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Reflective report
The challenges of Operational Leadership in policing

In this report, I aim to understand leadership models and theories and how they align to the challenges faced by me and colleagues within UK policing.   I will include reflective practice examples of situations I have faced and responded to in order to detail and compare with academic research and findings.

Introduction
A failure or perceived failure of an individual or business in private sector may affect their position, profit margins or share price. In public office, particularly in the police, it affects people. With this comes pressure, added with continued scrutiny and spotlight from governing bodies, associations, the media and its own politics in policing , there is no hiding place, or room for error.

There are of course examples of how policing has not, or certainly perceived not to have succeeded.  The public, researchers and families have not forgotten or forgiven authorities for the policing of the Miners strikes, Hillsborough disaster, response to public rioting or protests or acts of terror, the deaths of individuals such as Stephen Lawrence  and many miscarriages of justice.  There are of course recent incidents and prime examples such as the protests in Bristol the death of Sarah Everard each with heightened focus of the leadership decisions by policing chiefs, notwithstanding the microscope of the policing response to restrictions imposed as a result of a public health pandemic (Farrow, 2020; Jones, 2020). All continue to affect communities often creating public outcry and mistrust in policing.  

So the many and varied challenges of operational leadership in policing exist internally and externally.  This certainly has not reduced since the introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) and Police and Crime Panels (PCPs), together with parliamentary and ministerial turnstiles at Westminster  and calls for devolution in Wales , as experienced in Scotland and Northern Ireland .  As such, policing popularity can ebb and flow through crises often resulting in outcry for reform or inquiry. At the same time, acts of terror or matters subject to the strategic policing requirements often leads to necessities to address the heightened threats, whilst trying to meet the challenges predicted via policing visions (College of policing, 2019; NPCC, 2016).  This together with performance assessments of local or individual forces via Inspectorates (HMICFRS) around response times, investigatory standards and neighbourhood policing each draw challenges and dilemmas for police leaders. 

It can be therefore evaluated that effective leadership is a critical component for the success of any serving officer such as myself, policing leaders and chiefs and UK policing in general.  The more that can be understood, the better I am likely to lead or succeed.  

The reflective practice examples provided are some of the many and varied challenges I have faced in operational police leadership.  I aim to link each with research and theories and will follow the Gibbs Reflective Cycle  in fig. 1, in order to outline my own experiences.
Fig.1



Reflective practice 1
I led my first investigation as a Senior Investigation Officer (SIO) to locate and apprehend a wanted suspect for a serious offence.  The suspect was deemed to be dangerous, high risk to himself and others around him and the public in general.  

Feelings
This was the first high-profile investigation in which I was a force SIO.  I felt confident but under pressure to ensure the aim was achieved promptly. I ensured that I had the required resources and access to specialist staff with skills, experience and knowledge to assist me. This enabled me to feel confident and relaxed, ensuring it was a team effort rather than my own mission.  I certainly felt under the spotlight and there were pressures from external media and local interest and a continuous internal requirement of the reporting of progress made.

Evaluation 
I set up daily briefings with mandatory attendance for all staff.  It was important that the progress made was shared, all were aware of up to date information and that the team were specifically tasked with the main lines of enquiry pertinent to their skills and specialist capability.  I found myself working significantly long hours each day to ensure that I was up to date with all information and actions, and needed to be prepared for the briefings.  At times I was clearly the mould of other senior detectives behaviours that I had followed, ensuring that I was always the last one leaving and first person back in the next day, to illustrate my own commitment to my teams.  The hours were taking their toll and impacted on the interaction with my family, but I also did not consider how I presented.  The teams may have seen my behaviour as what I expected from them and as I had different knowledge and experience with each.  A quick fix would have been to delegate the preparation of a template or standard daily briefing document to provide myself, the team and the briefings a structure and consistent message and objective as time continued.  This would have assisted me and others to maintain a clear sight and focus, whilst managing my time effectively to focus more on the team members rather than heavily weighted towards the tasks.

Analysis
To minimise the impact of this investigation on other areas through the abstraction of specialist staff and impact on other business areas, I ensured myself or a senior representative was updated for senior officer group meetings, so police chiefs were aware of our plans and progress.

I certainly had not sufficiently focused enough time and attention on the officers and staff. There was a mix of experience, but I could have spent more time with younger officers to allow them to feel able to contribute more openly in briefings or directly with me.  They had their normal roles on hold and no doubt faced pressure from elsewhere whilst working long hours on this investigation. 

Conclusion
Overall, I felt ‘in control’ and despite the challenges as time continued to be the pressure cooker, the enquiries were rewarded resulting in overall aims achieved.  I was able to use my experience and skills to good effect but upon review I should have delegated more work and decision making.  The work was complex and sensitive and rather than setting objectives and leaving others develop strategies to achieve this, I concluded that I was operating in the detail throughout and too rigid with my style impacted upon by insufficient release of ‘control’.

Action plan
Following a debrief of the investigation I identified I needed to be more conscious of people rather than seeing a team of officers and staff identical to me when I was in those roles, as to be effective and efficient, police officers must have a work–life balance .

I made specific reference in my conclusion to control.  This term or phrase is something that I have heard, and used, within policing throughout my career to date. It prompts me to consider if controlling is what is needed, if I operate as a manager or leader, and how to lead policing through the future challenges.

Leadership
The Great Man theory, associated with the late Scotsman Thomas Carlyle, is an assertion that leaders are men placed on earth to perform that function .  A theory fit to its title, born a leader, you either have it or you don't.   The theory tried to identify the set of attributes that historical or notable leaders have in common.  It spawned the trait theories of leadership , research that examines individual characteristics present or required, to lead effectively.

Post war research (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985) rejected this theory and indicated that a prominent leader in one scenario may not be as effective in another. This was developed through research around behaviour theories and models such as the managerial grid , situational leadership  and trait theory .  

Burns (1978) argues that leadership may occur in two ways: transactional and transformational. Transactional, a reciprocity of behaviour between the leader and the team, motivated by incentive with a leader creating a mix of rewards and punishments and then closely monitor the progress and result.  In contrast transformational leadership, refers to commitment through encouragement and inspiration towards a shared goal .

Somewhat related is the style leadership model  that identifies and compares five styles presented within a managerial grid. As illustrated in fig. 2, it details the extent to which the leader has concern for production and concern for people along each axis, with high and low numbered values.  It is not a focus where a leader features on the grid but how they compare with each other. 

Fig. 2




Using reflective practice 1 as an example, I understood and learnt that I was high on concern for production (apprehending outstanding suspect) but scored too low on my concern for people. 

In fig.2, the impoverished style is mistake avoidance at all costs and thus innovation and change have little focus or value and could be regarded as laisse faire. I have worked in this environment whereby a manager is close to retirement, or put into a role they didn’t desire, and this influenced the team members in the creation of low work ethic and lack of purpose.

The produce or perish style is the transactional style, dictatorial or autocratic, focusing on high reward and punishment to achieve goals or targets.  This fits into other theories such as Theory X of McGregor’s theory, with differing of beliefs from the leader to the staff less concerned about people, highly concerned that people or staff complete the tasks that are assigned to them.   This may be appropriate at times in policing during crisis management for instance.

The country club or accommodating style has an imbalance towards staff over performance, often creating a friendly environment in the hope of performance rather than drive towards success.  This is much more about concern for people trying to create a safe and comfortable working environment and doing all that can be done to avoid conflict.

The middle of the road style is the leader trying to balance between performance targets and worker’s needs, often failing to satisfy both or either.

The equilibrium of the grid is to the team or sound style, identified as the ‘green zone’ with specific and high focus on teamwork and commitment.  It could be aligned to transformational, specifically promoting an environment so the staff (followers) understand and recognise their role in the vision and mission of the team and organisation.  A style that focusses on decision making and getting things done but also with making people feel valued very closely. This would align with Macgregor's Y theory .

Whilst this managerial grid points towards a specific leadership style as the optimum team style, other theories such as contingency theories suggest that there is no one method to make a decision or lead a team on each and every occasion, but dependent on the circumstances.  Situational leadership theory  argues that there is no one size fits all model, and that certain traits, skills and styles fit better in one situation than another, so the leader must adapt. For example, leading a police firearms team responding to a serious incident may imply a somewhat different approach to leading a neighbourhood policing team of community officers on a daily basis. Each may have the same objectives such as protection from serious harm and intelligence gathering to succeed or perform.  However, whilst operating in a live incident the firearms team are likely to be focussed on instruction, direction and command and may require a transactional or heavily weighted task focus in deployment, whereas a team and task style for the neighbourhood teams focussed on problem solving and intuition may be more successful.  It would mean to find and install the right leader rather than hoping the current one will adapt their style to the situation. 

Reflective practice 2
As a senior detective covering a specific area, I received a call from a newly promoted Detective Sergeant to alert me of an unexplained death.  The initial assessment and information indicated the deceased had injuries consistent with an assault, and that it did not appear that the death was recent.

Feelings and thoughts
I could hear the detectives voice was clearly heightened during the initial contact and was notifying me as the appropriate person but also seeking direction.  I consciously avoided outlining all the actions that I naturally would articulate and, in a supportive way, deliberately asked her questions such as what are her intentions with regards to preserving the potential crime scene, early evidence gathering opportunities from witnesses/suspect(s) still at the location, asking further finer questions that probed her thoughts and rationale.  I was confident in the Sergeants abilities as I had coached her through her detective career and recent promotion, so I felt like I was assisting in her own leadership development. It felt good.

Evaluation
The Sergeant identified the key areas for consideration, attended the scene and made key decisions. I was contacted for one key decision that was important and adopted a similar style, supporting her in the rationale, referencing the National Decision-Making Model (NDM) that we both use for decision making on a daily basis.  

Analysis
It was not a conscious decision to be what I initially regarded as transformational to ensure that I left people to carry out their work but would ensure there was sufficient focus on the task or problem.

Conclusion
I believe my instinct would have defaulted into transactional, dictating what I needed to be done, albeit based on the very little information at that time, attempting to anticipate the further information.  I was slightly anxious about it but felt that it was right to probe the officers plans and to ask further information for her decisions and rationale before offering my own. In conclusion, I would have offered little added value to her own actions if I had dictated actions to complete, other than reassure her with the considerations and decision making with sound rationale and support.  This felt as though it was a situational and transformational style in an operational matter, and I felt rewarded in seeing the officer flourish in leading the initial response herself.

Action plan
I set myself a goal to ensure that I react similarly in future circumstances with an officer I have less experience and confidence from leading, to adopt a similar attitude and style to develop other people.

I often hear comments that transformational is difficult or impossible in policing due to the nature of the role and risk. The intent based transformational style of leadership evidence from other high risk areas, such as abandoning command-and-control leadership and empowering the crew to turn the worst performing submarine to the best performer in the fleet, indicates otherwise .

The managerial grid (fig.2) is therefore a tool for assessment and analysis of high focus on task and people. From experience, it is not always as simple as that there are other variables to consider.

Policing culture
The barriers to effective leadership in policing has been found to be cultural, structural, and political .  Policing has a deep-rooted culture of task focus, transactional style suited towards a command and control function.  The rank, uniform and deep hierarchical structures align itself to traditional management styles, suppressing reform, innovation and change. 

As officers are sworn as opposed to contracted members of employment, the role as an officer is often a lifetime event for their working lives, learning from the existing and previous cultures, as detailed in my evaluation in reflective practice 1.  As officers gain promotion they bring their deep cultures with them and practices, procedures and mindsets are often dated and ill-suited to reform and continued improvement .  

The research and appetite for policing leadership changes are long standing (Schafer, 2010, Home Office, 2010; Committee on Standards in Public Life, 2015, Vitale, 2017).    These have all developed into the creation of the Code of Ethics,  the NDM , and direct entry and fast track programmes into senior positions.  Early research  of such direct entry Superintendent schemes outlined positive assessments of the newly appointed officers, but lazy myths and culture are likely to provide barriers to their success. This is supported by  outlining that officers in leadership roles with direct entry and fast track process backgrounds often lack credibility amongst their workforce.  Rowe (2006, p. 765) however concluded that if you want people to follow you as a leader in policing, you need technical skills in your field.  That is, you need to have credibility amongst you staff.  Theorist John Adair outlines:

“…. a person can be appointed a manager at any level, but he or she is not a leader until the appointment has been ratified in the hearts and minds of those who work with the person”


Further influences are the political relations between policing chiefs, elected PCCs and although protected of operational independence through legislation, Ackland (2021) argues that political influence over policing has never been more prominent.  Michael (2021) outlines that dispersed leadership is important in the current operating environment, a distribution of leadership skills and responsibilities throughout a police force for instance, that rebuts the leader and follower theories outlined.  Gordon (2010, p. 286) indicates an institutional dominance of behaviour provides a barrier to this embedding in policing without radical change.  

Targets too are prevalent in policing and this fosters a rating and ranking of people and organisations by numbers.  The emphasis and importance around National Crime Recordings Standards (NCRS) compliance and ethical recording and monitored performance (target setting) in this area is an example.  In order to improve in this area, there is a necessity for leadership by highlighting the importance of the activity and wider purpose to ensure victims of crime receive the support and intervention they need to recover from the crime.  The context here though is that it is important to ensure people understand how meeting a target can contribute towards this aim and consider alternative ways of reaching that target.   Seddon (2005, p.75) indicates that target driven leaders focus to simply ‘avoid being bottom of the league’, and is counterproductive to performance. In a time when data analytics around crime numbers and outcomes and returns, conviction rates, stop and search, HMICFRS gradings and alike this presents challenges.

There are alternative theories of leadership less renowned but used and observed in policing.  A self-proclaimed bungee style approach, plunge down into the minutiae and spring back up, was referenced as a successful strategy by a former Chief Constable .  

Reflective practice 2
I coordinated the response to two interlinked investigations into organised crime activity, namely a ‘county lines’ along with locating a missing child, where a vulnerable child was used to traffic drugs in an area far away from their home city.  The team were highly focussed and enthusiastic, often to the detriment of standards and procedures. The team wanted to use tactics that did not support utilising the media to find the child, I understood this but the overriding factor was to safeguard the child and as such I decided to use the local communities and media to assist the investigation. The team challenged this decision that I welcomed and considered but I maintained the decision and explained the rationale.  This proved beneficial as the child was located as a result of the communities’ response.  However, this information was promptly acted upon by the team without communication to myself or appropriate risk assessment.  During the briefing I openly challenged the actions and response to my decision contrary to their views which I believed played a part in their actions.

Feelings and thoughts
I was trained in the policing response to organised crime group (OCG) tactics and understood the priorities and processes.  I explained to the team the purpose and considerations and challenged their actions directly. I felt somewhat uncomfortable because I had worked with the team members of similar ranks but also the tone of the meeting became serious. I did not feel that I was calm or supportive in my tone albeit not  unprofessional or wrong to address the issues, but at the end of the meeting I was disappointed with how I handled it and was uncertain how I followed this up. 

Evaluation
I found that I was balanced in the meeting as I praised their work ethic and enthusiasm but their response to my decisions was inappropriate and I was proud to have raised the issues and believed it was right to do it in an open team environment.  

Analysis
I believe I was right to challenge the behaviour and that it was right to do it during the meeting. I felt (and feel) it was important to show the rest of the group I was not prepared to let that behaviour go unchallenged.  I followed this up with face to face discussions with individual team members and that proved worthwhile as this allowed them to raise some team dynamic issues that I could address further, whilst offering the opportunity for them to understand my views and style that I believed to be fair and approachable.

Conclusion
I was confident in the skills and abilities of the team, however upon review they were operating as mavericks without leadership. I had created an environment to allow the staff to understand the problem and identify the solutions themselves but they were so highly focussed on achieving the aim, the actions were being done regardless of policy, procedure and importantly their own safety.  I did not ensure there was due diligence and enough focus and could see I was likely to operating similarly to the middle of the road leader on the managerial grid (fig.2) at that time.

Action plan
I continued face to face discussions with the team and although I recognised their work through commendations, I self-reflected and ensured that I improved my communications over the aims, objectives and parameters for future investigations.

In the above, I had failed to consider and understand my own behaviours, but also the team members.  For instance, how the team act, interact and respond is significantly important to understand who I am leading, or who is following .

Leading People
Emotional intelligence  or being emotionally aware  are key terms and considerations now used in policing.  They are relatively new in policing (since 2016) but stem from a theory developed and adapted into a model of five basic emotional and social competencies  many years previously.  These five competencies: Self-awareness; Self-regulation: Motivation; Empathy and Social skills are now adapted into four as illustrated in fig.3.








Fig.3



This feeds into a popular model  used to identify the stages of group progression and understand their development, identified as follows:

Forming: inception and understanding of roles and code of conduct causing some anxiety and eagerness to impress and identity;
Storming: views are made openly and forcefully with potential conflict and hostility;
Norming: dynamic stabilises and important for the development and performance of group towards the next stage;
Performing: the group has created the structure and cohesiveness to work effectively, focusing on the purpose and performance;
Adjourning; the exit, due to factors such as change in staff, objectives complete or end of funding etc. 

It is important for a leader to understand the dynamics and evolvement of groups and teams.  The circumstances within reflective practice 2 now become clear to me that I have assisted in moving the group through norming and with increased leadership into performing stage.

Reflective practice 3
I chair Multi Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA) meetings to ensure the appropriate management of identified individuals with the purpose of managing risk in order to protect the public. These involve statutory public bodies and third sector agencies ranging but not limited to law enforcement, offender management and rehabilitation, housing and victim support.

Feelings and thoughts
During these meetings I found myself frustrated and irritated towards individuals representing a specific partner agency who I perceived and regarded as lacking interest or motivation to contribute or pursue same goals I and others were working towards.  I spoke openly of this during meetings and although did so professionally, I remained uncertain if I was doing the right thing and in the right place.

Evaluation
I felt that individuals avoided meaningful contribution to prevent allocation of tasks, rather than what the right thing to do.  Other agencies provided feedback to me that I was right to identify the issues presented by a specific representative and agency and my views represented the group. I did not know it at this stage but there are clear parallels here with the storming phase as views were said more openly and forcefully.

Analysis
As this reluctance to contribute was a repeated practice, it was likely to have clouded my judgement, affected my role as chair and hindered the overall aims of protecting the public and my professionalism and communication potentially created an inappropriate environment.

Conclusion
I was not recognising or regulation my social or personal competencies as outlined by Goleman (1999, p. 318). I was prejudging the individual and organisation they represented from previous experience and my emotions were interfering rather than facilitating and I was unable to take their perspective.  I sensed the feeling was the same within my team.

Action plan
I decided to approach this one differently.  I made arrangements for a representative from that agency to work one day per week within a multi-agency safeguarding hub on police premises, and a member of my team did the same with their organisation, in order to understand perspectives and cultivate rapport and attune with a broad diversity of people and roles. I assess these actions to have assisted the MAPPA group dynamic out of storming and into norming towards the performing stage through this type of practice.

I believe that this type of partnership working is a key to addressing the ever-increasing demands outlined in the policing visions 2025 and 2040 .

Future challenges
Vitale (2017, p. 62) argues that policing is not the solution for problems in society and more work is required for the root cause of mental health, crime, behaviour and offending.   In 2010 it was identified that the police service needed to show leadership about how to act professionally in more challenging economic circumstances.  Operating in areas of increasing complexities and shaping the workforce are identified to be two of the five key future challenges facing policing over the next twenty years.  Police leaders need to respond to the future challenges by thinking and acting differently.  It cannot be through doing the same things, expecting different results.  

Conclusion
Police leaders (officers and staff from all ranks) have high levels of credibility and competence at operational matters, from homicide investigations to firearms deployments or geographical oversight of areas, but have much to learn about leadership and change .  However, nobody can teach me leadership, I must learn it .  

The areas that I have reflected upon using the Gibbs model (fig.1) are helpful to understand my own behaviour, mindset and style.  The reflective practices described outline that I have much to learn but assist me in concluding that unless there are changes to the traditional and cultures within UK policing, there will continue to be only new people, replicating old ways.  Leaders need to be creative and systematic towards the rapidly changing and complex environment in the future challenges of policing .  I must play a key role in this.

Crime trends, offending behaviour, identification of threat, risk and harm are all complex and will be different in the next five years , as they were five years earlier, yet policing boundaries, priorities and leaders remain.  Hoggett, et al. (2018, p.151) outline that although leaders can lack credibility by ‘forgetting what it was like on the street’, this can be overcome by ensuring the workforce have an identity and shared vision.  This has not been overcome with direct entry and fast track programmes, fuelling the divide from strategic visions set by senior leaders and operational delivery.

The frameworks such as the managerial grid are important tools to assess my own and others style and behaviour.  Understanding leadership is useful when reflecting or analysing my own behaviour or that of others.  The reference to work life balance and its correlation to police officer effectiveness , requires the competencies of emotional intelligence of individuals, this cannot be achieved without training and support.

Research and theorists (Blake & Mouton, 1964; Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985) all point towards one style to be the most effective.  I believe and have experienced that each must be taken into context and different skills or styles can fit different situations and understanding and knowing this can help me and others become a better leader. This is supported by Miller: 

…….the potential benefits of the intersection of transformational and transactional leadership styles in law enforcement, with results pointing to the effects of inspirational motivation, individualized influence (both transformational traits), as well as a potential effect of contingent rewards (transactional).


The research for this report alone has endured me to learn and improve, to focus towards leadership, not management, to be an innovator, not the last one home and first one in, but supportive and radical.  Giving up the ‘control’ and feeling the tinge of anxiety that I have experienced, indicate I am following the right track to becoming a leader .

Words: 5,034 exl. Bibliography.
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