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Task 1

Relevant areas of the National Policing Curriculum: 
Understanding the Police Officer Role.

**You must choose a policing incident in which you played a significant role with an offender/service user/victim and reflect on what happened.**  



Critically evaluate the strategic role of the College of Police in professionalising policing in the U.K.

Evidence how you are working to fulfil the role of a modern professional police officer now that you are in your final year of probation.

Critically reflect upon how your final year of probation has seen your role as a police officer change. 


Consider the strategic Policing requirement, Policing Vision 2025, the Workforce Transformation 2018 and the College of Policing’s 5 Year Strategy.



2000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section)
ANSWER:


Policing in the United Kingdom has undergone significant change in response to changing patterns of crime, technological developments, public expectations and increased scrutiny of police legitimacy. The contemporary police officer is expected to do considerably more than enforce the law. Modern policing requires officers to exercise professional judgement, understand vulnerability, work with partner agencies, use evidence to inform decisions and continually develop their knowledge and skills.
Professionalisation is particularly important because police officers exercise significant powers over members of the public. Officers can arrest, search, detain and use force, meaning that professional standards and ethical decision-making are essential. Lipsky’s (1980) concept of street-level bureaucracy is relevant because frontline officers possess considerable discretion when translating legislation and policy into decisions. While discretion is necessary, it can also create inconsistency if not supported by professional standards, supervision and ethical principles.
This assignment critically reflects upon my development during the final year of my probation, using a significant policing incident involving a victim and offender as a case study. It evaluates the strategic role of the College of Policing in professionalising policing and considers the influence of the Strategic Policing Requirement (SPR), Policing Vision 2025 and Workforce Transformation 2018.
The central argument is that professionalisation is not achieved simply through qualifications, policies or national strategies. It is demonstrated through how individual officers apply professional knowledge, ethical principles and evidence when dealing with complex situations. My progression through probation has involved moving from learning operational skills under supervision towards greater professional autonomy, accountability and reflective judgement.
As an example, a domestic abuse-related report in which I played a significant role in dealing with both the victim and alleged offender. On arrival, my immediate priorities were to establish what had occurred, separate those involved, identify immediate risks and ensure the victim’s safety.
The victim was distressed and initially reluctant to provide a detailed account. Initially, I viewed this primarily as an evidential difficulty. As the interaction developed, however, I recognised that reluctance could indicate fear, vulnerability or previous negative experiences. I therefore changed my approach and concentrated on creating an environment in which the victim felt able to communicate.
I explained my role and the options available, listened without judgement and managed the victim’s expectations. I could not guarantee a particular outcome, but I could explain what actions I would take and why.
Tyler (2006) argues that people’s perceptions of police legitimacy are influenced significantly by whether authorities treat them fairly, respectfully and neutrally. Consequently, how an officer communicates can be as important to legitimacy as the eventual outcome.
I also had to maintain professional fairness towards the offender. The circumstances could have encouraged me to assume responsibility before considering all available evidence. I therefore attempted to distinguish between the allegations and the evidence and ensured that any police powers considered were lawful, necessary and proportionate.
This demonstrated the importance of professional discretion. Lipsky (1980) argues that frontline professionals make decisions that effectively translate policy into practice. In policing, officers regularly make decisions without direct supervision, meaning professional judgement is unavoidable. However, discretion must be guided by law, evidence, ethics and professional standards.
The incident also highlighted the importance of partnership working. The underlying risks associated with domestic abuse could not necessarily be resolved through enforcement alone. Safeguarding, information sharing and prevention were therefore important elements of the response.
Reflecting on the incident, one strength was my ability to adapt my approach as further information became available. I moved from an initial enforcement-focused mindset towards considering vulnerability and longer-term risk.
This demonstrates the importance of reflective practice. Schön (1983) describes professionals as reflecting both during and after practice. Reflection therefore enables practitioners to question assumptions rather than simply repeating established behaviour.
My experience demonstrated that competence is not simply the ability to complete a task. It involves understanding why a particular approach is appropriate and recognising when an alternative may produce a better outcome.
The College of Policing is the professional body for policing in England and Wales and plays an important role in establishing professional standards, developing leadership and promoting evidence-based practice (College of Policing, 2026a).
Its 2022–2026 corporate strategy identified its mission as to boost professionalism, drive consistency and improve leadership (College of Policing, 2022). The current strategic direction continues to emphasise leadership, standards and performance (College of Policing, 2026b).
This is significant because professionalisation involves more than individual competence. It encompasses ethical behaviour, leadership, organisational culture, continuing professional development and consistency.
The College of Policing nevertheless provides an important national framework for professionalisation by establishing common expectations concerning competence, ethics and behaviour.
The Strategic Policing Requirement provides a national framework for threats requiring capabilities beyond individual local policing arrangements. The 2023 SPR identifies seven national threats, including violence against women and girls, terrorism, serious and organised crime, cyber incidents, child sexual abuse, public disorder and civil emergencies (Home Office, 2023).
Although my incident was local, the SPR remains relevant because frontline officers contribute to wider policing capability through intelligence, accurate recording, information sharing and identification of risk.
The inclusion of violence against women and girls is particularly relevant to domestic abuse. It demonstrates how an incident experienced locally can form part of a wider national policing priority.
My development has involved moving beyond asking simply, “What offence has occurred?” I increasingly consider the wider picture asking questions like: What risk exists? Is there vulnerability? Who else needs to know? What intelligence can be developed? What can be done to prevent recurrence?
This demonstrates a broader understanding of my role within the policing system.
Policing Vision 2025 was developed by the NPCC and Association of Police and Crime Commissioners to establish a long-term direction for policing. It identified the need for a professional, skilled and adaptable workforce, greater collaboration, improved technology and stronger relationships with communities (NPCC and APCC, 2016).
Its emphasis upon partnership working is particularly relevant to my incident. Problems such as domestic abuse, vulnerability and repeat victimisation cannot necessarily be resolved through enforcement alone.
The Vision also recognised the importance of continuous professional development. This has directly influenced my development because I now understand that completing probation is not the end of professional learning.
Another significant theme is public confidence. Policing requires public consent and legitimacy. Tyler (2006) suggests that people are more likely to view authorities as legitimate when they experience fair procedures.
This reinforces my understanding that communication with victims and service users is not simply an interpersonal skill. It is an essential part of legitimate policing.
Workforce Transformation 2018 recognised that policing required an agile workforce possessing the skills and capabilities necessary for twenty-first-century policing (NPCC, 2018).
This challenges the traditional assumption that police competence is primarily developed through operational experience and length of service. Experience is valuable, but it must be combined with structured learning and reflection.
Evidence-based policing is particularly relevant. Sherman (1998) argued that policing should use research evidence concerning what works to inform practice. More recent approaches recognise that evidence should be combined with professional judgement and consideration of local circumstances (Crawford et al., 2024).
This is reflected in my own development. During the early stages of probation, I concentrated heavily on operational skills such as communication, statement taking, incident management and use of police powers. During my final year, I have increasingly recognised the importance of safeguarding, evidence-based practice, partnership working and emotional intelligence.
The development of police education can also be viewed within this professionalisation agenda. The Police Educational Qualifications Framework sought to increase the professional and educational standards of policing (Home Office, 2019). Combining academic learning with operational experience has required me to consider not simply what I do, but why I do it.
The most significant change has been my transition from learner to increasingly autonomous officer.
Earlier in my probation, I regularly sought confirmation before making decisions. This was appropriate because I was developing competence. During my final year, I have become more confident in making decisions, explaining my rationale and taking responsibility for the consequences.
However, autonomy does not mean working without support. I now understand that a professional officer should recognise when assistance is required.
My understanding of leadership has also changed. I previously associated leadership primarily with rank and formal authority. I now recognise that leadership can be demonstrated by constables through taking ownership, supporting colleagues, sharing knowledge, challenging inappropriate behaviour and modelling professional standards.
The College’s leadership standards recognise leadership at foundation level and emphasise ethical behaviour, public service, effective working with others and continuous development (College of Policing, 2026c).
My approach to risk has similarly developed. Earlier in probation, I sometimes viewed risk as something that needed to be removed immediately. Experience has taught me that effective risk management requires assessment of the seriousness and nature of the risk, available information, protective factors and proportionate intervention.
I have also developed greater emotional intelligence. Officers routinely encounter people during difficult periods in their lives. Professionalism therefore requires officers to recognise emotion without allowing it to compromise rational and ethical decision-making.
The professionalisation agenda provides significant benefits, but national strategies do not automatically produce improved policing.
One challenge is the tension between standardisation and discretion. National standards promote consistency, but officers must retain sufficient discretion to respond to individual circumstances. Excessive standardisation could restrict professional judgement, while excessive variation could undermine public confidence.
A second challenge is bureaucracy. Increasing recording requirements, performance measures and compliance processes could potentially result in officers focusing on demonstrating that a task has been completed rather than achieving the best outcome.
Professionalisation should therefore focus upon the purpose of standards rather than simple compliance.
A further challenge concerns organisational culture. Professional frameworks cannot compensate for poor leadership or inappropriate workplace cultures. Professionalisation must therefore operate at both individual and organisational levels.
The College’s continuing focus on leadership, standards and performance recognises this relationship (College of Policing, 2026b).
Professionalisation should consequently be understood as an ongoing process rather than a completed reform. The profession must continue to adapt as crime, technology, public expectations and evidence change.
My final year of probation has significantly changed my understanding of professional policing. I have moved from viewing policing primarily as responding to incidents and enforcing the law towards understanding it as a profession based upon prevention, safeguarding, ethical decision-making, evidence, partnership working and public confidence.
The incident considered in this reflection demonstrated that effective policing requires more than establishing whether an offence has occurred. It requires officers to understand vulnerability, assess risk, communicate effectively, support victims and deal fairly with offenders.
The College of Policing has an important strategic role in this professionalisation process through professional standards, guidance, leadership development, ethical frameworks and evidence-based practice. Its strategic emphasis upon leadership, standards and performance provides an important framework for improving policing (College of Policing, 2022; College of Policing, 2026b).
The SPR demonstrates that local policing exists within a wider national threat environment, while Policing Vision 2025 and Workforce Transformation 2018 demonstrate the need for an adaptable and professionally skilled workforce.
My own development reflects these ambitions. I have become more confident in exercising professional judgement, more aware of ethical and proportional policing, more victim-focused and more willing to reflect upon my decisions.
Most importantly, I now recognise that completing probation does not represent the end of professional development. It represents the point at which professional responsibility increases.
The modern police officer must therefore be operationally capable, ethically grounded and reflective. The authority of the office of constable must be matched by integrity, competence, accountability and a commitment to public service.
Ultimately, professionalisation is experienced by the public through individual encounters with officers. It is during these encounters that national strategies, professional standards and ethical principles become meaningful. My development during probation has therefore been not simply about becoming more experienced, but about becoming more capable of exercising police powers professionally, ethically and in the public interest.
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Relevant areas of the National Policing Curriculum:  
Communication Skills, social media, Communication Strategy 
 
**You must choose a policing incident in which you played a significant role with an offender/service user/victim and reflect on what happened. ** 


  
Critically evaluate your experience of the use of social media as a means of informing and engaging with the community and promoting policy initiatives.

Consider the force policy on using social media for professional information and engagement purposes. 
What social media platforms are used by policing?
What are the benefits and risks of using social media?


 
2000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section) 

ANSWER:

The rapid development of social media has transformed the relationship between policing organisations and the communities they serve. Platforms including Facebook, Instagram, X, TikTok and YouTube enable police forces to communicate directly with large audiences, provide crime prevention advice, seek information from the public and promote policing priorities. Unlike traditional forms of communication, social media can facilitate two-way interaction, allowing members of the public to question, challenge and provide information to policing organisations. Consequently, social media has the potential to support transparency, accessibility and confidence in policing.
However, the use of social media also presents significant challenges. The speed at which information can be published and shared creates risks surrounding misinformation, privacy, operational security and professional standards. Furthermore, the existence of online interaction does not necessarily equate to meaningful community engagement. A police organisation may have a substantial online following but still fail to reach digitally excluded groups or respond effectively to community concerns.
This essay critically evaluates social media as a professional policing tool, considering its role in informing and engaging communities and promoting policy initiatives. It examines the expectations established by the College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice (APP) and Code of Ethics, considers the platforms commonly used by policing organisations, and evaluates the benefits and risks associated with their use. It argues that social media can contribute significantly to effective community policing and public confidence, but only when it is integrated into a wider engagement strategy, governed professionally and used to facilitate genuine dialogue rather than simply promote organisational activity.
A fundamental function of police social media is the rapid dissemination of information. Police forces can publish crime prevention advice, missing-person appeals, witness requests, incident updates and information about local policing activity without relying exclusively on traditional news organisations. This represents a significant change in the communication relationship between police and the public.
With social media being a new and sometimes controversial topic, I have dealt with members of the public who are reporting a family member missing but are hesitant to give consent for police to use social media to raise awareness of the search for their loved one. Using social media in this instance is in my own experience extremely effective in terms of generating new lines of enquiry and ultimately locating a missing person. I therefore talked the reporting person through the advantages and disadvantages and they agreed to police sharing details on their social media accounts. This resulted in other members of the public reporting sightings and the eventual locating of the missing person. I do not believe I would have located the missing person with out the sightings being reported by members of the public who had seen the missing person appeal on Gwent Police’s social media accounts. 
The speed of social media is particularly advantageous during incidents where information changes quickly. A force can provide updates directly to the public and potentially reduce uncertainty. This can be important for public safety, particularly where communities need to alter their behaviour because of an unfolding incident.
However, speed creates a potential contradiction. The faster information is released, the greater the possibility that information may be incomplete or subsequently shown to be inaccurate. Police organisations therefore have to balance the public’s demand for immediate information against their professional responsibility to ensure that information is accurate and appropriate.
The College of Policing’s current APP recognises this challenge and requires forces to establish appropriate governance and workflows for social media use. Communications must be managed in a way that protects operational integrity, confidentiality and public confidence (College of Policing, 2026a). 
This suggests that the effectiveness of police social media should not be measured simply through speed or reach. A more appropriate measure is whether information is accurate, relevant, accessible and capable of achieving its intended policing purpose.
Research undertaken for the College of Policing provides further evidence of the complexity of police communication. A randomised experiment involving approximately 6,300 UK participants examined the impact of exposure to police Instagram content. The research found that exposure to police social media increased confidence in policing, but that the effect varied according to the type of content. Community-engagement content was more effective than enforcement-focused content (College of Policing, 2026b).
The potential for two-way communication is arguably one of the most important characteristics of social media. Traditional police communication has frequently involved information being transmitted from the organisation to the public. Social media allows members of the public to respond immediately, ask questions, provide information and challenge police decisions.
This aligns with wider principles of community policing and policing by consent. The College of Policing identifies community engagement as an important element of effective policing and highlights the importance of understanding local concerns and communicating with communities (College of Policing, 2025). 
It is important to address another limitation of using social media. People who do not use social media, lack digital access or are unfamiliar with particular platforms may effectively be excluded from online engagement. Consequently, reliance on social media could unintentionally create a two-tier communication system in which digitally connected communities have greater access to police information than others.
Social media should therefore complement rather than replace traditional forms of engagement, including face-to-face neighbourhood meetings, community events and established reporting mechanisms.
Social media can also support the promotion and explanation of police policies and initiatives. Campaigns addressing violence against women and girls, hate crime, domestic abuse, knife crime, road safety, fraud and anti-social behaviour can be communicated through short videos, graphics and other forms of digital content.
One significant advantage is the ability to tailor communication to specific audiences. Different platforms attract different demographic groups, meaning that policing organisations can select communication methods according to their intended audience.
The College of Policing research concerning police social media is particularly relevant. The finding that community-oriented content can have a stronger positive effect on confidence than enforcement-focused content indicates that the way policing is presented matters (College of Policing, 2026b).
Consequently, policy initiatives are likely to be more effective where social media is used to explain, involve and listen, rather than simply advertise. This could involve asking communities for views, explaining the evidence behind a policy and subsequently demonstrating how feedback has been considered.
The professional use of social media must operate within a clear ethical and governance framework. The College of Policing’s APP requires forces to establish social media policies covering issues such as approved accounts, roles and responsibilities, data protection, moderation, security and the distinction between professional communication and investigative activity (College of Policing, 2026a). 
This is significant because official police social media accounts are not equivalent to personal social media accounts. They represent the authority of the organisation and can potentially reach very large audiences. Posts therefore require appropriate professional judgement and, where necessary, approval.
The Code of Ethics reinforces this principle. Officers and staff are expected to behave in a way that maintains public trust and confidence. Guidance concerning social media states that personnel should use social media responsibly and should not publish discriminatory, abusive, harassing or offensive material. It also highlights the risks of disclosing information that could compromise policing operations or place individuals at risk (College of Policing, 2024). 
This creates an important professional boundary. Although officers may use personal social media accounts in their private lives, their professional status can influence how their online behaviour is interpreted. A post made outside working hours may still affect public confidence in policing if the individual is identifiable as a police officer.
The distinction between personal and professional use is therefore increasingly difficult to maintain. This reinforces the importance of training officers and staff in responsible social media use rather than relying solely on formal organisational accounts.
The National Police Chiefs’ Council has also provided specific guidance concerning the use of social media to contact missing people. It recommends that such communication should be undertaken through an official force account rather than an officer’s personal social media account (NPCC, 2024).
This illustrates how professional boundaries can protect both members of the public and police personnel.
The strategic use of multiple platforms can improve reach, but it also increases the demands placed on policing organisations. Each platform requires monitoring, moderation, content management and consideration of its specific risks. Consequently, there is a resource implication associated with maintaining an effective social media presence.
Social media provides several important benefits. First, it offers speed, allowing police forces to communicate during rapidly developing situations. Second, it offers reach, enabling information to be distributed to large audiences at relatively low cost. Third, it supports crime prevention through warnings and educational campaigns. Fourth, it can assist investigations by encouraging witnesses and members of the public to provide information. 
There is also evidence that carefully designed police social media content can improve public confidence. The College of Policing’s experimental research suggests that community-engagement content can produce positive effects on perceptions of policing (College of Policing, 2026b). 
However, these benefits should not be treated as automatic. They depend upon content being credible, relevant and appropriately targeted.
The most significant challenge is arguably misinformation and disinformation. False information can spread rapidly and may influence public perceptions before police organisations have an opportunity to respond. The College of Policing has identified information disorder as a significant challenge for policing and public confidence (College of Policing, 2026d). 
Police forces therefore need effective processes for identifying misinformation, verifying facts and communicating corrections. However, corrections can themselves amplify false claims if they are poorly designed.
A second risk concerns privacy and data protection. Publishing images or personal information relating to victims, witnesses or suspects can have serious consequences. The College of Policing states that the publication of images and footage should have a legitimate policing purpose and must be lawful, necessary and proportionate (College of Policing, 2026c). 
A third risk is to operational effectiveness, social media posts can inadvertently reveal police tactics, locations or sensitive information. Once information has been published, it may be copied and redistributed even if the original post is deleted.
Finally, social media can create unrealistic expectations about police availability. Members of the public may assume that a social media account is an appropriate method for reporting emergencies or crimes, potentially diverting resources or delaying access to appropriate services. Forces therefore need to communicate clearly about what social media accounts can and cannot be used for.
A purely communication-focused approach views social media as another mechanism for distributing information. A community-policing approach, however, views social media as an opportunity to develop relationships and strengthen legitimacy. The latter approach is potentially more valuable but also more demanding.
The College of Policing’s research provides evidence that the content of police social media matters. If community-engagement material has a stronger positive effect on confidence than enforcement-focused material, forces should consider whether their online presence reflects the type of relationship they want to establish with communities (College of Policing, 2026b).
Social media has become an important professional tool for contemporary policing. It provides police forces with the ability to communicate rapidly, reach diverse audiences, support investigations, promote crime prevention and create opportunities for community engagement. Its capacity to facilitate direct communication represents a significant opportunity for policing organisations seeking to improve transparency and public confidence.
Nevertheless, social media is not inherently beneficial. Its effectiveness depends on professional governance, accurate information, ethical behaviour and meaningful engagement. Misinformation, privacy breaches, operational-security failures, online abuse and inappropriate professional conduct can undermine public confidence and potentially cause significant harm.
The current College of Policing APP and Code of Ethics provide an important framework for managing these risks. They emphasise professionalism, accountability, security, appropriate governance and responsible social media use. However, policy alone cannot guarantee effective practice. Police personnel require appropriate training, supervision and organisational support to make sound decisions about online communication.
The most significant conclusion is that social media should not be treated simply as a digital noticeboard. Its greatest potential lies in facilitating genuine relationships between policing organisations and communities. This requires forces to listen as well as communicate, respond to criticism as well as promote achievements, and demonstrate how community concerns influence policing priorities.
Ultimately, social media should complement rather than replace face-to-face neighbourhood policing and other established engagement mechanisms. When used strategically, ethically and inclusively, it can contribute to policing by consent and public confidence. When used primarily for organisational promotion or without adequate governance, it risks undermining the legitimacy and trust that effective policing depends upon.
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Task 3

Relevant areas of the National Policing Curriculum:  
Leadership and Teamworking 
 
**You must choose a policing incident in which you played a significant role with an offender/service user/victim and reflect on what happened. ** 


Critically evaluate and evidence your flexibility in leadership style.
 
Critically analyse leadership strategies that you have developed to manage a range of different operational situations.

Consider leadership models commonly used in policing.
How were you able to apply a change in leadership style/strategy to reflect changing circumstances?
  
 
2000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section) 

ANSWER:

Throughout my probationary period as student officer, I have developed a flexible approach to leadership which enables me to adapt my style according to the operational circumstances, the level of risk, the experience and confidence of those I am leading, and the outcome that needs to be achieved. I recognise that there is no single leadership style that is effective in every situation. Effective leadership requires me to assess the circumstances, understand what my team requires from me and adapt my behaviour while maintaining consistent professional and ethical standards.
My approach is influenced by situational leadership theory, particularly the work of Hersey and Blanchard (1969), who argue that leaders should adapt their level of direction and support according to the needs and readiness of those they are leading. I have found this particularly relevant to policing because operational circumstances can change rapidly and the same leadership approach is unlikely to be effective throughout an entire incident.
I have therefore developed the ability to move between directive, participative, coaching, empowering and transformational approaches. I consider this flexibility to be an important leadership capability because policing requires leaders to make decisions in environments characterised by uncertainty, risk, competing priorities and rapidly changing information.
When managing a rapidly developing or high-risk incident, I have adopted a more directive leadership style. In these circumstances, I recognise that there may be insufficient time for extensive consultation and that ambiguity can increase risk. I therefore provide clear instructions, establish priorities, allocate specific responsibilities and ensure that communication channels are understood.
My focus in these circumstances is on establishing control, protecting the public and officers, and ensuring that available resources are coordinated effectively. This reflects the principle that leadership behaviour should be adapted to the demands of the situation rather than being based upon a fixed personal style (Hersey and Blanchard, 1969).
However, I recognise that a directive approach has limitations. If maintained after the immediate threat has reduced, it can unnecessarily restrict the contribution of experienced staff and potentially discourage challenge. I therefore continually reassess the circumstances and consider whether my leadership approach remains appropriate.
This is consistent with the College of Policing’s National Decision Model (NDM), which provides a framework for structured decision-making and requires policing professionals to continually assess information, identify options, take action and review the outcome. The NDM was updated alongside the 2024 Code of Ethics to ensure that ethical policing principles are embedded within decision-making. 
Consequently, once the immediate risk has been controlled, I have moved towards a more participative and collaborative leadership style, encouraging officers and staff to provide information, challenge assumptions and contribute to the development of the operational plan.
I recognise that I will not always have the most complete information. Officers and staff who are geographically closer to an incident or who possess specialist knowledge may have information that significantly improves my understanding of the situation. By creating an environment in which individuals feel able to provide professional challenge, I can improve situational awareness and the quality of decision-making.
This approach is consistent with the College of Policing’s 2024 Code of Ethics, particularly the principles of courage, respect and empathy, and public service. The College specifically identifies encouraging feedback and scrutiny, listening to others, working collaboratively and reflecting on decisions as important aspects of ethical policing. (College Of Policing 2024) 
I have also developed my use of coaching leadership, particularly when supporting less experienced officers or staff. Rather than simply providing instructions or solutions, I use questioning and constructive feedback to encourage individuals to consider the available options, risks and consequences of their decisions.
I believe this approach is important because effective leadership should not simply achieve the immediate operational objective; it should also develop the capability of the people being led. Where circumstances allow, I therefore seek to create opportunities for individuals to make decisions, reflect on their actions and learn from experience.
The College of Policing’s ethical principles support this approach by emphasising reflection, learning and development. The College states that policing professionals should reflect on their decisions, consider what went well and what could be changed, while leaders have responsibility for creating a supportive culture that facilitates learning and development. (College of Policing⁠)
I recognise, however, that coaching is not appropriate in every circumstance. During an immediate threat to life, for example, I would not expect an inexperienced member of staff to work through a lengthy decision-making process when clear direction is required. I have therefore learned that effective leadership is not about applying a preferred style consistently; it is about understanding when and why to change my approach.
My leadership approach also incorporates elements of transformational leadership. Bass (1985) identified transformational leadership as an approach through which leaders can motivate individuals to achieve beyond basic expectations by creating a sense of purpose and encouraging higher levels of commitment and performance.
I have applied these principles when seeking to introduce change, improve performance or develop team capability. Rather than simply explaining what needs to change, I aim to explain why the change is necessary and how it contributes to the wider objectives of the organisation and the service provided to the public.
I have found that involving staff in identifying practical solutions can increase ownership and reduce resistance. However, I recognise that transformational leadership also has limitations. It is unlikely to be sufficient on its own during an immediate critical incident where rapid, authoritative decision-making is required. Research has nevertheless identified links between transformational leadership and perceived leadership effectiveness and performance, including within policing contexts. (ScienceDirect⁠)
My learning from this is that transformational leadership is most valuable when I am seeking to influence culture, motivation and longer-term performance, whereas a more directive style may be necessary when immediate operational control is the priority.
An important aspect of my leadership development has been understanding the difference between consistency of values and flexibility of behaviour.
My core leadership values remain consistent. I aim to act ethically, treat people fairly, maintain professional standards, protect the public and remain accountable for my decisions. However, the way I demonstrate those values can change depending upon the circumstances.
This is particularly relevant to the current College of Policing Code of Ethics, which identifies courage, respect and empathy, and public service as its three ethical policing principles. The Code emphasises that courage includes making, communicating and being accountable for decisions, while respect and empathy require leaders to listen to and understand different perspectives. (College of Policing⁠)
This provides a useful framework for my own leadership. Being decisive does not mean that I should disregard the views of others, just as being collaborative does not mean that I should avoid making difficult decisions. I need to understand what the situation requires and balance decisiveness with appropriate challenge and consultation.
A significant example of my leadership flexibility has been my ability to change my approach as an operational situation developed.
At the beginning of a rapidly developing incident, I may have established a clear command structure and issued concise instructions because the priority was to establish control, protect the public and manage immediate risk. At that stage, a directive approach was appropriate because the consequences of delay or ambiguity could have been significant.
An example of this is an incident I attended with several colleagues which was in its nature a high risk dynamic situation. There was a suicidal female on a river bank, it was a cold winter night and the river, which has one of the strongest tides in the world was flowing faster than normal due to recent heavy rainfall. I appointed myself and my colleagues tasks, one to engage with the female verbally, two to establish  cordon, two more the get rescue equipment nearby and begin setting up a rescue rope, just in case it was needed. 
As the situation stabilised and additional information became available, I adapted my leadership style. Rather than continuing to direct every decision, I sought information from those closest to the incident, considered alternative perspectives and involved relevant colleagues or partners in determining the next course of action.
This demonstrates that I do not regard leadership style as something fixed. Instead, I view it as something that needs to be continually assessed and adapted.
The National Decision Model provides a useful framework for this approach because it requires decision-makers to gather and assess information, identify options and contingencies, act and then review what happened. (College of Policing⁠) My leadership adaptation therefore formed part of an ongoing assessment of risk and circumstances rather than being an arbitrary change in behaviour.
I have also recognised the importance of adapting my leadership approach when working with other teams and partner agencies. A purely hierarchical approach is not always effective where individuals or organisations have different responsibilities, expertise and decision-making structures.
In these circumstances, I adopt a more collaborative leadership approach, establishing a shared objective, clarifying roles and responsibilities and ensuring that communication remains effective. I retain accountability for my responsibilities but recognise the value of allowing others to contribute their specialist knowledge.
This reflects the College of Policing’s expectation that policing professionals work collaboratively with colleagues, agencies and partners in the public interest. (College of Policing⁠)
My leadership has developed through reflecting on the outcomes of my decisions. Following significant incidents or challenging situations, I consider what I did, why I adopted a particular leadership style, how others responded and whether the approach achieved the intended outcome.
I also consider whether I changed my style early enough, whether I provided sufficient support, and whether I could have empowered others more effectively. This reflective process is important because leadership effectiveness should not simply be judged by whether the immediate objective was achieved. I also need to consider the impact of my leadership on individuals, team capability, organisational learning and public confidence.
This reflects the College of Policing’s emphasis on reflection, feedback and scrutiny. The current Code of Ethics specifically states that policing professionals should welcome feedback and scrutiny, take ownership of their actions and use reflection to learn and develop. (College of Policing⁠)
The Competency and Values Framework (CVF) also provides a relevant policing context. The College describes the CVF as a key document for everyone working in policing and states that the 2024 version was updated to reflect the principles underpinning the new Code of Ethics. (College of Policing⁠)
I therefore see reflection not simply as an exercise undertaken after something has gone wrong, but as an essential part of developing my effectiveness as a leader.
Overall, I believe I have demonstrated flexibility in my leadership style by adapting my approach to reflect changing operational circumstances. I use a more directive style where immediate control and decisive action are required, a participative and collaborative approach when complex decisions benefit from wider professional input, and a coaching or transformational approach when my priority is developing people and building longer-term capability.
The academic literature has helped me understand why different approaches may be appropriate, while policing frameworks such as the National Decision Model, Code of Ethics and Competency and Values Framework provide a professional context in which I can apply and evaluate those approaches.
My leadership development has therefore moved from viewing leadership primarily as providing direction to understanding that effective leadership is about diagnosing the situation, adapting my behaviour and enabling others to perform effectively.
Most importantly, I recognise that flexibility does not mean inconsistency. My leadership behaviours may change, but my underlying commitment to ethical decision-making, accountability, professional standards, public service and the development of others remains constant. This allows me to provide strong leadership during critical situations while also creating an environment where people feel empowered to contribute, challenge and develop.
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Task 4

Relevant areas of the National Policing Curriculum:  
Coaching, Mentoring, Assessment
 
 
Critically reflect upon your three-year probation:

How have you benefited from mentoring and coaching? 
How has it helped you to meet personal, professional and organisational goals?
How has it aided you to learn, develop and perform in the workplace?

Consider relevant coaching and mentoring definitions along with current coaching and mentoring theories used in policing.

How do you provide and receive feedback?

2000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section) 

ANSWER:

My five-year probation has been a significant period of personal, professional and organisational development. Transitioning from a learner to an increasingly competent and autonomous police officer has required more than acquiring legislation, policy and operational knowledge. It has required me to develop professional judgement, communication, resilience, self-awareness and the ability to reflect critically on my decisions. Coaching, mentoring and feedback have been central to that process because they have enabled me to learn from experienced colleagues, identify gaps in my knowledge, test my reasoning and translate experience into improved practice.
This reflection critically considers how coaching and mentoring have contributed to my personal, professional and organisational goals, and how they have supported my learning and performance. It also considers relevant learning theories and contemporary policing frameworks, particularly the College of Policing’s 2024 Code of Ethics and Competency and Values Framework (CVF). Finally, it evaluates how I give and receive feedback and how this has developed during probation.
Coaching and mentoring are related but distinct developmental approaches. Mentoring is generally concerned with supporting an individual’s development through the knowledge, experience and guidance of a more experienced person. Coaching is more facilitative, using questioning, reflection and goal-setting to enable the individual to identify solutions and take ownership of development.
In the early stages, mentoring was particularly valuable because I needed practical guidance. Experienced colleagues helped me understand how legislation, policy and training translated into real operational situations. Mentoring provided context that formal learning alone could not provide.
As my experience increased, coaching became increasingly important. Rather than simply asking what I should do, I became more able to explain what I thought should happen and why. Effective coaching encouraged questions such as: What information did I have? What risks did I identify? What alternatives were available? Why was my decision proportionate and necessary? What would I do differently next time? This supported the transition from dependence towards professional autonomy.
Whitmore’s (2017) GROW model is useful for understanding this process because it structures coaching around Goal, Reality, Options and Will. In a policing context, this can help an officer identify a desired outcome, assess current performance, consider alternatives and establish an action plan. However, it should not be applied mechanically. In urgent incidents involving immediate risk, safeguarding or legal requirements, clear direction may be more appropriate than exploratory questioning. Effective supervision therefore requires judgement about when to instruct, mentor or coach.
One of the most significant benefits of coaching and mentoring has been increased self-awareness. At the beginning of probation, I was developing my understanding of what it meant to exercise professional judgement as a police officer. I sometimes viewed confidence as having the correct answer immediately. Experience has taught me that professional confidence can instead involve recognising uncertainty, seeking appropriate advice and then making an accountable decision.
Mentoring helped me develop confidence by exposing me to the experiences of officers who had dealt with comparable situations. It also normalised the fact that learning involves mistakes, uncertainty and challenge. Coaching complemented this by encouraging me to examine my assumptions rather than simply adopting the approach of more experienced colleagues.
This is consistent with the College of Policing’s 2024 Code of Ethics, which emphasises ethical and professional behaviour, reflection and openness to challenge. The ethical principles are intended to help policing professionals do the right things, in the right way and for the right reasons (College of Policing, 2024a). The Code therefore provides an important context for coaching because development is not simply about becoming faster or more operationally effective; it is about developing ethical judgement.
The 2024 CVF is also relevant. It identifies three values: courage, respect and empathy, and public service, alongside six competencies: being emotionally aware, taking ownership, collaborating, supporting and inspiring, analysing critically, and being innovative and open-minded (College of Policing, 2024b).
This has also strengthened my ability to justify decisions, recognise the impact of my behaviour on others and understand that professional accountability includes being willing to change my practice in practice.
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory provides a useful explanation of how my probation has supported learning. Kolb describes learning as a cycle involving concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation.
An incident provides the concrete experience. Reflection afterwards allows me to consider what happened, how I responded and what influenced my decisions. I can then connect that experience with legislation, policy, training or professional principles, developing a more conceptual understanding.
Schön’s (1983) distinction between reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action adds further depth. Reflection-in-action occurs while an event is taking place, when an officer adapts to changing information and risk. Reflection-on-action occurs afterwards, when there is greater opportunity to examine decisions. Both are relevant to policing. During an incident, I may need to reassess information, risk and options rapidly; afterwards, I can examine whether my decisions were proportionate, ethical and effective.
However, experience does not automatically produce learning. An officer could repeatedly encounter similar situations without improving if they do not reflect or receive constructive challenge. This is where coaching and mentoring add value. They help convert experience into learning by introducing alternative perspectives and questioning assumptions. The College of Policing’s Code of Practice for Ethical Policing specifically identifies routine reflection, supportive supervision and learning opportunities as important components of ethical professional development (College of Policing, 2023).
Coaching and mentoring have helped me turn broad development needs into more specific objectives. The College of Policing’s approach to CPD recognises that professional development includes formal and informal learning and is intended to maintain and enhance the skills, knowledge and competence required for policing.
Personally, this has meant developing confidence, resilience and self-awareness. Professionally, it has meant improving communication, decision-making, problem-solving, conflict management, safeguarding awareness and investigative competence.
The connection to the CVF is particularly important. The framework is designed to support recruitment, assessment and development and to embed the Code of Ethics into professional behaviour (College of Policing, 2024b). Coaching therefore provides a practical mechanism for developing CVF behaviours rather than treating them as abstract assessment criteria. For example, discussing a difficult interaction with a supervisor can develop emotional awareness and collaboration, while reviewing a decision and considering alternative options develops critical analysis.
The CVF also identifies supporting and inspiring as a competency and explicitly recognises coaching, mentoring, feedback and knowledge sharing as ways in which people can support colleagues’ professional development (College of Policing, 2024c).
The relationship between individual development and organisational culture is important. Effective coaching requires an environment where officers can admit uncertainty and discuss mistakes without automatically fearing blame.
The College’s 2024 ethical guidance expects leaders and supervisors to create an environment that supports candour and learning, give honest and constructive feedback, and coach and guide team members to address development needs (College of Policing, 2024d). The statutory Code of Practice for Ethical Policing similarly expects forces to support CPD, ethical decision-making, reflection and constructive feedback (College of Policing, 2023).
My probation has shown me that the quality of the relationship matters. A mentor who only gives instructions may develop compliance without encouraging independent judgement. Conversely, a coach who only asks questions may provide insufficient support where an officer lacks essential knowledge. Effective development therefore requires a balance of support and challenge.
There is also a potential limitation to mentoring. Experienced officers may unintentionally pass on established practices that are based on tradition rather than current evidence or policy. This supports the CVF competency of analysing critically and being innovative and open-minded.
My approach to providing feedback has developed throughout probation. I now recognise that effective feedback should be specific, timely, evidence-based and focused on behaviour and impact rather than personality. Where appropriate, I use the Situation, Behaviour, Impact model because it provides a structured way of explaining what occurred without making unnecessarily personal judgements.
For example, rather than telling a colleague that they communicated poorly, I would describe the situation, identify the observable behaviour and explain its impact. I would then discuss what could be done differently. This makes feedback more actionable and gives the recipient an opportunity to explain their perspective.
I also believe feedback should include positive performance. Recognition of effective behaviour reinforces what should be continued, while constructive feedback identifies areas for development. A balanced approach can support confidence while maintaining professional standards.
Feedback should also be a dialogue. My assessment of a situation may not include all relevant information, so listening to the other person’s perspective is essential.
Receiving feedback has arguably been one of the most important learning experiences during probation. Initially, constructive criticism could feel uncomfortable because it highlighted the difference between my current performance and the standard expected of me. Over time, I have learned to distinguish feedback about a particular decision or behaviour from judgement about me as an individual.
I now aim to listen without becoming defensive, clarify what I do not understand, consider the evidence, identify what I can learn and translate that learning into action. This approach aligns closely with the CVF expectation of taking ownership. The College identifies seeking feedback without becoming defensive, recognising limitations and learning from mistakes as behaviours associated with this competency (College of Policing, 2024e).
I have also learned that positive feedback is valuable. It can confirm that an approach is effective and help me understand which behaviours should be maintained. Constructive feedback identifies development opportunities.
Looking back across my five-year probation, I believe coaching, mentoring and feedback have been central to my development, but their value has depended on my willingness to engage with them. It would be inaccurate to suggest that development occurred simply because experienced colleagues were available. I had to ask questions, accept challenge, reflect honestly and apply what I learned.
The most important change has been a move from seeking answers towards developing judgement. Early in probation, I often wanted reassurance that I had chosen the correct course of action. With greater experience, I have become more comfortable explaining my reasoning, recognising uncertainty and taking responsibility for decisions. This represents a shift from dependence towards professional autonomy.
My development also demonstrates that learning in policing is cyclical. Experience generates questions; reflection identifies learning; coaching and mentoring provide challenge and alternative perspectives; feedback identifies strengths and gaps; and subsequent practice tests whether learning has been embedded.
Completing probation should therefore not be considered the completion of professional development. The College’s current approach to career conversations describes development as an ongoing cycle of supportive and coaching-style conversations linked to CVF behaviours, CPD and organisational priorities (College of Policing, 2026). This reinforces my responsibility to continue developing professionally.
Overall, my five-year probation has demonstrated that effective policing requires continuous learning rather than the simple accumulation of experience. Mentoring has provided access to practical knowledge and experience, while coaching has encouraged independent thinking, reflection and ownership. Feedback has helped me recognise both strengths and development needs.
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle and Schön’s reflective practice provide useful theoretical explanations for this development, while Whitmore’s GROW model demonstrates how coaching can structure purposeful learning. However, these theories are most valuable when applied critically within the realities of policing, where the appropriate balance between instruction, mentoring and coaching depends upon competence, risk and circumstance.
The 2024 Code of Ethics and CVF provide the professional and ethical context for this development. They emphasise accountability, reflection, critical thinking, collaboration and continuous improvement. Consequently, the value of coaching and mentoring extends beyond my individual performance: improving my competence contributes to better service delivery, public confidence and the development of colleagues.
My key learning is that professional competence involves knowing what I know, recognising what I do not know, seeking appropriate support and remaining open to challenge. As I move beyond probation, I intend to maintain a reflective approach, actively seek constructive feedback, pursue relevant CPD and contribute to the development of others. In this way, the learning gained during probation can become the foundation for continued professional growth and ethical policing.
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