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Introduction
In September 2024, I was appointed as Temporary Superintendent for the Western Subdivision of the British Transport Police—a year-long leadership role covering an extensive force area of approximately 22,000 square kilometres. This region spans from Reading to the West Country, following the Great Western Railway route from London. My responsibilities included strategic oversight of eight police stations and rail regions, each with distinct geographical challenges and diverse crime patterns.

The Western Subdivision traditionally operates with fewer officers in BTP compared to higher-crime urban areas such as London, Birmingham, and Manchester. In many rural locations, frontline policing was often delivered by just one or two officers per shift, with supervisory support sometimes located hours away by road. This required a tailored approach to resource deployment, operational resilience, and community engagement to maintain effective service delivery across both urban hubs and remote rural areas.

This position significantly broadened my leadership responsibilities. I was accountable for managing stakeholder expectations, supporting officer welfare and professional development, and overseeing a wide portfolio of operational and strategic functions (College of Policing, 2025). These included assessment and mentoring programmes, public order responsibilities as a Silver Commander, and other duties aligned with the demands of the post. Daily engagement with key regional stakeholders was central to the role, including Great Western Railway, Network Rail, Southwestern Railway, CrossCountry Trains, West Midlands Trains, and DB Schenker. These relationships were critical in ensuring collaborative problem-solving, operational alignment, and the delivery of a high-quality policing service across the subdivision.

One of my first priorities upon assuming the role was to review and implement the Optimised Policing Model (OPM) within the Western Subdivision. Developed by British Transport Police, this model was designed to align officer deployment with crime demand, ensuring the most efficient use of resources across the force. It aimed to balance operational effectiveness with the need to address high-harm crime and safeguard vulnerable individuals travelling on the UK rail network (Caston, 2025). The OPM also sought to improve officer availability during peak demand periods, enhance work-life balance through better shift pattern design, and support wellbeing. A bespoke capacity planning tool underpinned the model, drawing on data points and crime trends to inform decision-making. This work was undertaken against the backdrop of a challenging financial environment, where the British Transport Police Authority had approved only a 4.2% budget uplift—significantly below the 9% required to maintain existing service levels and project commitments (British Transport Police Authority, 2024).
In this assignment, I will reflect on the challenges I encountered both professionally and personally as the leader of the Western Subdivision. To structure this reflection, I will use the widely recognised Gibbs Reflective Cycle as my framework (Gibbs, 1988). This model enables a thorough examination of both successes and areas for improvement in my own performance and that of those around me. I have chosen Gibbs because it offers a clear and well-understood structure, and while it shares similarities with the National Decision Making Model (College of Policing , 2024)—commonly applied in dynamic and long-term decision-making within policing—Gibbs provides additional steps that allow for deeper analysis. These steps facilitate reflection not only on actions and outcomes but also on the feelings and intentions of those involved, ensuring a more comprehensive review
(The Open University, 2025)[image: ]
Description
My role involved translating the model into a practical deployment plan for the Western Subdivision. This included determining the optimal number of officers required at each police post to meet local crime demand, and implementing the changes in a way that minimised disruption to business-as-usual operations. The goal was to maximise operational effectiveness in an area where officer coverage had traditionally been low. To provide context, the Western Subdivision was scaled for just one Superintendent, one Chief Inspector, two Inspectors, 14 Sergeants, and 56 Police Constables. In addition, the area benefited from a maintained Enhanced Police Service Agreement (EPSA) of eight PCSOs, although these roles sat outside the scope of the operational policing model. 

To add further pressure, I was required to produce an outline model within two weeks of arriving in the force area. This model needed to incorporate a reduction of up to 6 officers from my headcount to align with the requirements of the Optimised Policing Model (OPM). While I was provided with documentation outlining potential options, it quickly became apparent that the proposed changes carried significant risk. In particular, there was a genuine concern from officers, that the reduction — although seemingly modest — could result in the effective withdrawal of British Transport Police from the Devon and Cornwall region. This would have had a disproportionate impact on service delivery across the wider subdivision. The diagram below illustrates the concerns that were raised by the force project team and provides an outline of the risks involved
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Moreover, there were strategic implications beyond the immediate operational challenges. A complete withdrawal from any region could prompt territorial police forces to question BTP’s long-term commitment to rail policing in their counties. This risked undermining BTP’s national footprint and could have led to broader questions about the future of specialist rail policing across the UK.

Feelings
The OPM was a significant undertaking, and it is important to recognise the context and mindset of my supervisor—a Chief Superintendent—who had been tasked with transforming the entire division under intense cost pressures. From the outset, it was clear they were operating under considerable strain to deliver rapid results. Applying Menkes’s (2011) framework for innovative leadership, which emphasises qualities such as realistic optimism, subservience to purpose, and the ability to find order in chaos, we can critically assess their approach.

Realistic optimism was evident; they projected confidence at the start of the programme and emphasised the potential positive impact of change on operational performance and staff morale. However, their ability to find order in chaos was constrained by severe time pressures and competing demands—balancing day-to-day business with accelerated deadlines imposed by the Deputy Chief Constable. While they understood the complexity of the challenge, limited time meant substantial responsibilities had to be delegated, creating long-term implications for implementation. This, in turn, placed additional pressure on me and my team, who were required to develop options with minimal preparation time. Reflecting on my own experience, I recognise why this approach was necessary to expedite change. However, it resulted in a situation where documentation and ideas had to be processed rapidly, leaving little opportunity for consultation or thorough evaluation of the pros and cons of each option. For me, this created a highly pressured environment where some of my other duties were compromised. Ehrlich’s (Ehrlich, 1997) research warns of the risks in such circumstances, and being self-critical, I acknowledge how easy it would have been to disengage or lose motivation. At times, I felt overwhelmed, working outside normal hours to meet deadlines. Despite raising concerns with my Chief Superintendent, their own constraints meant they were unable to provide additional staffing support, perpetuating a cycle of pressure and urgency.

Returning to Menkes’s theory, and specifically the principle of subservience to purpose, it is evident that while my supervisor understood the strategic rationale behind the transformation, their confidence in the plan began to diminish during implementation discussions. Frequent changes and uncertainty undermined clarity and momentum. Menkes (2011) argues that leaders should prioritise organisational goals above personal interests and demonstrate unwavering commitment to the project. Initially, my supervisor appeared fully engaged, driving the programme forward with conviction. However, as challenges mounted, it became apparent that they were not entirely convinced of the plan’s ultimate aim. This lack of certainty translated into reduced commitment, which, in my view, limited the effectiveness of their leadership during this critical phase.

Truthfulness with oneself is critical here. While applying Menkes’s framework to assess my leader is valuable, it is equally important to use the same lens to evaluate my own approach and its impact on my subordinates. In reality, I was not entirely convinced of the outcomes of the Optimised Policing Model (OPM). Like many officers under my command, I perceived the initiative—framed as an optimisation process—as primarily a mechanism for reducing headcount and cutting costs. Nowhere in the project was there a clear strategy for reducing demand, which left me in a difficult position, mirroring some of the behaviours and concerns I had observed in the Chief Superintendent. These feelings were compounded by the fact that I could not fully communicate the underlying issues to my team. The need to keep information about potential cuts confidential was deemed paramount, yet small leaks inevitably occurred, fuelling speculation and negativity. This created a challenging environment where I was expected to maintain morale and confidence while grappling with my own reservations about the true purpose of the project.

Evaluation/Analysis
To effectively evaluate how the change project was implemented, it is essential to examine the leadership styles adopted by both my immediate line manager and myself throughout its delivery. From the outset, the leadership approach adopted by my Chief Superintendent can be examined through the lens of Kurt Lewin’s (Lewin, 1939) leadership styles. Initially, the project began with a clear objective and a sense of purpose, but as implementation progressed, the process became increasingly fragmented due to multiple decision gates and frequent changes. At the start, a democratic style was evident, with both the Chief Superintendent and the project group actively seeking input on proposed changes and potential design models. This participative approach extended to senior stakeholders, some of whom rejected certain suggestions in favour of outcomes aligned with their own vision. Critically, while democratic leadership can foster collaboration and inclusivity, in this case, it resulted in an overabundance of competing ideas, which diluted clarity and muddied the overall vision. The decision to adopt a highly consultative style without clear boundaries allowed too many alternatives to emerge, ultimately complicating implementation and undermining strategic coherence. Reflecting on my own position during this change, as well as that of my fellow superintendents, it is evident that we were all motivated to protect our subdivisions as much as possible, given that cuts appeared inevitable. This defensive stance created competing priorities, which, in hindsight, only intensified the pressure on my line manager. While such behaviour is understandable in the context of organisational uncertainty, and is cited by Milliken (Milliken, 1987) as being “an individuals inability to predict something accurately”, it highlights a key tension between local interests and overarching strategic objectives. By prioritising the preservation of our own areas, we inadvertently contributed to a fragmented approach that complicated decision-making and diluted the clarity of the transformation process. Critically and supported in Forbes (RSM Discovery, 2017), this demonstrates how individual and collective resistance—even when well-intentioned—can exacerbate leadership challenges during periods of significant change.

It is easy to adopt a negative perspective when evaluating the actions taken by both myself and my immediate line manager. However, the democratic leadership style offers significant advantages, particularly in fostering organisational-wide engagement and ensuring that individuals feel consulted and involved. The British Transport Police is under considerable pressure to transform its culture, especially given the scrutiny arising from numerous reports over the years—such as the Macpherson Report, the Baroness Casey Review of the Metropolitan Police, and more recently, the Panorama investigation. The democratic approach has been cited by Scanlon (Scanlon & Woolforde, 2016) as a pivotal method for engaging frontline staff in shaping change plans, promoting ownership, and driving cultural improvement across an organisation. While this approach was not fully successful during the OPM implementation, on reflection, I can appreciate why it was chosen. It provided a mechanism to involve staff meaningfully, encourage dialogue, and lay the foundations for cultural change—even if only partially achieved during this phase.

Transformational leadership has frequently been discussed within British Transport Police as the model best suited to deliver the change required. Bass and Riggio (Bass & Riggio, 2005)provide a strong foundation for this approach, identifying four key components: intellectual stimulation, which encourages creativity and critical thinking; individualised consideration, which addresses the unique needs of team members; inspirational motivation, which energises followers through enthusiasm and confidence; and idealised influence, where leaders articulate a compelling vision for the future. These principles shaped my leadership approach, and I maintained a clear vision of the desired outcome. However, the real challenge lay in translating that vision into a practical model and managing the steps in between.

Alan Bryman (Bryman, 1993) offers a critical perspective, noting that transformational leadership is inherently charismatic and relies heavily on the leader’s ability to inspire and engage others. He argues that if this charisma is absent—or diminished during times of crisis—transformational leadership may fail to deliver. This critique resonated with my experience. The financial pressures and operational demands of policing, which often shift from incident to incident, placed significant strain on my ability to consistently operate in that charismatic space. While I sought to embody these principles, I acknowledge that maintaining this level of influence was not always possible.

Reflecting on my leadership style during the implementation of the Optimised Policing Model, I believe it most closely aligned with servant leadership. Dierendonck’s review (Dierendonck, 2011) provides an important synthesis of its meaning, drawing on Spears’ work (Spears, 1995), which describes a servant leader as a steward who holds the organisation in trust, acting beyond self-interest and motivated by more than the pursuit of power. This approach emphasises genuine concern for others and a commitment to ethical leadership. Dierendonck also references Greenleaf (Greenleaf, 1998), who highlights the servant leader’s responsibility for the growth of individual employees, organisational development, and the wider community.

This perspective resonates strongly within policing, where our ultimate purpose is to serve the community. During the implementation of change, this principle became even more significant, as the Optimised Policing Model raised concerns about our ability to maintain service levels. My leadership approach reflected these values: I worked collaboratively with officers and staff to design a model that balanced organisational requirements with the needs of individuals affected by change. While the model was not perfect and lacked some of the strategic vision associated with transformational leadership, on reflection, I believe my style was best characterised by servant leadership—prioritising people, trust, and ethical responsibility throughout the process.

Would a direct style of leader have been a better choice in the implementation of this work? Autocratic leadership as described by Kurt Lewin (Lewin, 1939) characterised by centralised decision-making and strict control, can be effective in maintaining command clarity and ensuring rapid response. In a policing environment, this can be particularly useful during critical incidents where clear lines of communication and decisive action are necessary to achieve strategic objectives and mitigate risks — such as controlling the release of sensitive information to the media. However, this style also presents significant limitations. Policing relies heavily on the professional judgement and autonomy of officers. Overuse of autocratic methods can suppress creativity, reduce morale, and lead to disengagement or attrition among officers who value independence and trust. Moreover, the practical challenge of being a single point of decision-making across geographically dispersed teams operating 24/7 means that such a style is not always sustainable or effective.

To better understand how I managed this change project, it is important to reflect on my own actions and decisions. When I arrived at C-Division, within the Western Subdivision, I recognised the need to adopt a leadership style that aligned both with the operational requirements of the force and my personal approach to managing business. However, selecting an appropriate leadership style is rarely straightforward. Leadership is not a one-size-fits-all concept; while models such as autocratic, democratic, transactional, and transformational provide useful frameworks, the dynamic and unpredictable nature of policing demands flexibility and adaptability.

It is crucial to recognise that rigid adherence to a single leadership style can be counterproductive. Policing is inherently complex, involving a mix of routine operations, high-stakes incidents, and community engagement. This diversity demands that leaders adapt their approach based on the context. This principle is supported by Hersey et al. (1979) in their work on situational leadership. They argue that leadership style should be shaped by both the maturity of the follower and the type of power being exercised. Their model outlines a spectrum of follower maturity — from low skill and low willingness, where individuals or teams lack both the capability and motivation to complete tasks, to high skill and high willingness, where they are both competent and committed.

Importantly, Hersey also identifies a third stage: where individuals possess the necessary skills but lack the motivation or purpose to carry out a task. This stage is particularly relevant to my experience with the deployment of the Optimised Policing Model. When I joined the team, although the officers were capable and experienced, they lacked both the will and the information required to implement the model effectively. According to Hersey’s framework, a team in this third stage benefits most from a participative leadership style — one that involves collaboration, seeks input, and encourages shared decision-making. However, upon reflection, I recognise that my initial approach may have been misaligned. By assuming a participative model, I started from the premise that the team already understood the direction and purpose of the change. In reality, they did not. Foundational decisions regarding the team’s function and structure were still needed before we could move forward.

This created a significant paradox. For the team to participate meaningfully in the decision-making process, they needed to understand the full scope of the Optimised Policing Model (OPM) and its impact on their roles and daily operations. However, as previously mentioned, it was extremely difficult to share complete information due to the sensitivity of the project—particularly the potential risk to jobs. Within the Western Subdivision, very few police staff and PCSOs faced redundancy, and police officers, by regulation, could not be made redundant but could be redeployed. (Hansard; House of Commons, 2010). This meant that any station closures or reductions in size would not result in job losses but could lead to officers being displaced to unfamiliar locations or facing significantly longer commutes. The challenge was compounded by the fact that OPM was a force-wide initiative. Full details could not be disclosed to all ranks because information about potential job losses in other areas—such as London, Birmingham, or Manchester—could easily leak and cause unnecessary concern or panic before decisions were finalised. This lack of transparency, while necessary, inevitably led to speculation and uncertainty within my team, creating a difficult environment for maintaining trust and morale.

A more nuanced and situational approach to leadership was essential—one that balanced control with empowerment and combined directive action with collaborative engagement. Building trust and fostering operational independence are critical not only for effective policing but also for developing resilient teams capable of responding to the unpredictable nature of the role. Schein (2010, 257) emphasises that leaders embed and transmit culture through specific mechanisms, which are fundamental to achieving successful organisational change. In my case, creating the right conditions for change required clarity, consistency, and an uncompromised approach to communication and engagement with staff.

Schein identifies primary embedding mechanisms such as what leaders pay attention to and control, how they respond to critical incidents and crises, how resources are allocated, and the role modelling and teaching they provide. These mechanisms also include how leaders reward and recognise performance and how they recruit and select personnel. Secondary mechanisms include organisational design and structure, formal procedures, physical space, and the stories and informal philosophies that shape culture. (2010, 236) Within policing, this cultural framework has been deeply rooted since the time of Peel, with a clear understanding of policing objectives but less clarity on prioritisation and implementation. Consequently, any leader seeking to drive change must work diligently to overcome these entrenched norms—a challenge that significantly influences the leadership style required.

With this in mind, it is essential to assess the impact that any change—particularly the Optimised Policing Model—would have on affected officers and how this presented a significant leadership challenge for me. The Kübler-Ross Change Curve is often cited as a useful framework for understanding emotional responses to change, and in policing, resistance is common, especially when changes affect officer numbers and support at specific geographic posts. This was further complicated by the vast distances and geographical challenges within the Western Subdivision. In my view, the Kübler-Ross model provides a valuable lens through which to interpret officers’ reactions to organisational change. The stages—denial, frustration, depression, experimentation, and integration—mirror the emotional journey many officers experience. Reflecting on my own leadership approach, I recognise that the first challenge was managing the denial stage. Officers were quick to highlight flaws and express frustrations, often with valid points. While I empathised with these concerns, I understood the importance of acknowledging their perspective while maintaining focus on the broader organisational objectives.

Critically, I believe trust is one of the most overlooked elements in driving successful change. For any transformation to succeed, individuals must have confidence in organisational leaders—particularly in my leadership—to act in the best interests of the team and deliver on commitments. Without trust, even the most well-designed strategies risk failure. Lee (Lee, et al., 2010), in her work on leadership and trust, reinforces this view by highlighting that leaders build trust by demonstrating genuine concern, acting consistently with their words, and showing competence. She also notes that knowledge sharing plays a crucial role in fostering trust. As I have reflected earlier in this assignment, withholding information—whether due to organisational constraints or uncertainty—can undermine trust and create barriers to engagement. Similarly, Boies et al. (2015) support this perspective through research that examined whether effective leadership builds trust. Their findings suggest that employees tend to gravitate toward leaders who demonstrate effectiveness rather than control. When effective leadership was evident, staff began to share knowledge, learn more about each other’s skills, and develop mutual trust and independence. This reinforces the principle that trust is not only a product of leadership behaviour but also a catalyst for collaboration and resilience during periods of change.

To build trust, I prioritised transparency and open communication. I shared as much information as possible with my team, acknowledging the challenges ahead and explaining the rationale behind key decisions. This approach aimed to secure their engagement while ensuring their efforts remained focused on core policing priorities. I also emphasised that the organisation was responding to significant financial pressures—challenges that were not unique to our force but reflected a national context affecting policing as a whole. Providing this broader perspective helped foster understanding and acceptance of the situation.

However, one area that proved particularly sensitive was the design of duty rosters. Rostering is often contentious because officers seek to maintain work-life balance, while the organisation must meet operational objectives such as response times and peak demand coverage. These priorities do not always align. In this case, the proposed changes risked increasing late shifts, which could adversely impact officers’ home lives. Delivering this change required a structured approach, including developing a set of options before formal consultation began. Striking this balance was challenging; withholding information at this stage could be perceived as a lack of transparency, potentially undermining trust—an issue I will explore further.

Change inevitably brings significant challenges—particularly in this context, where the force was reducing officer headcount while still expecting service levels to be maintained, and in some areas increased, to meet public and industry demands. I therefore needed to demonstrate that my leadership extended beyond issuing directives; it required actively leveraging my influence and professional networks to ensure officers’ voices were heard and to advocate that the organisation could not simply demand more without acknowledging the changing circumstances. Although trust is not explicitly referenced in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, I believe it aligns closely with the safety and belonging levels of the model. (Maslow, 1943) For individuals to progress toward higher-order needs such as esteem and self-actualisation—both essential for embracing and sustaining change—they must first feel secure and connected within the organisation. In this sense, trust in leadership becomes a foundational requirement. Without it, the motivation to engage with and support organisational change is severely compromised.

My final reflection is that, although the Optimised Policing Model was primarily financially driven, the change management required was ultimately a human resource challenge that significantly influenced decision-making and my approach to leading the process. In hindsight, I question whether I should have focused more on the people rather than the wider organisational problem. Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning (Skinner, 1938), summarised by study.com (Study.com, 2025) offers an interesting perspective here, suggesting that desired behaviours can be shaped through positive and negative reinforcement, punishment, and extinction. Applying this to change management, strategies such as setting clear goals, providing regular feedback, and enabling employees to participate in decisions that directly affect them could have created stronger engagement and ownership. Linking work performance to tangible outcomes may also have accelerated results.

However, this approach has limitations in policing, where financial incentives and rewards cannot be freely offered due to strict pay structures. While reinforcement through recognition and involvement could support change, adopting a predominantly “carrot and stick” methodology would diverge from transformational or servant leadership principles. It risks reducing leadership to a transactional model, potentially isolating the leader and undermining trust. Moreover, an overemphasis on performance-related consequences could negatively impact morale and, ultimately, service delivery to the public. This reflection reinforces the complexity of balancing behavioural strategies with values-based leadership in a policing context.

Conclusion
In conclusion, a single leadership style was insufficient to manage the complexity of the Optimised Policing Model (OPM), given the political, geographical, and financial constraints shaping its design. While transformational principles helped frame the purpose of change, they were difficult to sustain under operational and fiscal pressures and proved time-consuming. On reflection, my approach aligned more closely with servant leadership, prioritising trust, ethical responsibility, and community service. However, situational agility was essential to navigate varying levels of team maturity, morale, and the constraints on information sharing. Trust, clarity, and culturally aware consistency were foundational to progress, and although I aimed to achieve these, the outcomes were not always as intended. Recognising the team’s emotional and strategic starting point enabled me to guide them through the change—even under far-from-ideal conditions.

Ultimately, the OPM objectives were achieved, and organisational change was implemented. However, performance has declined due to the mandated reduction in officer numbers. Policing is subject to continuous change, and this project will likely be remembered for its long-term impact. Whether the model is sustainable remains to be seen as performance metrics evolve. Senior leaders will need to demonstrate accountability for resource allocation, particularly if reduced performance persists—a reality already recognised by frontline officers. Despite these challenges, optimism is now evident within the organisation.

The final stage of Gibbs’ reflective cycle (Gibbs, 1988) asks what I would do differently next time. For me, this begins with reinforcing servant leadership principles—continually building trust and confidence while maintaining honesty with myself and my team. I would also apply greater pressure on senior management to communicate openly and early about potential job losses. While this might not eliminate organisational manoeuvring, it would place officers in a more informed position, enabling better planning and reducing uncertainty. Transparency remains controversial, but resistance to change is inevitable, and honesty can mitigate its impact.

Finally, I believe the organisation should invest more time in leadership education before embarking on major change programmes. There is not always a broad understanding of the theories underpinning change management among senior leaders. Before initiating projects of this scale, the force should engage in structured discussions to determine which leadership and change models will guide implementation. Communicating these frameworks downstream would empower officers and staff to influence and adapt to change more effectively, fostering collaboration rather than resistance.
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