 
Reflective models can be used to get the most out of reflections in the workplace as they offer a structured method. Kolb (1984) suggests that as adults we learn from experience, and his reflective model is referred to as experiential learning. Kolb’s Learning Cycle is commonly used in educational settings and focusses on the transformation of experiences into knowledge. 
Johns (1994) describes reflection as a process of self-enquiry, where we critically examine our thoughts and actions. This discipline can be cultivated within ourselves to foster continuous improvement. Johns Model of Structured Reflection focusses on the internal and external factors and is more individual-orientated (Richards & Edwards, 2008) 
Gibbs (1988) Reflective Cycle gives structure to learning from experiences. The cyclic nature lends itself to repeated experiences and allows learning and planning for things that went well or didn’t go well, it is often used in professional development and coaching, emphasising detailed reflection on feelings and evaluation. The cycle consists of six stages Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action plan. 
I will use the Gibbs reflective practice model to critically reflect upon my learning and experiences whilst working as the Lead for Health, Safety and Well-being at Humberside Police. I have chosen this model as it offers a structured approach, giving a clear framework for reflection. The process encourages reflection on feelings, which in this case is very important to me as this was a new area of work for me and it took its toll on my resilience as a leader and the emotional awareness of others. I am keen to learn from experiences and the Gibbs process promotes continuous improvement and personal development, thus suiting my needs. It is important to note that Gibbs’ model according to Atkins and Murphy (1994), may oversimplify the reflective process and Moon (1999) suggests that using a structured model such as Gibbs’ may limit the natural flow of reflection, making it feel more mechanical. 
Description: 
In March 2024 I took over the management of the Health, Safety and Well-being provision in Humberside Police. The team is made up of Occupational Health Nurses, Mental Health Counsellors, Well-being Advisors and Health and Safety personnel which are all police staff. As a police Inspector stepping into a senior police staff role without a handover from the previous department head I was met with many challenges. 
It became evident that the culture within the team was poor with a lack of accountability and a degree of compassion fatigue. This resulted in the team performance being low and the department having a questionable reputation which would have a significant impact on the whole force. There had been whistleblowing within the department that had led to the suspension of the head of department, this had created distrust, anxiety, and instability. 
Given the department head and senior practitioner being under investigation I was brought in to bring an operational perspective and be responsible for ensuring that the department was still able to function and continue to deliver health and well-being outcomes for the force and its workforce. 
The department itself was in a stress state, impacting on both individual team members and the team’s overall performance. There had been communication breakdowns between the Occupational Health team and the mental health team which had led to misunderstandings, potential conflicts, and a lack of collaboration.  
The key operational leadership challenges were to change and improve the culture, increase accountability, and rebuild trust within a fractured and unstable department that delivers crucial outcomes for the well-being and health of the Humberside Police. 
Feelings:
My gut feeling entering the role was that this leadership challenge was going to be tough and although excited about the opportunity to step into a new role and broaden my professional experience, operating at a strategic level, I was apprehensive and somewhat nervous. This was mainly due to having a lack of knowledge of how the team operated and what the organisation expected from the department. Considering the concept of organisational socialisation which is defined as the process by which newcomers onto a team gain the knowledge, skills, and behaviours to transition smoothly into the role (Wanberg, 2012). There is an expectation in policing that newcomers to a team are expected to hit the ground running and get up to speed quickly, this can contribute to feelings of apprehension and anxiety (Hanneman & Gardner, 2010).
I have a genuine drive to improve performance and create a positive work environment for any team I work with, however, in these circumstances, I was mindful that I needed to gain the trust and confidence of the team. I knew that this would take time, investment, genuine commitment, and patience as this wasn’t going to a be challenge that could be tackled overnight (Kressman & Mueller-Seeger, 2025). 
Coming from an operational background where I have developed my decision making and team building experience in a fast-paced environment, I recognised that I may be lacking in slow time and long-term problem solving. This made me feel both excited to learn, and apprehensive on how to approach the challenge. Fortunately, from line manager and 360 feedback, I felt confident in my abilities to dive into the challenge. Flexibility and adaptability are crucial skills of leaders to be able to respond to new demands and different work settings (Schmitt & Chan, 2014). I found that my skills and abilities were transferrable to the role however I need to adapt to the slower pace within the working environment.
Over the first 6 months of working with the team, my apprehension subsided and was replaced with feelings of stress and being overwhelmed due to being under lots of pressure to deliver and recognised that I needed advice and support from my line manager. When asking for help and support from my new line manager I initially felt uneasy as I was now operating under a police staff supervisor as opposed to my previous experience with a police officer supervisor. I was mindful that we may have differing opinions and agendas, however, I found that the new partnership had key benefits from differing experiences, and we were able to foster a strong collaborative approach (Townsend & Dundon, 2015).  
Evaluation: 
The role as head of department is a challenging and complex role that oversees Occupational Health staff, Mental Health Counsellors, Health and Safety and the Well-being team. I quickly integrated into the department and have been a stable and positive presence, developing a positive, healthy relationship with the team and feedback I have received from the team and my line manager demonstrates that I am respected amongst peers, the team, and senior leadership.
I have successfully led the team through an extremely difficult period, and I am pleased that operational output has not been affected throughout this time.  Through adopting a transformational leadership style, being supportive, and empowering individuals within the team I have encouraged others to be the best version of themselves and was able to start to change the culture and performance of the department. According to Bass (2006), transformational leadership focusses on people’s needs, values, and morals, creating an inclusive and safe environment.
My tenacity and dedication to supporting others whilst also driving productivity and challenging others when appropriate has been recognised by the senior management team and this is important to me. 
I have received the below feedback from my line manager (Green, 2025):
“Katie is capable of providing a succinct rationale of why we should or shouldn’t do something and can be trusted to use her own initiative to identify what needs to be done and how to tailor a message to a specific audience.
I have complete faith in Katie's innate ability to lead from the front, hold people to account whilst also creating a healthy working environment. I believe this is the right time for promotion and look forward to support her further on her development journey.”
This feedback has been valuable to me and has given me the reassurance that I have delivered the desired outcomes for the team and organisation whilst maintaining a healthy and positive work environment. Feedback can have varying effects on performance and learning (Prayson & Rowe, 2017), in this instance the timing and delivery of this feedback was perfect as it motivated and inspired me to progress and develop further.
I have enjoyed this new challenge and gained experience of managing police staff in a fractured department. The downside of the experience is that due to me now being skilled in this area of business I now feel deskilled from police work as my exposure has been limited. 
Due to the interrogation of working practices and policies I have now identified specific areas that the force could improve on such as the reliance on my Well-being team to be available at all times to meet the needs of commands, which although I agree should be considered in policing activities, there needs to be a commitment from Chief officers to training all supervisors across the force in mental health first aid and how to be a supportive supervisor to the needs of their people. This will be a future challenge for myself, the team, and the organisation.
Analysis: 
The key areas for analysis are rebuilding trust, increasing accountability, and improving and changing the culture within the department. 
Rebuild trust
On my arrival with the team, there had been significant upheaval with the head of the department being suspended, leaving the team in a stress state. This led to the team feeling increased anxiety and uncertainty, it disrupted the team dynamics, increased their workloads and stress, and they had lost trust and confidence in the organisation and were apprehensive of what new leadership would come (Driskell, Salas, & Johnston, 1999). They were questioning if they wanted to continue to work for Humberside Police as they had lost trust and confidence in the senior leadership team and were fearful of what could happen to the department and if they would be brought into the investigation, it was fair to say that morale was at an all-time low. 
In order to rebuild the team’s foundation of trust I needed to understand the dynamics in the team and manage their emotions and expectations of the ongoing professional standards investigation. According to Covey (2008), trust starts with building credibility, showing commitment, creating transparency, and demonstrating respect. I operated with care, consideration, and compassion, meeting with each of the team members separately. These meetings were held at regular intervals and considered as welfare check-ins, allowing the team to get to know me as a person and give them an impartial sounding block to air their frustrations and escalate their concerns (Salas, Rozell, Mullen, & Driskell, 1999). This required me to be a present and engaging leader demonstrating flexibility, approachability, and understanding whilst leading, motivating, and developing my team to perform, whilst maintaining a positive, safe, supportive environment (Topchik, 2007). 
This approach was well received by the team, and over the following months trust was established and they opened up to me sharing their feelings. I shared my own vulnerabilities with them including my lack of knowledge of the working practices during these individual and team meetings, this enabled me to gain insight into their expert knowledge and skills which moving forward created a joined up and informed approach to future strategic problem-solving.
According to Lencioni (2002) having a foundation of trust within a team is crucial to building a cohesive and effective team. I am confident that trust has been established through me being open and sharing my vulnerabilities. Creating a psychologically safe working environment where individuals feel comfortable expressing their ideas, engaging in constructive conflict, and not fearing the admitting and learning from mistakes is argued by Edmondson (2018) as being a key element to fostering creativity and innovation in teams. A leader should encourage employees to openly share their thoughts and ideas, actively listening to them to make a better working environment. This two-way communication fosters a culture of trust and psychological safety where the team feels comfortable and safe to share their opinions according to Edmondson (1999).
Increase accountability 
As a leader, I am actively involved in driving and managing performance. It became evident starting with this new team that the performance of the Occupational Health and Health and Safety provision had not been monitored effectively. 
Due to the confidentiality side of the Occupational health and mental health counselling team being housed and documented within a restricted system, I was unable to access it, creating a barrier to me as a leader. It was difficult for me to understand the Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for each service, and it was apparent that the team did not know what they were either. After building trust and confidence with the team I was able to begin to interrogate the systems and working practices. I worked with the team to decide on what the KPIs should be and how we could monitor and audit them. This is now done by peer reviews of individual cases within the team. It was apparent that the team had in fact been keen for clear expectations to be set and KPIs to be put in place to ensure that their hard work would be recognised and shared with the wider organisation. According to Podsakoff et al (1990), through leaders setting clear expectations and direction-setting practices, team members definitively understand what is expected of them and what they need to accomplish. Role clarity offers accountability and ensures that skillsets and strengths are aligned with tasks (Jena, 2020).
As a leader I found their enthusiasm and commitment reassuring, I gave them praise for embracing my proposals which in turn led to them to driving performance and holding higher standards. Several members of the team raised concerns about blockers and slow, poor working practices, previously feeling unable to raise ways to improve things. Everyone appreciates acknowledgment of a job well done, a leader is fundamental in celebrating successes and showcasing achievements argued by Vroom (1964). Learning from mistakes or failings is as important and should be treated as an opportunity for growth and learning. If we aren’t making mistakes, then we cannot progress (Wooden, 1997). This approach builds a culture of support and resilience, raising the morale of the team.
This leadership approach focussed on motivating, inspiring, and influencing individuals in the team to work towards a common goal (Northouse, 2007). My supportive and creative approach demonstrated to the team that they could say no to me and not fear being shut down and that I welcomed streamlining and problem-solving ideas. As a result of my open minded and supportive approach, the team are working more effectively and efficiently, leaving them feeling valued, supported, and flourishing.
The team had previously been micromanaged and they felt that they had to log every minute they were out of the office, feeling untrusted and over monitored, diminishing motivation and hindering innovation (Delgado, Mebel Strauss, & Ortega, 2015). Through a supportive, adult approach I have given the team time and space to manage their workloads, refreshment breaks, and alternative locations of working. As a result, the team now feel valued and trusted. 
Improving the culture
Over the 12 months of managing the team, I have sought to foster a culture that encourages creativity and innovation, something which has been lacking. I have raised the confidence of team members to think outside the box and not be fearful of putting new ideas out there or changing old ways of working. This has led to the team feeling able and supported to speak out about matters involving the Professional Standards investigation and come forward to support each other. 
Building a culture of mutual trust, respect and support with teams and individuals is essential for creating an effective and positive working environment. The Lencioni Model demonstrates the causes of ineffective teams, with the base being the absence of trust (Lencioni, 2002). To build trust leaders must communicate clearly and effectively. Locke (1968) argued that by communicating the objectives and expectations clearly and transparently, the team will know what is expected of them and be kept informed of decisions and changes. Communication is fundamental to building trust within teams and individuals. Through implementing this improved working practice of giving clear expectations to my team and allowing the supervisors to manage performance effectively the team have streamlined report writing, reducing workloads, and providing a more efficient service to our people. 
A leader should be a role model and inspiration to the team, leading by example Adair (1979). John Maxwell (2013) emphasises that leaders must model the behaviour they want to see from their team. Through being visible and engaging, showing empathy, respect, compassion, and an understanding of their role, I have been able to encourage the team to embrace new processes positively.
A leader should be attentive to the team’s needs, supporting them to reach their full potential. Developing people can be seen in Drucker’s (1974) five functions of a manager, by providing training, coaching, and mentoring opportunities employees will be able to develop and achieve their personal goals and those of the organisation. I have demonstrated this approach to my team and over the past 12 months the team has asked for development opportunities such as attending officer safety training days and going on patrol ride alongs to gain insight into how police officers operate and what they face on a daily basis. I am pleased that they have used their own initiative and drive for continuous professional development to push themselves out of their comfort zone and develop. I strongly believe that this is due to the culture change within the team. Through understanding the skills, abilities, and capabilities of my team through Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) analysis it has been very useful for me to able to recognise and identify patterns and barriers that inhibit performance, address them, and tackle any process issues head on. I was then able to implement training programs to enhance leadership skills and professional development which benefits the individual, team, and organisation (Armstrong & Barron, 2005). At Humberside Police we have a leadership development program (LEAD) that forms a foundation of leadership training including conflict resolution, I have ensured that the senior Occupational Health Nurses and Health and Safety leader have enrolled on this course, and this has demonstrated my commitment to the continuous professional development of the team. 
Supervisors within our teams are the bridges to our workforce, it is important as a leader to ensure two-way communication is common practice. Regular one to ones should be held to discuss progress toward KPIs, create joined-up solutions, address concerns, and encourage our leaders to develop as individuals and as a team (Buchanan & Huczynski, 1983).
Leadership roles within a team are crucial to the team’s productivity, engagement, and motivation therefore the management of such leaders can be challenging at times. I faced challenges of a resistance to change, lack of stability, internal pressures, time constraints, and differing values. Although I did not experience any clash of personalities, I did see differing leadership styles which could impact the way the department’s vision and goals are communicated to the wider team. Effective management requires a mix of communication, leadership, and people management skills. 
I generally operate with a transformational style of leadership, Burns (1978) argued that this style is an effective approach to managing leaders. I was often under pressure and faced multiple demands therefore by showing empathy and understanding of my role and responsibilities I was able to maintain resilience, morale, and effectiveness. Covey (2008) argues that trust is the foundation of any team and is crucial to their success, through building a foundation of trust within the team I was able to open lines of communication, empower the team to make decisions, and take ownership. When trust is established, innovation can be explored and appropriate risk taking supported thus creating psychological safety at work. 
Building on trust establishment, and delegation of tasks and responsibilities is a key skill for leaders. By showing that the leaders within my team are trusted to take on certain tasks or projects I have encouraged them to operate in the same vein. I have supported and encouraged them to delegate tasks, not fearing mistakes or what they will achieve over them (Pollock, 2020). Through the delegation of tasks, I have widened the skills and abilities of my team whilst giving ourselves time to focus on other demands.  
Conclusion: 
Reflecting on these leadership challenges, I could have reached out to the team outside of one-to-one meetings with an anonymous survey in order to gain unfiltered insight and ideas for improvement. This would have offered a way for those less comfortable to speak out in the first few months of my arrival with the team (Prayson & Rowe, Effective Feedback in the Workplace, 2019). 
Before I embarked on the challenge of trying to take on cultural change within the department, I analysed the existing culture to assess the fit with organisational people strategy (Brown, 1998), however, I did not delve deeper into the wider context of the College of Policing’s Blue Light Framework. After attending a national College of Policing conference, I gained knowledge and understanding of how the framework sets the standard for well-being for emergency services (Oscar Kilo, 2024). This framework is used by organisations to audit and benchmark themselves. If I had knowledge of this framework sooner, I would have been more informed of what we needed to work towards and found it easier to implement. 
I have learned that I often take on too much and can be resistant to asking for help from managers. I wait for them to come to me in my one-to-one meetings instead of reaching out sooner. This can impact on my own well-being, and it can put me at risk of burnout. As I got to know my line manager better, I felt confident and reassured to reach out to them and now get in touch with them on a weekly basis to give them an update on my key deliverables and generally how I am getting on, this has been a valuable space for me to download and discuss challenges. 
I have learned that I operate with a situational leadership style, being proactive and adapting to ever-changing demands, this is suited to me as a person as I have strong people skills (Hersey, Blanchard, & Natemeyer, 1979). However, working with a team that were experts in their field of work I found that at times I adopted a Laissez-Faire leadership style, particularly when I had got to know the team better and understand their skill set. I found that this ‘hands off’ approach gave autonomy to the team to make their own decisions and work independently with minimal guidance thus entrusting accountability to the team whilst building trust (Veronique & Vandenberghe, 2011). This differing leadership style was somewhat strange and uncomfortable to me at first as my previous teams have been young in service police officers who needed guidance and keen oversight, operating with a transformational leadership style focussing on inspiring and motivating them. 
As a leader learning to take on different leadership styles has given me flexibility and adaptability enabling me to respond to the differing needs and challenges of the team, and I have been able to empower individuals within my team through trust and autonomy. I have grown personally and professionally through self-reflection and built resilience through experimenting with different leadership styles. 
Through raising accountability and performance, the team is now performing better thus providing supportive and transparent provision to the workforce. It has been a challenge however the provision is now in a place where it can demonstrate to other forces and the College of Policing what we deliver and how we align to the Blue Light Well-being framework.
The continuous learning journey that I have been on during the last 12 months has substantially impacted my professional practice. Through self-directed learning, reflection, and throwing myself into a new role with positivity and enthusiasm, I have significantly improved my technical skills, developed my leadership skills, and raised the performance and culture within my team. 
The knowledge I have gained from attending conferences and strategic leadership meetings has given me a wider perspective and understanding of the challenges facing the organisation, workforce, and the department I lead. This proactive approach has improved my problem-solving skills, decision making, and confidence whilst earning me recognition from peers and the senior leadership team, and valuable networking connections. Looking towards the future, I am excited to apply my learning and development to new challenges and enhance my professional growth further to achieve the next rank as Chief Inspector. 

Action plan: 
In order to enhance the management of my own well-being and to ensure personal resilience is maintained I will utilise technology such as Microsoft Lists to set and prioritise tasks for myself and the team in order to share responsibility. I will continue to have weekly check-ins with my line manager and regular one to ones to enable me to download my feelings and emotions as well as finding support and alternative resources to achieve outcomes. I will implement this over the next 12 months and document this within my professional development review (PDR), this will be my responsibility to action, and I will utilise the force systems to record progress.  
It’s fair to say that during this 12 month period, I have adopted various leadership styles, often without consciously knowing I am doing it. I have recognised that I need to document these experiences, therefore this will be an action plan for me to implement. I will document these instances in the future using the PDR system and discuss them with my line manager and mentor, evidencing their impact and the challenges they presented. This will enable me to reflect on these in my future leadership journey, reminding me what worked well or not so well and why.
I will take forward and action to acknowledge and celebrate the achievements of the department through this turbulent time. I will do this over the next 2 months bearing in mind our move to a new purpose-built centre for health and well-being. The resources needed to do this will include liaising with the Chief Officer team and an application for a Chief Constable’s Commendation award. I also plan to put on an open day at our new building to showcase what we do and how far we have come. This will demonstrate to the team how proud I am of their hard work and commitment, according to Katzenbach & Smith (2003), the recognition of accomplishments is crucial for enhancing team effectiveness and fostering mutual accountability.
	



To conclude this reflective report on the challenges of operational leadership in policing, I have detailed the challenges that I faced entering a new department specifically rebuilding trust within a team, raising accountability, and changing and improving the culture. 
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