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Policing within the United Kingdom has faced many challenges throughout its history. Challenges continue to develop as new and emerging threats are realised, changes in society require services to adapt to fit evolving communities. Finding ways to evolve and lead the service through these current and future challenges requires some thought from police leaders. Reflective practice can be utilised to consider current and future challenges and inform how we may tackle them, based on learning from previous experiences. 
Reflective practice is defined by Donald Schön as “the capacity to reflect on action so as to engage in a process of continuous learning” (Schön, 1983, p. 68). The College of Policing break this down further and state that reflective practise means “taking the time to critically analyse how you thought, acted and felt in a situation” (College of Policing, 2020). Continuous learning and development is a clear benefit but reflective practice can also promote more creative thinking, enable consideration of new ways of working and prevent negative assumptions (University of Cambridge, n.d.). This reflective report will consider some of the critical current and future threats which present significant challenges to leaders within policing and consider how leaders may steer the police service through such challenges, utilising the Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988).
Arguably, the greatest challenge for policing in the UK currently is rebuilding public trust and confidence in the police service. There have been several high-profile cases of police misconduct in recent years, resulting in increased public scrutiny on the actions, behaviours, and morals of police officers as well as the organisational culture. The murder of Sarah Everard, the photography of Bibaa Henry and Nicole Smallman’s corpses and David Carrick’s sexual offences are a few of the most shocking cases. These cases have, understandably, received large media attention and heavily impacted upon public trust and confidence within the police service and damage continues to be caused as more cases come to light. The recent strategic review of policing in England and Wales opens with a paragraph titled “A Crisis of Confidence” and goes on to argue that “as a result of a number of high-profile scandals, dramatic social, technological and economic changes and the effects of austerity up to 2017, public confidence in the police has declined.” (Barber, 2022). The crimes alone are shocking enough but the fact that, in the case of Couzens and Carrick, they abused their position as constables to commit their crimes presents extremely challenging circumstances in which to rebuild public trust and confidence. The police often rely upon public support and cooperation for criminal investigations, we police by consent and this is founded upon public trust and confidence within the police service. Any breach of this trust could have a significant impact on the police service’s ability to prevent and detect crime. Historian Charles Reith explained that the Peelian principle of policing by consent was unique “because it derived not from fear but almost exclusively from public co-operation” and importantly stated that this was induced by “behaviour which secures and maintains for them the approval, respect and affection of the public” (Reith, 1956). Clearly, recent behaviours by a few could impact the effectiveness and legitimacy of police services unless public approval, respect and affection can be regained. 
Seeking to rebuild police legitimacy, one call for change is in organisational culture within the police service. Organisational Culture is defined by Edgar Schein as “a pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.” (Schein, 2010, p. 18) it is perhaps more simply defined by Balogun and Johnson as “the way we do things around here” based on the company’s values, traditions, rituals, symbols, stories and social norms. Organisational culture influences the way employees interact with each other, with customers, and the wider community (CIPD, 2020).
Changing organisational culture is clearly a big task then. We are not looking at changing simple practises and procedures, but rather seeking to alter deeper rooted matters such as values and social norms within an organisation. As a service, we should be very good at managing change, for years Leading Change was a competency that we used to assess and promote the right leaders within the service and similar behaviours require evidencing when being assessed against the current Competency and Values Framework. Likewise, our Police Constables and staff were recruited based on competencies which involved “openness to change”. It’s clear that change is needed to rebuild public trust and confidence, changing organisational culture requires significant and sustained effort across the organisation and that change needs to be managed carefully in order to be impactful. I have experienced and managed change numerous times in my current and previous positions within the police service and will reflect upon two change programmes I have been involved in. 
The first was a force-wide change program, adapting the way that we record volume crime which does not require attendance. This involved creating new teams who would solely progress criminal investigations and would result in response teams handing all investigations over, however the resourcing for these new teams had to come from current response establishment resulting in a decrease in these teams. During this change programme I was designated as the local policing, or response policing, workstream lead and my job was to manage the changes in this business area, engaging with key stakeholders and those affected by the change. These stakeholders included county policing commanders, federation, human resources and the uniform policing workforce. 
During some of the workforce consultation it became apparent that commanders for two of the four counties held reservations about the change, particularly around the numbers of response officers they would be left with in their more rural counties. These reservations were raised but never fully addressed by me or the project team. The project manager believed that the concerns were not founded and were a tactic to gain further resources. As these concerns went unaddressed, they filtered down through the workforce in those two counties resulting in significant opposition to the change. The project manager continued to minimise the concerns. I was able to conduct some further work in this area to satisfy the county commanders, however it seemed that by that time the concern through the workforce was difficult to overcome and some felt that the project team had not been transparent regarding the data behind the numbers. This resulted in significant work having to be undertaken to address the concerns.  
I was worried that we were not addressing concerns from the very start, as they were valid concerns with consequences for officer safety if founded. It felt as though the decision had been made that the change would happen, and we would not be swayed by what the workforce felt, which went against the idea that these events were consultation with the workforce. The lack of two-way engagement was a definite negative and impacted badly upon the credibility of the change programme. Looking back, I feel that the concerns raised by senior officers and by police constables should have been viewed as a positive challenge and one that, if truly confident in the model, we should have been able to allay resulting fears. 
The concerns raised by senior leaders may well have been conveyed down to the police constables who then raised the same concerns due to the lack of any reassurance coming from the project team. It seemed that there was better “buy-in” to the change programme in the counties where the senior leadership team appeared to be more confident in the model. Clearly, had we conducted proper engagement where we responded to positive challenge to address concerns we would have fostered trust and commitment to the change. I raised my concerns about this eventually, but due to the delay in me raising this with the project manager it was far more difficult to quell the concerns which had been left unaddressed for a significant period. 
Firstly, considering the power of meaningful engagement in change management, had we addressed the concerns early on we would have had an easier task to gain trust and confidence in the new operating model. “Two-way communication is essential to engage employees in change process” (Abbas, 2022). Abbas goes on to say that two-way engagement identifies potential problems early on and prevents them from becoming bigger issues later. Likewise, we lost some trust as a project team due to the lack of answer to the challenges given, this will have undoubtedly had some impact on the lack of applications for posts in the new teams within the two counties. We should be transparent and open in communications, particularly when implementing or managing change. It is argued that transparency in an organisation is key to positively changing organisational culture (Ebert, et al., 2018). Something else I have learned from this experience, and something that I will consider with any future change programme, is the importance of buy in at all levels within the organisation. During the consultation I focussed heavily on senior leaders and the response Constables directly affected by the changes. I missed out middle managers believing it best for senior leaders to disseminate to them. It is considered that “leaders in middle layers of an organization’s hierarchy, wield the most influence on employees daily experiences, so they play a critical role in company culture” (Yohn, 2021) however, Yohn goes on to say that these middle managers are usually overlooked in culture building efforts and are not usually empowered to influence culture change to the degree that higher-level leaders are. I certainly overlooked the influence of middle managers in this change programme, and in any future change programme I will include greater consultation and engagement with those managers. 
In any future change management, I will ensure that I am transparent and honest with affected staff. I will consider the full spectrum of leaders and staff I need to engage to have maximum positive impact and ensure that during the engagement phases I am open to two-way conversation and positive challenge. It is clearly also important that I seek to address concerns in an open and honest fashion as early as possible, to prevent larger issues or workforce concerns arising. 
Another experience I have of managing change is through the Neighbourhood Policing teams within our force. In 2019 a review project culminated in changes to the way our Neighbourhood Policing Teams operate. It was set out that they would become specialist teams who focussed on problem solving issues within the community, the impact of this being that they would likely spend more time on administrative tasks within offices. Now, in 2023, this is being reversed and our Neighbourhood Policing teams are being asked to amend their priorities and working practises again. As a leader within the Neighbourhood Policing teams, I have conveyed the changes to my teams to ensure they are aware of the current expectations. When the latest change was conveyed to them, along with the performance metrics being scrutinised by senior leaders, it was met with disappointment and anger. Members of the teams expressed that it felt as though the goalposts were always moving and that their business area was the one that changes most frequently.
At the time of this meeting, I felt disappointment about their reaction. It felt as though the team were unwilling to adapt to change. However, on reflection I can now understand the reaction. It appears we were disengaging them from their work through multiple changes to working practises with little consultation. I also feel that their reaction may have been exacerbated by my approach to the meeting, I was keen to establish the new goals as early as possible and rushed a meeting with them in-between other commitments. I believe I could have pre-empted their feeling based on my experience with them, however I chose to hope that they would take the news well. 
The team’s reaction to the change promoted negative morale within the team and lack of enthusiasm for the task. This will inevitably lower performance if left unaddressed, so I have since sat down with the team and individuals to discuss concerns and offer support through the required change. Despite the negative impact that the initial delivery had, the transparency about the changes has allowed the team to focus on the areas where our performance is being more heavily scrutinised once I had offered further support.
Had I utilised a more transformational leadership style initially I may have been able to navigate the change with them on board and seeking new solutions. Transformational leaders are seen to encourage creativity and empower people to accomplish positive change through inspiration and by communicating a positive vision of the future (Baker, 2023). One behaviour that was positive is the way in which I set clear expectations for performance and how I make performance data available to everyone in my team. I have always felt that this is key to the success of my team and this is backed up by David Lancefield and Christian Rangen who say that some organisations “make empowerment work based on high levels of transparency, clarity and accountability” (Lancefield & Rangen, 2021).
In conclusion, before leading change, I will consider the possible reactions and impact based on previous changes and recent issues within the team. I will set aside appropriate time to ensure staff feel supported during the change process and foster an environment where staff are encouraged to promote ideas to change working practises to meet any new goals or tasks. From my research into transformational leadership I understand the impact that fostering a culture of empowerment has upon a team going through change and I will seek to be more of a transformational leader. It is important that I continue to be transparent and give clarity on key performance indicators, with regular feedback and access to these indicators to ensure the team and I are accountable for our performance. I will also remain cognisant of previous change. Baroness Casey refers to “initiative-itis” plaguing the Metropolitan Police Service. Baroness Casey states that this causes activity rather than action and that Metropolitan Police Officers and staff, whilst they may agree with the intention or aim of an initiative, felt “sceptical about the value of such schemes, feeling they were not sustained – here today, gone tomorrow” and that they added bureaucracy due to added reporting requirements rather than being a means to lead to meaningful change (Casey, 2023). I feel it’s important that change is not made for the sake of change, or evidence of change management for personal gain. Change should be evidence-based and made to further our organisational goals and objectives.
Clearly, changing organisational culture is going to take considered effort. No more initiatives to show action is being taken, “to achieve the desired culture, everyone must have a clear, consistent, common understanding of it – and everyone must work together in a deliberate and coordinated effort to cultivate it” (Yohn, 2021) and we must engage our workforce from top to bottom to ensure change is effective. In changing organisational culture, we should personify the qualities we’d like to impart. Integrity is a key quality in a leader, and integrity fosters trust (Adair, 2009, p. 9). Integrity has to be at the centre of our organisational culture to rebuild trust with the public, and all leaders must demonstrate integrity if we want our organisation to embody this quality.
The impact of the events that have led to the crisis in police legitimacy have been magnified, and rightly so, by the media. The relationship between the police and the media seems to be a significant challenge in itself. Many people opt to take their news online now, and often media outlets are on social media platforms and need their stories to stand out from the streams of articles available at the click of a button. One way in which they can do that is through shocking headlines, designed to entice readers.
Articles about the police are usually negative, shocking or bad news articles are more likely to be read than good-news stories, studies have shown “the human tendency to prioritise negative over positive news content” (Soroka, 2015). A key part of rebuilding trust and confidence in policing will be how our work is portrayed in the media. The obvious change is a reduction in police misconduct and heinous crimes committed by officers and staff, this will need to be done through the change in organisational culture. Another change that could be made is in the reporting of police work and how this is portrayed to the public. 
Last year an article was published in local media about a public meeting held with a local Member of the Senedd, Town Council representatives and residents regarding a community issue within the area that I am responsible for as a police leader. The article started by criticising the police for “failing to attend” the meeting and went on to say that the police were reactive to the issue and should be proactive, saying that police were “frightened” of the culprits (Absalom, 2022). I had attended a town council meeting a month prior to this meeting and updated them regarding the proactive work that had been undertaken by my team. This article was the first I had heard about the meeting and so I confirmed with the town council that we had not actually been invited to the meeting.  
I felt let down by the article but also by the representatives who were there for failing to explain that the police had not been invited. It felt like the police were being criticised unfairly in this instance. My team also felt the impact of this article, and believed that their good work was being overlooked or disregarded in favour of criticism. It also led to some tension between the team and our partners in the town council, who are a key network for us in being accountable to the public. I felt a responsibility to my team to rectify this and ensure that our good work was publicised as much as the public’s concerns were. I considered that perhaps the public concern could be due to the lack of information they had about our activity. 
I enlisted the support of our corporate communications team to get something to the reporter to explain that we hadn’t been invited rather than just having failed to attend as well as listing some of the proactive work we had done to try and restore some trust and confidence in the local police. There was a positive outcome in that the reported published a new article, explaining that the police hadn’t been invited and had not simply failed to attend due to a lack of care. They also published the proactive work we had done and the feedback from some community members was that this was welcomed. Whilst I had explained the police’s actions in a town council meeting, this had not spread out to the community, and they were left lacking any update from us. 
Based on this experience, and the outcomes from it, I think there are certainly things I could have done differently. Firstly, I better recognise the importance of community engagement and the ways in which we should engage. Engagement is not simply with key networks such as town councils, as some residents do not engage with these locally elected boards. The College of Policing state that “Information and engagement about policing services and how to access and influence them should be designed to reach all members of local communities” (College of Policing, 2013). However, we needed to provide a better platform for members of the community to ask questions of us and hold us to account, thus I reinstated local neighbourhood policing surgeries to enable all members of the community to have their voice heard. Secondly, I recognise the importance of community involvement in the problem solving of community issues. This experience prompted me to research community involvement in policing and I came across the “Confidence Cycle” (College of Policing, 2013) which in essence states that community engagement informs neighbourhood priorities, collaborative problem solving addresses these neighbourhood problems which in turn increase confidence and trust in the police which leads to community intelligence and enables communities to feel confident enough to engage with the police. I believe that the challenge of media relations and lack of public confidence are intertwined and by considering what positive information we can provide to the media, we can also positively impact positively upon public trust and confidence within the police. 
The management of digital misinformation is another key issue that will face policing in the years to come, it already poses a challenge to society and police currently. Social media allows anyone to create an account and voice opinions for others to see, react to and share across the platform. This creates an environment where important news can be accessed quickly and spread widely but also a platform for misinformation to be dealt with in the same way. 
Donald Trump became synonymous with the phrase “fake news” and during his presidency had his Twitter account blocked due to reported inaccuracies or falsehoods in his tweets. CNBC reported that “analysis of Trump’s tweets during his presidency found that his most popular and frequent posts largely spread disinformation and distrust. Many of his most-liked tweets contained falsehoods, while the topic he posted about most frequently, ‘fake news’, was a weapon for undermining information.” (Rattner, 2021). Misinformation spread from social media into White House briefings regarding the Coronavirus Pandemic, as then President Trump stated that drinking bleach may kill the virus. On Twitter he stated that Hydroxychloroquine and Azithromycin, if taken together, were potential cures for the virus. It was reported that “In Nigeria, hospital admissions from hydroxychloroquine poisoning provoked Lagos state health officials to warn people against using the drug” (Spring, 2020). The dangers of misinformation have been known for some time but became apparent to most during the Coronavirus Pandemic due to potential health related issues. The World Health Organisation state that around the world in the first three months of 2020, nearly 6,000 people were hospitalised and at least 800 people are believed to have died because of coronavirus misinformation (World Health Organisation, 2021).
Misinformation is prevalent across social media in some form or another. It can be very harmful to communities and can widen the divide between diverse groups within society. Sadly, it can also be a platform to spread hate speech under a veil of anonymity. One example of misinformation that I have dealt with was a social media post claiming that a family had been followed by a group of Asian males and that these males attempted to abduct a child in a local shop, upon investigation this was clearly untrue. This resulted in raised community tension and I felt it important to resolve the matter otherwise there could be increased risk to those within that community, however 
The fact that it had spread so far within the community made me feel frustrated that members of society were so willing to believe a social media post and cause division amongst community groups as a result. I felt a sense of helplessness as we had limited powers to ensure the post was removed, we relied upon the co-operation of the publisher, and no power to prevent it from happening again. 
Social media can be of great benefit when we want trusted news stories or vital information to get out to the public in quick time. However, this was a clear example of how misinformation could be spread so easily and cause such division. The positive from this was that we were able to disprove the misinformation and thus minimise any community concern about the post. 
It’s clearly important as a service that we seek to minimise such harm where we can, by either proving or disproving posts such as this. Where issues like this arise in future I believe it is important for the police service, and other relevant authorities, to explicitly state that investigations have occurred and whether or not the information was founded or correct. Being a source of trusted public information is important to counter the misinformation that can be found online, particularly as the population becomes more diverse. “Globalization and immigration are exposing people to more diversity than ever” (Bai, et al., 2020). Bai et al go on to argue that paradoxically, people perceive social groups as more similar. However, it has also been shown that “increased inequality can lead to higher risk of violence, racism and extremism” (Pileberg, 2017). Protest and rallies against inequality have led to much needed change in some cases. Martin Luther King’s speech to 200,000 people is perhaps one of the most famous, whilst the march on Washington for LGBTQ+ rights was attended by over 800,000 people in 1993 and is credited with gaining social recognition for the LGBTQ+ community (Marks, 2017). 
As a police public order commander, I have policed large protests and rallies such as the climate change Conference of the Parties 26. Balancing human rights and legislation can be very difficult at times. Locally, within the county I work we experienced lengthy protests regarding Penally Camp where, in late 2020, up to 250 asylum seekers were housed whilst their asylum claims were processed and considered. This prompted protest from locals and people further afield who travelled to Pembrokeshire to protest against asylum seekers being housed in this old army camp. I was involved in the public order policing of these protests, and in the community policing response which involved multi-agency meetings with local residents living in Penally village, councillors and key community groups. 
Whilst policing the protests outside the camp, we were met with violence and large-scale disorder as we tried to remove protestors blocking the entrances to prevent asylum seekers being able to enter the camp. This prompted public order commanders to order the use of police support units in full riot uniform along with public order trained dog handlers. This was a style of policing that had not been utilised within Pembrokeshire in modern times and caused widespread angst that a quiet village in a coastal county could be subjected to such disorder and policing. Protestors were happy to use violence against police officers to prevent asylum seekers being housed in the camp. These protestors also claimed that the asylum seekers were “illegal immigrants” and made claims that, as all the people being housed in the camp were male, they would likely commit crimes against women within the village with the rationale that this is what happens in their home countries. As the protests went on further groups joined to counter-protest and offer support to the people residing at Penally Camp. This prompted further policing resources being required to facilitate the peaceful protests of two opposing groups. During the operation we received a large spike in hate crimes being reported, relating to social media posts and commentary as well as personal messages being sent between the opposing protest group members. In the latter weeks of the operation, the people residing in Penally Camp also began protesting about the conditions of the camp. Again, this resulted in increased policing presence and cost. 
The violence we were met with shocked me, but the vitriol being spread about these men shocked me even more. I was disgusted that someone could treat another in this way, seemingly based on their immigration status, race and gender. However, I knew that as a police officer, I had to consider the rights of the protestors to hold peaceful protest and carefully balance their right to freedom of speech with the legislation that would prevent hate speech or speech likely to stir up racial hatred. There was a high expectation on the police by both sides of protestors to robustly deal with any complaint regarding the opposing group and I found it difficult at times to balance the rights of both groups. 
The police officers, in my opinion, dealt with the operation extremely professionally. Officers were put into difficult positions, asked to give opinions regularly and often called upon to prevent lawful protest on the basis that someone disagreed with a viewpoint. It was difficult to manage the expectations of both protest groups. One major downside of the operation was the cost to the police, it is reported to have cost approximately £685,000 (Duggan, 2021) which is a significant sum considering the austerity measures faced by police services across the country. 
The work of the police officers contributed to the success of the operation due, in part, to the dedicated leadership we had. A dedicated Inspector was allocated to the operation which ensured seamless transfer of information between the community policing and public order policing arms of the operation. This dedicated commander and ease of transfer of information greatly assisted in informing the policing stye and tone and the community policing aspect of the operation greatly assisted with intelligence gathering and corroboration which informed resourcing levels. It also allowed us to build rapport with all parties involved and eliminated any need for further violence as protest groups became more amenable to police requests. Likewise, retaining single points of contact (or police liaison officers) for protest groups builds rapport and allows trust to grow. This is something I am aware of through my role as a hostage and crisis negotiator. Dr Robert Cialdini is a key academic in this area. Dr Cialdini states that “as a rule, we most prefer to say yes to the requests of someone we know and like” (Cialdini, 2007) and he goes on to explain that “for the most part, we like things that are familiar to us”. So, it’s no surprise that having a single point of contact for protest groups, fosters the building of rapport and liking which in turn enables greater compliance with requests made by that same officer. 
Based on my experience of the above protest, some key learning points I would take away would be that a single point of contact for protest groups is vital to ensure we are able to engage effectively, gather intelligence from them and influence their behaviour to avoid violent conflict. I would also seek to implement a community-based policing strategy when faced with ongoing protest, where we seek to engage with the affected communities. It is clear, as mentioned earlier in the College of Policing Confidence Cycle that good engagement promotes greater intelligence provision. 
Growth in inequality poses a risk to policing. “Inequality is growing for more than 70 per cent of the global population, exacerbating the risks of divisions” (United Nations, 2020). The rise in financial inequality is a key divider in communities and the World Economic Forum state that this is a growing problem and that, over the last two decades “The average income gap between the top 10% and bottom 50% of individuals within countries has almost doubled” (Myers, 2021).  In the United Kingdom we have seen income inequality come to the fore with a plethora of industrial unrest within both the private and public sector. My experiences in policing the protest at Penally Camp helped formulate my plan when dealing with strike action at a site of national importance within Pembrokeshire a few months ago. I utilised my knowledge form the experience at Penally and ensured I kept consistent oversight of the policing operation and that I engaged with all parties involved. I formulated a good rapport with the union leaders engaged in the strike action as well as the site management team. This allowed me to influence their behaviour and set realistic expectations for both parties. Following my interaction with the union leaders the criminal behaviour reduced and industrial action carried on peacefully, allowing minimal police resources to be utilised, thus reducing costs to the police service. 
Policing in the United Kingdom is facing some of its biggest challenges to date, with more surely to come. As new and emerging threats may present challenges, we can look upon our experiences as leaders within the organisation in order to continuously improve and ensure we are well prepared to lead the service through the present challenges and those yet to come. 
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