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This paper is going to critically evaluate leadership theories before applying them to police practice. In order to achieve this, there will be analysis of different leadership theories followed by how they are important to modern day policing. A key theme that will be discussed throughout this paper is that leadership is required at all levels within policing, from frontline police officers to senior officers at a strategic level. It is also vitally important for police officers at all level to be able to adapt to the situations they find themselves in, so there will be heavy emphasis on the importance on situational leadership, as well as other key leadership styles. Finally, their application to police practice will be explored in order to draw to a conclusion as to whether the mentioned leadership theories are applicable to real world policing.
An important trait that is fundamental for anybody serving within the police service is being able to adapt to their surroundings, including being able to adapt one’s leadership style to the situation they may find themselves in (Lindsay, 2020). The Situational Leadership Theory was introduced by Hersey & Blanchard (1977) where they discuss the curvilinear relationship between task behaviour and relationship behaviour and maturity in order to achieve the best results. A more modern interpretation of this is to analyse the relationship between leaders and followers and then comparing this to the ‘Situational Leadership Model’ framework in order for a leader to support the needs and advance development of the followers (The Center for Leadership Studies, 2023). Situational leadership is said to have five qualities; analysing, adapting, influencing, serving and developing, with the leader needing to have the ability to choose the correct one depending on the situation they find themselves in (Miller, 2022). The result of use of the Situational Leadership Model framework  is a person who is aware of their surroundings and the environment they are in, thus are able to adapt their leadership style in order to achieve the best overall outcome to whatever task they face. 
Police forces look for those who can adapt their leadership style depending on the situation from the very beginning of the application stage for becoming a police constable. Those wishing to join the police must sit a Situational Judgement Test (SJT) as this measures a person’s ability to choose the best course of action depending on the scenario that is presented to the candidate (College of Policing, 2022a). Should the candidate fail the SJT, they are unable to be appointed as a police constable. This shows that any person looking to join the police needs to be able to adapt to rapidly changing situations, meaning that they must therefore adjust their leadership style accordingly. The police are not just looking for situational leaders in the higher ranks, every police officer needs to be able to take charge and lead any given situation regardless of job or rank. This is made clear by the College of Policing (2022b) where they give emphasis on everyone needing to be a leader, from the first line leaders right up to the senior leaders and chief officers.
According to Denton (2020) there are three main leadership styles that are the most prevalent ones used by law enforcement agencies during a crisis; autocratic, laissez-faire and transformational. All three differ greatly from one another, therefore it takes a situational leadership style in order to identify the situation and use the most appropriate leadership for the best possible outcome. For example, a police officer may have to use an autocratic leadership style against members of the public should a dispersal order be in place for a particular area and they decide to not conform to it (Cheshire Constabulary, 2023). The same could be said for senior officers during a public order situation, where he or she must have an autocratic leadership style in order to best protect both their officers and the public (Reicher et al, 2007). However, an autocratic leadership style does not fit all situations and in some cases it can make a given situation worse. According to López-Cabarcos et al. (2023) complex and demanding work within policing requires positive and constructive leadership in order to guarantee both employee well-being and effective work performance. If employees are led by an autocratic leader every day of their working life then the leader will inevitably get a hostile reaction from their followers. A more transformational style is sometimes needed, a leadership style that sets out to “inspire, empower and motivate one’s team” (Fritsvold, 2023) in order for a leader to maintain the support of their followers. Within a policing context, this involves senior officers encouraging their workforce to engage with them on how to complete tasks rather than simply instructing them on what to do and how to do it (Cockcroft, 2014). This approach has been found to be successful within the Dubai police since it was introduced, and it has been suggested that a transformational leadership had a constructive influence on police performance and had a positive impact on the risk management abilities of the police force (Juma et al, 2022). Both an autocratic and a transformational leadership have their place, and it takes a situational leadership style to identify what type of leadership is most effective in any given situation.
Goleman (2006) introduced the theory that there are six leadership styles, these are; coaching, visionary, pacesetting, democratic, affiliative, and commanding. Similar to the situational leadership style, these six styles differ greatly to one another and different ones will be more effective depending on the situation. The commanding style is similar to an autocratic leader, in that the leader has command and control over their followers and is known for being quite forceful and direct (Knights, 2021). Whilst a commanding leadership can get a hostile reaction from employees, a commanding leader has the ability to approach tasks directly, which are deemed to be effective in crisis situations (Trovato, 2018). Furthermore, senior leaders within the police require a commanding leadership style, as it has been said that the “control over the employees, the structures and the activities for which they are responsible is an essential part of the job responsibilities” (Goranov, 2021, p.294). Senior leaders within the police need a certain level of control over their employees to ensure accountability, efficiency and above all else, safety. The commanding style of leadership does coincide with pacesetting style, in that those who lead by pacesetting set out specific targets for their team to follow and expect results. This could include arrest targets for a certain period that senior police officers within a force area want to achieve, despite target-based policing having a controversial past (Home Office & May, 2015).
The remaining four leadership styles set out by Goleman (2006) differ from commanding and pacesetting. The remaining styles are based around a leader working with a team, not simply commanding them on what to do. A democratic leader reviews the opinions of several parties in order to reach a decision. Democratic decisions are a vital part of modern-day policing, as it ensures every voice is heard by the leader in order for them to make the best possible decision. One way this is carried out is with the use of board meetings where a leader can take into account what their followers have to say in order to achieve the best outcome. The Police Service of Northern Ireland (2023) have what is called a Strategic Management Board, whereby senior officers meet in order to discuss relevant issues in order to decide how best to combat them. According to Police Scotland (2021a) “We consult with a wide range of partner agencies, our communities, the Scottish Police Authority, the Force Executive, our police officers, our staff and their staff associations. We do this whenever possible to ensure we consider the bigger picture before making a corporate decision”, meaning that the consultation of other parties as well as police officers themselves are the backbone behind every decision, the traits of a great democratic leader. 
The remaining three leadership styles; coaching, visionary and affiliative all follow the same principle of a leader working with their followers by offering them guidance and support in order for the team to feel motivated and inspired. Within modern day policing in the UK, every new police recruit receives a tutor constable for around three months who coaches and offers 1:1 support in order for them to succeed in their new role (Police Be the Difference, 2023). Tutor constables are still of constable rank, meaning anyone who has the necessary experience and drive to learn can become one, and display excellent leadership skills in supporting and coaching their new recruit (College of Policing, 2022c). Further to this, a study conducted in the United States of America found that police officers lead by those with a coaching leadership style have increased job satisfaction, improved levels of officer safety, better job retention and an increase in trust from the community (Magny, 2021). While a coaching style of leadership can be time consuming and resource heavy, the benefit of having more knowledgeable and capable officers out on the streets outweigh this seemingly negative trait. There are similarities to affiliative and visionary leaders to coaching leaders, the difference being that these are less resource heavy in that they are not about a leader focusing time and effort to just one person or a small group of persons, the leader looks as the entire team as a whole (Gurley & Dawn, 2011). An affiliative leader focuses greatly on morale, an ever increasingly difficult within the UK as studies show police morale is falling due after more than a decade of pay caps (Police Federation, 2022). As much as financial incentives by police forces can boost morale (Hearty, 2018), there are many other contributing factors that leaders need to consider including recognition, appreciation and followers being satisfied with their leader (Callender et al, 2018). This links with the traits of a visionary leader, who embraces positive change and development from their followers (Lubin, 2001). Within policing, visionary leaders are needed in order for them to assist fellow officers with career progression if they aspire to climb up the ranks or change to a new department (Police Be the Difference, 2023b).
Action-Centred Leadership (ACL) is a leadership theory introduced by Adair (1979) and its core focus is to achieve team effectiveness by leading a team, not simply a group of people who form a team. ACL achieves this using the ‘three circle model’, and states that all three of these circles need to be balanced in order to achieve team effectiveness. The elements to these 3 circles are achieve task, build team and develop individuals, and Adair (1979) states that all three of these circles must have equal overlap in order for the team to succeed. Should any of these circles overlap causing an unbalance, the team effectiveness will be hampered (Al-Touby, 2012). For example, if a police force becomes too focused on targets and degenerating into a ‘red-green’ exercise (Hibberd, 2021) and the needs of its officers are ignored, that would create an imbalance and team effectiveness is likely to be affected. Likewise, if a force area focuses more on officers needs than crime targets, then effectiveness will still not be achieved. Leaders within the police need to find a fine balance between achieving their tasks and understanding the social needs of their team in order for them to succeed (The Open University, 2023). As previously mentioned, keeping morale high is vitally important for police officers to carry out their duties effectively. However, motivational factors such as accomplishing daily demands on the service are also key aspects that drive police officers to carry out their duties (Police Scotland, 2021b).
All of the mentioned leadership styles are used daily within policing, from day-to-day response policing right up to senior officers at a strategic level during major incidents. One of the key qualities that is looked for within neighbourhood policing is having the ability to “help communities rocked by injustice and plagued by crime to trust the police” (Police Now, 2023), but also to be “one who makes an elderly woman feel safe in her community” (Police Now, 2023). A neighbourhood policing officer is expected to tackle key issues within their community by taking leadership and deciding on the best course of action. This in itself requires a good situational leadership style, as different situations will require a different style of leadership in order to achieve the best outcome. In order to satisfy the communities they serve, they will also need to possess a democratic leadership style, taking in the voices of the neighbourhood to establish the root cause of issues in order for be best course of action to be taken (College of Policing, 2023a). Should a situation require the use of conflict management in order to best deal with a situation, a neighbourhood policing offer may be required to use an autocratic leadership style in order to take charge of a situation in order to come to a safe resolution while reducing risk to themselves or other officers involved (College of Policing, 2023b). Leadership is not only required at a strategic level amongst senior police officers, leadership is required at every level in policing.
The College of Policing (2023c) run senior leader development sessions where they welcome those from underrepresented groups within policing who aspire to reach chief officer level within five years. While there is this stigma that senior officers need to have an autocratic leadership style in order to lead a team (Silvestri, 2017) and in certain situations this can be true, one of the exercises that the College of Policing (2023c) list is to “explore the exercises through facilitated group discussions with peers and assessors”. This shows that the police are looking for leaders who do more than just direct people, they are after leaders who are able to work with people, to facilitate discussion in order to achieve results, they are looking for democratic and transformational leaders in senior roles. 
When considering situational leadership, one consideration when looking at leadership styles used is that of locality. Within more rural communities such as Carmarthenshire the crime rates are seen to be varying from those such as London with the crimes themselves presenting differently. This results in a need of varying leadership types due to the variation in both the crime and the individuals dealt with. An example of this is that in Llanelli, one of the most urban towns within the Dyfed-Powys force region, the most commonly reported crimes in a particular area were violent & sexual offences and anti-social behaviour (Police.uk, 2023a). In contrast to this, the most reported crimes in the St. James’s area of London were theft and theft from the person (Police.uk, 2023b). It takes differing leadership styles to combat these different issues, for example on the Metropolitan Police (2023) website they have a guide on how to spot and how to best avoid being pickpocketed. This is seen as a fairly laissez-faire approach to taking charge and tackling the situation, however that is not to say that it is not effective. Meanwhile, the officers in charge of tackling issues such as anti-social behaviour in Llanelli will need to take a more autocratic approach such as closure orders (Dyfed-Powys Police, 2022) and increased patrols (Llanelli Police, 2021) in order to best combat anti-social behaviour and the issues that cause it. There is not a ‘one size fits all’ approach to tackling crime, and different types of crime will need a strong situational leadership style in order to tackle crime and the factors that contribute to crime.
In conclusion, this paper makes it clear that leadership is needed at all levels in policing. From frontline police officers to senior officers at a strategic level, all need to be able to take leadership of situations they may find themselves in and apply the most applicable leadership theory in order to achieve the best possible outcome. One of the key themes that has been discussed throughout is situational leadership, a key leadership style that applies to everyday policing. A key quality that is looked for right from the beginning of the application stage for a police constable is the person having the ability to recognise the situation they are in and adapt their behaviour and leadership style accordingly. Further to this, it takes a great situational leader to recognise the six leadership styles set out by Goleman (2006) and identify which one would be best applicable to a given situation. Throughout this paper leadership theories have been critically evaluated and it is clear that their application to police practice is vitally important in order for police offers to carry out their day-to-day duties to the highest standard. 
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