


It has been stated that “Everyone in policing is a leader. Officers and staff must show leadership from the first day of their career to the last, in situations far beyond those faced by most other professions” (College of Policing, 2024). Policing in the UK has evolved significantly in recent decades to the extent that those involved in policing are leaders in a number of different fields. Constables are leaders within their communities, with a duty of care to those who are vulnerable. Policing as a whole in the UK has the responsibility of keeping the public safe; having to adapt to situations which are beyond the norm, often having to display situational leadership and also must reflect upon their failures in order to overcome the existing challenges within policing. Leadership is a critical component of day-to-day policing, with it being recognised that effective leadership is crucial to ensuring that public demands and expectations are met “where the stakes are at their highest”, ensuring that legitimacy of UK policing is kept to a high standard (College of Policing, 2024). However, it has also been recognised that this area of policing has been “neglected and undervalued” in recent years with the need for a “new approach” to leadership within policing required (College of Policing, 2024). This point raises the question of what shortcomings exist within leadership in policing, what opportunities there are to bring about the conditions necessary for high-quality leadership and what lessons can be taken from failures in leadership within policing and management of emergency situations, beyond the norm of day-to-day policing.

Firstly, leadership within policing has a duty to respond the contemporary issues at hand. The most notable issue being faced internally by policing in the present is that of the allegations of misconduct within the Metropolitan Police. The Casey report into said allegations has uncovered a number of failings within the Metropolitan Police concerning their response to the culture of racism, misogyny and homophobia within the force, which contributed to cases of gross misconduct such as those of Wayne Couzens and David Carrick (Casey, 2023). Casey found in her report that the Metropolitan Police operates on an extremely hierarchal system of leadership, similar to other police forces across the nation, leading to the formation of a “strong ‘them and us’ culture within the Met” (Casey, 2023). Casey has identified that the incorrect implementation of a hierarchal system has led to a disconnect between the top, the middle and the bottom of the chain of command (Casey, 2023). This has led to an historic trend of dissatisfaction with the senior leadership in the Metropolitan Police amongst staff; with only 16% of staff reporting that they feel that changes made by the leadership have a positive effect and only 25% stating that they have confidence in the senior leadership of the Metropolitan Police (Casey, 2023). Barber states in his strategic review of policing in England and Wales that hierarchical leadership has long been tradition within policing in the UK, however Barber also states that the difficulty with implementing such a structure within policing is that constables hold considerable power of autonomy through the use of discretion (Barber, 2022). Barber identifies that this structure is based upon the need to point blame at one individual in the case of something going wrong and the belief that those at the top of the leadership always know best (Barber, 2022). Casey also identifies the existence of this culture within the Metropolitan Police within her report; Casey states that there is “too much hubris and too little humility” within the force, leading to a lack of accountability by dismissing the views of the public that the force is designed to serve and criticism when it has been shown that the force has acted incorrectly, creating a culture of “defensiveness and denial” which has led to a lack of reform to prevent cases of misconduct or other failings within the force (Casey, 2023). These failures highlight the shortcomings that are inherent with a hierarchal and autocratic system of leadership. The lack of accountability within the leadership of the Metropolitan Police has resulted in a flawed response to the culture of racism, misogyny and homophobia identified by Casey in her report; the Metropolitan Police relies on the use of initiatives to combat these cultures, which focus on short-term fixes to long existing problems which fail to address the underlying issues and exhausts front-line officers (Casey, 2023). This relates to the lack of connection between the top of the chain of command and lower ranking officers as identified in Casey’s report. It can be argued that this autocratic system has led to a lack of emotional intelligence within the force; emotional intelligence is defined as “the ability to understand the way people feel and react and to use this skill to make good judgments and to avoid or solve problems” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024). This lack of emotional intelligence can be further evidenced by the lack of consideration for the mental needs of front-line officers who have suffered from “trauma and desensitisation” by the leadership of the Metropolitan Police (Casey, 2023). Goleman states that recognising the emotional needs of staff is a critical component of emotional intelligence and by extension good leadership and decision making (Goleman, 1998). Casey puts forwards a number of reforms in her report. Casey argues that in order to make the Metropolitan Police more accountable, there should be a greater emphasis on listening to the public’s view on how they wish to be policed through “democratic representatives” and less centralisation of power by focusing on the policing of each Borough with the introduction of Borough Superintendents (Casey, 2023), taking power away from one central leader as is part of an autocratic system of leadership, and working towards a more collaborative and democratic style of leadership. Barber also suggests ways to move past the “top-down leadership model”; he suggests a transition to a transformational style of leadership, citing a Home Office study which showed that transformational leadership led to greater confidence in exceeding expectations (Barber, 2022). While this is not directly related to the issue of cultures within the Metropolitan Police, a change of leadership style would be a positive move in overcoming these cultures as evidenced by the shortcomings of the existing model of leadership by the Casey report. Casey observes that as a result of the failure of the leadership of the Metropolitan Police in combating racism, sexism and homophobia in the force, staff and in particular front-line officers feel let down and demoralised (Casey, 2023). Goleman states that effective leadership is reliant on a motivated workforce (Goleman, 1998). Police officers are naturally motivated to do a good job due to the nature of their role, as Casey recognises, stating “policing attracts the best of humanity” (Casey, 2023). However, it is clear to see that the failure of leadership within the Metropolitan Police has had a negative effect on the motivation of officers, resulting in poorer policing and therefore harmful for the public; this shows the importance of good leadership in policing. It has been argued that an effective way to motivate the workforce within policing is through the promotion system; Barber has identified that concerns about a lack of fairness and “Inadequate preparation” have led to less officers seeking promotion, causing a lack of competition at senior leadership (Barber, 2022). Again, while not directly relating to the contemporary issues facing policing in the UK, a lack of competition arguably leads to less accountability and therefore less pressure to deliver results. Casey also recognised that the system was flawed, stating that she “heard no praise for the promotion system”, finding that those who were promoted did so by “working the system” rather than by merit (Casey, 2023). This again shows that the autocratic style of leadership, which is reliant on set protocols, is flawed in the context of policing. In order to move away from an autocratic system, reliant on one central leader, Casey recommends the recruitment of experts in a permanent capacity, rather than advisory, to support leadership in the Metropolitan Police rather than remaining reliant on the belief that senior leadership ‘knows best’ by default (Casey, 2023). While the Casey report is specific to the Metropolitan Police, the successful implementation of the reforms to leadership as suggested by the report would provide a new model for which other forces in the country could adopt, proactively preventing the cultural issues with the Metropolitan Police from forming within these forces, therefore delivering a better service to the public by recognising the need for emotional intelligence and motivating the work force by moving away from autocracy. This displays the benefits of evolving leadership within policing; representing a significant opportunity to deliver a better service for both the public and front-line officers.   

Evolving leadership within policing is critical as officers are leaders within communities that have evolved considerably since policing in the UK began in the nineteenth century. In particular the matter of emotional intelligence is critical to this evolution as the police have greater numbers of interactions with vulnerable members of their communities; as per section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983, constables have a duty of care to those suffering from mental illness (Mental Health Act 1983), additionally as part of policing, officers will experience cases of domestic violence, involving victims who are vulnerable as well as children who may either be victims of crime or offenders who have suffered from adverse childhood experiences and therefore vulnerable. It is for this reason it is important that officers display empathy, which Goleman states is a key component of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1998), using situational leadership skills to adapt to situations which require less autocracy and greater understanding of the needs and emotions of individuals. These issues of vulnerability are some of the biggest contemporary challenges being faced by policing in the UK, with rates of depression amongst adults rising from 10% prior to the Covid-19 Pandemic to 16% in 2022 (Office for National Statistics, 2022) with it being estimated that over 25% of police custody cases being related to mental health (Kane et al, 2021). While the importance of dealing with such cases is recognised by the majority of those within policing, many front-line officers feel “frustrated” that a large number of the calls they respond to do not necessarily involve a crime but rather a welfare related issue (Clifford, 2021). Therefore, it is the responsibility of the leadership within policing to create a culture of leadership that understands the importance of emotional intelligence and situational leadership in order to deliver the best service possible to the public. The College of Policing recognises that the changing expectations of the public regarding the role of the police requires an evolution of leadership (College of Policing, 2024). A case which displays the importance of these principles within policing is that of Nicola Bulley. There were a number of failures within the leadership of this case associated with a lack of emotional intelligence and poor situational leadership skills. Firstly, when faced with the growing seriousness of the situation, it was brought to the attention of the chief officer that a ‘critical incident’ should be declared, with the power to do so being vested with a designated senior officer, however the chief officer refused to discuss the matter and thus the case was declared a major incident later than it should have been, leading to greater media speculation surrounding the case which had a negative impact on the victim’s family (College of Policing, 2023). This displays the weakness of an autocratic system of leadership where the views of staff are not considered by senior leadership; a situational approach where leadership of the case could have adapted based on the changing circumstances of the case would have prevented further media speculation at this point and therefore higher quality of policing. Senior leadership within the Lancashire Constabulary underestimated the impact that intense media speculation could have on a case such as this (College of Policing, 2023); arguably such an underestimation of the motivations of the media in covering this case and the impact that such coverage could have on the family of the victim is evidence of poor emotional intelligence and poor situational leadership skills as the leadership was unable to adapt to the development of said media speculation. The College of Policing’s report into the handling of the case recognises that had these issues been identified and resolved by the leadership of the Lancashire Constabulary, there would have been less of an impact on Nicola Bulley’s family and therefore greater legitimacy of policing (College of Policing, 2023). 

These skills are also critical in dealing with the general public in day-today policing. The police in the UK police within a democratic society, therefore they must use their powers to curtail liberties only when it is justified and proportionate (College of Policing, 2024). As per Peel’s nine principles of policing, constables must secure “willing co-operation of the public in the task of securing observance of laws” and offer “individual service and friendship to all members of the public” (Home Office, 2012). This shows that even constables, who are at the bottom of the chain of command within policing must also demonstrate high levels of emotional intelligence and situational leadership skills; this is in line with the College of Policing’s statement that “everyone in policing is a leader” (College of Policing, 2024). This demonstrates the importance of collaborative leadership in the context of policing the general public and while the College of Policing concedes that “a ‘command and control’ approach may still be needed in certain situations” (College of Policing, 2015), this must only be done where it is appropriate as to not usurp the principle of ‘policing by consent’, yet again showing the importance of good situational leadership skills. The implementation of such skills arguably shows an opportunity to restore public trust in their police forces, which has declined significantly in recent years (Pickering, 2024), through the improvement of officer conduct during encounters with the general public in day-to day policing.  

An example of good use of situational leadership within policing is the emergency response to the Manchester Arena Bombing in 2017. The Kerslake report which examined this response identified the leadership structures put in place by Greater Manchester Police and their strengths. Greater Manchester Police used the gold, silver, bronze (GSB) command structure in order to coordinate their response to the attack (Kerslake, 2018); this allowed for the formation of a clear hierarchy of leadership while also allowing a degree of autonomy and deliberation within the chain of command. Kerslake also notes the use of discretion by officers, allowing them to use their own initiative to make decisions without the interference of a central leader; Kerslake states that this was a positive factor in the good police response to the attack, stating that the “use of discretion by the Force Duty Officer illustrates clearly that flexibility must be allowed in decisions that involve life risk” (Kerslake, 2018). Kerslake’s mention of “flexibility” (Kerslake, 2018) shows the importance of situational leadership in emergency situations, demonstrating the merits of a degree of autocratic leadership in tangent with collaborative and laisse-faire leadership styles. The deployment of set protocols while also granting autonomy for staff provided some of the basis for the multi-agency emergency response to the attack, as evidenced by the use of discretion by police officers to assist the ambulance service (Kerslake, 2018). The success of the use of this model by Greater Manchester Police can be contrasted by the use of a purely autocratic approached used by the fire service, which led to a flawed response by Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service (Kerslake, 2018). Greater Manchester Police also demonstrated high levels of emotional intelligence through the use of Family Liaison Officers which “were found by many to be invaluable” (Kerslake, 2018). Additionally, Greater Manchester Police deployed these officers to those who were critically injured as well as to the families of the deceased, going beyond standard protocol and displaying high levels of emotional intelligence, with Kerslake recommending that the practice be adopted by other police forces (Kerslake, 2018), representing a significant opportunity to utilize emotional intelligence within policing to support the public. However, as was also seen in the Nicola Bulley case, police leadership failed to manage the media leading to harassment of victims’ families and victims themselves (Kerslake, 2018), this shows that the management of media is a significant challenge currently facing the leadership of police, however such curtailing of the freedom of the press within the democratic society of the UK would require a high level of situational management, arguably such skills that the leadership of policing currently do not possess.

In conclusion, it can be seen from the analysis of case studies with reference to leadership theory that there are shortcomings that currently exist within the leadership of policing in the UK. The case studies demonstrate a need to move away from autocratic leadership within policing while also demonstrating the positives of such changes, such as the successful implementation of the GSB command structure in response to the Manchester Arena Attack as evidenced in the Kerslake report. In contrast, the Casey report and Barber review show that leadership within policing has failed to evolve according to the needs of the public, staff and in line with the growing issues surrounding culture within the Metropolitan Police, with a flawed model of leadership leading to a lack of accountability, a demotivated and demoralised workforce, a lack of consideration for the views of the public and an autocratic culture of leadership (Casey, 2023). Additionally, failings in the case of Nicola Bulley demonstrate a lack of emotional intelligence and situational leadership within policing. However, the identification of such issues represents a substantial opportunity and means to address a number of contemporary issues within policing, which will deliver higher quality policing, greater legitimacy of policing and a better service to the public.  
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