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Introduction
Leadership within policing has become increasingly complex and diverse, mirroring the evolving communities it serves. In response, the College of Policing (CoP, 2023) has established a set of leadership standards across the five stages of a policing career. These standards outline the expectations of effective leadership, encompassing core skills and competencies such as reflective practice, wellbeing and resilience, inclusivity, problem-oriented policing, and ethical decision-making. Engaging with these standards has prompted me to critically examine my own leadership approach, recognising areas of strength and those requiring further development.
Reflective practice is recognised as a vital component of professional development in policing. The CoP (2020a) identifies debriefing as a best practice method for recording learning, identifying areas for improvement, and enhancing future operational outcomes, including communication with stakeholders. Additionally, the CoP (2020b) frames reflective practice as a continuous cycle of learning and improvement, positioning it as a key skill aligned with the competency and values frameworks. Effective reflective practice enhances emotional intelligence, decision-making, interpersonal interactions, service delivery, and personal wellbeing, with Gibbs’ (1988) model commonly recommended as a structured approach. Through engaging with this guidance, I have come to appreciate the value of structured reflection in both my personal and professional development, particularly in high-pressure operational environments.
Gibbs’ (1988) framework, as cited by The University of Edinburgh (UoE, 2024), emphasises the exploration of emotions, thoughts, and feelings before, during, and after incidents—a practice historically constrained within police culture (Porter & Lee, 2023). This resonates strongly with my own 25 years of policing experience. The model is structured around six stages—Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan—which facilitate a detailed, critical evaluation of single or repeated incidents, either individually or collaboratively, and encourages deeper learning. Using Gibbs’ framework has allowed me to systematically analyse complex incidents, identify learning opportunities, and translate reflection into actionable improvements.
In my role as a Firearms Commander and Force Incident Manager (FIM), debriefing all armed deployments and major/critical incidents is routine practice, typically using the action and review component of the National Decision Model (NDM) (CoP, 2024). While this provides a broad operational review, scholars such as Ryder and Downs (2022) argue that more traditional frameworks, like Kolb’s (1984) reflective cycle, may be too simplistic to fully address the complexities of contemporary policing. Through critical engagement with these frameworks, I have been able to refine my approach to reflection, balancing operational demands with personal and team development. This ongoing reflective practice not only informs my leadership style but also strengthens my resilience, decision-making, and capacity to lead ethically in challenging circumstances.

Description (Gibbs stage 1)
This reflection relates to a leadership situation involving a small, specialist team of three individuals operating within a critical function of the Force Control Room (FCR) partially funded by external partners. The team supports both the wider control room and the Force Intelligence Bureau (FIB) in meeting operational demand. The team members differ in terms of ability, professional experience, confidence levels and neurodiversity. They are line managed by a first line manager, with overall responsibility held by me in my role as second line manager.
At the point at which I assumed responsibility for this team, it was apparent that the group was functioning poorly. There was a lack of cohesion, unresolved interpersonal conflict between all three team members, and ongoing tension between the team and their first line manager. Accountability was routinely avoided, communication was strained, and trust within the team was low. These issues pre-dated my involvement but were having a direct impact on team morale, wellbeing and performance.
The team operates as a formally recognised unit with a clearly defined role aligned to the organisation’s strategic objectives. In addition, due to the nature of the work and the extended hours spent working together—often up to 48 hours per week—the team functions as a close-knit working group whose performance, reputation and behaviours directly affect each individual member.
In order to understand the dynamics within the team, I undertook one-to-one meetings with each team member and with the first line manager.
Person A is a female in her early forties and has been a member of the team for just over a year. She presents as a confident introvert and describes having a strong sense of self-belief, influenced in part by her identity and experiences relating to her sexuality. She described instances of workplace banter with Person C that she perceived as inappropriate but not malicious, attributing it to naivety rather than intent. Person A demonstrated a strong work ethic and expressed a desire to perform at a high level both individually and collectively. She attributed these standards to her upbringing within a military family. She acknowledged that when others did not meet her expectations, she could become frustrated, leading at times to short-tempered responses. She expressed mixed views regarding the first line manager, recognising her personal circumstances but stating that her absence from the workplace limited opportunities for support and raised concerns about the accuracy of performance management.
Person B is a female in her mid-thirties who has been with the organisation and the team for approximately one year. She is neurodiverse, with a diagnosis of ADHD and high functioning autism, and has a workplace needs assessment in place. While she appears outwardly confident, she described struggling with confidence and self-esteem. She expressed a strong commitment to performance, learning and professional development, but acknowledged impatience and a tendency to want to progress quickly. Person B articulated strong personal values around fairness and justice and stated that she expected leadership to address inappropriate behaviour and performance concerns. She described keeping records of incidents that she perceived as impacting performance, including instances of banter between Person A and Person C, which she viewed as inappropriate and challenged openly. She expressed a lack of confidence in the first line manager, citing perceived inaction, absence from the department and inconsistent record-keeping.
Person C is a male in his late fifties with several years’ service within the organisation across a range of roles. He described being highly committed to the organisation and to his current role, which he chose following a departmental restructure. He had previously been entrusted with mentoring responsibilities and believed he had established a positive working relationship with Person A, including what he considered to be acceptable workplace banter. He described himself as introverted and lacking confidence, despite a strong work ethic. While his performance had historically been consistent, he reported a recent decline over the past year, which had contributed to tension with colleagues, feelings of unhappiness and anxiety about attending work. He spoke positively about the first line manager but indicated a preference for avoiding complaint and focusing on task completion.
The first line manager is a female in her mid-forties with extensive organisational experience, having progressed through a variety of operational roles since joining the organisation as a teenager. She possesses significant technical expertise and operational knowledge and manages a high workload with competing internal and external demands. She described feeling less confident in addressing people-management issues, preferring to focus on performance and technical matters. She is a single parent with a flexible working arrangement that has resulted in her working predominantly from home for several years, although this arrangement has not been formally reviewed or documented. She described experiencing limited managerial oversight herself, resulting in a sense of having to navigate her role independently.
My role as the newly appointed second line manager was to gain a clear understanding of the team’s dynamics and performance, to support and develop the first line manager through direction, accountability and mentorship, and to address issues of underperformance and unprofessional behaviour within the team. My initial reaction and the action I took was to tackle the misconduct in the first instance from a zero tolerance approach.


Feelings (Gibbs stage 2)
At the outset of becoming portfolio lead for this team, I experienced a mixture of feelings from angered, frustrated and also a strong sense of responsibility. My extensive operational experience tells me that the team operated within a critical and high-risk environment, and this made me feel more accountable about the potential impact of the existing dysfunction on operational performance, staff wellbeing and organisational risk and reputation. I also felt apprehensive and some annoyance about entering a situation where conflict and mistrust were already deeply embedded and pre-dated my involvement.
During my initial interactions with the team members, I became increasingly aware of the emotional complexity of the situation. I shared some empathy for each individual as they told me their individual perspectives, particularly in relation to feeling unheard, misunderstood or unsupported having felt that way myself on occasions throughout my career. At the same time, I felt a degree of frustration that long-standing interpersonal issues had not been addressed earlier by other leaders of the same and higher ranks and had been allowed to escalate to a point where relationships were strained, performance was affected, and the department had been left to fend for themselves.
In my discussions with Person A, I felt conflicted. I respected her strong work ethic and self-awareness having a personal connection with coming from a similar military upbringing, yet I also felt embarrassed about how her frustration manifested in such emotional outbursts that would contribute to further tension within the team and the wider FCR because I knew other departments had observed this too. I was conscious of the need to balance between validating her experiences along with maintaining expectations around and challenging unprofessional behaviour.
My conversation with Person B evoked a strong sense of responsibility to tackle the potential misconduct issues disclosed. I felt sad about her underlying lack of confidence despite her outward competence and determination, and I was shocked by the extent to which she felt the need to document perceived injustices. This led me to reflect on the absence of psychological safety within the team and prompted some unease and self-reflection about the level of trust in leadership processes and how the team might view me with some nervousness as their new leader.
In engaging with Person C, I felt a sense of sadness for him and concern about how much he had kept to himself and for how long he had been struggling. His anxiety about attending work and fear of conflict highlighted the personal impact that the team’s dysfunction had had on him personally in and out of work. I also felt conflicted when recognising the gap between what appeared to be his honest intentions and the impact of his behaviour on others, which reinforced my awareness of the complexity of managing perceptions, intent and accountability with the need to reinforce some basic standards straight away.
My meeting with the first line manager generated mixed emotions as well. I felt empathy for her personal circumstances as a single parent myself and the pressure she experienced due to competing demands and limited support. However, I also felt there was some disregard for the team, a reluctance to change ways of working and there was a clear lack of structure, oversight and consistency in her management arrangements, and the consequences this had had for the team welfare. I was conscious of my own role in needing to challenge and support her simultaneously, which elicited feelings of having to proactively and professionally challenge but also determination to develop her into a fantastic leader through mentorship. 
Overall, I felt a strong sense of accountability to make a positive difference to the team in my position as second line manager. While I felt daunted by the scale of the issues and the emotional labour required to address the people issues in particular, I also felt motivated and committed to improving the situation. I had clarity that my role required both compassion and firmness, and that restoring trust, direction and professionalism would be central to moving the team forward into a better place culturally and operationally against the expectations of the Chief Constables leadership vision, Code of Ethics, Personal Development Review (PDR) objectives and the Police staff handbook.  
These feelings prompted reflection on leadership responsibility and trust, explored in the following section.
Evaluation (Gibbs stage 3)
In reflecting on this leadership situation, several aspects of the experience can be considered positive, while others clearly presented challenges. On the positive side, the opportunity to engage directly with each team member through one-to-one meetings allowed me to gain an accurate understanding of their perspectives, motivations, and individual challenges. This engagement facilitated the development of initial rapport and trust, which was essential in a team that had experienced prolonged dysfunction and low confidence in leadership. It also enabled me to identify specific behaviours and contextual factors contributing to conflict, providing a clear basis for subsequent intervention.
Another positive aspect was my awareness of the importance of balancing empathy with accountability. This challenges some of my leadership style preferences too. Recognising the personal circumstances and pressures affecting both the first line manager and team members allowed me to approach the situation
sensitively, avoiding immediate confrontation that could have exacerbated tensions. This approach helped maintain open communication and created the conditions for subsequent corrective action.
However, several aspects of the situation were challenging. The pre-existing dysfunction within the team, including unresolved disputes, avoidance of accountability, and fragmented trust, limited the effectiveness of early interactions. Despite my best efforts, these entrenched issues meant that immediate behavioural change had to start with small wins, which was a source of frustration and concern regarding operational performance as well as my expectation of standards of behaviour. Additionally, the absence of consistent leadership from the first line manager, combined with the critical nature of the environment within the FCR and victim journey, increased pressure on me as second line manager to address both individual and systemic issues simultaneously. Balancing these responsibilities highlighted the complexity of intervening effectively without undermining the first line manager’s authority.
The team members’ diverse needs and characteristics also presented both opportunities and difficulties. For instance, the high standards and work ethic of Person A and Person B were valuable for operational performance but, in the absence of structured leadership and poor behaviour this contributed to interpersonal tension and had been reported upon as bullying. Similarly, Person C’s declining confidence and reluctance to challenge the status quo limited his engagement with improvement efforts to start performing. These dynamics emphasised the challenge of managing a small, highly specialised team where individual differences significantly influence group cohesion, wider team culture and performance outcomes individually, as a team and as an organisation.
Overall, the evaluation highlights that the experience was both educational and demanding on my leadership and I really had to think about my delivery, tolerance and challenge my awareness of equality, diversity and inclusion. Positive elements included the development of initial trust, detailed understanding of team dynamics, and the capacity to engage empathetically with staff. Negative elements related to entrenched dysfunction, limited leadership visibility from the first line manager, and the complexity of balancing multiple responsibilities and competing needs. These reflections highlighted the importance of strategic intervention, clear accountability, and consistent leadership in supporting team performance and wellbeing.
Analysis (Gibbs stage 4)
According to Kakabadse et al. (1988), as cited in Tyler (2007) groups can be categorised as formal and informal groups and primary and secondary groups. This team are a formal group as a formally recognised function supporting the organisations wider strategic aims. Equally they are a primary group spending up to 48 hours a week together, working towards a common goal within a very specialist area of Policing therefore the work they do, the reputation and performance outcomes they achieve and the work ethic they attain, directly influence everyone positively and negatively and potentially future funding streams if we underperformed.
Kouzes and Posner (2007), as cited in Billsberry (2009), argue that to enable a team to feel empowered to work at their best and exceed performance outcomes, they need to have trust and confidence in their leadership team and in each other to become leaders themselves enabling them to maintain operational and strategic focus.
Reflecting on my leadership experiences within a highly hierarchical organisation, I recognise that my exposure has been largely transactional. In roles such as firearms and public order, where time sensitivity and safety are paramount, leadership has necessarily been directive, explicit, and often non-negotiable. This approach has proven effective in achieving immediate operational objectives and ensuring compliance with clearly defined standards. However, The Right Questions (2022) underscores that while transactional leadership has its place, it is insufficient in contexts that require adaptability, motivation, and engagement beyond task completion. From a theoretical perspective, this style aligns closely with the lower tiers of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, addressing fundamental physiological and safety imperatives but offering little in the way of fulfilment, autonomy, or self-actualisation for those being led. Reflecting on this, I recognise the importance of developing a more nuanced leadership approach that balances operational necessity with the ability to inspire, empower, and respond to the broader needs of team members.
Person A
Meyerson and Scully’s work on tempered radicalism (as cited in Price, 2009) highlights the internal tension that can arise when an individual’s personal values, beliefs, or ethical framework conflict with the dominant culture of their organisation. In environments that are predominantly white, male, and heterosexual, individuals may feel compelled to conceal aspects of their identity, leading to ambivalence and behaviours aimed at ‘fitting in.’ Reflecting on this, I recognise that the workplace ‘banter’ surrounding her sexuality, and the associated outbursts that may appear unprofessional, could in fact be strategies of self-regulation—mechanisms to navigate internal conflict and perceived injustices. This understanding challenges me, as a leader, to avoid surface-level judgements and instead explore the underlying factors that influence behaviour, fostering a more empathetic and inclusive approach.
Furthermore, Menard (2024) suggests that tempered radical leaders possess a unique capacity for collaboration, as their ability to view situations from multiple perspectives enables them to contribute with both commitment and courage. Reflecting on this, I see how these qualities not only explain her high performance but also reinforce the value of diverse perspectives within a team. This insight encourages me to consider how leadership can actively support and leverage such differences, turning potential sources of tension into strengths for the organisation.
While self-regulation can be a constructive strategy, it is evident that emotional outbursts may negatively affect her social interactions with peers. Brackett and Salovey (2006) argue that emotional intelligence represents a form of intellect, suggesting that an individual must possess a foundational level of cognitive and emotional awareness to effectively apply its four key components in real-world situations. Reflecting on this, I recognise that emotional intelligence enables individuals to perceive and interpret their own emotions, as well as those of others, using both cognitive awareness and sensory cues. It allows one to navigate complex social environments, regulate both positive and negative emotions, build resilience, make informed decisions, and achieve desired outcomes. This perspective encourages me, as a leader, to consider how supporting the development of emotional intelligence in team members can mitigate the impact of emotional responses on interpersonal relationships and overall team cohesion.
In contrast, Management Courses – Mike Clayton (2022) highlights Daniel Goleman’s mixed model of emotional intelligence as a teachable skillset, offering a practical simplification of the more comprehensive Bar-On model of emotional-social intelligence. Reflecting on this, I recognise its value as a framework for understanding both our own emotional intelligence and that of others, thereby enhancing consistency, effectiveness, and impact as leaders in both personal and professional contexts.
Goleman’s model is structured around four interrelated areas. Self-awareness allows individuals to identify their goals, drivers, values, and moral compass, providing a foundation for developing strengths and addressing areas for improvement. Self-regulation enables conscious choice in responding to situations, influencing whether outcomes are constructive or destructive for oneself and others; when effectively applied, it fosters resilience and adaptability within complex environments. Empathy reflects how an individual perceives and responds to others, an area where challenges may arise, as seen in interactions between person A and person C. Finally, social skills focus on conflict management and collaborative interaction, critical for achieving optimal team outcomes. When these skills are underdeveloped or underutilised, as observed in this team, negative consequences can emerge, impacting cohesion and performance.
Reflecting on this, I recognise the importance of actively developing and modelling these emotional intelligence competencies as a leader, not only to enhance my own effectiveness but also to create a supportive environment where team members can thrive, manage conflict constructively, and achieve shared objectives.
Bar-On’s (2006) fifteen-factor model of emotional-social intelligence, grouped into five key areas, provides a comprehensive framework for understanding and predicting performance, and, like Goleman’s model, it is suggested that these competencies can be developed through deliberate practice.
· Intrapersonal factors – including self-regard, emotional self-awareness, emotional self-expression, independence, and self-actualisation – I observe as highly individualised and self-focused, reflecting how a person understands and articulates their internal world.
· Interpersonal factors – encompassing empathy, social responsibility, and interpersonal relationships – relate to how individuals engage with, respond to, and influence others.
· Stress management – including stress tolerance and impulse control – reflects resilience and the capacity to maintain wellbeing under pressure.
· Adaptability factors – such as reality testing, flexibility, and problem-solving – demonstrate an individual’s ability to navigate change and uncertainty effectively.
· Mood factors – optimism, happiness, and general wellbeing – are closely linked to motivation and the drive to achieve goals.
Reflecting on these domains, I recognise that while person A demonstrates strong emotional intelligence in terms of self-awareness and articulating their thoughts and motivations, there appears to be an element of purposeful retaliation in response to ongoing conflict within the team. This suggests that, with more proactive support from the first-line manager—through coaching, mentoring, and welfare-focused guidance, aligned with organisational policies and processes—there is potential to channel these emotional capabilities more constructively. This reflection reinforces my understanding that effective leadership is not only about recognising emotional intelligence in others but also creating the structures and support systems that enable individuals to apply it positively, maximising both personal and team performance.
Person B
Edwards (2021) highlights the limited literature on neurodiversity and leadership, emphasising that it remains a challenging area for organisations to navigate. The consequence of this gap is that leaders often lack the understanding required to effectively support neurodiverse staff, which can result in underemployment, dismissal, or missed opportunities for talent development. Reflecting on this, I recognise the broader organisational implications: when neurodiverse individuals are not supported, organisations fail to meet their obligations to stakeholders—those who provide direction, opportunity, and resources—and miss the chance to fully reflect and respond to the diverse needs of the communities they serve.
Edwards further suggests that neurodiverse individuals often demonstrate exceptional attention to detail but may struggle with interpreting social cues, potentially leading to a sense of isolation within their environment. Thoughtful, bespoke leadership can help remove these barriers, creating conditions where neurodiverse staff—and indeed all team members—can contribute uniquely and meaningfully. Reflecting on this in the context of person B, it becomes apparent that these principles describe their experiences within the workplace, reinforcing the importance of adaptive, inclusive leadership approaches. This reflection underscores for me the critical role of leaders in recognising and valuing neurodiverse contributions, not simply to accommodate difference, but to leverage it as a source of organisational insight, innovation, and collective performance.
French and Raven’s model identifies five bases of power—reward, expert, legitimate, coercive, and referent—that shape interpersonal dynamics within social and organisational contexts (Mohn, 2022). These bases can be categorised into positional power, derived from an individual’s formal role or social standing, and personal power, rooted in their personal influence and relationships. While coercive power is typically associated with formal authority, it does not necessarily require a hierarchical position and can manifest through social dominance or perceived control within a group.
Reflecting on this framework in the context of person B, it is evident that elements of power are being applied in both constructive and destructive ways. The overt recording of person C’s mistakes demonstrates a coercive use of positional power, creating a climate of fear that may inhibit performance and psychological safety. Simultaneously, person B appears to leverage referent and reward-based influence with person A, cultivating a sense of alliance and protection in exchange for support in gathering evidence of perceived underperformance.
This reflection underscores for me the nuanced ways in which power operates within teams and the ethical responsibilities of leaders. It highlights how the same individual can simultaneously exercise influence to motivate, protect, or manipulate, and reminds me of the importance of fostering awareness of power dynamics to maintain fairness, trust, and cohesion within a team. Recognising these dynamics is critical as a leader, not only to address inequitable practices but also to model the responsible use of power that enables all team members to contribute effectively.
Constitutive leadership can be conceptualised as a socially constructed process of influence and interaction, in which interpretations of “truth” may vary between leaders, yet those with the most dominant voice are often the ones most likely to be heard (Grint, 1997, pp. 32–33, cited in Billsberry, 2009). Reflecting on this, I recognise a personal concern as a leader: the possibility that person B’s assertive influence and systematic recording of events may be perceived more favourably than the perspectives of person A or person C. This highlights for me the critical importance of actively managing the social dynamics within teams, ensuring that all voices are heard and valued, and recognising how power, influence, and perception intersect to shape outcomes. It also reinforces the responsibility of leaders to critically evaluate contributions, mediate competing narratives, and create conditions where truth is understood in context rather than dominated by volume or visibility.
Person C
Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory provides a useful explanation in which to understand the variability in individual motivation and performance. Essentially, the theory explains that the greater an individual’s confidence in their capabilities, the more likely they are to engage actively and persist in achieving their goals. Bandura identifies four key sources of self-efficacy: mastery experiences, vicarious learning, verbal persuasion, and physiological and emotional states.
Mastery experiences are considered the most influential, as they build confidence through prior success and reinforce the individual’s belief in their ability to perform in the future. Vicarious learning occurs through observation of others, where witnessing positive outcomes enhances confidence, while observing negative experiences may inhibit adaptation and performance. Verbal persuasion, including encouragement from peers or supervisors, reinforces self-belief, while physiological and emotional states—such as feelings of excitement, anxiety, or stress—can either bolster or undermine perceived capability.
In the case of Person C, an experienced employee who has served in multiple areas of policing, mastery experience is highly relevant. His prior performance, both in his current role and in previous positions, demonstrates competence, and both he and his line manager recognise that his recent dip in performance is not due to lack of skill or knowledge. Furthermore, he has participated in vicarious learning through mentoring others and being mentored himself, establishing a history of positive observational learning.
However, recent relational dynamics within his team have begun to erode his self-efficacy. Person C has withdrawn from collaboration with peers A and B, choosing instead to work in isolation. This withdrawal has led to interpersonal conflict, including peer frustration and derogatory behaviour, which has been recorded and perpetuated without managerial intervention. Despite his generally positive view of his line manager, Person C perceives a lack of recognition and visibility from her, contributing to his diminished motivation and engagement.
As a result, his self-efficacy has declined; despite his substantial experience, he now doubts his ability to perform effectively. During a one-to-one meeting, he described feeling anxious about attending work even before leaving home, with stress persisting into his rest days, further limiting his willingness to engage. This scenario highlights the urgent need for line management intervention, utilising human resources, wellbeing initiatives, and development tools to support his mental health and prevent further deterioration of his professional and personal functioning.
First line manager
Grint (2005) highlights that leaders such as Admiral Nelson and Emperor Napoleon achieved remarkable success when they consciously engaged with their teams, involving others in decision-making and communication. Their eventual downfall occurred when they ceased listening and began operating in isolation, whether due to ego or naivety, resulting in diminished team followership. Similarly, Grint (2005) observes that Prime Minister Winston Churchill deliberately surrounded himself with creative and forward-thinking individuals who would challenge his perspectives, whether he welcomed the critique or not. By actively listening to his team, Churchill maintained engagement and influence, even if he did not always act on their suggestions.
Reflecting on these examples, I see a clear lesson for contemporary leadership: embracing and empowering tempered radicalism—characterised by courage and commitment—can serve as a powerful mechanism to secure team buy-in and encourage constructive challenge. For the first-line manager in my context, this approach could have been instrumental in navigating recent changes, such as wider access to information systems beyond her immediate team. Historically, control over these systems was tightly held, and her response has struggled to accommodate the evolving expectations of her team, who have sought greater opportunity to conduct proactive, rather than purely reactive, enquiries.
Reflecting on this situation, I recognise that it presented an ideal opportunity for the manager to empower her team: to leverage their attention to detail, encourage them to contribute new ideas, and involve them in decision-making processes. By doing so, she could have built trust and engagement, echoing the practices of successful historical leaders. This reflection reinforces for me the importance of participatory leadership, active listening, and the cultivation of psychological safety to enable team members to feel valued, challenge constructively, and contribute meaningfully to organisational objectives.
Conclusion (Gibbs stage 5)
Action plan (Gibbs stage 6)
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