



The College of Policing (2023) states that “policing requires police leadership from those working within it from the day they start until the day they leave”. Police officers and staff at all levels are challenging and role modelling every day, while managing and supporting the public and their colleagues, often in extremely dangerous situations where there is no room for error.  They believe that high quality leadership within the police is a fundamental part in achieving ideal goals and the level of police performance. This essay will analyse different definitions of a ‘leader’ and what makes someone a leader. It will then critically evaluate three main leadership theories which are the trait theory, behavioural theory and the contingency theory, and the leadership styles that leaders possess when leading a team. It will then go on to discuss the code of ethics that was established by the College of Policing (2023) and the standards of policing that it outlines, including the importance of leaders to follow the professional standards of policing the consequences if a leader has misused their powers. This essay will then critically analyse the challenges that are faced by Law Enforcement and how the implementation of leadership skills will help tackle some of the issues. The police leadership during two major incidents, the Coronavirus and the case of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells (2002) will be critically analysed, discussing the police involvement and the effectiveness of their leadership approaches to each individual event, and the how their implementation of emotional intelligence is crucial in events like these. 
A leader can be defined in various ways, with multiple interpretations existing for the term. For example, the Oxford Dictionary (2024) defines a leader as ‘the person who leads or commands a group, organisation, or country’. However, the University of Manchester (2024) states that people often think of leaders as a person who holds a formal leadership position which is often recognised in their job title. In contrast, they suggest that a person can also be a leader because of their work ethic and how they behave in certain situations, or the person that they are ‘acting as’ when they are pushed to in some circumstances. Differently to the Oxford Dictionary (2024), Perry (2022) defines a leader as ‘someone who inspires passion and motivation in followers, someone with a vision and the path to reaching the goal, and a person who ensures that their team has the support and resources to achieve their goals’. In the police, it is crucial that everyone motivates each other and helps each other to gain goals collectively, rather than one single person as a ‘leader’, which supports the College of Policing’s (2023) statement where they suggest that everyone in the police force is a leader. 

The principles of leadership vary significantly depending on the specific role or job context. It is important that leaders from all different jobs adapt to and act in response to their specific job, rather than having a generic set of principles that every leader must follow. For the purpose of this essay, it is important to understand what the main principles of leadership for policing are. According to the College of Policing (2023) the main principles of leadership are seen in having a vison to success, integrity, honesty, empathy, accountability, and good collaboration and communication skills.  Although there are numerous different leadership theories, each presents unique viewpoints on what defines effective leadership. Lyons (2022) suggests that the main three theories of leadership can be seen in the trait theory, behavioural theory, and the contingency theory. The trait theory of leadership is where the leader possesses certain traits or characteristics that bring value to the team and make them a successful leader. Examples of the traits would include charisma, confidence, bravery, decisiveness, and intelligence (Colbert, 2012). TenEyck (2023) states that in the police force it is often believed that specific traits collide with each other to form a recognisable “police personality”. He suggests that some traits that the police carry are effective in tackling crime and ensuring the public’s safety, as well as leading a team. The behavioural leadership theory concentrates on the actions and behaviour of the leader, rather than the traits that already belong to them. The leadership theory suggests that effective leaders can focus on their interactions with other people rather than their personal characteristics. Thus, anyone is able to become a leader through reflection, imitation and reinforcement of certain behaviours (Benmira, 2020). Kilagallon and Wright (2024) suggests that as policing leaders, the behavioural leadership style emphasises the importance of their actions and behaviours in guiding their teams and serving the public. This leadership style aims to promote accountability and transparency within the police force and the public. This leadership theory allows policing leaders to review and learn from positive and negative experiences and make changes for the future. Finally, the contingency theory focuses on the context of the leader, looking at the situational effects of the success or failure of the leader. The most important part of this theory is the situation at hand and how the leader adapts to it, rather than focusing solely on the traits that the leader may possess. In the police force, leaders are often faced with situations that are fast-paced, inconsistent and unpredictable, therefore the situational leadership style is frequently regarded as highly pertinent because of its adaptability to dynamic environments (Western Governors University, 2020). 

While these leadership theories are a huge part of the way the police lead teams, they are all made up of individual leadership styles which include autocratic, democratic, laissez-faire, transformational and transactional leadership. According to Cherry (2023) autocratic leaders make their own decisions based on solely their ideas rather than gathering input from their team members. In contrast, a democratic leader encourages their team to contribute to the decision-making through sharing their opinions with the team (Indeed, 2023). Similar to the democratic leadership style, laissez-faire leadership is where the leader takes a hands-off approach to the situation and allow the team to make the decisions for them (Cherry, 2023). According to McCloskey (2015) transformational leaders motivate and inspire their team to achieve higher goals and levels of performance depending on the individual’s aspirations. They work with team members to potentially make them a leader further down the line by encouraging them to do better. Lastly, the transactional leadership style focuses on results of actions and measures the success according to the organisational goals through rewards and punishments. Similar to transformational leadership, transactional leadership wants the team to thrive and achieve the goals that they want so they offer an incentive to do well (St Thomas University, 2014). 

The Police and Crime Commissioner for Leicestershire (2023) states that police leaders have an important responsibility in being role models for improvement and displaying the right standards of behaviour across the force. All police staff in the UK police within the guidance of the Code of Ethics, which sets out a number of standards of professional behaviour that they must follow in order to become role models and conduct effective and efficient policing for the public. The standards of professional behaviour includes honesty and integrity, respect for the law, fairness, impartiality, and accountability. The College of Policing (2023) impose that the standards of professional behaviour set a benchmark for leaders in their knowledge and understanding, skills, attitudes, behaviours, and performance that is expected of them as police officers and police staff. There are five leadership levels that the College of Policing (2023) highlight which include stage one as leadership foundations, stage two is first-line leaders, stage three is mid-level leaders, stage four is senior leaders, and stage five is executive leaders. Regardless of the level of leadership that a policing individual is at, the standards of professional behaviour set out what good leadership looks like then they carry out the accountabilities of their role. Filstad (2020) argues that it is crucial for policing leaders to uphold their professional standards of behaviour in order to conduct effective policing, manage their teams, gain the public’s trust, and ensure the public’s safety. HMICFRS (2017) states that the Code of Ethics is now well understood in almost all forces, which means that police officers are familiar with the standards of professional behaviour that the Code of Ethics outlines. However, it is found that the police do not always follow the guidelines, which leads to further problems for the police force and the public.

Reuters (2024) suggests that law enforcement agencies in the UK are currently suffering a wide range of challenges including increasing crime rates, lack of recruitment and retention of qualified personnel, budget constraints, community relationships, and the evolving landscape of cybercrime. These challenges are in dire need of strategic approaches and forward-thinking solutions. Additionally, Police1 (2023) created a poll do discover what police officers’ thought were the biggest challenges in 2023, where results show that they feel recruitment and retention is the biggest challenge, with 48% of respondents voting for it. While this fell by 4% since the previous year, it still has the majority of the votes meaning that police officers are concerned about recruitment and retention in their forces, which needs to be tackled. 

Richards and Davies (2023) suggest that the police have been facing an ‘array’ of challenges recently, with the main one being the levels of public trust at low levels. The public perception and trust in the police are a consequence of many scandals and corruption that has been brought to their attention and their failure to address these scandals, as well as the general belief that the police are not and cannot adequately tackle crime. For example, the case of Sarah Everard was exposed to the public where she was kidnapped, raped, and murdered by a police officer. This case caused the public's perception and trust in the police to deteriorate due to the criminal and toxic behaviour that was conducted by a police officer, who the public are supposed to trust and call for help (Metropolitan Police, 2024). Relating back to HMICFRS (2017) where they stated that the police are up to date with the Code of Ethics, it is seen in cases like this that the police do not always follow the standards for professional behaviour that is imposed on them, which leads to a damaged public perception. The College of Policing (2023) state the recent failings of police forces in the UK like Sarah Everard’s case have driven them to a fundamental new approach in the way that they equip everybody in every police force with leadership skills and knowledge. However, the budget constraints that the police face act as a huge hurdle to tackle crime in some aspects. Lack of funding can cause police forces to be understaffed, have cutbacks in community policing initiatives, and limited resources for essential training and equipment required to tackle crime. This problem acts as a barrier for the new approach that was established by the College of Policing (2023) because the lack of funding will restrict them from being able to provide everyone with the training and equipment that they need in order to adopt leadership skills. 

According to Jarman (2023) another challenge that the police are currently facing is cybercrime. He states that “policing has changed beyond recognition through many factors including the growth of cyber and digital enabled devices, and changes in technology more widely”. According to the National Crime Agency (2024) cybercrime refers to criminal activities that are carried out through the use of computers or the internet. They suggest that cybercrime is continuing to evolve, affecting businesses, private individuals, and essential services. Cybercrime is done differently all the time, through different types of cybercrime which includes hacking, where the criminal gains unauthorised access to an account or a computer system. Malicious software (Malware) which refers to programs that are created for the purpose of damaging or gaining unauthorised access to devices. Another type of cybercrime is phishing, where they send emails asking for personal details or security information (Metropolitan Police, 2024). While traditional crime happened in person and on the streets, the advancement in technology and computer systems mean that police leaders are having to adapt to the increase in cybercrime by coming up with new strategies to tackle this type of crime (HMICFRS, 2019).

Leadership in the police force is hugely important to conducting effective policing for the public, there are often situations where their ability to remain calm and follow the correct procedures is made difficult but they have dealt with it will, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. This was a worldwide difficulty, and as a whole the police managed to deal with the fast-changing environment and contradicting laws rapidly. The transformational leadership style is shown in the police’s response to the Coronavirus pandemic by motivating and inspiring their teams to adapt promptly and innovate in response to the fast-changing circumstances that they were facing, while emphasising empathy and support for their fellow officers and the public. Parr (2021) states that their dedication and commitment to these changes were outstanding and they managed to keep people safe while tackling crimes. Policing during the pandemic demonstrated their capacity to respond to emergencies both nationally and locally by adapting to new and often changing laws. While this was an extremely stressful time for the police and the public, they managed to get through it and tackle the challenges that they faced each day. The Office for National Statistics (2023) reveal that during the pandemic there was an overall decrease in crime which is partly because people were not able to commit some crimes that they usually would, but also because the police had more time to deal with crimes because there was less of them. Additionally, during the pandemic the police continued to work without hesitation despite of the risk that they were imposing on their own lives. While other professions were able to social distance, police officers were often in situations where they were dealing with other people’s bodily fluids, like urine, blood, and saliva, which was a risk to their lives because they could have caught the coronavirus if the individual had it. As result of this, team leaders acknowledged their courage and dedication, and adopted the transactional leadership style by rewarding their team with extended annual leave, recognitions or bursaries for their hard work as a sign of appreciation (Plumberg and Collins, 2020). 

While the police showed outstanding leadership during the coronavirus pandemic, Simmons-Beauchamp (2022) suggests that leadership is not always portrayed correctly in the police force, which can result in damaged public perception and poor levels of effectiveness within the force. Poor police leadership can be seen in the Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells (2002) case where two ten-year-old girls were abducted and murdered by Ian Huntley from their hometown in Cambridgeshire. This case had a significant impact on the police’s response to large-scale searches after it grew massively in just a few days, growing into one of the most large-scale searches that has been conducted in the UK (Moore & Cordon, 2023). Huntley was recruited by a school in the local area despite having a history of criminal activity. The Bichard Inquiry (2004) reveals that Cambridgeshire Constabulary was directly involved in the enquiry because of their handling of Huntley’s vetting checks in this period. Their failure to effectively vet Huntley comes down to their inability to enter the correct date of birth of Huntley, and by checking the Police National Computer for the name of Ian Nixon, instead of Ian Huntley. This led to him being in the position where he was working with children, which allowed him to carry out the murder that he did. The police force had a total establishment of three chief officers, however only one of them was on duty at the time of the disappearance due to one being on leave and one vacancy, which left the one chief officer carrying out the role of three until one of them returned from annual leave ten days after the girls went missing. This left the force relying on officers to perform acting as higher ranks to provide leadership at a variety of levels. This can be seen through the contingency leadership theory where the main focus is how the leader deals with the situation at hand. In this incident, the officers were acting as leaders so they were being trusted to support each other and work effectively to conduct an effective investigation (HM Inspectorates of Constabulary, 2002). The College of Policing’s (2023) statement that was earlier stated in this essay is backed up by the police failings of this incident. It is evident that policing requires leadership every day that they are on duty, and it is fundamental that they are able to provide effective leadership to a team. The lack of communication during the investigation caused the police officers on shift to act ineffectively, the sense of urgency and seriousness was not apparent to the police officers early enough and was left until the officers reported on early shift. This lack of communication and transparency was a huge contributing factor to the failure of the leadership during the investigation (The Bichard Inquiry, 2004). 

Emotional intelligence is a crucial part of how the police operate and serve the public. It is important that the police are emotionally aware of their surroundings and how other people may feel in certain situations. It is crucial that the police seek to understand different perspectives, and act with sensitivity, compassion and warmth towards the public (College of Policing, 2023). During the coronavirus it was crucial that the police acted with emotional intelligence because it was a sensitive time for a lot of people that had lost family members, struggled with mental health, or was facing financial difficulties. Similarly in the case of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells, their families were experiencing huge sadness and stress due to the nature of the event which meant that it was important that the police addressed the situation with respect and empathy towards their families. 

It is evident that police leadership is a fundamental part of effective policing in the UK. While it is clear that there are many different styles and theories of leadership, the College of Policing (2015) argues that no single leadership style or model can be credited in a way that can individually be adopted by policing and effectively used in every situation, instead they suggest that a collaboration of all leadership styles will contribute to the most successful outcome. to support the statement provided by the College of Policing (2023), the College of Policing (2015) suggests that a collective model of leadership may shift power to all levels of policing and enhance two-way communication between officers and staff, which was evidently needed in the case of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells (2002). The challenges that law enforcement are facing at the moment are having a huge impact on policing leaders which led the College of Policing (2023) to state that all police officers are going to be trained and supported with the equipment to be leaders which will make a direct impact on the effectiveness of the police in the UK. Ultimately, it is important that future police leaders are trained by successful police leaders as opposed to leaders that have been poor previously. The Police Federation (2023) state that the need for stronger, directive and ethical leadership in the police force is crucial  to help rebuilt the public trust in the police that was lost through misconduct and lack of transparency. 
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