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The Governance Challenges of 21st Century Policing.
Introduction
This reflective report examines my performance as a strategic commander during a person at precarious position incident (PiPP) on the 16th January 2025 just outside Sheffield Railway Station (Sheffield Forum, 2025). As a British Transport Police officer, it is my duty to safeguard the vulnerable and prevent persons from coming to harm, in relation to trespass, self-harm or attempted suicide on the rail network (British Transport Police, 2023). BTP is unique in that it is funded by the rail industry in partnership with the Department of Transport via a specific policing service agreement. This is similar to a council precept (funding home office forces), but creates a number of operational and independence challenges (British Transport Police, 2025), primarily through disruption to the rail network through police action. This requires a collaborative position, with officers and staff working closely together with the rail industry to ensure positive outcomes when dealing with network related incidents. This all needs to be accomplished whilst balancing the needs of those travelling, working on and using the railway, and industry expectations around levels of service balanced against those may have caused the issue. This is a delicate balance and can cause friction if not properly managed. 
Currently, I am the sub-divisional commander for the Western region (G), and comes with a requirement to be ‘on-call’ and available on a 24-hour basis to respond to a variety of serious issues across the C Divisional force area. This is for a set number of days, on rotation with 7 superintendents and Chief Superintendents from the force (Okirie, 2024). This geographic police command is unique within the UK police service, in that it covers an area spanning from the borders of Scotland, all the way down to the West Country, inclusive of Wales, but excluding London and the South–East (Figure 1). It consists of 540 officers and 200 police staff working on a 24-hour basis, with the division being further divided into 4 smaller, sub-divisional commands further split into a number of smaller Inspector/Sergeant led posts.
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Figure 1 - Geographic Sub Divisions of BTP

My ‘on-call’ role is to provide strategic command for instances such as serious crime, critical or major incidents or those occurrences where it would be deemed appropriate to have senior force oversight and direction. I can perform this duty either in person or remotely, although the latter is more common, primarily due to the geographic challenges that BTP have, and the time it may take to get to a suitable location to command. This role is governed and set out in the Joint Emergency Service and Interoperability Protocol (JESIP, 2021), which provides the framework and expectations for a person in strategic command, and how they must communicate, decide and share a joint understanding of risk with relevant and affected stakeholders. 
Methodology
In order to examine my decision making during this incident, it is important to use a debriefing framework to provide structure, understanding and a learning outcome to better my performance in a similar scenario. The National Decision Making model (NDM, Figure 2) would seem to be a logical start point, as it is the trained standard for making decisions in the police service. It can also be used as a debriefing model repeating the key steps used to make the decision in the first place. This is promoted by the College of Policing via the CIAPOAR model (College of Policing, 2024), primarily asking why something was decided. In my view there is more to understanding and learning from an incident, and other questions are equally as valid (how, what, who etc), plus the less tangible factors such as emotions, conflicting issues and other interpersonal factors. It also gives suggestion for positive feedback, which is equally important when promoting and learning from good practice.
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Figure 2 - National Decision-Making Model

Driscoll (2007) provides a useful debriefing framework (figure 3) for understanding the ramifications of event that pose a significant risk, as it is commonly used to debrief serious clinical issues in the healthcare sector. 
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Figure 3 - Driscoll Model
(Driscoll, 2007)
Driscoll’s start point is that the reviewer has the relevant experience and knowledge (for example clinical practice) and that the individual in question is capable of performing that function to a similar standard. This is important as there is little point in assessing the performance of an untrained individual, as the main outcome should be that they are properly instructed.  The Driscoll model gets the user to purposely reflect on the situation at the time, before discovering the learning from such an incident and then proposing action to improve outcomes from similar occurrences. This is a critical point, as the individual being reviewed must have the capability of understanding their own shortcomings or good practice, and be able to continuously improve over time. Where this model falls short is that it asks for reflection on selected parts of the incident, but only provides a very generalised indication as to what those points should be. For example, should we concentrate on policy used, personal factors or the risk faced? In my view it is important to review all aspects of my performance to fully understand potential learning points and use a model that provides these prompts.
Gibbs reflective cycle (1988) as cited by Bitesize Learning (2024), provides a method to better evaluate and learn from the whole incident. It firstly asks the reviewer to describe the incident, but quantifies it by asking for an account of what happened. (Figure 4). This is important as it allows understanding around what occurred in our own view, making it personal and therefore relevant to our own learning. Different frames of reference, when added further on, will ensure understanding of the effect on others, but this allows the reflector a more simplified start point. The model also looks at other points that Driscoll and the NDM do not, such as feelings, something that can be difficult to quantify, but are essential for a full understanding of the impact of decisions on oneself. 
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Figure 4 -Gibbs Reflective Model
(BiteSize Learning, 2024)
Gibbs’s model also uses ‘command verbs’ (Chartered Management Institute, 2019). These are common throughout reflective practice, and provide a reflector an aim for each part of the model. For example, an evaluation ensures that the individual looks at both the good and bad points from a particular action, taking care to provide a balanced judgement over what occurred. 
Situational Review 
The incident I plan to reflect on occurred at Sheffield Rail station on Thursday 16th January 2025, which is an 11-platform site located in South Yorkshire, positioned on the line of route between London St Pancras and Newcastle. It provides rail services across the region, seeing a throughput of 9.449 million passengers a year (Office of Rail and Road, 2024). 
On being challenged by South Yorkshire Police Officers, an adult male ran onto the railway infrastructure (British Transport Police, 2025). The assumption made by officers was that he did this with the intent to prevent police pursuing him, due to the dangerous nature of the situation, and to evade arrest. However, rail staff at the station were quick to put a ‘block’ on the line, meaning that all train movements in the area were quickly stopped. BTP officers attended, and alongside local Network Rail staff were able to put into place a safe system of work, and located the male standing next to a metal signalling control box. The male, on being approached by BTP, jumped on top of this cabinet and then proceeded to threaten officers with a heavy steel pin (Figure 5).
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Figure 5 - photo of subject, in proximity to the rail network
(British Transport Police, 2025)
Once the subject was in this position, this occurrence became a person in precarious position incident, as BTP policy states that “At height means any place where, if there were no precautions in place, a person could fall a distance liable to cause personal injury”  (Silvestro, 2024). (Figure 6 gives the location in relation to the rail network.)
[image: An aerial view of a road

Description automatically generated][image: A aerial view of a train station

Description automatically generated] (Google, 2025)Direction Subject ran upon being challenged
Figure 6 - Area in General and Detail

I was then contacted after their had failed to be a resolution 60 minutes into the incident due to the increased strategic rail and reputational risk. My first action was to obtain a briefing from the Senior Duty Officer, who at that point was in command of the incident. This was done via the phone, with reference to the command-and-control platform that we both had access to. This consisted of a description to me around the event and the issues that were currently at hand. This was taken down by me in a notebook, but not in any particular order. This for me, on reflection, consists a risk as there was no structure to this handover, and my notes were not entered into a formal logbook, due to not having one to hand. It is widely quoted within policing, “if it is not written down it does not happen”, by Michael Mansfield KC (Buckley, 2024), notable defence barrister for several high-profile cases, including the Hillsborough enquiry. 
There are a number of models that I could have used to ensure a good handover, including the already mentioned National Decision Model as a framework to base my conversations on. There are two other key models I could have used, one being the College of Policing recommended IIMARCH model (Figure 8) (College of Policing , 2013) and the other being the SAFCOM model (Figure 7) (College of Policing , 2013). In my view IIMARCH is more of a slow time briefing model, where time has been given to understand and brief a long-term operation, such as a football Saturday, while SAFCOM, is more of an external briefing model used to brief the media. However both are proven models and are clearly options if a commander so deems it. The NDM is much more dynamic, and can be used to deliver a time critical situation such as this. In retrospect, I should have insisted on a NDM briefing, and most importantly should have recorded the handover in this fashion, should it have become necessary to disclose my logbook in an enquiry. Death and serious injury was a foreseeable outcome, and therefore I should have not let the pace of the incident dictate my record keeping. That is not to say that written methods are the only method, body worn video could have been more efficient manner of recording my notes verbally. 
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Figure 7 - IIMARCH Model
 (College of Policing , 2013)

Figure 8 - SAFCOM Model

(College of Policing , 2013)
After understanding the situation, I established a command structure, using the existing Gold (the Senior Duty Officer) to take role of Silver. In my view, the SDO was in the best position to do this as they had tactical knowledge of the incident up to that and this would maintain the continuity of command. What I did not consider was that this officer was also responsible for any other incident that the force would have to deal with and should have been released as soon as practicable with a suitably trained alternative.  
Evaluating my leadership style once the handover was completed is important in understanding how I ensured decisions were enacted. Commandant Gavin Egerton, Irish Army (2025) provides an interesting overview of leadership theory from a military perspective, which is applicable to a certain extent in policing, given the similarities in time critical, pressured situations. During this incident, I had to adopt a style that was appropriate to the context, adapting as the situation developed. Hersey/Blanchard (1982) situational theory covers this well as it states that a leader must choose a style, depending on the maturity of that leader; 
	Maturity Level 
	Descriptor
	Appropriate Leadership Style

	M4: High
	Able to work on their own through high confidence and skill base
	S4: Delegating

	M3: Moderate High
	Have more skills and are able to do the task, but not confident in their abilities
	S3: Participating/Supporting 

	M2: Moderate Low
	Willing to do the task, but lack the skills to do so
	S2: Selling/Coaching

	M1: Low 
	Lack the skills and confidence to work on their own and need to be pushed 
	S1: Telling/Directing


(Blanchard, 1982) 
Reflecting on my own experience versus the model, given the mission critical nature of the incident, I argue that I sit at a high maturity, in that I am capable of the task and work well independently. It can be argued that my managers would not put me in this situation if this was not the case. Considering the styles that Hersey/Blanchard describe, being delegating, participating, selling and telling, I chose the selling style, in that I needed to provide direction and leadership, by promoting a shared message and intended outcome to subordinates. Working with the rail industry can be very challenging at times, due to the competing commercial demands of running the railway, plus pressure from national government should the network be compromised. Hersey/Blanchard at level M4 recommend delegation as a style for my level of competence, but an engaging stakeholder approach was needed here as well, justifying the selling technique. What was important to me at the time was that I used this style without compromising the ability of others and allowing appropriate freedom of action. Egerton (2025) argues that a style should be adopted after considering all factors, such as competence of subordinates or influencing aspects before commencing the task. Previous learning from PiPP incidents has shown that stakeholder and staff must be positively engaged and driven towards the right objectives, and on reflection I too was able to do this.
Transformational leadership must also not be discounted (E. Riggio, 2005), as it is incumbent on me to create a culture and atmosphere that drives subordinates to excel given the situation. I did this by asking for ideas or opportunities, such as developing intelligence around the subject from his home address, ultimately giving a deeper understanding of the subject’s motives. It is easy to move into a transactional space during incidents, and not look for opportunities to learn and develop staff, even though a number of transactions may take place (via law or policy for example).  This also discourages using a telling style, giving staff the opportunity to develop their own style and techniques, as they may have information/ideas that could positively affect outcomes. A strategic commander must not put themselves in a position where staff are afraid to challenge and therefore compromise the operation through inaction. 
Gibbs also asks the reflector to consider emotion during an incident. When I took command, it was a clear the subject posed a significant risk to himself either from falling, from being injured whilst in a railway environment and to persons interacting with him. Feelings and emotions, both from yourself and others, can alter your perception of the incident, and in this case included;
· The fear of getting it wrong.
· Concern over the welfare of those involved.
· The want to be seen as an effective leader.
· Wanting to ensure everyone involved had their needs met.
This is all takes place in an environment where it is seen to be necessary to be emotionally detached to get the job done. Lennie (2021), argues that there is a culture within policing of keeping emotions to oneself, promoting poor mental health. I argue that portraying an emotionally stable persona is important during an incident, to promote confidence in decision making, but emotion must not be excluded post event, as they can provide valuable insights into why an action was taken.
The impact of others on myself is also important in this context. An example occurred at the beginning of the incident, when a senior officer (not in the chain of command) rang me and said that I needed to take immediate decisive action, as this incident was reputationally damaging. This put me on emotional back foot, as there appeared to be an impression that I would fail if I did not carry out this action. This was not appropriate at the time and while challenging the individual there and then could have resolved this immediately, it underscored the need to bring these unwanted pressures up in a structured format, to prevent a reoccurrence. 
Once I had completed the initial actions, I then moved onto undertaking a threat assessment to understand what risks were posed by the subject in this position. There exists a gap in the National Decision model, highlighted by the HMICFRS, that there is no formally used risk assessment for policing situations. (HMICFRS, 2023). Commonly used within the policing are matrix risk assessments, as originally described by Massey in Banards Paper (2021), that assess the likelihood of an event happening, and if it does so happen, the level of consequence that will occur. An example 5x5 matrix is shown below (figure 9), and is an adapted version from Barnard’s original concept and is commonly used in planned policing events. An example is promoted by BTP’s event planning team (Carroll, 2023) and is used to assess this risk, and then provide a priority of tasking, i.e. reflecting the area of risk that should deal with first, as a hierarchy. 
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Figure 9 - Matrix Risk Assessment

Examining this critically, this method was originally used to assess business risk, and used timescales that extended into several years. Whilst these timescales are of some use when planning long or medium policing operations, these matrices are cumbersome to use with very short timescales, such as my incident. It, is therefore, common for officers to provide a high, medium or low (even an unknown) score against risks using a combination of learned knowledge and the information at hand, without direct reference matrix itself. This proves a problem when rating similar risked items against each other, as a judgement call needs to be made of which is the highest risk given the scenario. This model causes further risks in policing, in that there are no known benchmarks as to how a risk should be graded, so for my person at height, one commander may grade that individual at being a high risk, whilst another commander may grade them as a medium. This ratifies why the police must keep records of their decisions at the time due to the subjective nature of these risk models. It is proper that such models are in use, however they do not provide a solution for what is required, nor do they entirely quantify both the risk and the consequences. What matters is that the risk is reassessed at relevant and frequent points, to ensure that any plan meets the need of the evolving situation. In my case I felt that this was so, but could have been better recorded in my notes. 
Given the above and using the National Decision Making model (College of Policing, 2024), my next step action was to put into place a working strategy, considering the risks as I saw them (British Transport Police, 2025). These were; 



1. Maximising the safety of persons on trapped trainsPerceived Risk

2. Minimising the risk to tasked police officers 
3. Maximising the safety of the subject
4. Maximising the opportunities to get services moving either fully or partially.
5. Maximising the use of available policing asset.
6. To work in partnership with other emergency services and the rail industry using JESIP to preserve life and effect a safe return to normality as soon as practicable. 
7. Maximising the safety at affected stations where crowding is a potential outcome due to the lack of trains. 
8. Ensure that external comms and stakeholder briefings are conducted.
(British Transport Police, 2025)
Reflecting on my initial working strategy, it appears to be quite simple, given the complicated nature of task at hand. Gibbs, in his reflective model, asks ‘what would we change’. Examining the list above in detail, the directions given are very short, seeking to maximise the use of assets to achieve an effect, whilst preventing risk. However, it does not explain why I intended to do something to my own command structure and stakeholders. For example, I prioritised the safety of those who are not directly involved, but were trapped on trains outside of stations, and therefore unable to leave. This is not clear as to why on my working strategy (although viewing the log it could be worked out), and suggests that a better method of writing this strategy is required. This behaviour when writing orders is encouraged in the British Army, and Sir Rupert Smith (2024) cites how he sought to give a reason in his planning. This gave understanding to subordinates so that could develop their own initiative and freedom of action whilst achieving the set aim. The police do not routinely act in a military context, however fostering a similar approach would be beneficial in these scenarios and would require a change of culture, or at the very least training to achieve this outcome. The language ‘in order to’ is common, and similar words could be used to achieve this effect within policing. If we take item 1 on the strategy above, this could be reworded to “to maximise the safety of those on trapped trains in order to prevent harm or individual action by those on board”. This could be achieved in different way; the train could be moved by lines being partially reopened, passengers could be detrained and walked to the nearest egress, or officers could be placed on board to prevent them from taking their own action. What is important is that a set course of action is not promoted from the strategic commander, for example “to maximise the safety of those on trapped trains by opening lines at the earliest opportunity”. This would put undue pressure on the next level of command down to take this action, potentially compromising the safety of those involved. I have provided direction in regard to this by placing the movement of services as number 4 in my strategy, but below the safety of officers and the subject, as they must be prioritised. Item 6 on the list provides a better and more detailed assessment, and provides strategic outcome, to those at the tactical and operational levels. 
Stakeholders affected by the action of the subject are at the core of my working strategy and it is important to understand why I did not just focus on the subject. In his review of stakeholders, Zakhem and Palmer (2017) uses Donaldson and Preston (1995) definition, that they are groups which have a vested interest in the procedural activity of a given organisation, and that an organisation has a corresponding interest in them. They continue by adding an ethical framework by referring to Kantian ethics; in that humanity must be treated as the end, rather than the means. (Misselbrook, 2013). This is partially true in the context of what I dealt with in this incident, in that I considered the needs of all stakeholders. However, in my view, their definition does not consider the full moral requirements of a fast-paced situation with enhanced risks. Whilst it was easy to understand the needs of the rail industry, in that they would speak to me directly to express their frustrations, it was not so easy to understand the needs of those trapped on trains. Class 700 trains on the Northern route can hold 1,146 to 1,754 people (at capacity) (First Capital Connect, 2013), and understanding the individual needs, destinations and other issues was impossible. Therefore, I had to consider their moral rights as both an ends (the need to release them as soon as possible) and the means (to provide a driving force and provide a sense of urgency around the removal of the subject). Using this framework and providing understanding of the moral risk to others by the subject, demonstrated that I understood and cared about the wider consequences. This in turn established confidence in my plan with our stakeholders, supporting their own aims. 
Powers and Policy are the next major part of the NDM, and provided me much of the guidance I needed to manage an incident of this sort. The legislation needed to affect a lawful arrest was present under Section 36 of the Malicious Damage Act 1861 (Legislation.gov.uk, 1861), but I also needed to consider the ethics of my actions against the European convention on Human Rights (College of Policing , 2024). Gibbs directs, as part of the reflective cycle, thinking around what we would change given an analysis of the situation. Considering how my plan was proportionate, legal, accountable, necessary and ethical, my approach could have been more balanced. Considerable weight was put towards the resumption of the railway and the release of the trapped passengers, using them to drive the incident along as discussed above. I could have provided a better balance by providing a greater understanding to the rail industry as to the needs and issues with the subject. It is unlikely that this would have been successful, however it would have demonstrated to my own command structure my concern around the subject coming to harm.
In relation to the final part of the NDM, I took a form of action to apprehend the subject, as is to be expected by the general public. However, a question that Adair asks is, did I think about it. (Adair, 2009). In his opinion leaders are quick to act, and do not necessarily think through a situation in the first place, as he states that thinking is hard. Comparing my actions on the day, it would be easy to say that he is wrong and that I used my training, experience and intuition to come to a solution given the time pressures at hand, thinking about it as I went. Adair goes on to quote John Dewey. “Thinking begins, in what may fairly enough be called a forked-road situation, a situation that is ambiguous, that presents a dilemma, that proposes alternatives” (Dewey, 1910). Could I have taken a further step back and focused on short term outcomes, perhaps on an hourly basis, rather than just the end goal of resumption of rail services and the apprehension of the offender. Could I have looked at any other reasonable alternatives, or differing legislation. When I add the conversations with rail industry and their push towards reopening the rail network at a pace, Adair and Dewey are correct, in that I did not think the situation fully through, rather I let the situation guide my actions. In the context of the National Decision Making Model, I needed to ‘respin ’the wheel and reconsider the possible alternatives that I could implement, and update the strategy.
Conclusion
The scenario I have described is a commonly faced one within the rail industry, with people either being unaware of the consequences of their actions or they have deliberately put themselves in that position to cause the resultant disruption. In this case, the subject was safely removed by the deployment of a working at heights team and the employment of a negotiator at the tactical level. While it took three hours to resolve, the use of a positive strategy that understood and dealt with the wide impact allowed the railway to resume with moderate disruption for the remainder of the day. The subject was arrested, charged and remanded to court, without sustaining any injury. 
Throughout this review I have used Gibbs to both analyse and evaluate my actions and rationale, seeking to understand alternative solutions. BTP has well defined policy on these incidents (O'Callaghan, 2025), however on the day decisions need to be made that balanced the needs of the subject and the needs of the rail industry. Both Gibbs and Driscoll encourage a clear action plan as part of the learning cycle and for me, my actions are clear;
· Take the time to think about the strategy; what is my organisational aim/output for each part of working strategy (in order to). If not done the first time around, re-issue this with clearer guidance on it.
· Provide early stakeholder guidance seeking to promote what we as a police service are seeking to achieve. Do not put undue weight on particular issues just to keep the industry happy.
· Consider alternatives, particularly around useable legislation. Is there an opportunity to test existing or new laws in this context, and can innovation play a part. 
· Consider the use of a formalised, written risk matrix that scores each of the perceived risks. Once recorded, use this to inform the working strategy and the order in which it falls.
· Consider the emotional impacts of the incident on myself and others, is there an opportunity to ensure that the emotion needs of all parties are met either during or after the incident.
· Consider and use an appropriate briefing model, that will provide structure and clarity to all layers of command in an appropriate, recognised format. 
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