Critically analyse the application of leadership during the Manchester Arena attack
“It is clear that our coordination of the response to this atrocity was inadequate”. This was a statement made by Chief Constable Stephen Watson of Greater Manchester Police in response to Volume 2 of the Manchester Arena Inquiry (Watson, 2022). Chief Constable Watson acknowledges that the police force failed in their response to the attack, in particular, he highlights that the report found many shortcomings in leadership. After the attack, the mayor of Greater Manchester, Andy Burnham, decided to commission a non-statutory independent review of both the event and the aftermath. This review is known as the Kerslake Report which was published in 2018. The review analysed the responding agencies on what they did well that night and the following week but also on what they failed on (Kerslake Arena Review, 2024). The Kerslake Report will be a major referencing document used throughout this essay. Evidence of leadership styles will be taken from this review. The leadership styles that are evident in the report will be analysed to determine which leadership styles are present from Greater Manchester Police’s response to the attack. Alongside stating which styles are used, this essay will also look at the strengths and weaknesses of them to determine whether it was the right leadership style to use.
On the 22nd May 2017, at 10.31pm at Manchester Arena, Salan Abedi detonated a bomb which killed 22 people, many of which were children. . At the Manchester arena that night was an Ariana Grande concert, where there were almost 14,000 people attended. The concert was coming to an end around the time of the attack, meaning many people started to leave, mostly through the foyer, known as the ‘City Room’. Not only were people exiting through this room, but there were also family and friends waiting to collect concert attendees (Home Office, 2023).
Before looking at the different leadership styles seen during Greater Manchester Police’s response to the attack, it is important to first define and discuss what a leader is. There is no legal definition to what a leader is although the 2023 Oxford English Dictionaries defines it as “one who guides others in action or opinion”. In the case of the police, this definition would fit, as certain ranks roles are to guide officers with their work. 
So, what makes someone a leader? Daniel Goleman in 1995 published a book called Emotional Intelligence which outlined his theory, although the information in this essay is taken from a Harvard Business Review from 1998 which talks about Goleman’s book. Goleman states that there are many different skills which one needs to possess to make a good leader, but to make a great leader, emotional intelligence is needed. Emotional intelligence is a group of 5 skills that enable the leader to get their maximum performance while also encouraging their followers to perform their best. The 5 skills that come under emotional intelligence are self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skill. Goleman found that a leader obtaining these 5 skills have considerably better results than those who do not. The only issue with that statement is due to the fact that it is based on business leaders, not police leaders, although in his paper, he does go on to say that it was tested in other sectors, although not specifying which. Throughout the rest of this essay, while looking at the leadership styles, it will also discuss whether there is evidence the leader has the 5 skills for emotional intelligence.
Greater Manchester Police had a legal responsibility to maintain plans for a response for any emergency in the Greater Manchester area. This is outlined in the Civil Contingencies Act 2004. Under Section 2 (1) of the 2004 Act, Greater Manchester Police were designated as Category 1 responders along with British Transport Police, North West Ambulance Service and Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service (Home Office, 2023). Category 1 responders are required to assess the risk of emergencies occurring, put emergency plans in place, share information and co-operate with other local responders to enhance co-ordination and efficiency (Chesire East Council, 2022). Also under the Act, all category 1 responders are required to form a local resilience forum which meets with other category 1 responders every 6 months to communicate their response plans (Home Office, 2023). Manchester’s local resilience forum is called the Greater Manchester Resilience Forum (GMRF). 
As decided by the GMRF and in accordance with Integrated Emergency Management1 principles, a single and multi-agency approach is used during emergencies by using a three tier framework. This framework is known as the gold, silver and bronze structure (GSB). This framework is used to allow organisations to maintain command and control by using their own sources. The gold level, which is the top level, is known as the strategic command. They set the overarching strategy that all other tiers must follow. The silver tier is known as the tactical tier, where they command and coordinate the tactical side of the strategy. Silver commanders liaise with the bronze commanders to pass on the tactical plans while also ensuring they understand the strategy that has been passed down. Bronze tier is known as the operational tier, where the individuals are at the scene, actioning the strategy that was created at the gold tier (College of Policing, 2013).
In a policing scenario, the gold command leader would usually make all the decisions for themselves, known as authoritarian leadership. Authoritarian leadership, also known as autocratic leadership, is the most common type of leadership that is seen in the police. This leadership style refers to a situation where the leader keeps hold of as much power and authority as possible, not taking any input from their followers (The Oxford Review Encyclopaedia of Terms, n.d). When this type of leadership is used, it usually means that the leader has all the required information needed to make a plan and doesn’t require any input from the other tiers or agencies. Authoritarian leadership has its advantages but also has it’s disadvantages. By only one person making the decisions, it allows quicker decision making, which can be crucial in major incident cases. The leader of the gold tier are usually high in rank with lots of experience, for example, Inspectors and Chief Constables, which ensures that the decision made is being made by someone who has the experience and knowledge to make the correct decision, By using the GSB structure, when the experienced leader makes the decision, it is then passed down to officers who may not have much experience, so rather than them struggling with that to do, they have direct orders. An issue with this point is that because all the decisions and strategies are being made well before they reach the bronze team, it can take away the feeling of responsibility for their actions, as they were only following orders, they did not decide that course of action on their own. This could also have negative impacts on the opportunities to develop for those individuals, as they don’t have a chance to use their initiative and might feel restrained (London Premier Centre, 2022). As previously mentioned, Golman stated that not everyone is born with emotional intelligence, so it is needed to be learnt through life. By using authoritarian leadership, it is preventing the individuals at the bottom of the tier the opportunity to practise the 5 key skills, therefore preventing them from becoming a great leader.
Although authoritarian leadership is most commonly found in the gold tier with their followers being the silver and bronze teams, in the case of the Manchester Arena attack, this was not the case. The authoritarian leadership style was seen in the bronze tier, not the gold. Following the first call to the Force Control Room as 10:33pm, a log was created and then passed onto the Force Duty Officer, Dale Sexton, an Inspector for Greater Manchester Police (Kerslake Report, 2018).
After Inspector Sexton received the log, he didn’t initially know the type of incident but still alerted Armed Response Vehicles, who then made their way to the Arena. Once at the scene, the Authorised Firearm Officer (AFO) who was designated as Operational Firearms Commander  updated Inspector Sexton, informing him of the situation of a possible Improvised Explosive Device (IED) and the number of casualties and walking wounded. It was from this initial brief that Inspector Sexton suspected that this attack was a Paris-style attack and considered the Arena itself as a hot zone2(Kerslake Report, 2018). 
At 10:47pm, based on the information Inspector Sexton has at the time, Operation PLATO was declared (Sexton, 2019). Operation PLATO is declared when there is a marauding terrorist firearms attack. The operation guidance provides a chronological sequence of suggested actions and considerations in those incidents (NPCC, n.d). At the time, Inspector Sexton was the dedicated Tactical Firearms Commander, so not only was he the bronze tier leader, he was also the silver tier leader for the Tactical Firearms department (Kerslake Report, 2018). By Inspector Sexton being both bronze and silver command leader, he was already ensuring that the bronze tier understood the strategic intentions, although at this point, the intentions were not coming from the gold tier, but from the guidance of Operation PLATO. 
In theory, this should have helped Inspector Sexton with communication between the two tiers. This was not the case. Inspector Sexton failed to notify 16 other agencies that Operation PLATO had been declared. Of those 16 agencies, the ambulance and fire service was among them. This was a major failing from Inspector Sexton, especially since Goleman (1995) states that a leader needs good social skills, which was neglected to outside agencies (Kerslake Report, 2018). The lack of communication cannot be purely blamed on Inspector Sexton, as there was no gold or silver command leader set up at this point to communicate with. Inspector Sexton had a lot of responsibility being the leader of both the police and firearm unit, as well as activating and overseeing Operation PLATO and also informing and gathering the gold and silver command leaders, he did not have the time or resources to be able to communicate efficiently enough. The Silver Tactical Firearms Commander did not take over until 12.15am, almost 2 hours since Inspector Sexton had been designated as that role (Kerslake Report, 2018). 
So how was Inspector Sexton using an authoritarian leadership style? Although he did receive other information from the AFO, the decision to call the armed response to this scene he took upon himself. By him doing this, it allowed him to assess the scene while having them there, especially since her thought there might be a credible firearm threat (Home Office, 2018). He didn’t require anyone else to inform him of this, he used his initiative to keep not only himself safe, but anyone remaining at the scene. The decision to initiate Operation PLATO was also fully his responsibility. There was a major failings of Inspector Sexton taking a predominant authoritarian leadership style, and that was his lack of communication. Although a key point of this leadership style is not taking others opinions or communicating their thoughts, there were aspects of the case where Inspector needed to communicate with others, especially when the actual bronze commander for the unarmed officers, Inspector Michael Smith, arrived at the scene (Home Office, 2018). Volume 2 of the Manchester Arena Inquiry states that Inspector Sexton did not speak to Inspector Smith at any  point, which not only highlighted a failure of multi-agency communication, but also a lack of team communication.
Inspector Sexton was not formally declared as a bronze commander, although the Kerslake Report, 2017 states that the decisions and activities that he conducted at the scene met the criteria. Because Inspector Sexton stepped up to this role, he could be seen as an emergent leader.
Bradley Kirkman and his associates defined an emergent leader as the “degree to which an individual with no formal status or authority is perceived by one or more team members as exhibiting leaderlike influence” (Rabinovitch, 2021). There are many different positives to someone being an emergent leader, although they also have their weaknesses. Inspector Sexton had received training related to his position of Force Duty Officer, as well training as an Initial Tactical Firearms Commander. As part of this training, he was familiar with JESIP3 and the importance of all the emergency services co-locating in the event of a Major Incident4 (Kerslake Report, 2018). Although Inspector Sexton received all this training, none of his training related to being a bronze command leader nor declaring Operation PLATO. Due to the lack of training, a question can be asked, was he equipped enough to take on the role of bronze commander? Once Operation PLATO was declared, Inspector Sexton had to make the decision whether to keep the responders in the hot zone2 or to evacuate, such as demanded by Operation PLATO.  The decision was made to keep responders in the hot zone to protect all saveable lives. Although Inspector Sexton had no training on when to initiate the operation, he made a decision that the panel that wrote the Kerslake Report fully supported. The review goes on to state that because of this decision, although it saved lives, it also didn’t portray to responders at the scene that Operation PLATO had been initiated, as the guidance was not being fully followed. One criticism that Inspector Sexton did not do was label the attack a Major Incident4. This is a major criticism due to the fact that he had training on the importance of declaring a major incident. It was not until 12:57am on the 23rd May 2017 that Greater Manchester Police declared the attack a major incident. The declaration was not only missed by Inspector Sexton, but also by Temporary Superintendent Arif Nawaz, the silver command leader. The reason for this being such a major failing is due to the fact that British Transport Police declared the attack a major incident at 10:39pm, 8 minutes after the attack, although they failed to pass on the declaration (Home Office, 2018). It is for this reason that the blame cannot be fully put on Inspector Sexton, even though he had the relevant training to do so. 
Even though Inspector Sexton was not a designated bronze commander, he still stepped up to the role and adapted his training as a Force Duty Officer. This leadership style is known as situational leadership. This was a model created by Paul Hersey in 1969 which is a flexible framework that allows leaders to tailor their skills to the needs of the team and individual members. The model is made up of 3 parts; the amount of direction and leadership is needed, the amount of support needed and the readiness level of the individual (Schermerhorn, J., 1997). This style of leadership allows the leader to show their adaptability and flexibility skills by changing their leadership to the situation. In the case of Inspector Sexton, the role of Force Duty Officer holds its own leadership position, so he already possessed the skills that were needed. Because of this, he would know what to expect with how he leads the group, although, this was a new situation for him as he had never been a bronze commander before. The Kerslake review states that Inspector Sexton stayed in the foyer next to the walkway of the City Room to assess the situation. This is evidence that shows he was assessing the situation and adapting his leadership style before entering the scene. By him being in this situation, it encourages critical thinking, which would help with the authoritarian leadership style he took as he would have to think carefully but quickly to ensure the correct decision is made, despite lack of experience. 
In conclusion, throughout the Kerslake review, there is evidence of many different leadership styles. Inspector Sexton was the first Greater Manchester Police officer at the scene, he had to adapt quickly and step up to a role he had never done before then take it upon himself to solely make life or death decisions. He was the main officer that displayed an array of leadership styles, even going against the general GSB structure. Even though Inspector Sexton failed in many different areas, the Kerslake review believes that he should be congratulated for his dynamic decision making, that of which made him a great leader in their eyes.

1 Integrated Emergency Management comprises of 6 activities: anticipation, assessment, prevention, preparation, response and recovery. These 6 activities are what needs to use during LRFs to help prepare for an emergency (Cabinet Office, 2012).
2 Hot zone is an area where terrorist activity is occurring (Kerslake Report, 2018).
3 JESIP stands for the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles which is underpinned by 5 key principles (co-location, communication, coordination, joint understanding of risk and shared situational awareness) to enable responders to work together effectively (Kerslake Report, 2018).
4 Major Incident is an event or situation where there is a range of serious consequences which will require special arrangements to be implemented by one or more emergency service (JESIP, n.d).
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