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Police leadership has been the focus of much debate considering the changing global policing landscape. This includes how, and in what ways, police leadership may adapt to better suit modernisation and reform agendas. Numerous high-profile instances of police wrongdoing in recent decades have raised concerns about the make-up and calibre of police leadership worldwide, and as a result there is a rising push to alter the status, culture and structure of this leadership (Ramshaw, et al., 2019). 
In 1999 Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) undertook an inspection of police training. The findings demonstrated that although training was a top priority for most forces, the quality of training varied widely. Overall, the inspection was critical and offered several suggestions for improvement, such as professionalising the workforce, establishing national standards for all roles and ranks, and fostering a culture of lifelong learning (Copely, 2011). The College of Policing undertook a leadership review in 2015. Leadership was defined as “the quality which connects an understanding of what must be done with the capability to achieve it” (College of Policing, 2015, p. 6). Six areas for improvement were identified: culture, unintended consequences of hierarchy, valuing difference and increasing diversity, leadership and management development, lateral development and achieving greater consistency across the forty-three forces. 
The Metropolitan Police (The Met) appointed Baroness Louise Casey to lead an independent review of its culture and standards of behaviour following the kidnapping, rape, and murder of Sarah Everard by a serving Met officer. It examined whether their recruitment, vetting, training, culture, and leadership met the standards that the public should expect. The year-long investigation identified several shortcomings and made several recommendations including the need to better protect women and children, ending discrimination and improving leadership and accountability (Metropolitan Police, 2022).
The issue of inadequate training for detectives in the UK has been highlighted in several different studies. An article by Fox in 2019 considered the investigative deficit in cases of sudden and unexpected child deaths and suggested that police contributions to such investigations are often insufficient due to detectives from child abuse investigation teams lacking adequate training and resources which could lead to missed opportunities in identifying potential homicides and protecting vulnerable individuals. His findings revealed that the College of Policing standards were sometimes not being adhered to in respect of training and resources (Fox, 2019). This was evident when The Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC – now known as IOPC) report following the death of one-year-old Poppi Worthington highlighted a catalogue of failures by Cumbria Police. They were criticised for failing to preserve evidence properly and failing to conduct a proper investigation despite there being significant suspicious circumstances from the outset (BBC News, 2017). Key recommendations included the need for improved training, enhanced protocols, greater accountability, and better allocation of resources. 
Reflective practice can be described as the ability to reflect on your actions and improve the way that you work. A practitioner must be willing to continuously assess their own practice and performance in consideration of any new learning to get the most out of reflective practice (College of Policing, n.d.). Johns (2009) refers to reflection as a process of self-enquiry which is a “special quality of being” (Johns, 2009, p. 3). To put it another way, critically analysing our actions is a skill we can cultivate within ourselves to keep getting better. Taking criticism of our practice as critique is easy. Therefore, rather than being interpreted as a sign of failure, critical self-analysis should be seen as a positive opportunity to develop and build upon our strengths. One of the founding fathers of reflection, Dewey (1933), suggested that learning occurs when one reflects on past experiences. We construct a set of concepts to comprehend situations which we then connect to derive a meaning for them. Kolb (1984) extended the idea that we learn from experience and suggested that we are able to do this by reflecting upon the things that have happened to us in order to make sense of them. Learning is therefore a process of experiences and reflections upon them. There are two types of reflection according to Schon (1983). Reflecting “on” action is the process of looking back on a situation that has already taken place. Professional practitioners often explore areas of their practice following an event in order to formulate new understandings of what took place and develop new skills. Reflecting “in” action requires the individual to make sense of a situation whilst it is unfolding. It is considered to be an automatic process of “thinking on your feet”. The writings of Mezirow (1991) have had a significant impact on adult education since the 1990s. His theory assumes that we have preconceived notions about the world that we bring to a learning scenario, and that they are shaped by the people and culture in our environment. Mezirow asserts that to learn we must undergo personal transformation. For this to happen, we must first evaluate how our presumptions about the world may affect how we understand it and consciously become aware of them. He calls this a “process of perspective transformation,” which is simply a means of altering our perception of something. For this to take place we must engage in critical reflection. Critical reflection is a similar but more detailed form of reflection which involves exploring the basis of our values and beliefs so that we can view the world differently (Brookfield, 1995). 
Reflective practice has long been demanded of professions like social work and nursing with it first being used by healthcare professionals in the 1980s (Jasper, 2003). Reflective thinking is relatively new to policing because it was only quite recently made a formal learning requirement in training and education programmes. The main advantages of reflection are that it facilitates goal-setting and future planning, learning and progression, identifying areas for improvement, and enhancing creativity and willingness to try new things. It is also key to emotional intelligence due to providing an improved ability to understand and see things from other perspectives. However there are also disadvantages, such as it being time consuming, requiring self awareness, and defensiveness or self-criticisim (Sewell, 2019). There are several models and theories for reflective practice. Most models comprise six key stages: selecting a critical incident, observing / describing the incident, analysing the experience, interpreting the experience, exploring the alternatives and action (Jasper , et al., 2013). The three elements of reflective practice – experience, reflections, and action – are exemplified by the ERA cycle. All strategies for reflection use these three components in different ways but the underlying principles are the same (Jasper, 2003). In the mid-1990s Driscoll developed another simple method with Terry Borton’s three “What’s” from the 1970s – “What”, “So what” and “Now what” – forming the basis of his concept. By asking these three simple questions we can analyse and learn from our experiences. The Experiential Learning Cycle developed by Kolb goes one step further. The four main stages of the model – concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation – are based on theories about how people learn and revolve around the idea of gaining understanding from real-world experiences. Children use a similar model to grasp basic concepts like hot and cold. Gibb's Reflective Cycle expands upon the previous three and adds additional stages, description, emotions, assessment, analysis, conclusion, and action plan. Although it is one of the more intricate models, some users find it beneficial to have additional phases of the cycle for guidance. All the models have advantages and disadvantages. Advantages include providing a starting point and structure and allowing you to know when the process is complete. Disadvantages include the implication that steps must be followed in a certain way, some models might not apply in every situation and that reflective practice should be a continuous process (Sewell, 2019).
This report aims to critically analyse and reflect upon some of the operational leadership challenges that have challenged me both personally and professionally since I began my role as Crime Training Manager in February 2023. The goal is to identify areas for improvement and outline future actions to enhance my leadership skills. The model that I have chosen is Gibb’s Reflective Cycle. Some argue that because of its simplicity, reflexive and critical approaches are not possible (Middleton, 2017). It does not encourage critical thinking, according to Fallin (2021), because it does not force the author to think about values or presumptions and gives lttle opportunity for interpretation or expansion. However, its broad applicability and ease of use are, in my opinion, its key merits (Making Business Matter, 2022). Reflective practice is new to me, so its cyclical structure will help me think about my experiences in a more thorough way. I believe it will provide me with a solid basis for experience-based development.     
[image: gibbs reflective cycle]
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I am responsible for the delivery of crime training and assessment. I was posted to the Academy following promotion, which I must admit, was not the position I had hoped for. My previous experience mostly consisted of operational roles within Protecting Vulnerable People (PVP), so I had expressed a desire to be posted to Investigations to broaden my experience. I felt disappointed, frustrated, and overwhelmed but I was determined to do a good job, nonetheless.
I quickly discovered problems with detective accreditation. One of the key issues was the widespread lack of portfolio completion for PIP levels 1 – 3 and including specialised portfolios such as the Specialised Child Abuse Investigators Development Programme (SCAIDP). As a result, people were not properly qualified to carry out their roles. I was concerned it had the potential to be a serious reputational risk, as had happened in Cumbria following the death of Poppi Worthington. In 2023 HMICFRS released a report warning that the Metropolitan Police had not learnt enough from its mistakes in the case of serial killer Stephen Port and that they could happen again. It was found that inadequate training had been a contributing factor to the flawed investigations in that case too (HMICFRS, 2023).
The effective investigation of crime is essential to public trust and the legitimacy of policing, and the public has a right to expect that the police will record and investigate all crimes effectively (HMICFRS, 2025). As part of their 2022-2025 programme of inspections HMICFRS focused on how effectively police investigate crime and acknowledged the requirement to adhere to The Professionalising Investigation Programme (PIP) from the College of Policing. PIP was implemented in 2003. The vision being “To deliver a professional, ethical and effective investigation capacity for policing in the 21st century by providing robust, national benchmarked standards maintained and overseen by a professional policing institute” (College of Policing, n.d., p. 5). Police officers and staff are required to meet course pre- requisites, attend relevant courses, and then complete a portfolio demonstrating operational competence to achieve accreditation at each level. Individuals must then complete annual CPD to retain accreditation otherwise they will be registered as “PIP inactive.” Senior Investigating Officers (SIOs) are required to be PIP3 accredited. They lead on the most complex and serious investigations and are answerable to Chief Officers for their conduct. My biggest concern was that almost all the SIOs were operating without the required accreditation or registration from the College as they had not finished their portfolios or kept up to date with CPD. At a standardisation conference held in Ryton in March 2023, the College had announced a cradle to grave audit for PIP3 process compliance beginning in June 2023. Pilot forces would initially be selected at random, but their goal was to look at all PIP and specialist programmes for all forces with assessment reports being provided to Inspectorates and Chief Constables. A negative HMICFRS report can have serious operational, reputational, and strategic consequences for a police force. 
In February 2024 HMICFRS introduced a new rolling inspection programme of child protection arrangements for every police force in England and Wales. The national child protection inspection (NCPI) programme assesses how effectively forces safeguard children, makes recommendations for improvement, highlights effective practice and drives sustainable improvements in child protection practice (HMICFRS, 2024). In their second thematic report they highlighted that officers and staff are often told to investigate incidents without having the right skills or experience to manage them effectively. Officers and staff conducting specialist child protection investigations should have completed SCAIDP, but inspections showed that significant numbers of staff in these teams had never received the training. 
Due to staffing shortages, a former D/Supt in PVP had made the controversial decision to post inexperienced direct entry Detective students to child protection posts. These officers were trainees and as such had not received SCAIDP training because they did not meet the mandatory College pre-requisites. Furthermore, I had received redacted notes following Judge Bispham’s recent ruling in a Liverpool Family Court case which was extremely critical of police and social care highlighting failings such as inadequate planning and documentation, needless delays, and ignorance or violations of ABE guidelines. It was evident that the problems that HMICFRS had identified nationally were happening locally. I contacted the new head of PVP via email to express my concerns however she was very dismissive and did not seem to appreciate the risks. 
The PIP policy states that heads of crime should be held accountable for responsibilities such as making sure that investigators in their areas participate in PIP processes and understand and abide by investigative policies. However, there was a conspicuous lack of responsibility with chief officers having neither ownership nor oversight over departmental compliance. The head of investigation, who had overseen several high-profile murder investigations recently was more than two years overdue with his PIP3 portfolio. There was a tense working relationship between Investigations and the Academy because of conflicting priorities and the culture was generally one of apathy and disregard for the value and importance of training and accreditation. 
Culture transformation is challenging without qualified and strong leadership. Since police forces are hierarchical it is commonly believed that leadership is correlated to rank however anyone can be a leader and have an impact in a group environment regardless of rank (Giblin, 2017). According to Kotter (2012), “leadership by example” is the most effective way to communicate a new direction. I therefore came to the realisation that in order to influence a cultural shift, I needed to address the problems at the top first. This required me to challenge Chief Officers, which I was not confident or comfortable doing. 
In 2017 our Chief Constable invested in personality profiling by Clarity4D. The concept, which links the Ancient Greeks with modern psychology by employing colour as a behavioural language, was founded on the work of psychologist Carl Jung, who more than 2,000 years later also recognised the distinctions in personality types; (Water) Blue energy is shown by people who are introspective and reserved, (Earth) Green energy is observed in people who are warm and friendly, (Fire) Red energy is demonstrated by people who are highly energetic and action orientated, (Air) Yellow energy is displayed by people who are out-going, sociable and fun-loving. We were provided with individual profiles to help us better understand our preferences and the impact they would have on our leadership styles. My results were 91% green, 66% yellow, 57% blue and 48% red which revealed I had a substantial predilection for introverted preferences. I was aware of this in myself, so I was not surprised when my assessment suggested that I sometimes find it difficult to articulate my opinions and thoughts, and I frequently doubt my own judgement, even when it is sound. I prefer to work harmoniously and avoid confrontation. I believe that I suffer with imposter syndrome. Lenney (1977) described how self-confidence can be a frequent and debilitating problem, particularly among women. Imposter syndrome, a term coined by psychologists Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes, describes a psychological phenomenon marked by strong sensations of intellectual fraud, which imply that you think that your success was determined by chance and that soon your lack of ability will be revealed (Clance & Imes, 1978). It is interesting to note that although Clance and Imes initially hypothesised that it was a gendered phenomenon, further studies revealed no distinction between males and females. However, Clance did acknowledge that women are more prone than men to voice their uncertainties and fears, and I have experienced this firsthand in work, where my female colleagues are far more open to discussing and admitting difficulties than my male counterparts. There is no obvious reason for me to feel this way because I have so far been successful in my career, and I have not made any mistakes. 
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Despite my reservations, I requested a meeting with chief officers to discuss the issues directly because, according to Paulise (2023), managing up and accomplishing organisational goals require the development of a mutually beneficial relationship with your supervisors and honest and constructive communication. Jehn (1995) asserts that effectively managing up can minimise misunderstandings and conflict. However, Ferris, et al. (2005) warn that it can occassionally be misconstrued as manipulation, therefore I carefully considered my approach. Managing up is heavily dependent on the leader’s openness and communication style. If a manager is authoritarian or resistant to upward infuence, managing up can become risky or even counterproductive (Ashkanasy & Daus, 2005). This was the case with the head of PVP, who as I had experienced previously, was an autocratic leader with a propensity to exert power and control over her followers and resented any challenges to her authority (Judge, et al., 2004). Goleman (2004) highlights that influencing leaders during difficult meetings requires emotional intelligence, adaptability, and an understanding of power dynamics. While influence is theoretically possible, attempting to challenge authoritarian leadership during a meeting could backfire. Influence is often better exercised before or after the meeting via private conversations or formal reporting lines (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002), but I had tried this with no success. I anticipated that the head of investigation would be more receptive due to his democratic style but was wary that there could be a power struggle due to their differing leadership styles. Tackling or effectively managing up to a democratic leader requires a different strategy to managing up to more directive or authoritarian leaders. Goleman (2000) suggests in situations where the democratic leader is overly accomodating or avoiding conflict to politely challenge the indecision by asking for deadlines or priorities. Yuki’s (1989) concept of transformational leadership, which is the process of bringing about fundamental changes in people’s beliefs and attitudes, resonated with me because I needed to influence their attitudes during the meeting. Selecting and applying the right leadership style was essential to my success in reaching a resolution. According to Bass (1985), using a transformative style in a heated meeting can help reframe the conflict into a shared opportunity for growth or improvement, however, Goleman (1995) cautions that you must be careful to strike the right balance between control and emotionaI intelligence, or you risk making the situation worse. A transactional leadership style is useful when addressing perfomance or compliance issues as it can provide clarity and control in high-pressure discussions, but it can appear rigid or punitive and fail to address the underlying issues or foster long-term change (Burns, 1978). Servant leadership can encourage a non-defensive response to criticism or feedback but it can also be perceived as avoiding confrontation (Greenleaf, 1977). When the meeting started I struggled to express myself and I felt that my voice lacked authority. Despite having prepared well, my nerves affected my delivery and I was conscious that my body language reflected my lack of confidence. As the meeting progressed I realised that a blend of leadership styles was the most effective approach. Following Bass’s (1985) theory, I first employed a transformative approach to help reframe the problems as opportunities for development and develop credibility by emphasising the shared objectives but I was careful not to be overly idealistic. I then demonstrated my understanding of their conflicting styles by using an adaptive / servant leadership style, being especially conscious not to minimise the significance of the problem while handling the sensitive subject of their lack of accreditation  (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). I felt more at ease and self-assured as the meeting went on, particularly when I received encouraging comments from chief officers who acknowledged that they now understood the scope and severity of the problems.   
All things considered, the meeting had both positive and negative aspects. I overcame my initial anxiety and delivered my briefing with greater confidence. However, I don’t think I made the best first impression and my lack of confidence was obvious in the early stages. I hesitated when the head of PVP dismissed a proposal abruptly and I was concerned that my early apprehension might have undermined the importance of the issues and the strength of my ideas. Upon reflection, I recognised that my lack of self-confidence was often based on my perception of how I thought other people saw me, not by my own shortcomings, and I had been too preoccupied by the potential of making mistakes. I realised that my tendency to avoid confrontation had limited the effectiveness of previous discussions and delayed resolution. Drawing on Goleman’s (2000) work on leadership styles, I recognised the importance of adapting my approach in real time and I was able to do so effectively. Critically, I realised that effective leadership during difficult meetings required more than emotional control, it demanded assertiveness, the ability to manage group dynamics, and clarity of purpose (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).
According to Greenfield, et al. (2012), workplace accreditation is often associated with quality assurance, continuous development, and public accountability. Its goal is to guarantee that individuals, and companies follow accepted industry, technical or professional standards. But even though accreditation seeks to raise standards there are often challenges to its implementation. Employees can resist accreditation initiatives due to perceived additional workload, lack of understanding, or mistrust about their benefits (Scrivens, 1995). This is true in policing. Kolb’s (1984) theory that learning that is overly based on abstract conceptualisaton runs the risk of alienating those who learn best through hands-on experience is in line with the attitudes of some detectives, especially seasoned ones, who view accreditation processes as bureaucratic and a threat to traditional, experience-based investigative expertise. The purpose of PIP was to improve the professional competency of all police officers and staff tasked with conducting investigations, however, in a study conducted by James & Mills (2012), respondants identified organisational culture; performance targets; under-resourcing of investigators and work/life balance as obstacles to the success of PIP. According to Goode (1960), attrition and burnout can result from competing demands between operational duties and training requirements, and this appears to be the case with fewer detectives than ever before. High caseloads limit time for training and the completion of portfolios, and limited resources and funding mean that departments are under pressure to “do more with less” which often leads to shortcuts or a lack of adherence to accreditation standards. The assumption that all departments can maintain accreditation standards whilst under pressure ignores systemic under-resourcing (Greenfield & Braithwaite, 2008). Officers who are already under a lot of stress may become even more so if standards are enforced, leading to a compliance-performance dilemma which is something I needed to avoid. Despite its bureaucratic perception, accreditation is not just paperwork – it is a risk management and quality assurance tool. However, its impact is diminished if its not embedded into daily culture (Eaton, 2012). Changing organisational culture is a complex and strategic endeavour, especially in relation to training. Kotter’s (1996) change management model emphasises the imortance of creating a sense of urgency and forming a guiding coalition to drive transformation. Any behavioural change in police organisations requires a thorough grasp of the ingrained culture and the needs it serves, both individually and collectively. For programmes such as PIP to be successful there is a need to address the real difficulties of the task and be credible to seasoned officers in addition to following a “compliance agenda” (Newburn , et al., 2007). From a leadership perspective, I recognised the tensions between ideal standards and operational realities and that enforcement needed to be strategic, empathetic, and embedded into daily business, only then could it be realistically sustained. I needed to communicate clearly why accreditation standards mattered and emphasise how consistency would reduce ambiguity and make their jobs easier. When leaders themselves cut corners under pressure, it signals to others that standards are optional (Kouzes & Posner, 2012), however I had now won chief officers’ backing, and so they were ready to lead by example.  
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In summary, the key points of my reflection were the challenges of detective accreditation and the associated risks, chief officers’ lack of accountability and my fear of challenging them due to my lack of confidence and their leadership styles, and broader cultural issues surrounding the importance of training and accreditation. 
The experience has given me some valuable insights into my strengths and weaknesses as a leader. I learned that difficult meetings require preparation, boundary-setting and confident leadership. Avoiding confrontation for the sake of politeness or through fear of challenging superior officers can allow dysfunction to grow. Clarity4D promotes having a greater level of self-awareness to be able to flex your style to meet different leadership challenges. I had to step outside of my comfort zone to challenge chief officers, but in doing so and by exercising my least favourite preference, I will have more confidence when tackling similar situations in the future. I have realised that my lack of confidence is often linked to unnecessary self-doubt but with preparation and positive reinforcement I can work to overcome it. The more I challenge myself in situations like this, the more adept I will become in managing my nerves and presenting myself as a confident and assertive leader. To develop greater self-confidence in the future I plan to use positive self-talk, seek constructive feedback and volunteer for more opportunities that will push me outside of my comfort zone to build up my confidence gradually. 
The meeting reinforced the importance of preparation and structured dialogue, particularly in emotionally tense settings. As Kouzes & Posner (2012) suggest, leadership credibility is built through consistent alignment between words and actions. In this case, failing to challenge unproductive behaviours previously had risked undermining my credibility. Moving forward I will apply adaptive leadership to respond more flexibly to supervisor dynamics and invest time in developing my conflict management skills. 
Accreditation is essential in modern policing, not just for standardising competence, but for ensuring public trust and professional accountability. PIP was first introduced in 2003, but cultural acceptance had lingered, despite its technological implementation. I came to see how important it was to engage detectives’ hearts and minds because they needed to feel in control of the process and understand the “why” behind accreditation. The transition to professionalised policing required strong communication, open communication, and respect for officers’ experiences, while also taking into account the larger issues of overwhelming workloads and a lack of resources. I used daily briefings and command team meetings to incorporate accreditation into operational workflows. I have begun the process of identifying experienced first line leaders who will be appointed as accreditation liaison officers using a “train the trainer” paradigm (Shah & Nair, 2016). Since Skinner’s (1953) behaviourist theory emphasies the importance of positive enforcement in modifying behaviour when encouraging adoption of new practices, I intend to implement a new reward and recognition system linked to E-PDRs. In addition to publicly acknowledging the successes of accredited officers, I plan to use focus groups and anonymous surveys to assess attitudes and involvement in order to measure cultural indicators that go beyond completion rates.   
Through this reflective process I have learnt that the greatest challenge lies not in the standards themselves, but in staff resistance, due to high workloads, resource constraints, and change fatigue. To overcome this, leaders must apply transformative leadership to inspire ownership and adaptive to navigate resistence without compromising standards (Bass & Avolio, 1994).
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