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	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: 

Effective Police Leadership: Examining the Role of Leadership Practices in Motivating and Engaging Policing Teams

INTRODUCTION:
Policing in England and Wales operates within an increasingly complex socio-political environment characterised by heightened scrutiny, resource constraint and evolving public expectations (College of Policing, 2020; National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2023). While traditional conceptions of policing focused primarily on crime control and public order maintenance (Reiner, 2010), contemporary police organisations are now expected to demonstrate transparency, ethical integrity and collaborative community engagement, as outlined in the College of Policing’s Code of Ethics (2024). These expanding expectations have intensified demands on leadership, which is increasingly positioned as central to legitimacy, workforce wellbeing and organisational performance. However, the assumption that leadership alone can resolve these tensions requires critical examination.

Although the College of Policing (2022) and Phythian et al. (2021) recognise leadership as influential in shaping morale, engagement and performance, policing remains embedded within hierarchical, command-and-control traditions reflecting quasi-military structures, as Silvestri (2018) observes. Such structural characteristics may constrain the enactment of relational and participative leadership models. Davis and Silvestri (2020) advocate ethical, relational and transformational approaches centred on communication and empowerment, a position reinforced by Gracey (2019) and Hesketh, Cooper and Ivy (2016), whose organisational research links these styles to enhanced motivation and engagement. However, Cockcroft (2014, pp. 5–13) cautions that transformational leadership rhetoric may underestimate the enduring influence of occupational culture and structural hierarchy.

The realities of policing, including exposure to risk, emotional labour, organisational reform and performance pressures, further complicate assumptions that leadership style alone determines workforce outcomes (Phythian et al., 2021). While policy discourse frequently positions leadership as a remedy for challenges of morale and retention, Gracey (2019) notes that empirical research exploring how officers themselves perceive leadership practices remains limited. Similarly, Ordon et al. (2019) highlight a lack of detailed examination of how those perceptions shape motivation and engagement at team level. Much of the existing literature is therefore normative or strategically focused, emphasising reform agendas rather than interrogating frontline lived experience or the mechanisms through which leadership practices translate into everyday engagement within operational teams.
This study therefore moves beyond abstract models to examine police leadership through the lived experiences of policing teams. By foregrounding officers lived experiences, it critically assesses whether contemporary leadership frameworks are transferable to policing practice. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing debate concerning the compatibility of relational leadership paradigms with the structural realities of police organisations. Given the national emphasis on leadership reform and workforce wellbeing, this examination is both academically and operationally significant.




	RESEARCH AIM & OBJECTIVES: 

To examine how leadership practices within policing influence the motivation and engagement of policing teams.

To achieve this aim, the study will:
1. Critically review leadership, motivation and engagement literature within policing contexts.
2. Explore policing team members’ perceptions of leadership behaviours and practices.
3. Examine how specific leadership practices influence motivation and engagement at team level.
4. Identify organisational and contextual barriers that affect leaders’ ability to motivate and engage teams.
5. Develop evidence-based recommendations to enhance effective leadership practice within policing.

	LITERATURE REVIEW:
This research draws upon a combination of academic textbooks, peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports and organisational strategic documents to situate the study within the contemporary UK policing landscape. Foundational texts on research methodology (Bryman, 2016) inform the design of the study, while policing-specific leadership scholarship provides the theoretical and contextual framework.
Strategic documents such as the College of Policing’s Future Operating Environment 2040 (2020), A Commitment to Change (CoP, 2023) and the Code of Ethics (CoP, 2024), alongside the National Police Chiefs’ Council’s Policing Vision 2030 (2023), outline the increasing complexity of modern policing and the growing emphasis on ethical, adaptive and values-based leadership. These reports establish that leadership is viewed at policy level as central to workforce wellbeing, organisational performance and public legitimacy.
Academic literature provides a more critical perspective. Silvestri (2018) highlights the historical dominance of hierarchical, quasi-military leadership structures within policing, while Davis and Silvestri (2020) explore contemporary critiques of police leadership and the shift towards relational and transformational models. Cockcroft (2014, p. 5–13) questions whether transformational leadership rhetoric is fully compatible with entrenched police culture, suggesting that organisational structures may limit the practical enactment of progressive leadership approaches. Broader organisational research demonstrates that transformational, ethical and servant leadership styles are associated with higher motivation, engagement and discretionary effort (Gracey, 2019; Hesketh, Cooper and Ivy, 2016). Within policing, engagement has been linked to wellbeing and performance outcomes (Hesketh, Cooper and Ivy, 2016), and supervisory practices have been identified as influential in shaping morale and organisational commitment (CoP, 2022; Phythian et al., 2021).
The current state of research therefore demonstrates broad agreement that leadership is important in policing contexts. However, much of the existing literature is either normative (advocating particular leadership models), strategic (focused on organisational reform), or conceptual (drawing on general leadership theory). There is comparatively limited empirical research exploring how specific leadership practices are perceived by frontline officers and how those perceptions influence motivation and engagement at team level (Gracey, 2019; Ordon et al., 2019). This represents a notable gap between leadership theory, policy aspiration and lived organisational experience.
This study seeks to address that gap by examining effective police leadership through the perspectives of policing teams. By foregrounding officers lived experiences, the research builds upon the theoretical groundwork laid by existing scholarship while contributing empirical insight into how leadership operates in practice. In doing so, it responds to ongoing national emphasis on leadership reform and workforce wellbeing, demonstrating both academic relevance and practical significance.





	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
Research Approach
This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore how leadership practices are experienced within policing teams and how they influence motivation and engagement. As leadership and engagement are socially constructed and context-dependent, an interpretive methodology is more appropriate than quantitative measurement (Bryman, 2016). A qualitative design enables in-depth insight into how officers understand and respond to leadership within the organisational realities of policing.
Research Design
Semi-structured interviews will be used as the primary method of data collection. This approach balances consistency with flexibility, allowing exploration of key themes while enabling participants to raise unanticipated issues (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). It is particularly suited to examining complex organisational phenomena such as leadership and motivation, and is more appropriate than surveys, which may limit depth and constrain responses.
Data Collection
Individual interviews lasting 45–60 minutes will be conducted either face-to-face or via secure online platforms. With informed consent, interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Questions will explore participants perceptions of leadership behaviours and their impact on motivation and engagement.
Data Analysis
Data will be analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, pp. 77–101). This method allows identification and interpretation of patterns within qualitative data while remaining grounded in participants’ accounts. Analysis will involve familiarisation, coding, theme development and interpretation in relation to the research questions and existing literature.

The chosen methods align with the research aim by capturing subjective, experience-based perspectives that cannot be adequately explored through quantitative approaches. Semi-structured interviews combined with thematic analysis provide a coherent and suitable strategy for examining leadership practices at team level.



	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

The study will employ purposive sampling to recruit operational policing personnel with direct experience of working within identifiable team leadership structures. Participants will include frontline police officers and, where feasible, supervisors to capture perspectives from both those experiencing leadership and those exercising it. 
Approximately 8–12 participants will be recruited. This size is consistent with qualitative research guidance suggesting that smaller samples are appropriate for generating rich, in-depth data (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006, p. 59–82). The aim is not statistical generalisation but detailed exploration of lived experience. Including participants from different roles or ranks will allow comparison of perspectives and enhance the depth of analysis.
Focusing on operational team members is appropriate as the study explores team-level perceptions of leadership within operational policing, making these officers best placed to address the research questions (Bryman, 2016).



	ETHICAL ISSUES:

This study involves policing personnel and therefore requires careful ethical consideration due to hierarchical structures and the sensitivity of discussing leadership and organisational culture. Participation will be voluntary, with informed consent obtained prior to involvement and the right to withdraw at any time.
Confidentiality and anonymity will be ensured through pseudonyms and removal of identifying details. Data will be securely stored in accordance with institutional ethical guidelines and data protection legislation.
As participants may discuss critical experiences of leadership, measures will be taken to minimise professional risk. No information will be shared with police organisations or supervisors, and the researcher will remain reflexive throughout the study.


	TIME SCALE:
· November – December 2025: Initial literature review and identification of research topic
· January – February 2026: Development of research proposal, refinement of research questions, and submission of ethics application (by 27 February 2026)
· March – April 2026: Ethical approval process and preparation of interview materials
· May – July 2026: Participant recruitment and data collection (semi-structured interviews)
· July – August 2026: Transcription of interviews and initial coding
· September 2026: Completion of thematic analysis and drafting of findings chapter
· October 2026: Writing of introduction, literature review refinement, methodology finalisation and discussion chapter
· Late October 2026: Final proofreading, formatting and referencing checks
· November 2026: Dissertation submission
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