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ABSTRACT 
 

Following years of Government cuts to public services, which mean that the police 
are now responding to more and more complex incidents and crimes with fewer 
resources, coupled with relentless political and public criticism of policing and 
police leadership in the face of some truly awful high-profile events, wellbeing and 
morale of police personnel has reduced and police legitimacy is threatened. 

Given that people are the most vital resource in policing, and that leadership can 
have a significant impact on people in the workplace, in relation to wellbeing, 
morale and performance, this research, situated in the theoretical framework of 
compassion at work, sought to understand: how police leaders develop their people 
leadership craft; how they apply it in practice; and how it can be improved.  The 
study was guided by the research philosophy of Intelligent Compassion, which 
focused on gaining a deep understanding of the experiences of participants and 
giving attention to providing solutions which can be applied in practice.  In total, 34 
in-depth interviews and 2 focus groups generated a large amount of data to provide 
a rich picture of some of the people leadership landscape in policing in England and 
Wales. 

The findings show that police leadership development has been patchy and 
inconsistent, giving no guarantee that leaders will adopt positive people leadership 
approaches.  There are senior leaders in policing who are compassionate and 
inclusive, which gives optimism, but their approaches are constrained by the 
dominant and enduring conservative and macho features of police culture which 
are resistant to change and which favour ‘in-groups’ aligned to traditional ‘norms’.  
In addition, some promotion processes facilitate favouritism, and perpetuate 
homogeneity, slowing progress on improving diversity and inclusion, particularly in 
the more senior ranks. 

The research finds that compassion and inclusion are intrinsically linked and that 
compassionate leadership and adopting the compassion process in policing can 
provide an antidote to damaging practices and can generate improvements, by 
accelerating the slow cultural improvements which are evident.  However, that is 
unlikely to happen without intervention.  In order to speed up improvements, 
policing needs to be bold about defining and adopting the compassionate 
leadership qualities required of leaders and be intentional about consistently 
developing leaders using evidence-based approaches, from the point of entry into 
the organisation, and throughout all the ranks.  And the compassion process needs 
to be applied in practice; in particular this includes truly valuing all staff, delivering 
fairness and procedural justice, harnessing and promoting the positive elements of 
police culture such as professionalism, inclusivity and compassion, and relentlessly 
challenging poor practice to remove those who harm others and threaten 
legitimacy. 
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INTRODUCTION CHAPTER 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This research is focused on the concept of compassion at work, which is sadly 

lacking in many workplaces.  In particular, it is situated in the context of policing in 

England & Wales, which is currently under acute focus from politicians and the 

media following a number of high-profile cases of unacceptable incidents and 

practice which have significantly diverted attention away from the huge amount of 

great work which is delivered by the majority of officers on a daily basis.  

Compassion is often viewed as a response to suffering and in recent years there has 

been a reduction in wellbeing and morale amongst police officers, due to 

individuals suffering in a profession which is already highly demanding and high in 

trauma (Purba & Demou, 2019), situated in a hierarchical culture with enduring 

features of machismo, cynicism, conservatism, prejudice and resistance to change 

(Bowling et al, 2019; Constable & Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005) and suppressed 

emotion (Lennie et al, 2020), which has been severely impacted by Government 

austerity measures that have reduced resources and put additional pressure on 

staff over the past 12 years.  Most people are driven to join policing due to the 

“community service principles” of wanting to help and protect others, meaning that 

compassion is an emerging feature of culture (Hopper 1977; Charman, 2017:337), 

but the policing context can lead to suppression of that drive and assimilation into 

the more negative features of the culture (Constable & Smith, 2015).   

 

It is widely acknowledged that leadership has a significant impact on individuals and 

on culture in organisations (Brunetto et al, 2014; Can et al, 2017; Donaldson-Fielder 

et al, 2013; Engel et al 2018; Glendinning, 2001; Houdmont et al, 2020; Huo et al, 

2018) and a range of police researchers have called for more empirical focus to be 

given to how senior police leaders ‘do’ lead as well as how they ‘should’ lead, and 

for there to be more focus on leadership development in policing in particular 

(Caless, 2011; Charman et al, 1999; Davis, 2017; Doyle, 2019; Filstad and Carp, 
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2020; Filstad et al, 2020; Fleming, 2015; Ordon et al, 2019; Schafer, 2010).  Drawing 

on the concepts relating to compassion at work, in the context of policing, police 

leadership and police culture, this research therefore aimed firstly to understand 

how people in senior leadership roles in policing have learned their 'people 

leadership craft', and secondly to explore how that translates into practice.  And 

because this research had a focus on how theory can be applied in practice and was 

guided by the feminist critical methodology of Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 

2012), which aims to deliver change and improvement, the third aim was to 

understand how we can improve leadership development in the police with a view 

to developing compassionate leaders, who can improve people’s experiences of 

working in the police, and therefore improve their ability to deliver the 

compassionate services that most do want to deliver.  The objectives were 

therefore to: 

 

• Explore how senior police leaders have learned their 'people leadership 

craft' and how this translates into practice, by carrying out in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with police Superintendents; 

• Use imaginative identification to analyse the interviews, critically reflecting 

on my own judgements and assumptions throughout the process; and 

• Encourage critique and focus on solutions through a process of deliberative 

inquiry and sceptical scrutiny, by sharing and discussing the analysis of the 

interviews with 2 focus groups.  

 

The research questions were: 

 

1. How do senior police officers learn the craft of people leadership?  

2. What does this mean in practice?  

3. What areas and methods of leadership development would help senior 

police officers effectively learn and implement appropriate people 

leadership skills?  
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This research provides an original contribution to knowledge in the fields of 

compassion at work and compassionate leadership, applied in the context of 

policing, and engages with a largely under-researched rank in policing in the UK, 

being Superintendents and Chief Superintendents - the most senior operational 

officers, who are often responsible for leading a large number of people.  This thesis 

argues that police leadership development has been patchy and inconsistent, giving 

no guarantee that leaders will adopt positive people leadership approaches.  There 

are senior leaders in policing who are compassionate and inclusive, which gives 

optimism, but their approaches are constrained by the dominant and enduring 

conservative and macho features of police culture which are resistant to change 

and which favour ‘in-groups’ aligned to traditional ‘norms’.  In addition, some 

promotion processes facilitate favouritism, and perpetuate homogeneity, slowing 

progress on improving diversity and inclusion, particularly in the more senior ranks. 

The research finds that compassion and inclusion are intrinsically linked and that 

compassionate leadership and adopting the compassion process in policing can 

provide an antidote to damaging practices and can generate improvements, by 

accelerating the slow cultural improvements which are evident.  However it also 

finds that is unlikely to happen without intervention.  In order to speed up 

improvements, policing needs to be bold about defining and adopting the 

compassionate leadership qualities required of leaders and be intentional about 

consistently developing leaders using evidence-based approaches, from the point of 

entry into the organisation, and throughout all the ranks.  And the compassion 

process needs to be applied in practice; in particular this includes truly valuing all 

staff, delivering fairness and procedural justice, harnessing and promoting the 

positive elements of police culture such as professionalism, inclusivity and 

compassion, and relentlessly challenging poor practice to remove those who harm 

others and threaten legitimacy. 

My own motivation for carrying out this research comes from a passion for policing 

and public services honed over 30 years of mostly working with or in the police and 

having a focus on policing whilst studying criminology at undergraduate and 
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Masters level.  In addition, having worked in a number of public sector 

organisations over that time, in a range of junior and senior leadership roles myself, 

I have personally experienced the damaging impact that poor and toxic leadership 

can have, and I have also seen the positive impact of compassionate leadership.  

Further, I have noted the lack of coherent and consistent leadership development in 

organisations and the propensity to promote people into leadership roles due to 

technical ability, time served in the role, or connections people have, even when 

they are demonstrably and widely accepted to be poor at delivery and lacking in 

ethical principles, rather than because they have the leadership ability required to 

nurture, develop and support people to give their best.  I have therefore had an 

ever-increasing curiosity around how we can improve these practices in order to 

improve people’s personal experiences in work and improve service delivery.  

Therefore I am both driven to develop theory around compassion at work, and to 

give focus to application of the theory in practice with a view to ultimately 

improving people’s experiences in work, and improving service delivery.   

Consequently, the findings of this research make a theoretical and empirical 

contribution to the literature around the application of compassion at work and 

compassionate leadership in policing. 

 

The next section sets out a more detailed context for the research, and includes an 

examination of the current circumstances in and around policing which have 

contributed to problems with wellbeing and morale and led to questions over police 

legitimacy.  The context is followed by a section which sets out the justification for 

the journal format and gives an overview of the structure of the rest of the thesis, 

which then starts by setting out the case for compassion at work in paper 1.   
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CONTEXT 

 

“There is one aspect of policing which is in need of no reform. That is 

the courage and commitment of police officers when faced with danger, 

sometimes extreme peril to themselves and those they are sworn to 

protect. These qualities are prevalent and commendable.” (Winsor, 

2022:15) 

 

Before providing an examination of the current context of some of the issues in 

policing, it is critically important to recognise the positive work carried out by the 

majority of people who work in policing on a daily basis, not only when faced with 

danger and peril, but on an ongoing basis, in line with the 24 hr a day, 7 days a week 

nature of the business.  Given that, consistently, 80% of spend in policing is on 

people (Caless, 2011; Neyroud, 2015)1, and people are therefore clearly the most 

vital resource in policing, how those people are valued, supported, nurtured and 

developed is of crucial importance. 

 

 

Wellbeing 

 

Policing is widely acknowledged to be a high trauma and demanding occupation, 

and according to the ‘Surveillance of Occupational Stress and Mental Illness 

(SOSMI)’, policing is in the top three occupations (Purba & Demou, 2019:1).  The 

nature of the job means that police personnel experience high levels of work effort 

and are at risk of physical injury whilst dealing with the extremely wide range of 

front-line challenges.  In addition, they are witnessing traumatic incidents, including 

crimes, deaths and accidents, at a much higher rate than the general population 

(Miller et al, 2019; Miller et al, 2022), either first hand, or second hand via 

investigative and support duties such as call handling, dispatch, statement taking, 

 
1 See also, for example: https://www.lancashire-pcc.gov.uk/transparency/financial-
information/budgets/ and https://www.humberside-pcc.gov.uk/Your-Police/Staffing.aspx  
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viewing online materials and other duties, all of which can have a high risk of 

psychological injury and a detrimental impact on wellbeing (Bell et al, 2018; 

Brunetto et al, 2014; Engel et al, 2018;).  Further, individuals working in policing 

often have to regulate and suppress their real emotions in the face of emotionally 

difficult circumstances, in order to comply with the expectations of the public, 

employers and colleagues, which compounds the risk of mental and emotional 

health injuries (Duran et al, 2019; Engel et al, 2018; Lennie et al, 2020). 

 

In the last ‘Demand, Capacity and Welfare’ survey by the Police Federation (Elliott-

Davis, 2020), who represent police officers in England & Wales in the ranks from 

Constable to Chief Inspector, 77% of respondents reported that in the preceding 12 

months, they had had difficulties with their wellbeing and mental health, including 

stress, depression and anxiety, and 90% of those stated that these problems had 

been made worse by work; and 33% of respondents reported that their job was 

very or extremely stressful, significantly higher than the rate of 16% found in the 

general working population by the Scottish Health Survey (2017).  The Police 

Superintendent’s Association (2019), who represent the ranks of Superintendent 

and Chief Superintendent in England & Wales, also reported high levels, with 63% of 

respondents having experienced mental health difficulties, and 93% saying this had 

been made worse by work.   

 

These findings are in the context of sustained Government cuts to police resources 

over a 10-year period, where nationally there was a reduction of 42,000 police 

personnel (17%) from March 2010 to March 2019.  This represented reductions of 

14% of police officers and 22% of Police Community Support Officers and other 

police staff (Home Office, 2019).  Perhaps unsurprisingly then, similar findings are 

also reported by police staff.  In 2014, in the relatively early days of the cuts, 94% 

reported feeling moderately or very stressed and 77% said that this had increased 

in the preceding 12 months, with around two-thirds relating this to increased 

workload and job insecurity, and 50% saying it was due to lack of support from 

management.  This was in the context of 74% reporting job cuts in their area in the 

preceding 4 years (Unison, 2014). 
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Some good news appears to be that people in policing are being more encouraged 

by their organisations to talk more openly about wellbeing and mental ill-health, 

with the proportion of people in Federated ranks (Constable to Chief Inspector) 

reporting this increasing from 22% in 2016 to 45% in 2018 (Elliott-Davies, 2018) and 

Police Superintendents reporting this at a rate of 70% (PSA, 2019).  In addition, the 

proportion of people saying they would feel confident in reporting mental ill-health 

issues to their line managers has increased from 28% in 2016 to 39% in 2018 

(Elliott-Davies, 2018).   

 

However, the reality still appears to be distant from the rhetoric, with a culture of 

stigma still in evidence and police personnel still being reluctant or unwilling to 

disclose their true feelings or seek assistance when experiencing mental ill health 

and compromised wellbeing, due to: a culture of suppressed emotions and cynicism 

over absences related to mental health; and concerns that disclosure will impact 

negatively on their career prospects (Bell & Palmer-Conn, 2018; Lennie et al, 2020; 

Stuart, 2017).  This is borne out by fact that over 70% of officers reported staying in 

work when they were mentally unwell and should have taken time off to recover 

(presenteeism) and that when people do disclose mental ill-health and problems 

with wellbeing, over one third of people still report being poorly or very poorly 

supported by their organisation (Elliott-Davis, 2018; Unison, 2014). And whilst 70% 

of Superintendents reported that the organisation encouraged people to talk about 

mental ill health and wellbeing, only 36% believed it was acceptable for people to 

actually seek support if they were struggling to cope (PSA, 2019) and only one 

quarter of police staff reported actually speaking to their manager about their 

stress (Unison, 2014).  Another part of the problem appears to be that police 

organisations do not support their supervisors adequately to prepare them to be in 

a position to support others, so even if staff did want to disclose problems with 

wellbeing to them, only 22% of Federated supervisors, and 30% of Superintendents 

reported having received training in how to support staff with mental health 

problems (Elliott-Davis, 2018; PSA, 2019), and so the quality of the support is likely 

to be questionable in many cases. 
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Mirroring the findings of the police staff associations, in research funded by Police 

Care UK in 2019, 93% of respondents said they would go to work as normal even if 

they were feeling psychologically unwell (Miller et al, 2019).  Notwithstanding, 

organisations have a duty of care to their staff under the terms of the Health and 

Safety at Work Act 1974, and although it has been shown that dealing with trauma 

is part of the policing role and this cannot be changed or removed, organisations 

still need to ensure that they are providing the correct level of support for their 

people to help them process such trauma in a way which helps them to maintain 

their wellbeing and reduce the risk of mental illness.  In addition, organisations have 

a responsibility to not make people unwell due to the way they are led and 

managed whilst in work. 

 

 

Leadership 

 

There are many academic debates around the differences between leadership and 

management, or line management and supervision (Algahtani, 2014; Barnes et al, 

2015; Kotterman, 2006), and those will not be rehearsed here.  Police officers are 

often classed as leaders at all levels in policing, due to the fact that, from Constable 

roles and throughout all the ranks, they have leadership responsibilities including 

leading responses at the scene of an incident, through to leading teams and 

investigations as first-line and mid-level leaders, leading departments and leading 

whole organisations as senior and executive leaders2.  Equally, people who lead 

staff at various levels can be referred to as supervisors3, and many of the principles 

are similar or the same.  The term leaders will be used here to refer to anyone with 

responsibility for leading people in policing.   

 

It is well recognised that leaders can impact significantly on those that they lead, 

both positively and negatively (Brunetto et al, 2011; Brunetto et al, 2014; Can et al, 

 
2 See for example: https://www.college.police.uk/guidance/leadership-expectations  
3 See for example: https://www.college.police.uk/guidance/effective-supervision  
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2017; Donaldson-Fielder et al, 2013; Engel et al 2018; Glendinning, 2001; Houdmont 

et al, 2020; Huo et al, 2018).  In policing in particular, as Can et al (2017) highlight, 

due to the hierarchical and highly structured nature of police organisations, we 

might assume that the approach of the leader “…could be expected to have the 

greatest impact on the psychosocial well-being of police officers…” (p106).  Where 

leaders have a negative impact on staff, this creates suffering for the individual as 

well as poor organisational performance (Duran et al, 2019).  In addition, as 

highlighted above, it appears that that leaders at all levels in policing in the UK 

receive limited development in relation to supporting their staff (Elliott-Davis, 2018; 

PSA, 2019).  But clearly there are still development needs in this area, evidenced by 

the lingering stigma associated with mental ill health (Lennie et al, 2020) and as 

reported by police officers themselves in relation to their supervisors (Houdmont et 

al, 2020).  Development is also needed for leaders in relation to understanding 

which kinds of behaviours cause stress to staff, which include for example a 

punitive and strict approach, antipathy towards staff, conflict with staff, inadequate 

or inequitable resourcing, poor management of change, and of course bullying 

(Bullock and Garland, 2019; Elliott-Davis, 2018; Hoel and Cooper, 2001; Purba and 

Demou, 2019; Stuart, 2017).  Such is the power of leaders that even simply having 

negative relationships with them has been recognised as one of the organisational 

stressors which is associated with a wide range of negative outcomes, including 

depression, anxiety, poor performance and even PTSD (Duran et al, 2019).  And 

where leaders demonstrate a lack of care or understanding for their staff, 

statements about wellbeing can be seen as an empty gesture which can generate 

cynicism and leave staff feeling under-valued (Bullock and Garland, 2019; Meechan, 

2013).   

 

However there is also strong evidence to show that where leaders have a positive 

impact on staff, the rewards for individuals and organisations can be profound 

(Baptiste, 2008; Bullock and Garland, 2019; McCarty and Slogan, 2013).  It has been 

demonstrated that where staff receive positive feedback from leaders it improves 

morale and makes staff feel valued (Bullock and Garland, 2019); and when leaders 

provide support, staff wellbeing is improved and burnout is reduced (Baptiste, 
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2008; McCarty and Slogan, 2012).  An empathic approach in policing has also been 

found to be associated with a reduction in burnout, which is potentially linked to 

the ability to make the job more meaningful due to the connection created 

(Turgoose et al, 2017) and empathic practice has even been associated with 

improved confession rates due to interviewers being seen as more humane and 

personal (Oxburgh & Ost, 2011).  Empathy has also been critically linked to ethical 

practice (Dietz & Kleinlogel, 2014), which is explored in more detail below.  And 

empathy is a core part of compassion (Choi et al, 2016; Chu, 2016; Kanov et al, 

2004; Worline & Dutton, 2017), which is explored in further depth in paper 1.   

 

Given the high levels of police personnel reporting problems with wellbeing and 

mental health however, and low levels reporting that they feel able to discuss their 

issues, this does imply that there is an overall negative impact of leaders on staff in 

policing.  So why might this be?   

 

 

Politics and Policing 

 

Policing, like other organisations, has developed its leadership approach because of 

ongoing philosophical changes which have been occurring for many years, which 

have been particularly exacerbated over the last 40 years or so.  The context of 12 

years of Government austerity policy has clearly added significant challenges across 

the public sector and wider society, but this does not sit on its own.  The wider 

context is a general move towards normalisation of work intensification, the 

reduction of autonomy, and the erosion of wellbeing in work which arguably began 

in the 1980s (Felstead et al, 2013; Granter et al 2015; Green, 2004), exacerbated by 

the introduction of concepts such as New Public Management in the 1990s and 

2000s.  This, alongside a push for efficiencies, introduced many performance 

measures and a significant regime of auditing, both by external bodies, and 

internally within organisations (Brunetto et al, 2014; Gruening, 2001; Savage et al, 

2000), leading to implicit messages to staff to work harder and deliver more with 

less resource (Farr-Wharton et al, 2017).  This narrative has continued throughout 
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the ongoing austerity years of the Conservative Governments in the UK in the 2010s 

and into the 2020s, which has included the most significant police reform since the 

1960s (Loveday, 2015) alongside the deliberate shrinking of the state and 

subsequent erosion of many linked public services which are essential for crime 

prevention and offender management, such as family support, youth services, drugs 

services, housing provision, welfare provision and mental health services (Bach, 

2012; Lowndess & Gardner, 2016; Taylor-Goobey, 2012), meaning that the police, 

as a service of last resort, are now responding, with fewer staff, to a much wider 

range of issues which would previously have been dealt with by other services. 

 

Of course political impact on, and interest in, policing is not new – they are clearly 

intrinsically linked – and there are records of various conflicts between politicians 

and police leaders from different parties in the 1980s and 1990s, where the quality 

of police leadership was rightly challenged, often in response to particular incidents 

which were exposed, including sexism, racism and corruption, or where police 

performance was perceived to be inadequate (Charman et al, 1999; Savage et al, 

2000).  Wide ranging reviews of policing were commissioned following significant 

events and Lord Scarman, in his report in 1982, following the Brixton riots in 1981, 

was clear that police-community relations needed to be improved urgently, whilst 

also recognising that social inequalities and racial injustice needed to be tackled in 

order to prevent further riots.  But following a lack of progress, 2 years later Benyon 

(1984:242) made a further plea for action which still resonates 40 years later, again 

highlighting the fundamentally intertwined nature of politics, crime and policing: 

 

“The war against deprivation and injustice in the cities and against 

unemployment, crime and undisciplined policing is a daunting one 

which requires unflinching determination. Such a crusade will entail 

some material sacrifices by the more affluent members of the 

population, and will threaten certain entrenched interests. But if urban 

violence is not to become endemic, and if British society is to profess 

liberty, compassion and civilised values, there is no alternative”  
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Key police reviews in the 1990s continued to report similar needs for 

improvements, but with more of a focus on policing in particular, and whilst 

recognising that “…the vast majority of the UK police officers display a level of 

integrity and enjoy a level of public support that is admirable, enviable and should 

be preserved”, Sheehy (1993:2) highlighted that some poor police conduct was 

threatening legitimacy and eroding public respect.  The Macpherson Report (1999), 

following the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence in 1993, was more critical still, 

concluding that the Metropolitan Police investigation of the murder was “marred by 

a combination of professional incompetence, institutional racism and a failure of 

leadership by senior officers” (House of Commons Library, 2019: online).  Twenty 

two years after the Macpherson Report, the Home Affairs Committee (2021:online), 

recognised that policing had changed and improved, and again highlighted the hard 

work of police officers and staff “…to deliver fairness in policing…and support 

community cohesion”.  But the Committee also highlighted that commitments for 

change that had been made had not been delivered and there were still police 

failings in relation to “….persistent, deep rooted and unjustified racial disparities in 

key areas”, including staff representativeness, handling of misconduct, and service 

delivery, which still needed “urgent action” of the kind called for by Scarman in the 

early 1980s; and they warned that failure to improve could mean that “confidence 

may be permanently undermined”. 

 

Other political scrutiny of policing by the Home Affairs Committee in 2013 focused 

on a number of cases of concern, and makes bleak reading.  The Committee found 

evidence of, not only a lack of integrity and ethics by police officers and staff at 

various ranks, including bullying, racism, dishonesty, and other misconduct, but also 

criminal behaviour.  Examples examined included the cover ups during police 

investigations into the Hillsborough disaster, numerous cases of misconduct at 

Cleveland Police, examples of corruption in relation to leaking information to the 

media and other misconduct in relation to ‘Plebgate’4, undercover policing, and 

crime recording practices, all pointing to cultural failings around ethics.  Following 

 
4 For explanation, see here: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-24548645  
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this scrutiny, a review of chief officer misconduct was commissioned by the College 

of Policing and Hough et al (2018) went on to investigate 40 cases of such 

misconduct, relating to 33 chief officers5, recorded from around 2008 to 2015, 

which identified: abuses of power and authority in relation to a number of 

processes, including procurement and recruitment processes; professional 

misjudgement; and interpersonal misconduct, which included sexual misconduct, 

discrimination, and bullying (Hough, 2018; Porter, 2021).  Some of the people 

interviewed for the research considered that “…policing has fundamentally lacked 

ethical values” due to a range of issues such as a focus on numerical targets and 

law, and pressures on middle leaders.  In addition, interviewees reported 

“command-and-control style of management and the toleration of bullying within a 

‘boys’ club’ culture” and that “policing ‘doesn’t value difference”, leading to officers 

feeling pressure to stick inside the policing ‘mould’ (Hough et al, 2018:548).  These 

comments resonate with the wide body of literature on police culture which shows 

that features of machismo, cynicism, conservatism, prejudice and resistance to 

change in the service still remain in existence, having endured over many years 

(Bowling et al, 2019; Constable & Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005). 

 

Following these investigations, the College of Policing developed the Code of Ethics, 

which was accepted by Parliament in 2014, but sadly the lack of ethics persists in 

some places and confidence in policing continues to be eroded by news of shocking 

events, including the murder of Sarah Everard by a serving police officer, ongoing 

inquiries into police conduct6, and numerous cases involving sexism, racism, 

violence, disrespect and other misconduct by police officers across the UK7.  These 

enduring problems were acknowledged in the Police Race Action Plan (2022:3):   

 
5 Including police officers and police staff.  In 12 of the 40 cases the outcome was ‘No misconduct 
found’ (Hough et al, 2018:547) 
6 See for example: https://www.danielmorganpanel.independent.gov.uk/the-report/, 
https://www.ucpi.org.uk/ and https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/news/iopc-reinvestigate-met-
police-handling-deaths-anthony-walgate-gabriel-kovari-daniel-whitworth 
7 For example: https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/news/iopc-recommendations-tackle-met-culture-
after-investigation-uncovers-bullying-and-harassment, 
https://www.thenational.wales/news/19867649.bbc-documentary-examines-mouayed-bashir-
mohammud-hassan-deaths/ and https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/police-scotland-sexism-
tribunal/ 
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“We accept that policing still contains racism, discrimination and bias. 

We are ashamed of those truths, we apologise for them and we are 

determined to change them.”  

 

Layered on top of these high-profile events, which have been widely reported in the 

media, has been the response of locally elected politicians who have responsibility 

for oversight of policing in their areas, and notably the response of the Mayor of 

London who compelled the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police to resign in 

February 2022 following the public revelations of the Charing Cross investigation 

(IOPC, 2022).  Police and Crime Commissioners, and locally elected Mayors with 

responsibility for policing, were introduced by the Conservative and Liberal 

Democrat Coalition Government following their election in 2010, despite resistance 

from police authorities and chief constables who wished to “…keep policing free of 

political and other vested interest interference” (Caless, 2011:233)8.  They were 

imposed by the incoming Government as they were in line with Conservative 

thinking, under the guise of “the ‘transference of power back to the people” 

(Neyroud, 2011:8), but with consistently low election turnout rates which have not 

been more than one third of the electorate to date9 (around half the normal 

turnout rate for any general election since 201010), their mandate from ‘the people’ 

is questionable, and although Cooper (2021) has argued that it is still greater than 

the public mandate of the Police Authorities which preceded them, in fact Police 

Authorities were composed of a range of locally elected council politicians from a 

range of political parties and turnout for local elections is around 35%11, being 

higher than that for PCC elections so far. 

 
8 Caless (2011) found that chief officers fully expected to be accountable as part of their role, but 
were uneasy about the potential impact of politicians on their operational independence. 
9 In November 2012 the turnout for the first PCC elections was just 15.1% according to the Electoral 
Commission, being: “the lowest recorded level of participation at a peacetime nonlocal government 
election in the UK” (p6). This rose to 27.3% in 2016, and 33.2% in 2021.  More information can be 
found here: https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/elections-and-
referendums/past-elections-and-referendums/police-and-crime-commissioner-elections  
10 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1050929/voter-turnout-in-the-uk/  
11 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-47666080, 
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/elections-and-
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The introduction of PCCs came with a change in the local power dynamic, whereby 

Chief Constables became directly accountable to individual elected politicians, 

rather than to panels of numerous politicians from different parties who made up 

the Police Authorities which went before.  In some cases, this has been positive 

where the PCC and Chief Constable report a strong working relationship which 

features regular robust challenge alongside sound decision making (Cooper, 2021).  

It can be seen how political scrutiny at the national level can be extremely valuable 

in highlighting unacceptable practice and pushing for reform, and there is also 

potential for this benefit at the local level; however with potentially more direct, 

one-to-one relationships at a local level between Chief Constables and PCCs, there 

is also a risk of inconsistency of approach, variable calibre and quality of individuals, 

and potential for manipulation or tensions in relationships, which invariably lack the 

diversity of Police Authorities (Loveday, 2015; Cooper, 2021).  And some PCCs 

themselves have demonstrated unethical and criminal behaviour, sometimes 

leading to resignations12, with some apparently still unclear on the boundaries of 

their roles, despite the existence of the Policing Protocol13, leading to a resultant 

impact on behaviour of Chief Constables.  As Winsor (2022:31) highlighted, prior to 

the last PCC elections in 2021: 

 

“Some police and crime commissioners were considered to be abusing 

their powers, whether consciously or otherwise. Some appeared, even 

then, to believe that their police and crime plans were orders for the 

chief, and were thought to apply improper pressure to see that they 

were carried out. Uncertain of their true constitutional positions, or 

believing that it would be too hard to defend and protect against a 

 
referendums/past-elections-and-referendums/england-local-council-elections/results-and-turnout-
2018-may-england-local-elections 
12 https://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/news/crime/government-refuses-to-grant-powers-to-remove-
disgraced-police-chiefs-3602736,  https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/nov/04/cleveland-
police-and-chief-faces-historic-sexual-assault-
investigation#:~:text=The%20police%20and%20crime%20commissioner,the%20revelation%20by%2
0the%20Mirror. 
13 The Policing Protocol was published in 2012 and aimed to clarify the roles and responsibilities of 
all parties under the new policing governance arrangements of the time: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/policing-protocol-order-2011-statutory-instrument  
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determined and impatient politician, the deference and obedience 

demanded of chiefs sometimes were yielded. Resistance was thought to 

be potentially at too high cost to the chief. I emphasise that this was in a 

minority of cases, but any such minority is too large” 

 

In addition, because the PCC has the power to remove the Chief Constable – 

something which has happened in Humberside, Gwent and South Yorkshire – some 

Chiefs arguably removed themselves prior to the first PCC elections or in advance of 

potentially being pressed to resign (Brain, 2018).  Because of this power imbalance, 

there is clearly potential for Chief Constables to be more heavily influenced by the 

views of individual PCCs than they might otherwise have been, and with the 

election-to-election short-term thinking which is characteristic of politicians, 

particularly in the context of neoliberalist and populist politics, this could potentially 

be damaging for the long-term strategic planning of such a critical public service 

(Meaklim, 2015).   

 

Alongside increasing political influence at a local level, police reform and the 

political direction of policing was significantly intensified at national level by 

successive Conservative Home Secretaries to a point where the National Policing 

Board was established in 2019.  This is chaired by the Home Secretary and attended 

by a number of politicians as well as senior law enforcement leaders and civil 

servants14.  The increasing level of political involvement in law enforcement matters 

was brought into sharp focus in 2022 when it was leaked to the press that the Prime 

Minister had allegedly personally intervened at the final stages of the recruitment 

process for the Director General of the National Crime Agency (NCA) after his 

preferred candidate had been eliminated, with a view to reinstating him15.  The 

apparent political intervention in this appointment sits alongside the political 

manipulation of public narratives on policing, including the rhetoric related to the 

 
14 https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/national-policing-board  
15 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/may/26/neil-basus-bid-for-agency-top-job-ends-
after-alleged-no-10-intervention; https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/hogan-howe-
story-shows-action-needed-appointments  
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policy of 20,000 ‘additional’ and ‘extra’ police officers16 in the context of an actual 

reduction of 42,000 police personnel from 2010 to 2019 by consecutive 

Conservative Governments (Home Office, 2019).  Bringing in new officers will not 

recover even half of the resources which were lost17, and of course cannot even 

begin to account for the same level of experience.  As a result of the loss of 

experienced staff, and the rapid introduction of new in service staff, by 2023 more 

than one third of police officers will have less than three years’ service18. 

 

As highlighted before, on top of this, the ongoing cuts right across the public sector 

have meant massive losses of wider services which support crime prevention and 

offender management (Bach, 2012; Bray et al, 2022; Charman, 2018; Lowndess & 

Gardner, 2016; Taylor-Goobey, 2012) such as drugs services, mental health services, 

SureStart family support and educational services for example, meaning that the 

nature of issues which now fall to the police to deal with are much more wide 

ranging, and more related to vulnerability, including for example mental health 

crises and people missing from home (The Police Foundation, 2022).  At the same 

time, the UK is currently experiencing a ‘cost of living crisis’, with big businesses 

making record profits and paying record salaries and bonuses to their most senior 

executives and shareholders19, whilst the cost of fuel, utilities and food is 

abnormally high, having a disproportionate impact on ordinary working people, 

such as those working in all of our essential services, including policing, who have 

experienced real-time pay cuts in recent years20.  The people that citizens in the UK 

were encouraged to applause for during the Covid-19 pandemic – the essential 

workers – are now struggling to afford to go to work, heat their homes, and eat. 

 

 
16 See for example: https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/police-officer-uplift-statistics and 
https://twitter.com/pritipatel/status/1545734762031087616  
17 And does not take into account population increases or changes in the complexity of crime. 
18 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/police-officers-uplift-experience-crime-
b2128609.html  
19 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-62330190; https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-
62382624?fbclid=IwAR2Uxu5Wx9mema0njFk3ZZzcehdbtEssIu4iYm6UIso1-qtqiXogvRIpU94  
20 https://www.ft.com/content/48dafbb9-371d-4683-9afb-26652add888c; 
https://www.polfed.org/news/latest-news/2022/pay-award-statement/  



 28 

Alongside a period of almost daily stories of corruption and law breaking at the very 

heart of Government, to the point where, in July 2022, the Prime Minister was 

compelled to resign following the largest mass resignation of Government Ministers 

in history21, the assumption that British society does indeed “profess liberty, 

compassion and civilised values” as proposed by Benyon (1984:242) might be called 

into question.  If the enduring right-wing neo-liberalism continues, which allows the 

richest in society to continue to increase their wealth whilst ordinary people 

experience cuts to welfare and essential public services, and increasing prices of 

essential goods such as food, heating and fuel, then the “material sacrifices by the 

more affluent members of the population” that Benyon (1984:242) thought were 

necessary for tackling injustice will continue to move further away from the realms 

of possibility.   

 

This is all important because role modelling by leaders at all levels impacts on the 

behaviour of others (Dietz et al, 2020; Kranabetter & Niessen, 2017).  Psychological 

analysis has linked features of compassion and beliefs about the importance of 

equality for all with more liberal political approaches, and the opposite appears to 

be true of conservative approaches, which are more characterised by resistance to 

change, traditionalism and acceptance of inequalities (Harper & Rhodes, 2021; 

Hirsch et al 2010).  Compassion has been found to have a ripple effect, whereby 

those who witness compassion are more likely to demonstrate compassion 

themselves (Boyatzis et al, 2013; Moon et al, 2016), however sadly the opposite is 

also true and poor behaviour and incivility is also replicated (Porath & Pearson, 

2012).  So if our most public leaders are conservative in their approach and 

demonstrate behaviour which is not only not compassionate, but actively harmful, 

and at times illegal, this is often repeated by the public22 and the police have to deal 

with the results.  In addition, it has been found that the external environment, 

including the political landscape, can have an influence on police culture (Chan, 

 
21 https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/07/uk-government-resignations-hit-50-as-pm-boris-johnson-
clings-to-power.html  
22 Very real examples of this were widely reported in 2021: https://tellmamauk.org/press-
section/page/3/;  https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/boris-johnson-muslim-
women-letterboxes-burqa-islamphobia-rise-a9088476.html;  
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1996; Loftus, 2009), and so public service leaders will have to be even more 

tenacious with role modelling positive values if they are to resist fitting into the 

mould of negative behaviour and continuing to pass the harmful behaviour on into 

their organisations.   

 

At a time where public confidence in the police is declining as neighbourhood 

policing and visibility decline, in alignment with a fall in numbers (The Police 

Foundation, 2022), and where, in July 2022, 6 forces were placed into special 

measures at the same time23, the urgency for change is acute, and yet another 

public warning has been issued, this time by Sir Michael Barber:  

“There is a crisis of confidence in policing in this country which is 

corroding public trust. The reasons are deep rooted and complex – 

some cultural and others systemic. However taken together, unless 

there is urgent change, they will end up destroying the principle of 

policing by consent that has been at the heart of British policing for 

decades.” (The Police Foundation, 2022(1)) 

 

 

Morale and Motivation 

 

“Where any social group perceives government institutions as being 

indifferent to its needs, the authority and legitimacy of social controls 

ultimately promulgated by those same institutions will be increasingly 

questioned” (Benyon, 1984:3) 

 

In the current context, Benyon’s observations could be applied to police personnel 

as much as to other communities.  On top of measuring issues around wellbeing, 

the police staff associations also ask their members about morale and motivation, 

 
23 https://www.thejusticegap.com/six-police-forces-placed-in-special-measures-following-
widespread-failures/  
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alongside pay and remuneration.  The 2021 survey results from the Police 

Federation make stark reading, with those reporting low morale increasing from 

48% to 58% within one year; 95% of respondents reported that the way they were 

treated by the government had a negative impact on their morale and 93% said 

they felt the government did not respect them.  In relation to pay, in the context of 

rising inflation and an ongoing pay freeze, 92% reported that they did not think they 

were fairly paid considering the pressures of the role – the highest proportion 

recorded to date – with 73% saying they felt worse off than 12 months before 

(Elliott-Davis, 2021).  In relation to Police Superintendents24, 29% reported low 

morale – the highest proportion recorded to date – with around 50% saying that 

their morale had reduced from 12 months before.  Treatment by government and 

uncertainty around finances were the most prevalent reasons for low morale, and 

satisfaction with remuneration was lower than in 2020.  Only 41% said they felt 

valued in policing, which was the lowest recorded to date, and more than 20% 

reported feeling unsatisfied with their treatment by chief officers (Boag-Munroe, 

2022). 

 

The constant increase in demands through work intensification, and reduction of 

resource in work leads to an erosion of our self-determination, which is necessary 

for intrinsic motivation and psychological wellbeing.  Self-Determination Theory 

(SDT) highlights our fundamental human need for autonomy, competency and 

relatedness and identifies that when these factors are compromised, for example 

through intensive audit and checking, erosion of resource, and reductions in staff 

and loss of colleagues, there is a negative impact on our wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 

2012; Meechan, 2013).  Bailey and West (2020) have revisited the concept of self-

determination recently in the context of the global Covid-19 pandemic, setting out 

again why the elements of autonomy, competency and relatedness (or belonging) 

are critical, not only in times of crisis, but at all times, and how these can be 

 
24 Joint report of Police Superintendents’ Association (England and Wales) and the Police 
Superintendents’ Association of Norther Ireland. 
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nurtured with a compassionate approach to leadership as a much-needed antidote 

to what has gone before.   

 

 

Police Culture 

 

If compassionate leadership can be seen to be part of the antidote to some of the 

very negative experiences and behaviours that have been seen in and around 

policing, we must consider how much of a realistic possibility it is to embed this 

within the context of the organisational culture of policing in England and Wales.  

As highlighted above, there is a wide body of literature on police culture(s) which 

highlights that some elements of police culture have been in evidence for many 

years, and seem particularly persistent, and this is explored further in paper 2, later 

in this thesis.  The basis of organisational culture will not be examined here, but a 

sound exploration is provided by Charman (2017:16; see also Cockcroft, 2019), who 

highlights how complex and “difficult to define” cultures can be.  It is clear however, 

that learning plays a part in the socialisation into a culture, a factor which has also 

been found particularly in relation to deviant behaviours in police organisations, 

whereby, according to social learning theory, officers will be influenced by their 

associates and will assimilate into group beliefs, values and behaviours in order to 

gain trust and approval, through a process of differential association (Chappell and 

Piquero, 2004; Garduno, 2019).  This process is closely linked to social identity 

theory (Hogg, 2016; Hoggett et al, 2018), where people “…identify with salient 

groups and by comparison, distinguish themselves from others” (Brown et al, 

2019:124).  This is explored in more depth in relation to discrimination and 

exclusion in paper 3. 

 

There are many layers to culture in organisations, and in policing, cultures can vary 

across ranks, geographies, specialisms and over time (Bowling, 2019; Cockcroft, 

2019; Loftus, 2009), however features of machismo, cynicism, conservatism, 

prejudice and resistance to change do appear to be particularly enduring across the 

profession over time (Bowling et al, 2019; Constable & Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005).  
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As highlighted above, this resistance to change, and maintenance of the other 

elements mentioned, does appear to be evidenced when considering the various 

calls for better representation and practices in policing over at least the past 40 

years, which have led to very limited improvements.  The forthcoming review “into 

the standards of behaviour and internal culture of the Metropolitan Police 

Service”25 by Baroness Louise Casey, which began in February 2022, will invariably 

make interesting and important reading and will likely highlight whether or not any 

further progress has been made.  In the face of the many reported unconscionable 

acts already highlighted, it is likely that progress will be found to be limited. 

 

Many officers who have left policing are now telling their stories, and they also 

make bleak reading, often highlighting exactly the features of culture which seem to 

endure so doggedly (Logan, 2020; Maxwell, 2020; Sandhu, 2021; Wilson, 2021).  It is 

often reported that such instances of victimisation, and other unacceptable 

behaviour reported, are blamed, by some26, on ‘a few bad apples’; and by this they 

mean that such events are committed by a few errant individuals and are not 

representative of policing.  However, when that analogy is taken to its full and 

original extent, as many have pointed out, it becomes ‘a few bad apples spoil the 

barrel’27, meaning that bad behaviour is effectively contagious, and spreads, not 

stopping at one or two individuals.  This again links back to the principles of social 

learning theory in relation to deviance, and has also been found in relation to 

incivility (Pearson et al, 2005).  Sadly, as much as there may be defensiveness when 

such poor elements of culture are highlighted, they are writ large in the many 

examples of unacceptable acts which have undeniably been carried out by serving 

police officers, and thankfully this is now being acknowledged by some of the most 

senior policing leaders, including the Acting Commissioner of the Metropolitan 

 
25 Terms of reference for the review can be found here: https://www.met.police.uk/police-
forces/metropolitan-police/areas/about-us/about-the-met/bcr/casey-review-terms-of-reference/  
26 In this case a politician: https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/anger-tory-minister-claims-sarah-
25116318  
27 See for example:  https://abcnews.go.com/US/bad-apples-phrase-describing-rotten-police-
officers-meaning/story?id=71201096; and https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/one-
bad-apple-spoil-the-barrel-metaphor-
phrase#:~:text=%22It%20only%20takes%20a%20few,institutional%20pattern%20of%20long%20stan
ding.%22 
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Police and the Chief Executive of the College of Policing28.  To some extent it might 

be seen as positive that such acts have been exposed and are being dealt with and 

condemned, however this invariably leads to questions about how long it has been 

going on for, unchallenged, and how much more is happening which has not been 

exposed publicly.  And in amongst all the harrowing stories of unacceptable 

behaviour, and members of the public suffering due to this behaviour, it should be 

noted that there are also many people within policing who have been victims of 

such behaviour, and it is not acceptable to allow anyone to continue to suffer.   

 

These findings might lead to a conclusion that compassion is unlikely to succeed 

alongside such enduring and strong features of organisational culture, which appear 

to be the antithesis of compassion.  However, clearly there are still many daily 

examples of police work being done which are fully aligned to the policing vision of 

keeping people safe29.  In addition there are indications that police culture can 

evolve, and is evolving (Loftus, 2009).  Various research has shown that there are 

slowly emerging features of a ‘new’ culture, which is more progressive, including 

compassion, inclusion, professionalism and learning (Brown, 2019; Charman, 2017).  

It is imperative that policing now seeks to understand how to harness these positive 

elements of emerging culture, and curtail the assimilation into the more enduring 

negative features (Constable and Smith, 2015), in order to accelerate such positive 

changes.  The need to do this has never been more urgent. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
The context set out here paints a grim picture of ever-reducing wellbeing amongst 

police personnel, and despite rhetoric around people being encouraged to speak  

up when they are suffering, the reality is that people still do not, and still come to 

work when they are unwell, because the overriding culture is not conducive to 

 
28 See for example: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-61164155 and 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/11/07/problems-policing-not-bad-apples-time-change/  
29 https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/policing_vision_2025.pdf  
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dealing with mental illness, and in fact can often contribute to mental ill health.  In 

addition, morale and motivation of police personnel is at an all-time low, due to 

people feeling undervalued by the Government to the point where they feel 

unfairly paid and worse off than they have ever been, with stories of serving officers 

even having to utilise food banks30.  When people are unappreciated, undervalued 

and treated unfairly, they often become unwell (Martin et al, 2015; Simpson et al, 

2013) and they are simply not able to give their best, which impacts on the quality 

of service delivered to the public. 

 

Layered on top of that, there are now countless examples of unacceptable 

behaviour by serving police officers which are in the public realm, which has been 

linked to years of poor leadership and enduring negative culture, where people 

have assimilated into ‘in groups’ in order to fit in, so perpetuating the problems.  

Poor behaviour from political leaders also has a negative impact and often positive 

leadership by example from the highest level has been sadly missing.  Policing is 

constantly under the highly critical media and political spotlight, which serves to 

further erode the feelings of value amongst those who are adhering to policing 

values and are doing crucial work to keep people safe.  In addition, the ongoing 

austerity agenda of successive Conservative Governments in the 2010s and 2020s 

has severely depleted public services, putting even more intense pressure on the 

police, on top of what was already a highly pressurised job.  Cuts to services which 

had a critical role in crime prevention, offender management and support for 

vulnerable people, mean that fewer and less experienced police officers are now 

dealing with more, and more complex, incidents and providing support for 

vulnerable people, where others can no longer step in.  So the officers and staff 

who are still in policing are under more pressure than ever. 

 

Although, arguably, senior police leaders might be able to have some influence with 

politicians, of course they cannot necessarily change the wider political 

 
30 See for example: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/priti-patel-food-banks-
cost-of-living-b2080956.html and https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/police-officers-using-
food-banks-27651903  
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environment, however they do impact significantly within their own organisations, 

and they can impact on the culture within their organisations (Cockcroft, 2019).  As 

set out above, there have been numerous examples of poor and toxic leadership 

exposed in policing over the years, but as with police personnel more generally, of 

course there are also positive role models in policing.  And as much as deviance and 

incivility can spread like viruses and infect others (Pearson et al, 2005; Porath and 

Pearson, 2012), the good news is that as compassion has also been shown to be 

contagious (Lilius, 2012).  Leaders can choose which to cultivate.  This thesis argues 

that they need to actively choose compassion.  Leaders need to intentionally steer 

the culture to one which is grounded in compassion.  They can start to do this by 

interrupting the cultural assimilation process, in its simplest terms, by being and 

providing high quality compassionate role models, by actively celebrating and 

promoting the good, and by relentlessly challenging and condemning the bad.  In 

this way they can influence who others learn from, and who they want to identify 

and align with.  Policing needs to develop its leaders so that they are enabled to do 

this. 

 

It has been quoted many times, and attributed to many different people31, that “If 

you carry on doing what you’ve always done, you’ll carry on getting what you’ve 

always got.”  A further quote, arguably from Albert Einstein, aligns with this, being: 

“Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.”.  

Whilst there is evidence of a slow change in culture in policing, the embedded 

negative aspects of policing culture have endured for so long that it is arguably time 

for a different approach – there is a need for speed in culture improvement.  

Compassion at work and compassionate leadership may be new concepts in 

relation to policing, but we know that these approaches generate more positive 

experiences and outcomes for staff, which in turn enables them to provide more 

positive experiences for the public.  In this way, compassion has the potential to 

 
31 Variously: Susan Jeffers, Henry Ford, Jessie Potter and Tony Robbins 
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improve confidence and legitimacy in policing, at a time when it has never been 

more needed. 

 

The following section gives a justification and overview of the journal format of the 

thesis, after which Paper 1 explores in more depth why compassion at work is 

important. 

 

 

JOURNAL FORMAT AND OVERVIEW OF PAPERS AND CHAPTERS 

 

Given this context, there is an urgency around making improvements in policing, 

and the decision to deliver a thesis using the journal format was generated by being 

able to relatively quickly share findings to inform practice.  In addition, the themes 

covered lent themselves well to independent papers, whilst still being linked by the 

concepts relating to compassion at work and police leadership and culture.   

These papers are written as ‘stand alone’ papers, which can be edited down32 and 

focused for specific publications, so invariably there is some duplication of context, 

concepts and methodology, which is common in a thesis which takes the journal 

format.  However, although linked by common themes, the discreet focus of each 

paper is different and each paper adds to the literature in its own way, as 

highlighted below.  

 

All of the research was designed, planned and carried out by me, including all data 

collection and analysis; and all of the papers and chapters were written by me.  My 

supervisors reviewed the papers prior to submission and made minor editorial 

suggestions.   The thesis consists of the following sections:  

 

 

 
32 It was important that participants’ voices were well represented, hence some of these papers are 
quite long, drawing on many quotes for the purpose of this thesis.  It is anticipated that these might 
be significantly edited for the purposes of publications. 
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Paper 1 – The importance of empathy and compassion in organisations: why there 

is so little, and why we need more. 

 

An earlier version of this chapter was published as follows in June 2022: 

 

Meechan, F., McCann, L. and Cooper, C., 2022. The importance of empathy and 

compassion in organizations: why there is so little, and why we need more. 

In Godwyn, M. (ed) Research Handbook on the Sociology of Organizations (pp. 145-

163). Edward Elgar Publishing. 

 

This paper makes the case for developing and nurturing compassion at work. 

 

Abstract 

 

The aim of the chapter is to examine the importance of empathy and compassion in 

organisations, including the impact on individuals and organisations when these 

things are missing. 

 

Most historical and contemporary approaches to management privilege technical, 

commercial, and procedural considerations and are neglectful of the human needs 

of organisational members, leading to suffering, de-humanisation and work 

intensification.  These approaches are lacking in empathy and compassion and are 

associated with under engagement in ethical practices and organizational toxicity. 

 

There is a clear ethical problem with creating suffering in organisations, and in 

addition this creates a productivity problem as individuals cannot give their best 

whilst suffering and so organisations cannot deliver to best effect.   

 

Organisations which do demonstrate empathy and compassion have been found to 

be associated with positive individual and organizational outcomes, and whilst 

organisational cultural change comes with many challenges, a number of case 

studies demonstrate that compassionate organisations are an optimistic possibility. 
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Methodology chapter 

 

Following paper 1, a chapter is provided which outlines the Intelligent Compassion 

methodology adopted, which is a feminist critical methodology with a focus on 

delivering change and improvement (Confortini, 2012).  This aligns with the 

approach of this research to develop theory around compassion at work and to give 

focus to the application of the theory in practice with a view to informing service 

improvements.  The chapter sets out the research philosophy and research design 

using the structure of the ‘research onion’ (Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al, 2007).  

The chapter highlights the critical links between the research philosophy, the 

research design and the overall topic of the research, demonstrating how the 

methods adopted stay true to the principles of compassion by valuing the 

contribution of each participant, adopting imaginative identification in order to 

empathise with participants, and drawing out actions for improvement following 

sceptical scrutiny and deliberative inquiry. 

 

 

Findings 

 

The findings of the research are then presented via papers 2, 3 and 4, as highlighted 

here.  These three papers all squarely situate the findings within the conceptual 

framework of compassion at work, as applied in the context of policing, being 

particularly related to police leadership and police culture.  The papers demonstrate 

that compassionate leaders are also inclusive leaders, and they do exist in policing, 

but they have largely developed their own leadership approaches through seeking 

out their own leadership learning and development.  In addition, their 

compassionate and inclusive approaches are not universal and are largely 

constrained by the enduring dominant police culture which features machismo, 

cynicism, prejudice, conservatism and resistance to change (Bowling et al, 2019; 

Constable & Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005), all of which curtail inclusion and are 

incompatible with compassion.  The findings consistently demonstrate that there is 
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an urgent need for policing to be clear about the kind of compassionate people 

leadership needed and to be intentional about developing that compassionate 

people leadership from the point of entry into the organisation, and throughout all 

the ranks; only then will the police culture be moved to improve at speed. 

 

Paper 2: People Leadership in Policing – Compassion Constrained 

This paper contributes to the literature on compassion at work and police 

leadership, by highlighting that there are compassionate leaders in policing but 

their approach is not universal and the current culture constrains compassionate 

approaches.  Policing needs to develop compassionate leaders and the enduring 

culture must be challenged in order to allow compassion at work to thrive. 

 

Abstract 

 

Leadership in policing is a recurrent topic of interest to the media and the public as 

well as to academics.  At a time when policing in the UK is arguably in a crisis of 

legitimacy following a number of examples of appalling behaviour and practice by 

some officers, leadership is once again under intense scrutiny.  Leaders can have a 

significant impact on those that they lead, and on the culture of organisations, but 

there has been a reluctance to define the kind of leadership needed to make 

improvements in policing.  There has been a call for more academic research into 

how leaders ‘do’ lead in policing, as well as how they ‘should’ lead, and in particular 

a call to focus on senior leaders. 

 

This research aimed to explore people leadership in policing by drawing on 

concepts from literature on compassion at work.  The focus of this paper is in 

relation to how senior police leaders ‘do’ people leadership.  Guided by the 

methodology of Intelligent Compassion, in-depth interviews and focus groups were 

carried out with 34 police officers in Superintendent ranks in England and Wales.  

The findings showed that there are compassionate senior leaders in policing, but 
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their approaches are constrained by the persistent dominant culture.  There are 

signs that the culture is improving, but it is happening extremely slowly.   

 

The findings of this study reinforce the need to clarify leadership expectations in 

policing and show that compassionate leadership can contribute to the culture 

change needed to tackle unacceptable behaviour, support people, improve 

performance and therefore strengthen legitimacy.  The qualities of compassionate 

leadership need to be developed with intention in order to speed up the 

improvements needed. 

 

Paper 3: People Leadership in Policing – Compassion and Inclusion 

This paper contributes to the compassion at work and police leadership literature 

by showing that compassion and inclusion are intrinsically linked and whilst there 

are compassionate leaders in policing, most of those have experienced exclusion in 

some way, exacerbated by organisational policies and processes which allow for 

favouritism and homogeneity to thrive.  Policing needs to adopt an ‘all-inclusive’ 

approach to nurturing diversity whilst showing all staff that they are equally valued, 

which is a core principle of compassion (von Deitze and Orb, 2000). 

 

Abstract 

 

There have been persistent calls to improve diversity and inclusion in policing in 

England and Wales for over 40 years, but progress has been frustratingly slow.  And 

although there has been a focus on recruiting people from under-represented 

groups in an attempt to increase diversity, there has been a lack of focus on the 

importance of promotion processes as a way of embedding and maintaining 

diversity and fostering inclusion at all levels in the organisation.   

 

Drawing on concepts from literature on compassion at work, this research set out 

to explore how police leaders learn and deliver their people leadership craft, and 
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how leadership development can be improved.  The research was guided by the 

methodology of Intelligent Compassion, and involved in-depth interviews and focus 

groups with 34 police Superintendents in England and Wales.   

 

In addition to addressing the original research questions, which are covered in 

separate papers, the data also highlighted critical issues around inclusion, which are 

examined here.  The data showed that most participants had been excluded in 

some way due to their diverse individual characteristics differing from the policing 

‘norm’.  A major concern for participants was how promotion processes allowed 

favouritism to thrive in a number of places, stifling diversity.  Social identity theory 

is used in this paper to explain this perpetuation of homogeneity and exclusion, 

which is extremely harmful to individuals and the organisation, and which 

ultimately threatens legitimacy because it compromises representation at all levels 

in the police hierarchy.  

 

The paper shows that compassion is intrinsically linked to inclusion and concludes 

that, although there are signs that the enduring police culture is improving, it is too 

slow.  Compassionate leadership encompasses inclusive leadership and is urgently 

needed in policing if it is to make significant progress on genuine inclusion and 

representation. 

 

Paper 4 – People Leadership in Policing: Learning the Craft 

This paper contributes to the literature around compassion at work and police 

leadership by highlighting that leadership development in policing across England & 

Wales is currently largely unintentional and un-coordinated, meaning that policing 

risks developing leaders who are not people focused or compassionate.  In order to 

develop compassionate leaders who can enable staff to thrive, policing must be 

clear about the kind of leadership expected and must draw on evidence-based 

methods to intentionally and consistently develop those kinds of leaders. 
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Abstract 

 

Police leadership has been under almost constant scrutiny for many years and has 

been considered to be at the heart of police organisational problems.  It is also 

considered to be where the solution to organisational problems lies.  Although we 

know that leaders can have a major impact on the people that they lead, and can 

shape the culture of organisations, there has historically been a reluctance to define 

which kind of leadership is needed in policing, and a lack of clarity around how to 

develop leaders effectively in policing.  The call to give more academic focus to 

leadership development in policing is not new. 

 

This research was based on the core concepts of compassion at work and 

compassionate leadership, and aimed to explore how senior leaders in policing 

learn their people leadership craft and how they operationalise it in practice.  In 

addition, the research sought to understand how police leadership development 

could be improved.  The methodology of Intelligent Compassion guided this 

research and the data is a result of in-depth interviews and focus groups with 34 

senior police operational leaders, in Superintendent ranks, in England and Wales. 

 

The research found that leadership development in policing in England and Wales is 

not intentional and co-ordinated enough to consistently generate the kinds of 

leaders needed.  The leaders in this study had largely sought out their own 

leadership development opportunities.  This paper argues that people leadership 

development in policing in England and Wales needs to be more intentional and co-

ordinated, drawing on the evidence-based principles of learning from experience, 

reflection and role modelling as well as leadership courses, and needs to be 

consistently delivered from entry and throughout the ranks.  Leadership 

expectations need to be clarified and based on the principles and practices of 

compassionate leadership. 
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Conclusion 

 

Finally, the thesis is concluded with a summary of the key concepts and findings 

which are highlighted in the papers, showing how the research questions have been 

addressed.  This section highlights the contribution to theory, policy implications, 

limitations and recommendations for future research.  
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PAPER 1 - The Importance of Empathy and Compassion in 

Organizations:  Why there is so little, and why we need more 

 

An earlier version of this chapter was published as follows in June 2022: 

 

Meechan, F., McCann, L. and Cooper, C., 2022. The importance of empathy and 

compassion in organizations: why there is so little, and why we need more. 

In Godwyn, M. (ed) Research Handbook on the Sociology of Organizations (pp. 145-

163). Edward Elgar Publishing. 

 

ABSTRACT 

The aim of the chapter is to examine the importance of empathy and compassion in 

organizations, including the impact on individuals and organizations when these 

things are missing. 

 

Most historical and contemporary approaches to management privilege technical, 

commercial, and procedural considerations and are neglectful of the human needs 

of organizational members, leading to suffering, de-humanisation and work 

intensification.  These approaches are lacking in empathy and compassion and are 

associated with under engagement in ethical practices and organizational toxicity. 

There is a clear ethical problem with creating suffering in organizations, and in 

addition this creates a productivity problem as individuals cannot give their best 

whilst suffering and so organizations cannot deliver to best effect.   

 

Organizations which do demonstrate empathy and compassion have been found to 

be associated with positive individual and organizational outcomes, and whilst 

organizational cultural change comes with many challenges, a number of case 

studies demonstrate that compassionate organizations are an optimistic possibility. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Empathy and compassion are not terms often associated with workplaces.  Rather, 

the dominant discourse around work and organizations circles around terms such as 

performance, delivery, competition, efficiency, effectiveness and profit.  These are, 

of course, relevant concepts in organisations – any organisation might be expected 

to ‘perform’ and deliver its core business – but they can never encapsulate the 

entire picture. At the heart of the majority of workplaces are the people who ‘do’ 

the delivery; organisations without human beings are empty shells: collections of 

real estate, technology, software, data and machinery.  So while many organisations 

have a core purpose of delivering services and making money, their essence and 

existence relies on human beings to realize it. 

 

Losing sight of that reality is dangerous.  Ignoring organizations’ human element can 

have catastrophic effects on the health, wellbeing, and morale of staff. If 

organizations treat their employees and clients as ‘cogs in a machine’ or ‘pieces of 

business intelligence’ then this increases the likelihood of disaffection and burnout. 

Many studies point to a crisis in poor mental health across all kinds of workplaces 

and occupations (Naghieh, 2015; Purba & Demou, 2019; World Health Organization, 

2013). There is a growing understanding of the importance of empathy and 

compassion in managing people and interacting with clients, yet widespread 

evidence of organizations’ failure to enact it.  

 

This chapter, based on a detailed literature review of the meaning and value of 

empathy and compassion in organizations, seeks to explore the overarching 

question of the importance of empathy and compassion in organizations.  The 

chapter aims to do three things. First, we will show that compassion underpins 

humanity - it should apply to all equally and it should be encouraged to flourish in 

all aspects of our lives. Second, we will highlight that, where empathy and 

compassion are lacking in the workplace, we see suffering for employees and for 

wider society and compromised organisational outcomes, whereas where we can 

bring empathy and compassion into work, there are benefits for individuals and for 
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organisations. Third, we will demonstrate that bringing our common humanity to 

work is possible, when it is genuinely embedded into organisational cultures 

through values and practices. 

 

Neoliberal doctrines have grown to dominate many societies since the 1980s. But 

whilst they have tended to reify and naturalize notions such as rational self-interest, 

competition, deregulation, profit and efficiency (Navarro, 2020), they have also 

been found to be detrimental to working conditions and workplace wellbeing 

(Dekker, 2020).  Compassion can be argued to be a much more fundamental and 

natural human state. Compassion and mutual aid (as identified by Kropotkin in 

1902, and still utilised widely (Gulik et al, 2020)), are vital for humans to sustain and 

nurture. Developmental psychologists have noted that even the youngest children 

display comforting, caring and helping behaviour towards others (Bloom, 2013). 

Many writers have identified that this behaviour has evolved as a way of ensuring 

the survival of ourselves and our offspring, as well as having the added benefit of 

enhancing our psychological and physiological health, helping us to function at our 

best (Gilbert, 2015).  Compassion also helps us to develop social relationships, 

something Gilbert (2015) conceptualises as a “social motive and social mentality”.  

The anthropologist Margaret Mead is widely credited with saying that the earliest 

evidence of civilisation is where a 15,000 year old body was found at an 

archaeological dig with a fractured femur, which had healed – this demonstrated 

that another human had cared for that person whilst the bone healed – and 

archaeologists have also stated that compassion is one of the “socio-moral” 

emotions which make us human, giving us “evolutionary advantage” individually 

and collectively (Spikins et al, 2010:306).  While it is recognised that empathy and 

compassionate tendencies can be suppressed in people who have developed in or 

are living in challenging circumstances (Bai, 2014) sometimes as a way of avoiding 

exploitation, or amongst individuals with certain disorders (Baron-Cohen, 2012), 

Spikins et al.(2010) back up the Margaret Mead story with evidence from a number 

of archaeological digs dating back many thousands of years demonstrating that 

early humans and their predecessors cared for and collaborated with one another, 
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as individuals and in groups beyond family members, over prolonged periods of 

time. 

 

Even though different cultures may demonstrate values in different ways, it has 

been argued that core human values akin to compassion, such as friendship and 

love, exist in all cultures (Hofstede, 1980;1997, in Bass and Steidlmeier, 1999).  The 

religious historian Karen Armstrong has studied the world’s main religious, spiritual 

and ethical traditions and found that compassion is the one trait which underpins 

them (Armstrong, 2011).  And it is from these traditions that we see the principle of 

equity in compassion (Bai, 2014); that is, the fundamental principle that all life is of 

equal value, and so compassion is a rational choice to help another (von Dietze and 

Orb, 2000).   

 

“By freeing compassion from the calculative thinking of who deserves it 

and how much, compassion becomes a true force of nature, and can 

thus serve the world in the widest possible ways.” (Bai, 2014:4)  

 

The study of compassion crosses religions and beliefs and also crosses academic 

fields of study, including sociology, psychology, anthropology, archaeology, moral 

philosophy, theology and religious history. As a vital aspect of human behaviour, it 

has clear resonance to the study of organisations. 

 

Concepts of empathy and compassion have much crossover with other terms, 

including, for example, sympathy, kindness, benevolence and care (Dean-

Drummond, 2017; Sinclair, 2017).  All provide a strong sense of what we mean, but 

when there is no one definition of what we actually mean (Bernhardt and Singer, 

2012; Duarte et al, 2016), there can be a blurring of meaning (Batt-Rawden et al, 

2013; Olinik, 2014), leaving room for interpretation.  Considering the terms 

empathy and sympathy, Inzunza (2015) builds on the work of Wispe (1986) and 

considers that empathy is about one person being able to understand the 

experiences of another and being non-judgemental about those experiences.  They 

contend that sympathy is associated with compassion, which they conceptualise as 
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having a desire to relieve the suffering that another person may be feeling.  In this 

interpretation, sympathy is seen as sharing emotion, which can interfere with 

objectivity (Wispe, 1986; Hojat et al, 2002; Inzunza, 2015). 

 

In order to address the issue of objectivity, Singer and Klimecki (2014) contend that 

it is the response to empathy that is important.  If one feels with the other and 

shares in their distress or suffering, there is a danger that this can lead to empathic 

distress, generating negative outcomes (also Klimecki et al, 2014).  On the other 

hand, a compassionate response to the circumstances of another involves “feelings 

of warmth, concern and care for the other” (Singer and Klimecki, 2014:R875) 

coupled with the desire to act to alleviate their circumstances. The key difference is 

that one feels for the other, rather than with them, recognising that the suffering 

still belongs to the other, otherwise known as “compassionate detachment” (Hojat 

et al, 2002:1563).  Therefore, clarity is important, because empathy and compassion 

can generate very different outcomes, both for those demonstrating the emotion 

and for those on the receiving end (Sinclair et al, 2017). 

 

There are further problems associated with empathy, often linked to empathic 

distress. Where people are under particular pressure in work, through high 

demands and low levels of resources, it has been found that people can experience 

emotional burnout and find it difficult to demonstrate empathy, even towards 

people that they may know (Bakker and Heuven, 2006; Dutton et al, 2014; 

Wiseman, 2007). Levels of empathy have been found to drop as medics (mainly 

nurses and physicians) go through training, possibly as a reaction to stress and 

desensitisation (Benbassat and Baumal, 2004; Ward et al, 2012).  Further, it has also 

been shown that people have a tendency to show more empathy to particular 

people, for example people who are like themselves (Bloom, 2017) or people who 

are more friendly or better communicators (Dutton et al, 2014; Wiseman, 2007), 

which clearly becomes a problem when we should expect fairness and equality, 

particularly in the workplace. 
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Ultimately, compassion within the workplace relates to a process of firstly noticing 

that another might have their situation improved, secondly empathising with the 

other (feeling for the other, and appreciating that all life is of equal value), and 

thirdly (and critically), taking action to improve their circumstances (Choi et al, 

2016; Chu, 2016; Kanov, 2004; Simpson et al, 2013; Worline and Dutton, 2017).  

Compassion does not need to be reserved for those in distress; rather it is about 

supporting others to flourish and develop from their own starting point (Boyatzis, 

2013; Dalai Lama, 1995 as quoted in Gilbert, 2015).  A number of studies 

demonstrate that compassion not only benefits the person on the receiving end, 

but also the person manifesting the compassion, and through an emotional 

contagion, or ripple effect, even those who witness compassionate acts can have 

improved wellbeing (Boyatzis et al, 2013; Lilius, 2012, in Chu, 2016; Moon et al, 

2016). 

 

Although more and more evidence is emerging to show the benefits of empathy 

and compassion at work - for individuals and organizations – sadly, there remain 

countless examples of where this is not happening.  It is important to understand 

the ramifications for organizations where empathy and compassion are absent. It is 

also important to understand why we have got to a place where such fundamental 

human qualities are missing in one aspect of our lives.  We will address the 

widespread lack of compassion, but conclude that this is not inevitable.  Providing 

optimism and hope, there is evidence that compassion and empathy are present in 

some workplace organisations.  Using these examples, finally, we turn our attention 

to how we can embed empathy and compassion in the workplace, whilst 

recognising the manifold challenges confronting this aim. 

 

 

Why Is There a Compassion Gap?  

 

Why are organizations typically unsupportive places for discussing and practicing 

compassion? The ‘modern’ factory or office is arguably an offshoot of industrial 

modernity, and historically there was little compassion to be seen in the workplaces 
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of the 18th century.  It could be contended that the root of the contemporary 

problem lies in how we perceive our fellow human beings in the workplace, where 

they become dehumanised as human resources, to be deployed, controlled and 

evaluated by ‘managers’.  When we consider the etymology of the term 

‘management’, it has roots in the term used for handling, training and controlling 

horses, from the Italian ‘maneggiare’ and from the Latin ‘manus’ (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2012).  Some outdated ways of controlling horses are still used widely 

across the world and many are cruel and painful, being used as a way of forcing the 

animal into submission by ‘breaking’ its spirit to ensure obedience (Leste-Lasserre, 

2020). This is a stark metaphor, but not a huge leap to ‘scientific’ and ‘efficient’ 

approaches from the later 1800s onwards which aimed to mechanise, rationalise, 

objectivise and dehumanise job roles.  

 

Such dynamics can be seen across many of the most important management 

concepts and traditions such as bureaucracy, scientific management and Fordism, 

and cost accounting.  The rise of industrialized capitalism, with its central focus on 

profits over people, accelerated this dehumanisation and led to more divisiveness in 

organisations and society (Alvesson and Willmot, 2012).  Layered on top of that, 

drives for ‘efficiency’ and ‘effectiveness’ in the form of New Public Management 

have seen a mypoic focus on targets, Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and 

‘numericalizing the other’. Employee agency, input and discretion are deliberately 

limited and controlled. Professionals on the receiving end of such strategies are 

rarely seen or valued as human beings, and their voice and input are belittled and 

silenced, leading to yet further depersonalisation (Vik, 2017; McCabe, 2016; 

Waters, 2014).   

 

If we accept that compassion is a fundamental human trait, then it is easy to see 

how this layering of dehumanising practices in the workplace over many years has 

eroded our fundamental humanity in the workplace.  This has happened to the 

point where compassion has been seen as an almost insulting term, representing a 

negative view of sentimentality and a ‘soft’ approach (Himmelfarb, 2001), where 

responses to suffering and sadness are associated with weakness and so are rarely 
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demonstrated by those in power (Martin et al, 2015; Van Kleef et al, 2008).  This has 

led us to a place where inequality and cruelty can easily prevail (Parker, 2002) and 

where those in positions of power often adopt approaches to management which 

are the antithesis of compassion (Alvesson and Willmott, 2012). 

 

Indeed, it has been found that that where a person has a level of influence over the 

outcomes of others, they are less likely to demonstrate care and appropriate 

reaction to the feelings of others due to a poorer ability to judge others’ emotions 

accurately (Van Kleef et al 2008). This could be linked to Bloom’s concept of 

empathy bias (2017), where people are more likely to empathise with people like 

themselves, and so a power imbalance could potentially remove that familiarity.  

However, it has also been found that those with lower power are more capable of 

resonating with the emotions of those with higher power status (Anderson et al, 

2003), and so this bias would appear to be one-sided.  This resonates with the 

disconcerting results of several other studies. There is evidence that people with a 

social dominance orientation (that is, those who believe that they are part of a 

group who have a right to dominate over other groups), actually have decreased 

brain activation in relation to concern for others and affective empathy (Martin et 

al, 2015), and specifically that business leaders and students of business studies are 

low on empathy and focused on self-interest33. Finance students demonstrate the 

least empathy and most narcissism, which can then manifest in their professional 

careers in organisations where these traits are often actively promoted (Brown, 

2010 in Holt and Marquess, 2012).  Much recent writing has described the ubiquity 

of remote, insensitive and toxic leadership (Boddy, 2017; Reed, 2015) suggesting 

that senior figures of an organization often reach the summit by displaying traits of 

hubris, aggression and insensitivity. Taking this to the extreme end, the lack of 

empathy is also associated with psychopathy (Ali et al, 2009). Disturbingly, those 

lacking in empathy often appear to do very well in organisations, which: 

 
33 This resonates with the findings of Sanz-Garcia et al (2021) who found a higher prevalence of 
psychopathy amongst university students (8.1%), compared to the general population (1.9%), and 
Hassall et al (2015, in Sanz-Garcia et al, 2021) who found higher rates amongst business students, 
compared to other students. 
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“…may be because the very nature of business with its often excessive 

focus on the bottom line rewards and reinforces the typical narcissistic, 

self-centered, greed-based and guilt-deprived mentality of 

psychopaths.” (Holt and Marquess, 2012:102) 

 

Van Kleef et al (2008) highlight a number of theories which might go some way to 

explaining this lack of empathy from those in powerful and dominant positions, and 

which might account for why those people who traditionally hold more social 

power and dominance in organisations – persons occupying leadership and 

management positions in the workplace - might be less inclined to demonstrate 

empathy and compassion towards those in less powerful positions.  It could be 

asserted that senior leaders are less likely to notice (or ‘attend to’) those with less 

power (Fiske, 1993 in Van Kleef et al, 2008). With noticing being the first stage of 

compassion, we can see that there is an early gap in this process; they simply don’t 

perceive the suffering.   

 

Those with higher social power have fewer interactions with those with lower 

power because they simply do not need to; they have less dependence on them and 

little incentive to notice their experiences (De Dreu & Van Kleef, 2004 in Van Kleef 

et al, 2008).  Van Kleef et al (2008) highlight that those with higher social power did 

in fact notice the suffering of the other, but were simply less motivated to respond, 

or would respond selectively, “…when doing so can further their own goals” (Van 

Kleef et al, 2008:1320), fitting neatly with concepts of self-interest enduring since at 

least industrial modernity (Kumar, 2005), and with reports suggesting those in 

power fear that demonstrating compassion will lead to others taking advantage of 

them (McLaughlin et al, 2003 in Martin et al 2015).  Significantly, Van Kleef et al 

(2008) also found a strong suggestion that “…the emotions of powerful individuals 

disproportionately sway the direction of social interactions” (p1320), which would 

help to explain the development of organisational cultures lacking in compassion. 

Classic (highly controversial) experiments such as those by Milgram (1974) and 
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Zimbardo (2007) suggest that organizational members can be dangerously obedient 

to those in ‘authority’. 

 

Formal organizations tend to reward robustness and the suppression of emotion. 

Sadness has been found to be perceived as a ‘”low-status” emotion’ associated with 

incompetence and weakness (Tiedens, 2001 and Tiedens et al, 2000 in Van Kleef et 

al 2008). Those in higher power positions are less likely to demonstrate it. Of 

course, this does not necessarily mean that they do not feel it, only that they do not 

admit to feeling it.  Associated with this, those in power are less likely to respond to 

sadness in others.  And those who fear demonstrating compassion have also been 

found to fear receiving it and so may reject it, because compassion conflicts with 

their world view of maintaining a status quo of power and dominance (Martin et al, 

2015).  But this inability, unwillingness, fear or rejection of empathy and 

compassion, may come at a high cost to the individual; perhaps their power and 

social dominance may remain intact, but it is more likely that they will have more 

difficulties with relationships, their physical and mental health will be compromised 

and their performance at work will be reduced (Martin et al, 2014; Van Kleef et al, 

2008). Throughout all of these discussions a key – and disturbing – recurring issue is 

that, for all we know about how valuable compassion can be, organizations seem 

unable to eradicate toxicity and they repeatedly fail to instigate more 

compassionate approaches. Following sections will explore the problems associated 

with a lack of organizational empathy and compassion, and the benefits that can 

accrue from instilling it. 

 

 

What Happens Without Empathy and Compassion at Work?  

 

Much of the writing on compassion at work starts from the ontological assumption 

that suffering is part of organisational life; work overload, toxic work relationships, 

bullying, managing home life alongside work, and illness (Chu, 2016; Moon et al, 

2016; Kanov, 2004; Dutton et al, 2014).  It tends also to assume that suffering has a 

range of implications and costs, for the individual, for the organisation and for 
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society. Research is increasingly highlighting many negative outcomes associated 

with a lack of compassion in organisations, including:  an increase in deviant 

workplace behaviour, resentment and anger, poor relationships, conflict, bullying, 

unfairness and injustice, which are all associated with reduced employee wellbeing 

and performance (Martin et al, 2015; Simpson et al, 2013). 

 

In many cases, empathy has been linked to ethical leadership and decision making 

(Dietz and Kleinlogel, 2014) which in turn has been found to have a positive 

relationship with employee performance (Walumbwa et al, 2011). The opposite is 

also true. Where empathy is lacking amongst those in management and leadership 

positions in organisations, we often find a lack of ethical practice and even 

psychopathy, which in the workplace has been found to be associated with higher 

levels of psychological distress amongst staff, and lower levels of job satisfaction, 

wellbeing and performance, as well as organisational problems such as poor 

training, no information sharing or support and a lack of corporate social 

responsibility (Holt and Marquess, 2012; Matieu et al, 2014; Schyns and Shilling, 

2013).  Scheming, dishonesty and unethical behaviour are all associated with 

organisational cultures where there is a lack of empathy (Holt and Marquess, 2012). 

Many cases of unethical behaviour have become public scandals, including car 

manufacturers cheating on emissions tests (Mansouri, 2016), pharmaceutical 

companies ‘price-gouging’ (Morgan et al, 2020), financial misconduct and collapses 

of companies such as Enron and Lehman Brothers (Campbell and Zegwaard, 2011), 

and safety failures and whistle blower silencing at nuclear power facilities (Mueller, 

2020). Such misconduct has profoundly negative impacts on customers, the 

environment and society. It can also be devastating for these organizations and 

their executives. An analysis of organisational responses to the floods in Brisbane 

Central Business District in Australia in 2011, found that some organisations 

neglected their employees in attempts to protect their income.  This included not 

allowing staff to be evacuated as the flooding started, poor communication with 

staff, making unreasonable demands on people and even failing to pay staff whilst 

they were unable to work.  These actions might be seen as making ‘efficient’ use of 

managerial prerogative, but in the longer term it led to employees distancing 
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themselves emotionally from the organisation due to feelings of anger, injustice 

and disappointment (Simpson et al, 2013).  The longer-term impact of such a lack of 

empathy for human beings being caught up in a crisis scenario, was devastating to 

the business. 

 

Perhaps one of the most shocking cases in recent times occurred at France 

Telecom, where, between 2008 and 2011, 69 members of staff died by suicide, 

many in the workplace, following the deliberate development by senior managers 

of toxic conditions within the organisation, designed to push staff to leave the 

organisation following a ruthless focus on profit and shareholder value (Chabrak et 

al, 2016).  The social suffering created has been conceptualised as leading to the 

phenomenon described by Durkheim as ‘anomic suicide’, whereby social 

relationships in the organisation were deliberately destabilised (see Sweet, 2019) 

and individuals’ sense of meaning and identity were sabotaged, leading to isolation 

and suicidal ideation (Chabrak et al, 2016; Waters, 2014; 2015). These cases are all 

from private sector organisations, where we are used to seeing a focus on profits 

over people, but it is important also not to assume that some organisations will be 

more compassionate than others, because of the nature of their work. This was 

sharply demonstrated in the case of the Mid-Staffordshire Hospital Trust in the UK 

(Francis, 2013) and has also been found in relation to other organisations that we 

might expect to have a core role in caring for people (Oakes, 2012; Wise, 2015).  In 

Mid-Staffordshire, when investigations were finally made following ongoing 

complaints by patients and their families, the Francis Inquiry found evidence of 

poor care and unacceptably high mortality rates because of a lack of compassion 

and care by some staff, within a wider context of an organisational culture “not 

conducive to providing good care for patients or providing a supportive working 

environment for staff” (Francis 2013:13).  And we should also not assume that the 

lack of empathy and compassion will only be in existence in such high-profile cases.  

In fact suffering in organisations happens on a daily, and almost expected and 

accepted, basis in workplaces all over the world, where managers pay little or no 

regard to the impact on the individual of increasing workloads, pressure to achieve 

targets and constant organisational change, and fail to recognise employee’s 
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qualities. This leads people to feel, daily, like they are fundamentally not valued and 

their humanity is invalid in the place where they spend a huge proportion of their 

lives (Worline and Dutton, 2017). 

 

Overall, the evidence is stark.  Where we lack empathy and compassion, and deny 

our humanity in the workplace, suffering is the outcome.  Holt and Marquess are 

clear in their assessment: “empathy is an essential aspect of 21st century leadership 

and can no longer be ignored if we want to prevent continuation of ethical 

disasters” (2012:104). 

 

 

What Happens When We Do Have Empathy and Compassion?  

 

After a depressing analysis thus far, thankfully there are grounds for optimism and 

mounting evidence that the tide may be turning on organisational culture, in some 

places, towards more focus on empathy and compassion in work (Fryer, 2013).  

Accepting that workplaces can create much suffering, it is well recognised that 

empathy and compassion – the demonstration of genuine care and support for 

fellow humans – could well be an antidote.  In Germany, the traditional approach of 

the manager as “tough on the issue, tough on the person” appears to have taken 

place alongside some economic success in the late 20th century; however in 2002 

there was a call for managers to adopt a more human orientated approach – “tough 

on the issue, soft on the person” –  to reflect wider social values and adopting a 

compassionate approach which would facilitate more sensitivity to and more 

appropriate response to the needs of the diversity of human beings across the 

world (Broadbeck et al, 2002:16).  In 2012 the Academy of Management Review 

produced a special edition on ‘Creating Caring and Compassionate Organizations’, 

which opened with an extract from a letter written by Albert Einstein in 1950, 

calling for humanity to extend “our circle of compassion” (Rynes et al, 2012:504); 

reinforcing the evidence to show that compassion is central to our humanity, and in 

fact sits well with traditional business narratives: 
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“In the past twenty-five years or so, empirical evidence has begun to 

suggest the possibility of symbiotic positive relationships between 

emotions and reason, compassion and justice, and altruism and self-

interest.” (Rynes et al, 2012:507) 

 

In 2017, Worline and Dutton set out copious amounts of evidence supporting the 

business benefits of compassion at work – increasing profits through: improving 

learning and innovation; collaboration; adaptability; service quality; and talent 

management – and again restated the plea for a call for action to reduce suffering 

in organizations through ‘Awakening Compassion at Work’ (Worline and Dutton, 

2017).  Highlighting the business benefits of empathy and compassion can help to 

capture the attention of business leaders to engage them in the debate, and of 

course this is important. However, from a critical and ethical point of view, if we are 

to have empathy with our fellow human beings, the moral starting point must be 

that we should honour our fundamental humanity at all times, including in the 

workplace.  Human dignity should be respected, and empathy should be used not 

because there is ‘a business case’ for it, but because it is right and just. There is 

evidence that those approaches to compassion which are primarily motivated by a 

desire to improve performance and productivity are likely to lead to a longer-term 

resistance from staff “either through physical or emotional distancing” (Simpson et 

al, 2013:388). But if an organizational approach to compassion is considered 

genuine and authentic, founded on ethical principles of valuing human beings over 

human resources to reduce suffering, this approach can generate collective feelings 

of trust, commitment and loyalty which can lead to improvements for the whole 

organisation (Simpson et al, 2013).  Put simply, putting profits before people leads 

to suffering; putting people before profits, conversely leads to improvements in 

both. 

 

In addition to day-to-day business, empathy and compassion are critical in relation 

to more extreme, and perhaps less predictable, events experienced in 

organisations.  Examining the Brisbane Central Business District flooding event in 

Australia in 2011, Simpson et al (2013) found that key features of compassionate 
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responses by organisations included clarifying that the safety of the staff and their 

families was paramount, highlighting that their fundamental needs as human beings 

came before work commitments.  In addition, organisations made it clear to people 

that they would continue to pay them when they couldn’t work because of the 

conditions, which quickly removed the potential for added anxiety around financial 

security which would have compounded the immediate worry around the flooding.  

Some organisations followed up staff to ask about their wellbeing and keep them 

updated, and those demonstrating the highest levels of compassion also provided 

additional financial support to assist staff to make up for personal losses, going 

above and beyond their organisational responsibilities.  However, ultimately it’s not 

the money that counts. Rather: “It is the perceived care that is interpreted and 

validated by staff and not necessarily the monetary value of how compassion is 

articulated” (Simpson et al, 2013:398).   

 

Those organisations that demonstrated such compassionate responses to their 

workers generated feelings of pride and gratitude amongst their staff which in turn 

led to increased organisational commitment.  And these findings seem to be 

consistent in relation to dealing with traumatic events in work; Dutton et al, (2002) 

highlight cases in relation to companies whose employees were involved in the 9/11 

terrorist attacks in the US and the case of a manufacturing plant destroyed by fire, 

amongst others, and show that where organisations respond compassionately to 

staff, understanding and responding to their human needs before the financial 

wants of shareholders, the ‘payback’ is profound and people have been seen to 

come back into the workplace earlier than might have been expected, and even 

improve output and productivity.  Where there is shared trauma related to work, if 

colleagues experience a compassionate response in their work, they often come 

through the experience with stronger relationships and an improved sense of 

belonging (Powley, 2009); they recover and return to regular, and sometimes 

improved functioning, more quickly (Lilius et al, 2011 in Simpson et al, 2013; Moon 

et al, 2016). 
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In general, compassion at work connects people psychologically as colleagues and 

so strengthens bonds between them (Frost et al, 2000), which is important both for 

social support within organisations, which improves individual resilience, and for 

effective team working, which improves performance (West, 2012).  Empathy and 

compassion are also directly linked to better relationships between leaders and 

staff, and this in turn has been widely shown to lower stress and improve 

performance (Dutton et al, 2014; Gunther et al., 2007; Inzunza, 2015; Kellett et al, 

2002; Rahman and Castelli, 2013; Walumbwa et al, 2011; Wang et al, 2011).  And 

where people have a belief that their managers and leaders care about them as 

human beings, those staff have higher levels of job satisfaction, and in turn 

increased organisational commitment; they are more likely to demonstrate pro-

social behaviour and are less likely to leave their jobs, which also leads to improved 

organisational performance and reduced organisational costs (Lilius et al, 2011; 

Moon et al, 2016; Martin et al, 2014).  Further, when people feel more emotional 

ties to one another as a result of experiencing compassion, they are more likely to 

demonstrate compassion to others, thus creating the ripple effect mentioned above 

(Lilius, 2012, cited in Chu, 2016). 

 

Another added benefit is that these enhanced relationships lead to positive 

emotions for people; Chu (2016) found that nurses in Taiwan not only experienced 

positive emotions as a result of compassion improving relationships, but also 

benefited from an improved sense of meaning in work; and again, these positive 

outcomes led to improved in-work motivation and performance.  Positive emotions 

as a result of experiencing compassion at work is something which has been found 

many times (Dutton et al, 2007), and is core to counteracting the consistent 

dehumanisation that we have seen in workplaces over many years. 

In addition to creating positive emotions, compassion in work also leads to a 

reduction in negative emotions and experiences such as anxiety and burnout.  Choi 

et al (2016) found that when nurses in Korea experienced these benefits, they went 

on to demonstrate less deviant behaviour at work and were again less likely to quit.  

There is a strong and consistent theme showing that when people experience 

compassion in work, there is ultimately an increase in affective commitment to 
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colleagues and to the organisation (Lilius et al, 2008; Dutton et al, 2007), which then 

results in improvements to organisational productivity and quality (Lilius et al, 

2011).  These positive emotions are also good for physical health and have the 

opposite effect to the physical effects of stress on the body; where psychological 

stress leads to ill health, compassion can be seen to be linked, through positive 

emotions, to a stronger immune system, and lower heart rate and blood pressure 

(Fredrickson et al, 2000). 

 

Finally, not only does compassion benefit those on the receiving end in 

organisations, but there is also evidence to show that those who demonstrate 

compassion benefit from better physical and mental health as a result of their 

approach (Martin et al, 2015; Dutton et al, 2014).  Those in high power positions 

who subscribe to the social dominance approach would do well to take heed; those 

who are unwilling to demonstrate empathy and compassion towards others are 

also less likely to demonstrate self-compassion, and whilst this might be related to 

their misplaced views of it representing weakness, in fact self-compassion has been 

found to be associated with improved wellbeing and resilience (Martin et al, 2015; 

Neff, 2011). Denying this to oneself potentially harms a person’s ability to lead in 

the organisations where they may hold power.  Just as compassion sits well with 

traditional business narratives, it also sits well with concepts of leadership: 

 

 “Compassion and care are not separate from ‘being a professional’ or 

‘doing the work of the organization.’  They are a natural and living 

representation of people’s humanity in the workplace.” (Frost et al 

2000:25) 

 

 

How Can We Embed Empathy and Compassion in Workplaces? 

 

We know we have a dearth of empathy and compassion at work and we have some 

understanding of why that might be.  We also know that where we can cultivate it, 

we can reduce suffering in work and create positive outcomes for individuals and 
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organisations.  However, the processes which got us to where we are with the 

compassion gap have been deeply ingrained over many years, so how might that be 

changed?  Many organizations are trying to change, as we saw in the previous 

section, so there is clear evidence that bringing compassion into work is a human 

possibility.  We have to recognise, however, that generating fundamental and 

lasting change is an immense challenge. 

 

Poorkavoos (2017) found that across a range of private and not-for-profit 

organisations in the UK, the key barriers to instigating compassion and empathy at 

work fell into the categories of ‘organisational culture’, ‘individual circumstances’ 

and ‘policy and procedures’.  Organisational policies and procedures can be 

representative of organisational cultures, and indeed can help to shape them as we 

will show below, so here we will firstly address organisational culture, including 

organisational values, before going on to look at individual circumstances and 

leadership. 

 

 

Organisational Culture 

 

Within organisational culture, Poorkavoos (2017) found that people reported that 

pressure from senior managers to focus on outputs, cultural ‘norms’, and a lack of 

management empowerment, all stifled people’s ability to demonstrate workplace 

compassion.  This resonates with findings discussed earlier around the common 

focus on profits over people, a view of compassion as soft or weak, and the fact that 

those who hold power and social dominance orientation commonly want to 

maintain that power and are less likely to delegate it.  Whilst it may not always be 

easy, however, organisational cultures can be changed. 

 

At their best, organisations with compassionate cultures demonstrate collective 

responsibility for their actions, for amplifying the status of their members, and for 

contributing to society at large (Cameron, 2017).  Some examples of collective 

organisational compassion include one where members of a business school – 
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faculty and students – came together to support students who had lost all of their 

possessions in a fire, and another where the chief executive officer of a relocation 

company offered their services for free to BP staff at the time of the Deep Water 

Horizon oil spill, recognising that we all have a role to play in such issues (Cameron, 

2017).  Again though, it is also important to recognise that day to day compassion in 

organisations does not have to be in response to disaster and trauma, and can be 

demonstrated in relatively small actions (Hewison et al, 2018; Sinclair et al, 2017).  

Examples include a nurse taking extra time to be especially gentle with a patient in 

pain (Crowther et al, 2019) or staff demonstrating small acts of kindness and care 

above and beyond those which were strictly necessary, such as: 

 

“Just that extra mile.  It’s just a feeling.  It’s hard to explain…that extra 

smile, that extra you know, “hi how are you?” Hand on your shoulder 

you know, we’re here for you. (Patient 50)” (Sinclair et al, 2017:445)  

 

These are clearly examples between care givers and service users but these can 

easily be translated into how managers and staff, and colleagues, could act with 

one another within work on a day to day basis. People report that the impact of 

such acts is significant, relieving suffering and enhancing wellbeing (Sinclair, 2017).  

Ultimately organisational cultures are generated from a mix of values and practices 

in organisations (Schein, 1985; Schneider et al, 2017), some of which are implicit 

and not overtly recognised (Cameron, 2017). If change is going to come to these 

cultures, then these assumptions need to be made explicit.  This could be done by 

generating clear statements of the values of an organisation, which set out the 

fundamental principles that the company operates under (Sullivan et al, 2001).  

There is evidence to show that where organisations are values driven, and 

particularly when care and compassion are explicitly part of those values, there is 

better staff wellbeing, lower turnover of staff and better organisational outcomes 

(Sullivan et al, 2001; Love, 2017). 

 

Where values explicitly include empathy and compassion, it is easier then to 

develop policies and processes throughout the organisation which support these 
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concepts.  Such processes can include, for example, recruitment and selection 

processes which clarify that compassion is a core quality which is expected (Chu, 

2016; Simpson et al, 2013).  This can be achieved through values-based recruitment, 

an approach being widely adopted in the National Health Service in the UK as a 

response to the Mid-Staffordshire scandal, as a way of ensuring ‘value congruence’, 

that is, ensuring that organisational values and individual values are aligned, in this 

case towards high quality care (Patterson et al, 2014).  In theory, other policies and 

processes can then follow to further embed compassion into the organisational 

culture, including for example: building compassion into behavioural expectations 

and objectives (Worline and Dutton, 2017); ensuring everyday reward and 

recognition celebrates even the smallest compassionate acts (Chu, 2016; Hewison 

et al, 2018); developing policies which support work/life balance and support for 

staff when needed at such times as bereavement or illness (Chu, 2016; Simpson, 

2013); and implementing approaches which help to further an individual’s personal 

development, such as coaching with compassion (Boyatzis, 2013) and 

compassionate leadership development (Chu, 2016).  These technical tactics will 

certainly help in organisations, but only if they are embedded authentically and 

genuinely, with the core purpose of reducing suffering in workplaces, which has the 

added benefit of improved organisational outcomes – not the other way round.   

This leads us neatly into a discussion about individual characteristics as well as the 

role of the leader in relation to embedding values and influencing culture in a 

meaningful and authentic way. 

 

 

Individuals 

 

Organisations are populated by human beings; individuals in a range of different 

roles with a range of responsibilities and all to some extent influencing and 

embodying the culture of an organisation.  Poorkavoos (2017) identified that 

individual circumstances were another barrier to compassion in the workplace. 

Some people (often including those at the top) possess low levels of emotional 

intelligence and a lack care for others, focusing on their own interests or on output 
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at any cost.  One major challenge is in relation to encouraging change in this 

mindset. Compared to other organization priorities, we are less likely to see training 

around empathy and relationship skills, which might help to change this mindset.  

However, humans are remarkably adaptable. Empathy and compassion can be 

taught and developed (Fredrickson et al, 2008; Klimecki et al, 2014).  Or perhaps 

more accurately, they can be re-kindled in those who may have felt the need to 

bury these attributes. 

 

There is some need for caution here, however. Empathy training, which encourages 

one to resonate with the suffering of another, can increase empathic distress, due 

to empathy being related to neural pathways in the brain which are responsible for 

processing pain (Singer and Klimecki, 2014).  Particularly empathic persons can even 

feel physical pain or discomfort whilst witnessing another experiencing pain 

(Bernhardt and Singer, 2012).  But training which focuses on cultivating compassion 

for others appears to relate to different elements of brain functioning; where we 

are encouraged to extend feelings of care and warmth to others, this stimulates 

parts of the brain which are focused on “reward, love and affiliation” (Singer and 

Klimecki, 2014:873), and this has been shown to lead to increased positive mood 

and helping behaviour, and reduced worry, stress, anxiety and fear of compassion 

(Jazaieri et al, 2014; Martin and Heineberg, 2017; Orellana-Rios et al, 2018).  A 

simple ‘loving-kindness’ process for cultivating compassion towards others is 

described by Armstrong (2011) and can be tried at any time by anybody. 

 

Being able to demonstrate compassion towards ourselves is also part of the process 

of accepting that compassion is a fundamental human virtue and that all lives are 

deserving of it equally.  Many have difficulty accepting compassion. Some even fear 

it.  However, as with demonstrating compassion towards others, the skills needed 

for self-compassion can also be taught and it has been found that self-compassion 

training can lead to reductions in depression, anxiety, burnout and stress and 

increases in life satisfaction, wellbeing and the ability to demonstrate compassion 

for others (Jazaieri et al, 2013; Super, 2019).  Techniques such as meditation and 

relaxation have also been found to contribute to a person’s ability to demonstrate 
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compassion towards themselves, as well as towards others, whilst working in 

challenging circumstances (Boyatzis, 2013; Crowther et al, 2019) again contributing 

to the positive ripple effect that compassion can have (Lilius, 2012).  Incivility in 

work, which is based on a lack of compassion and generates anger, fear and 

sadness, also has a ripple effect, and behaves in a viral way throughout 

organisations once it is instigated, usually by those in a higher position of power, 

with the outcomes for the organisation being extremely negative (Porath and 

Pearson, 2012).  Leaders can choose which to cultivate.   

 

While there is optimism in knowing that organisations can re-kindle and train 

compassion, this does of course rely on people wanting to develop in this area; you 

can take a horse to water, but you cannot make it drink.  Although we may agree 

that starting from an ethical position is the right place to start in order to 

counteract the self-interest, greed and inauthenticity associated with free-market 

capitalism, using a language which appeals to those in current positions of power 

may at least start to engage them in the discussion around empathy and 

compassion.  This could be done by promoting the fact that noticing and responding 

kindly to suffering, and having a desire to value and lift people who work in their 

organisations is the right thing to do because it reduces suffering, with the added 

benefit that it also leads to organisational and bottom line improvements.  Self-

development in this area is critical in order to ensure organisational and business 

development, particularly amongst leaders. Business schools have a crucial role 

here in fostering this, particularly given what we know about low levels of empathy 

amongst business students. 

 

 

Leadership  

 

Those individuals with the largest influence on organisational culture are generally 

those in leadership positions (Martin & Heineberg, 2017).  Everything done and said 

by a leader is a public communication, whether wanted or not. Leaders set the 

tone, which others then follow (Worline & Dutton, 2017).  Although we identified 
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earlier that a lack of empathy is associated with psychopathy, thankfully the rate of 

psychopathy in the general population is estimated to be low at only 1.2%34, so 

although the rate has been found to be 4 times higher amongst senior leaders 

(Boddy, 2017), that still means potentially that 95% of our senior leaders do not 

demonstrate clinical psychopathy35, which gives hope that behavioural change and 

positive modelling of empathy and compassion is possible.   

 

To encourage behavioural change, it is necessary to change the narrative around 

what ‘good’ leadership looks like in workplaces.  The days of “tough on the issue, 

tough on the person” no longer suit a more globalised and enlightened world 

(Broadbeck et al, 2002). Managers and leaders have to make tough decisions about 

work intensification as the increase in demands in organisations, alongside 

diminishing levels of resources leads to the ‘too busy’ culture (Granter et al, 2015; 

McCann et al, 2008), also highlighted by Poorkavoos (2017:8) as one of the 

conditions which stifles compassion, where people report being “too busy to stop 

and show care”.  We have seen that compassion can motivate people to become 

more productive, however this also needs to be balanced with decisions about 

reducing or stopping some elements of work in order to ensure people have the 

personal resources to notice and respond to one another.  Further, in order to truly 

embed a culture of compassion in our workplaces, those in positions of power need 

to take the lead in directly challenging behaviours which counteract compassion 

and lead to dehumanisation, such as incivility, bullying, inequality and disrespect.  

These are not easy decisions and actions, and so being “tough on the issue” 

(Broadbeck et al, 2002) is still required as part of a compassionate leadership 

approach.  In this way, rather than being seen as a ‘weak’ concept, compassion is in 

fact something which requires strength of character and courage. 

 
34 Using the Hare Psychopathy Checklist Revisited (PCL-R), a 20-item symptom construct rating scale, 
the prevalence of psychopathy in the general population is noted as 1.2% (Sanz-Garcia et al, 2021).   
35 However in their systematic review and meta-analysis of scientific literature on the population 
prevalence of psychopathy, Sanz-Garcia et al (2021:11) estimated that the population prevalence is 
on average 4.5%, and this rises to as much as 12.9% “…among workers in some organizations and 
companies (managers, executives, procurement and supply professionals, advertising workers)”, 
thus meaning it could potentially be higher than the 4% amongst senior leaders as predicted by 
Boddy (2017). 
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Finally, the issue of authenticity is key, both for individual leaders and for 

organizations.  Organizations can be highly skilled at producing a marketing 

message about empathy and compassion, while failing to act according to these 

values. People often ‘see through’ fake behaviour (Seppälä, 2014). Imposing and 

broadcasting inauthentic organizational values might generate desired behaviours 

in the short term, but if leaders and organizations actions and priorities are 

incongruent with their messages and espoused values, then their intentions will 

soon become apparent (Simpson et al, 2013). For all the talk of compassion, 

authenticity and moral leadership, often the interests of senior leadership are 

simply not aligned with those of workers, clients and wider society. Organizations 

cannot be made compassionate just by issuing the right ‘messaging’ and without 

addressing fundamental differences in interest. 

 

Ultimately, in order to embed empathy and compassion in our workplaces, 

organisational leaders need to tap into their fundamental humanity, and be 

courageous enough to bring that into the workplace with authenticity.  Only then 

will we see the development of organisational cultures of contagious, courageous 

compassion, which will reduce the suffering we currently see, and which will lead to 

better outcomes for organisations. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter, we have established that compassion underpins humanity and 

consists of firstly noticing the circumstances of another, secondly being able to 

empathise with them by feeling for them and appreciating that all life is of equal 

value, and thirdly responding to their circumstances with a view to improving them.  

Because it is a core part of humanity, we have argued that compassion should be 

our ethical starting point in all aspects of our lives, including in the workplace: 

“…compassion is a virtue, and as such, it is inherently valuable, even if no beneficial 

outcomes are detected…[it is]…worthwhile for its own sake” (Cameron, 2017:431).  
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We have demonstrated that when empathy and compassion are missing from 

organisations, which is sadly widespread, we see extensive suffering both within 

organisations and in wider society, and we see compromised outcomes for 

organisations.  However, when empathy and compassion are brought into the 

workplace, much evidence is emerging to show that ethics are improved, people 

benefit from improved mood, relationships and feelings of value and this in turn 

leads to increased commitment to one another and to organisations, subsequently 

leading to improved organisational outcomes.  On this basis, we should strive to 

embed these principles: “…if care and compassion were to move to the forefront of 

organizational scholarship, the results might be truly radical” (Rynes et al, 

2012:518). 

 

Finally, we have shown that bringing our common humanity to work is a possibility 

when it is embedded it organisational cultures through clear values and authentic 

leadership.  We have seen that compassion can be demonstrated in the smallest 

day to day actions and that it has an emotional contagion or ripple effect, benefiting 

not only those on the receiving end of compassion, but also those demonstrating 

and witnessing it.  The case for embedding compassion at work is a profoundly 

simple one; this is a matter of right versus wrong.  If we accept that de-

humanisation, inequality, cruelty and suffering are wrong wherever we find them, 

and if we accept that compassion is a fundamental human virtue, which every 

human life is worthy of – worth it for its own sake, with the added benefit of 

improving organisational outcomes – then we can be emboldened to make our case 

for contagious, courageous compassion in work on that basis: “Every employee who 

works with you is the same as you…human.  There may be different levels of 

hierarchy within your corporation, but when all the layers are peeled back, we are 

all the same” (Worline & Dutton, 2017:449). 
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METHODOLOGY CHAPTER 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

This chapter sets out the research design choices for this study, showing how those 

choices align with the research aims, objectives and research questions, and 

research philosophy and approach36.  It also provides justification for those choices.  

In order to offer a clear and logical structure for this chapter, the model of the 

‘research onion’, which was developed by Saunders et al (2007, 2016) and further 

developed by Melnikovas (2018) has been adopted.  This approach provides detail 

around each of the ‘layers’ of the design, from the overarching research philosophy, 

to the strategy and methodological choice, to the tools used for data collection and 

analysis (Melnikovas, 2018; Sahay, 2016). 

 

One of the early stages which helps to set the context of research, but which is 

missing from the ‘research onion’ is to understand the ‘lens’ of the researcher.  This 

is closely related to the concept of axiology, where it is important to understand the 

underlying values of the researcher, which essentially guide the topic choice and 

then play out in the philosophical and other design choices (Melnikovas, 2018; 

Saunders et al, 2016).  It is often contended that it is particularly important to 

understand this in qualitative research where there is potentially more room for 

researcher bias (Diefenbach, 2009; Pyett, 2003).  However, research design choices 

in any research, including quantitative research are fundamentally impacted by the 

choices of the person doing the researching and are therefore open to biases at 

various stages, which are impacted by a range of conditions, including personal 

interests and experiences, political views and theoretical beliefs (Deifenbach, 2009; 

Pyatt, 2003).  Because of this, it could be argued that a personal statement should 

be provided by all researchers to introduce openness and honesty into the research 

process (Ablett and Jones, 2006; Cresswell, 2009).  This would generate a deeper 

 
36 Some elements of this chapter were previously submitted as part of the research training 
programme, for the purpose of this thesis, and have been re-used here. 
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level of understanding of the influences and motivations of the researcher and at 

the most basic level, it provides a better understanding of the individual or 

individuals who are carrying out the research, allowing us to know them on a more 

human level; this approach aligns nicely with the topic area of this research - 

compassion.  At a more sophisticated level, it would also allow us to shine a light on 

the various conscious and unconscious biases which are inevitably at play in any 

work arena, and which invariably impact on results.  At the very least, Diefenbach 

(2009:892) asserts, the researcher should start by explicitly setting out their 

“assumptions, interests and objectives”, because: 

 

“At least theoretically, often practically and emotionally, the researcher 

is somehow touched by the issues he or she investigates. Researchers 

are humans…he or she usually has an opinion not only about what they 

investigate but also how these things should be. In this sense, 

intellectual rigor goes together with personal convictions like in any 

other profession: (Diefenbach, 2009:877) 

 

With a view to facilitating a better understanding of my influences, motivations and 

research design choices, I am making a conscious decision to move to writing in the 

first person in this chapter.  This aligns with the overall approach being adopted 

which synchronises with the conceptual framework of compassion at work.  I am 

also going to start the explanation of my research approach with a personal 

statement of perspective. 

 

 

Personal Statement of Perspective  

 

As set out in the introduction:  

 

My own motivation for carrying out this research comes from a passion for policing 

and public services honed over 30 years of mostly working with or in the police and 

having a focus on policing whilst studying criminology at undergraduate and 
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Masters level.  In addition, having worked in a number of public sector 

organisations over that time, in a range of junior and senior leadership roles myself, 

I have personally experienced the damaging impact that poor and toxic leadership 

can have, and I have also seen the positive impact of compassionate leadership.  

Further, I have noted the lack of coherent and consistent leadership development in 

organisations and the propensity to promote people into leadership roles due to 

technical ability, time served in the role, or connections people have, even when 

they are demonstrably and widely accepted to be poor at delivery and lacking in 

ethical principles, rather than because they have the leadership ability required to 

nurture, develop and get the best out of people.  I have therefore had an ever-

increasing curiosity around how we can improve these practices in order to improve 

people’s personal experiences in work and improve service delivery.  Therefore I am 

both driven to develop theory around compassion at work, and to give focus to 

application of the theory in practice with a view to ultimately improving people’s 

experiences in work and improving service delivery.   Consequently, the findings of 

this research make a theoretical and empirical contribution to the literature around 

the application of compassion at work and compassionate leadership in policing. 

 

 

Aims, Objectives and Research Questions 

 

As a reminder, the three main aims of this empirical qualitative study, within the 

theoretical framework of compassion at work, in the context of policing, were firstly 

to understand how people in senior leadership roles in policing have learned their 

'people leadership craft', secondly to explore how that translates into practice, and 

thirdly to understand how we can help senior police officers effectively develop 

their people leadership skills. 

 

 

 

 

 



 83 

The objectives are to: 

 

• Explore how senior police leaders have learned their 'people leadership 

craft' and how this translates into practice, by carrying out in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with police Superintendents; 

• Use imaginative identification to analyse the interviews, critically reflecting 

on my own judgements and assumptions throughout the process;  

• Encourage critique and focus on solutions through a process of deliberative 

inquiry and sceptical scrutiny, by sharing and discussing the analysis of the 

interviews with 2 focus groups.  

 

The research questions are: 

 

1. How do senior police officers learn the craft of people leadership?  

2. What does this mean in practice?  

3. What areas and methods of leadership development would help senior 

police officers effectively learn and implement appropriate people 

leadership skills?  

 

 

Structure of the chapter 

 

Having set out my personal ‘lens’ or starting point for the research, in the rest of 

this chapter I will go on to explain, explore and justify key research design choices.  

This will start with a consideration of the philosophy adopted.  I will then go on to 

outline the approach to theory development, the research strategy and 

methodological choice, and then the time horizon (Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et 

al, 2016).  Then in addition I will give a detailed consideration of the ‘techniques and 

procedures’ (Sahay, 2016:2) of the sampling strategy, data collection method, and 

data analysis method, including a consideration of relevant ethical issues.  Attention 

will also be given to observing a number of limitations of the approach and looking 

to improvements which could be made to future explorations. 
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THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

This section will detail the range of design choices which were made, specify how 

they align to the research aims and objectives, and clarify how they all align with 

one another to produce a coherent research design.  Starting with the research 

philosophy, it was important to align this to the topic being explored.  Given that 

my primary interest is in compassion at work, which has a fundamental impact on 

the quality of human relationships in the workplace, I felt it was critical to adopt a 

qualitative paradigm in order to generate a deeper level of understanding which is 

needed in regarding human relations (Cresswell, 2014; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; 

King et al, 2019). 

 

 

Research Philosophy 

 

It is widely accepted, although it is not always acknowledged, that all research is 

guided by the fundamental paradigm adopted by the researcher (Cresswell, 2014; 

Scotland, 2012).  This is important to understand and clarify in order to 

demonstrate logical alignment between the underpinning philosophy of the 

paradigm, and the subsequent design choices, to ensure that the research flows 

well and comes to meaningful conclusions which address the aims, objectives and 

research questions set.   

 

My approach is to understand experiences, perceptions and approaches, and I 

recognise that we all interpret these differently.  Therefore a positivist philosophy 

and reliance on quantitative methodology, which focuses on numbers and statistics, 

whilst useful in other fields of study, would not have given me the depth of 

understanding I was seeking in this research (Thanh and Thanh, 2015).  Recognising 

my own inevitable subjectivity in the research process, where I wanted to gain a 

deeper understanding of the concepts being researched, adopting the philosophy of 

interpretivism and a qualitative approach was a logical choice for me.  

Interpretivism is often used interchangeably with constructivism, or social 
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constructivism (Cresswell, 2014; Thanh and Thanh, 2015) and there are many 

crossovers, but others do draw distinctions and aim to recognise the specific 

philosophical nuances of each approach (van der Walt, 2020).  My approach 

certainly contains elements of both because I aimed to understand individuals’ 

perspectives on their own leadership journeys within policing and whilst I wanted to 

hear their individual voices – the perspectives of the ‘actors’ are critical to 

generating meaning (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011; Saunders et al, 2007) – 

invariably I have aimed to make a collective interpretation from the interviews I 

conducted.  I also recognise that those individuals exist within a wider context and 

social structure, which is laden with history and culture, and which is shaped by 

numerous players (Cresswell, 2014), and not only have they constructed their own 

interpretation of their experiences, but they have also developed this through their 

interaction with others.  This is a key consideration of constructivists, and a 

fundamental part of this research which is about understanding if and how 

compassion – itself a relational process – plays out in a police work setting, and in 

particular in relation to how people interact with and lead others. 

 

When outlining the philosophy of interpretivisim in relation to research, it can be 

seen that this philosophy naturally aligns to the concept of the compassion process, 

whereby, in order to understand and make sense of a phenomenon, interpretivism 

requires empathy – to understand the world from the viewpoint of others – and a 

rational response, and in this way it can provide authenticity in the research process 

(Saunders et al, 2007; Tombs and Pugsley, 2020).  In addition, others recognise the 

inclusivity of interpretivism, by virtue of the fact that multiple viewpoints from 

different individuals and groups are invited and accepted (Barrett, 2009 in van der 

Walt, 2020; Thanh and Thanh, 2015); and inclusion cannot be achieved without 

compassion, as is argued in Paper 3.  Linked to this, it made sense to me to adopt 

the theoretical and methodological approach of Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 

2012), which has its basis in feminist critical methodology. 

 

Critical methodology is appropriate here as it seeks to challenge societal and 

organisational ‘norms’ in “power-laden environments” (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 
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2011), and whilst very many contexts can be seen to be power-laden, few are as 

power-laden as policing, where individual officers hold powers well above those of 

regular citizens, and the organisational hierarchy ensures that those in the ‘higher’ 

(more senior) ranks hold power over those in the ‘lower’ (more junior) ranks.  Davis 

(2017) found that in fact rank was a key factor in leadership in policing, and is used 

in the ‘doing’ of leadership, thus reinforcing the power that comes with promotion 

to more senior leadership roles. And all this sits within a very established macho, 

cynical, conservative and prejudiced culture (Bowling et al, 2019; Constable and 

Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005) with all the oppressive norms and values that come with 

that.  Individuals working within this context are therefore just as susceptible to 

suffering and oppression as others. 

 

I recognise that in policing in particular there are certainly underlying cultural and 

power structures which are key features of the work environment, and it is not 

possible to examine the experiences of those working within that environment 

without making reference to those elements  (Aliyu et al, 2015).  In addition, a core 

element of compassion is about embracing common humanity by being able to 

empathise with one another and take action to reduce suffering and oppression 

(Kanov et al, 2004; Worline & Dutton, 2017), and critical theory requires a focus on 

how we can solve such problems (Brincat, 2016; Confortini, 2012).  This has a 

crossover with what Cresswell (2014) refers to as the ‘transformative worldview’, 

which is aligned to feminist critical theory and the move towards emancipatory 

change.  As stated before, the context in policing is invariably one where there are 

disparities in power, which exist in most organisations, and which are heightened in 

the hierarchy of policing.  Cresswell (2014:9) highlights that this worldview builds on 

constructivism by advocating to “…confront social oppression at whatever levels it 

occurs…” and adopting “…an action agenda for reform that may change lives of the 

participants, the institutions in which individuals work or live, and the researcher’s 

life.”  Although this research did not start from a focus on diverse groups, as might 

be a traditional key feature of such research, it did align to the assumption that 

workplaces cause suffering (Dutton et al, 2014; Kanov et al, 2004; Moon et al, 2016; 

Worline and Dutton, 2017), and it did draw out that much of this suffering is due to 
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the exclusion and oppression of people from groups which are seen as distinct from 

‘the norm’ for policing (Hasan, 2021; Logan, 2020; Maxwell, 2020; Sandhu, 2021).  

So whilst this might not strictly be coming from a transformative worldview in the 

pure sense, there is still an intent to change experiences for the better, reduce 

suffering in organisations, and improve the wellbeing of all the ‘actors’ involved. 

 

Recognising that societal structures and the practices of management in 

organisations are patriarchal, feminism drives change which is focused on equality 

and emancipation from the power and dominance this generates (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2012).  Ackerly (2013:40), writing from the perspective of feminist social 

criticism, frames compassion, and intelligence, as ‘tools’ of feminists, highlighting 

“…the importance of compassion for social change”, a notion also supported by 

Colker (1989).  Both writers highlight the need to understand ourselves and each 

other, even where there are significant differences between us, in order to move us 

closer to equality.  The adoption of compassionate practice would by its nature lead 

to reduced exploitation of, and a move towards caring actions for, people and the 

environment, and would therefore address two central themes of Alvesson and 

Willmott’s (2012) work – to “illuminate and transform institutions and social 

relations”, and “reconstruct received wisdom” in relation to management and 

leadership.   

 

Confortini (2012) dedicates a whole book to the feminist critical methodology of 

Intelligent Compassion, which she also considers to be a constructivist approach, 

highlighting how it was developed and used in the Women’s International League 

for Peace and Freedom (WILPF)37 over a number of years.  The core beliefs of WILPF 

were based around the need for equality, freedom, self-determination and human 

rights (Confortini, 2012), which very much align with a compassionate approach.  

Confortini also takes the need for compassion to a global level, showing how 

important it is for enabling social change (Ackerly, 2013; Confortini, 2012).  Through 

 
37 WILPF was established in 1915 by a group of over 1000 women from 12 countries who came 
together as a congress with the aim of tackling the root causes of war and developing mediation 
strategies to end the first world war (wilpf.org). 
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the years, the members of WILPF demonstrated reflective practice through their 

work on international relations and, realising that that they had a limited view of 

the world, they acknowledged that they had to do better at recognising and 

scrutinising their own privilege, assumptions and subjectivities, remaining impartial 

and suspending judgement, and developing a deeper understanding of the lived 

realities of others, who were often from very different backgrounds, with very 

different views and experiences of the world (Confortini, 2012; Weissman, 2015).  

There are clear lessons in this approach for other organisations, and arguably for 

policing in particular, which continues to struggle with community relations at the 

national and local level, particularly where those communities are not 

representative of the stereotypical policing ‘norm’ of white, straight, Christian and 

male (Delsol & Shiner, 2006; The Police Foundation, 2022; Swinnerton-Gismondi, 

2020; Workman-Stark, 2017). 

 

In terms of the methodology, the concept of Intelligent Compassion builds on the 

approach of Third World Feminist Social Criticism (TWFSC)38 as described by Brooke 

Ackerly.  This approach recognises that all experiences of oppression are equally 

legitimate and strives to make “…political theory and practice more informed and 

inclusive…” with the aim of improving decision making through enhancing quality 

and equality (Ackerly, 2000:73).  The approach consists of guiding criteria39, 

sceptical scrutiny and deliberative inquiry, which aim to: generate knowledge 

through pragmatic discussion, shared learning and exchange of ideas; deeply 

question accepted norms, values and practices (including our own) to challenge 

oppression; and focus on change and solutions that have been identified by the 

relevant community (Ackerly, 2000; Confortini, 2012; Hudson, 2016).  Intelligent 

Compassion adds to this the concept of imaginative identification, which is aligned 

 
38 Ackerly (2000) highlights that women’s experiences are often minimised in comparison to men’s 
and sets out that social criticism should recognise that people experience oppressions differently 
and that no experiences should be marginalised as they are all deserving of equal, visible and 
legitimate recognition. 
39 Such as the characteristics of human life set out by Nussbaum, including, for example, satisfaction, 
comfort, affiliation and freedom (Ackerly, 2000:100).  Essentially, these are minimum standards to 
be used for critique of norms and practices (Confortini, 2012). 



 89 

to empathy and embedded in the “ethics of care”40 associated with feminism and 

humanity more broadly (Confortini, 2012:115; Hudson, 2016:e20).  Imaginative 

identification builds on the concept of ‘empathic co-operation’41, which involves 

‘listening seriously’ “…to the concerns, fears and agendas of those one is 

unaccustomed to heeding” (Sylvester, 1994:317; see also Confortini, 2012; Garner, 

2015).  It allows for a deeper level of understanding of those who are different to 

ourselves with a view to enabling “solidarity across differences” (Hudson, 

2016;e20). 

 

In its wider sense, Intelligent Compassion is an approach to social change which 

necessitates the adoption of emotional as well as mental capacity in order to 

empathise with those who are suffering, whilst tackling and finding solutions to 

complex problems (Garner, 2015), with a view to contributing to “…incremental 

emancipatory social change.” (Confortini, 2012; 15-16).  Policing is required to deal 

with multiple complex problems, and the starting point for generating the mental 

and emotional capacity for dealing with these problems in society at large, is within 

the organisation.  

 

So collectively, the methodological approach of Intelligent Compassion requires us 

to adopt imaginative identification with participants, by suspending judgements and 

enacting active listening, in order to generate a deeper level of understanding.  It 

also requires us to use deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny to challenge 

existing norms and values and focus us on generating solutions. 

 

As WILPF has developed into the 21st century, it has arguably experienced similar 

issues to critical management studies (CMS) as a praxis.  In this case, CMS focuses 

on challenging what we currently accept about management, including practices 

where the consequences cause significant harm; critical thinking here aims to 

 
40 Considered by Confortini (2012) to be a guiding principle. 
41 The concept of empathic co-operation was devised in response to the marginalisation of women in 
the International Relations (IR) arena, with a view to facilitating a move towards a more inclusive IR, 
which delivers “…less biased, less partial understandings of the world” (Sylvester, 1994:316). 
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‘lower the barriers’ to co-operation and wellbeing (Alvesson and Willmott, 2012).  

However, whilst the discipline addresses serious and relevant issues, one of the 

main criticisms of the approach is that the actual impact in the workplace has been 

minimal (Parker, 2004).  Parker (2004) asserts that a fundamental problem with the 

CMS approach is the failure to engage with management practice, which means 

that the approach is widely ignored in practice, and so no change occurs, and the 

field of management studies continues to rely on ‘quick fix’ solutions which pay 

little attention to the wider context of the ‘problem’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 2012).  

Facing into the 21st century, WILPF recognised a need to attract new and younger 

members, and a need to focus on action over ongoing debate, engaging at local and 

national level, as well as internationally.  To enable this, they were “…willing to 

sacrifice ideological purity and accept more “theoretical untidiness” [Forcey, 

1991]…” (Confortini, 2012:135).  Critical management studies can learn from this 

approach, and as Alvesson and Willmott (2012) highlight, the aim of CMS is not to 

wipe out management, but rather to focus it in a more positive direction.  Others, 

such as policing, could also learn from the approach demonstrated by WILPF, by 

adopting constant reflection and adaptation, with a focus on reducing inequalities 

through deeper understanding of individuals and the wider context they find 

themselves in, and to focus on longer term solutions – all key parts of the 

compassion process.  Many may not consider that policing as a whole ostensibly 

requires emancipatory change, but actually we still need to recognise that there are 

individuals who are suffering within any patriarchal organisation, and especially 

hierarchical ones such as the police.  Going back to the reflection demonstrated by 

WILPF, we need to recognise that all individuals can suffer, to varying degrees, in 

such organisations; so allowing voice is critical, wherever we are.  And if we suspend 

our judgement and assumptions about ‘the police’ as an entity impacting on 

society, and keep an open mind about the lived experiences of individuals who 

work within that context, we are more likely to uncover the truth of lived 

experiences and how we can improve these.  And when we improve the 

experiences of those working in policing, we can improve the experiences of 

communities and individuals being policed (Simpson, 2013; West, 2012). 
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In summary, for us to enact Intelligent Compassion, imaginative identification needs 

to take place alongside guiding criteria, deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny.  

Confortini (2012) recognises that the application of intelligent compassion is not 

only for feminism, or for the field of international relations, and hopes “for this 

theory to be of use to organizations and social movements in dominant contexts” 

(p118) and in this way it suits policing.  It is appropriate to use it as a methodology 

for investigating the organisation, with its patriarchal, hierarchical structures, and it 

is also for use within the organisation at a time when increasing the diversity within 

the organistion and responding to the diversity outwith the organisation continues 

to be, rightly, under scrutiny. 

 

 

Approach to Theory Development 

 

Building on the explanation of axiology, and the examination of philosophy in the 

previous section, this section, or ‘layer of the onion’, sets out the research approach 

to theory development which aligns with those outer layers, and with the aims and 

objectives of the research.  In this case, the research is largely inductive because it is 

seeking to understand the views and experiences of the participants, and to 

examine these in a particular context, with a view to generating new insights 

(Sahay, 2016; Saunders, 2007).  Deductive research would be more focused on 

testing established theory (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011) and is ordinarily associated 

with positivism and quantitative methods (Sahay, 2016), and whilst this research 

does draw on theory around compassion at work and the process of compassion, 

and so there is some element of a deductive as well as an inductive approach 

(Saunders et al, 2007), it is examining how this might play out in the context of 

policing, and in relation to policing leadership in particular, which is a new area of 

exploration.   

 

At the outset there was no assumption about what might be found, which means 

there was an inherent risk that no data of value might be produced, but this is an 

acceptable risk when seeking to generate a deep understanding of events from the 
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perspective of individual ‘actors’, and when we are not concerned with, for 

example, aiming to explain or confirm causal relationships between variables, 

generating large data sets or applying principles of natural sciences, as would be the 

case in deductive research (Sahay, 2016; Saunders et al, 2007). 

 

 

Research Strategy and Methodological Choice 

 

Saunders et al (2016) and Melnikovas (2018) put these two ‘layers of the onion’ in 

different orders, and there can be seen to be some crossover.  I’ll address both in 

this section.  Both authors consider methodological choice to relate to a choice 

between qualitative, quantitative or a mix of methods.  This research is clearly 

qualitative, as already outlined above.  In relation to research strategy, Saunders et 

al (2016) provide a more detailed layer of the onion here, including, for example, 

more positivist strategies such as experiments and surveys, pragmatic approaches 

such as case studies and interpretivist strategies including grounded theory and 

ethnography (Saunders et al, 2016).  When considering research strategies in more 

depth, arguably, in order to be truly critical, ideally the researcher would be able to 

be embedded in the organisations studied, following an ethnographic strategy, and 

it has even been argued that any research which does not adopt this approach, to 

allow a deep analysis of context, norms, culture, values, dominant discourses, 

oppressive practices, patterns, and so on, can never generate more than a 

superficial understanding (Duberley & Johnson, 2011, Ross et al, 2016; Watson, 

2011).  However, to accept this critique without question would be to accept that 

other forms of research were somehow invalid, which would clearly undermine a 

vast amount of valuable knowledge generation.  Ethnography is not without its own 

issues, not least being recognised as being highly time, resource and energy 

intensive (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011) and this approach was simply not possible 

within the confines of the time and resources available.  In addition, at the time of 

data collection (2020-21), the UK was in various stages of ‘lockdown’ due to the 

Covid 19 pandemic, and so access into organisations was necessarily limited.  So 

whilst a full immersive ethnography is a useful approach for a critical researcher in 
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some circumstances, where that is not possible, the feminist social criticism 

approach proposes “…real challenging engagement, a demanding form of listening, 

and an openness to rethinking everything.” (Ackerly, 2011:46), which can be 

achieved via other qualitative methods.  In addition, building in regular critical 

reflection at each stage of the research and writing process enhances the critical 

learning (Alvesson and Willmott, 2012).   

 

Melnikovas (2018) considers the layer of research strategy at a higher level.   

According to Melnikovas’s definition, in this version of ‘the onion’, this would be 

considered more generally to be an exploratory study, which is aligned to 

qualitative research, rather than a descriptive one, which would be more aligned to 

quantitative research.  As Saunders et al (2007:133) highlight, the three main ways 

of going about exploratory research, are “a search of the literature; interviewing 

‘experts’ in the subject; [and] conducting focus group interviews.”.  This research 

strategy adopts all of these methods to different extents, utilising the search of the 

literature to provide the theoretical and contextual background and as a basis for 

paper 1, and adopting the multi-method approach of deep listening via in-depth 

interviews, reflection and rethinking, and challenging engagement via focus groups, 

thus aligning with the feminist social criticism approach, and Intelligent Compassion 

(Confortini, 2012) in particular.  

 

 

Time Horizon 

 

The data collection comes at one point in time and is therefore cross-sectional 

(Saunders et al, 2007).  Given the constraints of timelines and resources relating to 

a part-time PhD, this was somewhat inevitable, however it does align with the 

research aims, objectives and research questions which were to gather accounts of 

individuals’ leadership development experiences to date and to hear their accounts 

of their leadership approach in practice so they could be considered alongside the 

current context in policing.  Many have been critical of the nature of cross-sectional 

studies, claiming them to be methodologically weak, leading to poor quality results 
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and calling for more longitudinal studies (Jing and Avery, 2008; Kuoppala et al, 

2008; Schyns and Shilling, 2013; Wong et al, 2013).  Certainly, an investigation over 

time would be extremely useful in order to observe any changes occurring as a 

result of some of initiatives which are planned in policing in England & Wales, such 

as the delivery of the National Centre for Police Leadership42 and the Police Race 

Action Plan43, however this is beyond the scope of this study. 

 

 

Data Collection and Data Analysis 

 

This section considers the central part of ‘the onion’, which covers techniques and 

procedures related to data collection and analysis (Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et 

al, 2007).  I’ll first outline my approach to sampling before clarifying and justifying 

my data collection and analysis choices. 

 

 

Sample 

 

As Curry et al (2009) highlight, invariably sampling in qualitative research, such as 

non-probability, purposeful or convenience sampling, which is used to generate rich 

information for example, is markedly different to sampling in quantitative research, 

which is likely to be based on statistical probability, with a view to making 

observations about correlation and causality; and as a result sample sizes are likely 

to differ.  Quantitative research seeks to establish findings which are generalisable 

to a larger population, and so aims for samples which are large enough to be judged 

as representative of the larger population.  In qualitative research, decisions about 

size of sample appear to be relatively subjective, with qualitative interviewers being 

encouraged to carry out as many interviews as are necessary in order to find out 

the desired knowledge (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009 in Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 

 
42 https://www.college.police.uk/article/college-developing-national-centre-police-leadership  
43 https://www.college.police.uk/article/police-race-action-plan-published  
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2011), or to achieve “theoretical saturation” (Curry et al, 2009:1445), whereby 

gathering further data would not lead to any new insights.   Curry et al (2009) 

suggests that this might be in the region of 20-30 interviews, however Guest et al 

(2006, in Bazeley, 2013) highlight that if the data is in relation to a relatively 

homogeneous group, where the researcher is examining a shared behaviour or 

perception (potentially as in relation to empathy and compassion in policing) then a 

sample of 12 should be enough.  One critique of qualitative research is that the 

numbers of participants are too small for us to deliver any sort of generalisability to 

wider populations or other contexts (Cresswell, 2014; Saunders et al, 2007) but as 

stated, qualitative research is not meant to be representative; rather it is meant to 

be about understanding depth of experiences. And as Saunders et al (2007) 

highlight, in the ever-changing world of management and leadership in 

organisations, generalisability may not be anyone’s greatest concern in any case; 

this is because, in a constantly fluctuating environment, generalisations may not 

remain static and relevant for long.  The critical issue with regards to sampling in 

qualitative, interpretivist, exploratory research is being able to draw out meaningful 

insights (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; King et al, 2019).  In the end I interviewed 34 

participants and so by Curry’s terms, this is at the top end of the number required 

for theoretical saturation. 

 

Before approaching my sample, my first step was to receive ethical approval from 

the University of Manchester, which was achieved.  In practical terms, because I 

was keen to speak with the most senior operational leaders in policing, who are 

those heading up departments and divisions, with line management responsibility 

for the greatest numbers of staff, I approached their national (England and Wales44) 

staff association, the Police Superintendents’ Association (PSA) via their National 

Chair at the time, Chief Superintendent Paul Griffiths.  I received a positive response 

due to the nature of the research, with Paul commenting that they receive 

numerous requests to take part in research, but most of the requests are to fill in 

 
44 In relation to the other nations in the United Kingdom, Superintendents are represented in 
Scotland by The Association of Scottish Police Superintendents (ASPS) and in Northern Ireland by the 
Superintendents’ Association of Northern Ireland (SANI). 
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quantitative questionnaires.  Paul was clear that he was happy to support this 

research because it was qualitative in nature and aimed to gather the views and 

stories of individuals, which is something he considered to be important, and 

something which is relatively rare in policing research, particularly with this rank of 

officer.  He noted that there was an element of ‘questionnaire fatigue’ amongst the 

PSA membership.  Paul offered to circulate some information via the members’ 

newsletter, which is emailed to all c 120045 members of the PSA on a weekly basis, 

with an invitation for members to contact me if they were interested in 

volunteering to participate in the research.  I anticipated around 15-20 people 

volunteering and in the end 34 participated.  The logistics of the process of sending 

information sheets and consent forms, receiving these back and booking interviews 

was extremely laborious but I was keen to ensure that all those who volunteered to 

be heard, would be heard, in keeping with the compassionate principle of all life 

being of equal value (von Dietze & Orb, 2000), and therefore all voices being of 

equal value.  From a practical point of view, I was also keen to accept as many 

volunteers as possible as I had anticipated a number pulling out due to operational 

issues which might arise.  I am acutely aware that, following many years of ongoing 

austerity by the Conservative Government, the numbers of people in policing are 

severely depleted and people at all ranks are having to take on more work as a 

result.  And whilst there was some recovery in overall officer numbers in 2020, the 

numbers are still well below where they were before the austerity policies were 

implemented and there are still 15% fewer people in Superintending ranks than 

there were in 2010 (Home Office, 2021).  Given that these are the most senior 

operational leadership roles in policing, and people are invariably extremely busy, I 

am especially grateful to all the volunteers for giving up their time; in the end far 

fewer pulled out than I had anticipated.  I was acutely aware that those who did 

give up their time were particularly motivated towards the research, potentially 

leading to self-selection bias, which is invariably an issue with this kind of non-

 
45 The data collection for this study started in September 2020 and the workforce figures from March 
2020 show that there were 1,252 Superintendents and Chief Superintendents in England and Wales 
at the time, in a workforce of 129,110 police officers (Home Office, 2021).  Superintendents (and 
Chief Superintendents) therefore make up just short of 1% of the police officer workforce. 
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probability, convenience sampling46.  I therefore made sure I asked them about 

motivation in the interviews.    

 

Once volunteers had been identified and had signed the consent forms, due to the 

rules in existence at the time around social distancing, rather than face to face 

interviews, participants were invited to take part in interviews online via the Zoom 

online platform or by telephone.  The Interviews took place between September 

2020 and February 2021.  I had allocated around one hour for each interview, and 

in the end they ranged from 41 mins to 95 mins, with the average length being 65 

mins.  Although people were inevitably busy, they were keen to make the time to 

speak with me and share their experiences, and it turned out that many found the 

process quite cathartic, making comments such as: 

 

“It's been a long week.  It's been a pleasure to go 'blaaah' to somebody.” 

(Peter) 

 

“If you want to keep talking it's fine.  It's quite good therapy this!” 

(Ruth) 

 

“I find it fascinating. I've enjoyed talking with you about it.  I really 

enjoyed it.” (Will) 

 

“It’s interesting isn’t it?  And it's quite reflective, isn't it?” (Harry) 

 

“You're lovely and easy to talk to which will be getting the best out of 

people and I think it's a really important thing that you're doing” 

(Catherine) 

 

 
46 Of course the same could be said of respondents in all research.  Even in probability sampling, 
where people have an equal chance of being selected (Saunders et al, 2007), people still have to 
make their own choices about whether or not to respond and those choices will be guided by their 
own perceptions, judgements, experiences and preferences, which all have inherent bias 
(Deifenbach, 2009; Pyatt, 2003). 
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Because policing is a relatively small profession, where many people in senior ranks 

do know, or know of, each other, and given that visible diversity is lacking, even 

though I have provided pseudonyms for participants, I have decided not to provide 

a table detailing key characteristics of each participant, with a view to protecting 

the identity of participants as far as possible.  Because the sample was not intended 

to be representative, key demographic information was not specifically asked for 

and was not assumed.  On reflection, this information would have been helpful for 

additional context and I would ask for this in future. 

 

Broadly however, group characteristics include: 

 

• One person identified issues related to their treatment as a person of 

colour. 

• 10 people identified issues related to their treatment as women. 

• 24 people had traditionally male first names. 

• Respondents were from 20 Home Office Forces and one non-Home Office 

force47.  

• 6 people were from one force, 2 forces had 3 people from each, 4 forces had 

2 people from each, and 14 forces had one person. 

• The number of years in the superintending ranks ranged from 1 to 15. 

• The number of forces that participants had worked in ranged from 1 to 3. 

• Half of all participants had been on some form of leadership development 

fast-track scheme, including Accelerated Promotion, High Potential 

Development Scheme (HPDS), or Direct Entry. 

 

Common English names were allocated to all participants as pseudonyms to 

preserve anonymity, which were broadly reflective of original names.  Traditionally 

male and female names were allocated in the place of original names which were 

traditionally male and female. 

 
47 There are 43 Home Office forces in England and Wales, which are regionally based.  Non Home 
Office forces include, for example, the Ministry of Defence Police, British Transport Police and Civil 
Nuclear Constabulary. 
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Data Collection and Analysis Process 

 

Turning to data collection and analysis, in this study, this took place using a phased 

approach: 

 

Data Collection Phase 1 - In-depth Interviews: I adopted imaginative identification 

with the participants, suspending judgements and assumptions and using deep 

engagement and listening, through a conversational style, to elicit views, 

experiences and circumstances around the development of individuals’ leadership 

craft, how this manifests in practice, and how they thought we could improve it. I 

aimed to carry out 10-15 interviews and in the end captured 34.  

 

Data Collection Phase 1a - I engaged in critical reflexivity and reflection on my own 

approach, both during and after each interview, examining my own judgements and 

assumptions, and memo-ing key observations.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 1 - I transcribed the interviews, adopting imaginative 

identification as above, and using thematic analysis techniques to analyse the data 

in the interviews, organising and grouping topics and key themes and capturing 

relevant quotes in an Excel spreadsheet.   

 

Data Collection Phase 2 - I carried out 2 focus groups as planned, with 6 and 7 

participants in each respectively, to present the initial findings of the data analysis 

and encourage the participants to engage in deliberative inquiry and sceptical 

scrutiny to generate questioning and challenging of the identified norms, values and 

practices, and encourage critique of these and a focus on solutions.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 2 - Again I adopted thematic analysis techniques to analyse the 

data from the focus groups, and merged this with the analysis of the interviews. 

 

Before detailing and justifying choices around data collection and analysis, it is 

important to consider relevant ethical issues.  
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Ethical Considerations 

 

Any research needs to balance the aim of the research, in this case to make 

generalisations from deep insight in order to inform and improve practice, with the 

need to protect individuals, and it was important to consider potential ethical issues 

in order to be better equipped to deal with such issues if and when they arose 

(Creswell, 2014; Orb et al, 2001).  In relation to research in a nursing context, Orb et 

al (2011) highlight that there are a number of areas which need to be considered, 

including the design of the research, the relationship between the researcher and 

the participants (including practical issues around informed consent, confidentiality 

and data protection as well as the quality of the relationship), and subjectivity in 

relation to research design, data collection, interpretations and analysis of data, and 

writing up/reporting of results.  These issues are highlighted by a number of authors 

(e.g. Creswell, 2014; Saunders et al, 2007). 

 

However, first and foremost it’s arguably important to cover overall principles and 

to note that ethical issues have fundamentally influenced the selection of the 

research problem in the first place (Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 2011) in that the lack 

of empathy and compassion in the workplace can lead to suffering as a result of 

unethical practice (Schyns and Shilling, 2013), and the research is based around 

understanding how we can improve these practices.  The principles of empathy and 

compassion also underpin the research approach, which link closely to the research 

principle of ‘beneficence’ - otherwise known as doing good for others, and doing no 

harm (Orb et al, 2011).   

 

 

Informed Consent 

 

Informed consent (IC) is one of the first ethical issues to be considered when it 

comes to the collection of data in any research project in order to ensure that 

participants are clear about the purpose of the research and about any potential 

benefits and risks to them as individuals (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011), and to 
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therefore maintain the ethical principle of autonomy (Orb et al, 2011), and also to 

protect the researcher from exploitation and risk (Ferdinand et al, 2007).  However 

IC is a more complex concept than it might first appear to be.  Certainly within the 

approach of ethnography and the method of observation, there can be blurred lines 

between what is considered to be overt and covert data gathering, largely because 

of the potentially evolving nature of the research in the field (Bourgois, 2007) or in 

relation to action research which evolves as the problem is solved over time (Bell 

and Bryman, 2007), and as much as one might aim to gather IC at the outset, 

circumstances might arise where observations are not always overt and consent is 

not explicit (Calvey, 2008; Gans, 1982 in Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011; Lugosi, 2006).  

And issues around IC are not only in relation to overt versus covert research or 

action research; in a conversational situation, such as in an in-depth interview, a 

researcher might aim to build rapport with a respondent in order to persuade them 

to ‘open up’ more than they might otherwise choose to do, which could potentially 

be considered to be manipulation (Bourgois, 2007; Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011).  

However Calvey (2008) reminds us that many important research findings have 

been generated from such research and so blurred lines around ethics should not 

necessarily be seen as problematic and Bell and Bryman (2007:68) suggest a 

solution which is:  

 

“…to adopt a reflexive engagement with the issue of informed consent, 

recognizing the fluid and ever-changing nature of consent rather than 

seeing it as achievable by getting participants to sign a consent form or 

gaining approval from a research ethics committee.” 

 

Clearly informed consent is a particular issue in relation to any gathering of data 

which is personal to the respondent.  In particular with qualitative research, and 

with in-depth interviews especially, which by their nature are designed to gain a 

deeper understanding of a particular topic, it was important not only to clarify 

confidentiality and gain informed consent at the start of the interview (Bryman and 

Bell, 2010; Cresswell, 2014; Saunders et al, 2007), but also to ensure that the 

participants were clear that they could stop the interview at any point, and also 
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retract the interview data after the event if they wished (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 

2011).  Participants were given this in an information sheet and were reminded of it 

at the start of the interview.  

 

 

Emotional Challenge 

 

In particular in relation to ethics, the researcher has a responsibility to ensure that 

the individual is safe, again following the principle of beneficence (Orb et al, 2011). 

Given that this research asked respondents about their experiences of, and 

demonstration of leadership in the workplace, the interviews were likely to raise 

related concepts into respondents’ conscious awareness, leading them to think 

about it in a way that they might not otherwise have done.  Crucially, consideration 

of experiences of poor leadership might be expected to trigger memories of 

negative experiences and cause distress (Orb et al, 2011).  As Orb et al (2011:94) 

highlight, making a decision to continue with an interview where a respondent was 

showing distress “…would indicate that the researcher considers that the value of 

the data obtained from the distressing experience outweighs the participant’s 

distress”, which would clearly be in contradiction to the overall ethical principles of 

the research and the topic in question.  It was therefore important to be attuned to 

the potential for this to happen, to be reflexive in my approach, to regularly check 

that consent was still valid, and to check it was acceptable for the interview to 

continue, remaining mindful of the respondents right and potential desire to 

continue to tell their story if they chose (Orb et al, 2011).  One participant did get 

upset but was keen to continue after a short break.  In order to mitigate the impact 

of any potential distress, in advance of interviews it was important to identify 

potential support which is available to respondents in case they should need to 

access this (Orb et al, 2011).  If any emotional support had been needed, I was able 

to signpost participants to their local force employee support scheme, to Police 

Care UK and to Police Mutual Foundation, all of whom provide free wellbeing 

support to police personnel.  This was not necessary. 
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In order to address issues of informed consent and emotional challenge within in-

depth interviews, an ‘Informed Consent’ letter (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011) was 

prepared and given to potential respondents, to detail the nature of the study, 

benefits and risks, the procedures to be adopted, and clarification about the 

voluntary nature of participation and the right to withdraw at any stage.  However, 

as highlighted above, it is important to note that all research, particularly qualitative 

research, has the potential to evolve and morph during the research process so in 

that regard it might not be possible to provide complete disclosure in an initial 

letter (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011).  To this end I ensured regular reflection on the 

research goals throughout the process and interview, and was ready to return to 

the issue of informed consent if there were any material changes, further informing 

participants if that became necessary. 

 

 

Confidentiality 

 

Information about confidentiality was also provided to participants at the outset 

and in relation to issues around disclosure, it was also imperative to assure and 

maintain confidentiality of the respondent through professional discretion, in the 

process of writing up, and in relation to data storage (Bryman and Bell, 2010; Hesse-

Biber and Leavy, 2011). 

 

There was a chance that evidence of unethical practice and vulnerability of 

individuals in the workplace might feasibly come to light in the course of data 

collection, and given that part of the research intention is to effect change (Hesse-

Biber and Leavy, 2011), discussions about potential disclosure and action would 

have taken place with participants, had such evidence arisen.  Ferdinand et al 

(2007) argue that in a critical management studies approach, aiming for 

emancipatory change, it would be justifiable and legitimate to expose any 

exploitation or oppression which was uncovered during data collection, but 

thankfully this was not necessary. 
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Once transcribed, the interviews were anonymised to ensure confidentiality and 

edited only to ensure that any extracts used would not be identifiable to the 

individual or organisation.  All participants provided highly rich data and a number 

of participants told stories from their careers which were extremely interesting, but 

which would have enabled identification of the participants, and so unfortunately 

these were not used in this research.  However a few participants were advised that 

they should write a book with all the stories they could share! 

 

 

Justice 

 

Another ethical principle highlighted by Orb et al (2011) is that of justice.  This 

relates to “equal share and fairness” (p95), where it is important to recognise and 

acknowledge any particular contributions made by participants, and it is also 

important to recognise any vulnerability and inequality and take action to address 

this.  Others would go further and argue that research should “empower informants 

and encourage them to be co-authors of the research” (Lugosi, 2006:5) and Bell and 

Bryman (2007) propose encouraging the concept of reciprocity into codes of ethics, 

whereby research participants are involved in the research as collaborators 

throughout the process.    Ferdinand et al (2007) are critical of this approach 

however, pointing out that if reciprocity was a requirement, then many types of 

research methods, such as the elements of ethnographies and covert observations 

which might evolve over the course of a research project, would no longer be 

viable. 

 

Adopting the approach of Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 2012) might not go as 

far as supporting reciprocity and co-creation, but this approach is aimed at reducing 

vulnerability and inequality, and therefore supports the principle of justice.  If this 

study were in an area where I worked, there might be a further ethical 

consideration in relation to inequality where staff might feel pressure to take part 

(Orb et al, 2011), however in this case, although I made it clear that I work for the 
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College of Policing as well as studying at the University of Manchester, I was not 

working directly in any of the police forces with any of the participants.   

 

In interviews, it is the responsibility of the researcher to hear and represent the 

voice of the respondent in an ethical way, however arguably it is inevitable that the 

researcher will impact on the nature of the discussion within the interview due to 

the way the research has been designed, the questions that are asked and the way 

that the questions are asked (Creswell, 2014).  Social desirability is an issue in 

relation to the way that respondents potentially answer questions, and this is 

discussed more fully in the next section.   

 

 

Data Collection 

 

In-Depth Interviews 

 

As highlighted above, in-depth interviews can help to generate a rich picture in 

relation to the topic of study (King et al, 2019; Roulston, 2010).  In addition, in-

depth interviews arguably go some way to addressing ethical issues of justice, 

because, in theory “the researcher and the researched are placed on the same 

plane” (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011:94).  However this is not without critique and 

it is recognised that ongoing reflexivity is required in order to maintain a low level 

of hierarchy and inequality.  This is important not just in relation to more visible or 

‘traditional’ difference such as gender, race or sexuality, but more widely in relation 

to background, philosophy and positioning because, as Watson (2011: p11/212) 

highlights “…the researcher can never be ‘free’ of culture, discourse, or existing 

theory”, which is important in relation to researcher impact on the choice of 

philosophy, gathering and construction of data, and also in relation to interpreting 

and writing about it (McLachlan and Garcia, 2015) . 

 

In particular, in-depth interviews are seen as a way of “accessing subjugated 

knowledge” and are a popular method in feminist research (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 
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2011:98) and research which is interested in the experiences of other marginalised 

groups.  Arguably the concepts of empathy and compassion are relatively 

suppressed in the work context, and particularly in relation to leadership given that 

they are not valued as valid leadership qualities by many (Holt and Marquess, 2012) 

and so in-depth interviews are arguably a way of accessing information which might 

otherwise be suppressed due to the social context of workplaces, generally, and in 

particular where ‘command and control’ cultures might dominate, such as in 

policing.  Given that I was aiming to hear people’s voices and views in a way that 

honoured their own experiences, it did not seem appropriate to structure the 

interviews in a highly controlled way.  By contrast, a completely unstructured 

interview might be unwieldy and not assist with addressing the research questions, 

and so in this case a semi-structured interview, whilst seeming like a middle-ground 

compromise, was judged to be the most appropriate approach.  This allowed me to 

set some broad parameters so that the participant could tell their story, whilst still 

allowing the flexibility for me to pick up on ‘markers’ that the respondent might 

drop into the responses, where I could ask probing questions to explore some of 

the more new and unexpected topics as they emerged. 

 

The Intelligent Compassion approach adopted here required ‘imaginative 

identification’ throughout the interview process (Confortini, 2012), which, as set out 

above, demands the suspension of judgement, and required me to actively 

recognise and question my own assumptions and privileges in the moment; in other 

words, in addition to the active listening which would normally be required with an 

in-depth interview (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011), ‘imaginative identification’ required 

me to be able to effectively put myself in the other person’s shoes in order to 

consciously develop a deeper understanding and resonance with the emotions and 

experiences of the interviewee – to empathise with them, in order to deliver 

“…more enriched, insightful research” (Gair, 2012:134), and to consciously consider 

the actions needed to improve their situations, to generate a compassionate 

response in the research.  Essentially, in order to be able to fully empathise, I 

allowed the interviews to go where the emotion of the participant was, creating 
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space for self-determination, which meant that the topics uncovered were the ones 

which were particularly important to the participant. 

 

The suspension of my own beliefs and perceptions was particularly important given 

my potentially dual positions as an ‘outsider’ researcher, working via The University 

of Manchester, and somewhat of an ‘insider’ researcher (Brown, 1996), working in a 

police organisation – The College of Policing48 – although not in a front-line delivery 

service.  As set out above, if I worked directly with any of the participants, this 

might have led to people feeling pressure to take part, but this was not the case.  

There could however have been an impact on how participants answered the 

questions and, as mentioned above, one of the main issues with in-depth interviews 

is the potential for social desirability to influence responses.  I’ll turn to this now. 

 

 

Social Desirability Bias 

 

Social desirability bias (SDB), otherwise known as response distortion or bias, or 

over-reporting, has consistently been found to be a real issue in relation to self-

reporting of phenomena, whereby, depending on the method of data collection, 

rather than giving wholly truthful answers to questions, respondents might give 

answers which they might consider to be more socially desirable, with a view to 

consciously deceiving themselves or others (Krumpal, 2013; Nederhof, 1985; 

Richman et al, 1999; Watson, 2011).   The danger of SDB is that the data which is 

gathered can be seen to be ‘manufactured’, rather than ‘natural’ (Watson, 2011).  

In their meta-analysis of distortion due to social desirability, Richman et al (1999) 

found that, in particular, this was more pronounced in face to face interviews 

(interviewer administered) compared to self-administered methods such as 

questionnaires administered anonymously by paper and pencil, or computer for 

 
48 The College of Policing is the professional body for policing in England and Wales, which sets 
standards, shares knowledge and good practice, and supports professional development 
(https://www.college.police.uk/about ).  As such it is not a police force and does not deliver front-
line policing services. 
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example, and especially when the questions related to sensitive personal behaviour 

(also Henderson et al, 2012), which arguably might be the case when asking 

questions around leadership approaches to other people, particularly in a work 

setting where there might be fear of giving a ‘wrong’ answer.   However, self-

administered questionnaires do not allow for the deep questioning required in in-

depth interviews so would not have been appropriate here. 

 

Further, interviewer characteristics have also been seen to impact on SDB, whereby 

the respondent may adjust their response not only due to perceived social norms, 

but also in response to the assumed expectations of the interviewer (Krumpal, 

2013).  So given that empathy and compassion may be perceived to be more 

feminine traits (Confortini, 2012; Hojat et al, 2002; Quince et al, 2016), responses 

might be weighted towards an expectation that a female interviewer might be more 

in favour of these traits.   And indeed if any of the participants had done some 

cursory internet research on me, which in policing they are likely to have done, they 

would have seen my other work on compassion at work and might have framed 

their answers accordingly.  However, interestingly, very few of the respondents 

actually talked about ‘compassion’ overtly in their interviews, although a couple did 

admit to knowing of me: 

 

“I've seen you speak before and I want to see you do a good job, 

someone I trust.  I'm confident that you will do your best to make a 

difference.  I know you'll work really hard to do it.” (Peter) 

 

“Em I think I’d seen your name and I think I felt like I knew you even 

thought I didn’t!” (Esther) 

 

In addition, participants were aware that, as well as being associated with The 

University of Manchester, I worked for The College of Policing.  So in this respect, as 

well as being classed as an objective, ‘outsider’ academic, it was possible that some 

participants may have seen me as an ‘insider’ – someone from inside a policing 

organisation (Brown, 1996).  In terms of research in policing however, the ‘inside 
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insider’ is generally considered to be someone who is a police officer, working 

amongst other police officers whilst conducting research by way of ethnography 

(Brown, 1996; Westmarland, 2011) but this was not the case here.  Either way, 

problems may be encountered.  Outsider researchers can sometimes struggle to 

gain access or trust in organisations or communities which they are not part of 

(Gair, 2012), and particularly policing organisations (Westmarland, 2011),  and so 

they may hear more socially desirable responses; and whilst insider researchers in 

policing might be more likely to gain trust within their environment (Hendy, 2020), 

they may still find that those being researched are aware that they are being 

recorded and so they might still hold back (Westmarland, 2011), or again give more 

socially desirable responses.  According to Brown’s (1996) typology, I might be 

considered to be an ‘inside outsider’, or a member of police staff who is also 

academically qualified, and whilst that is true, this research was not commissioned 

or supported by the College of Policing and I do not work in a force, or in a research 

department within policing.  The limitations attributed to such ‘inside outsiders’, i.e.  

having a vested interest in their employment, meaning that they are possibly not as 

objective as they might otherwise be, is a fair challenge.  However on a personal 

level, my association in this research is stronger towards my ‘outsider’, or more 

objective approach, with a view to identifying authentic areas for improvement; 

something which cannot be uncovered genuinely without representing the views of 

participants truthfully. 

 

It is also recognised that the definitions of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ researchers have 

been fluid over the years, and recently there has been a move away from “a strict 

outsider/insider dichotomy” (Kerstetter, 2012:100), to recognition of a continuum 

(Gair, 2012; Kerstetter, 2012; Milligan, 2016); in this case I might legitimately be 

seen as an insider, an outsider, or even an ‘in-betweener’, being someone who 

understands the context and who can still bring objectivity and legitimacy 

(Kerstetter, 2012; Milligan, 2016).  Rather than me making that judgement, it is 

interesting to note the views of the participants, some of whom overtly stated that 

they saw me as an academic, so therefore more of an ‘outsider’, and someone they 

saw value in working with: 



 110 

 

“Because I think academia has got a really important place to play in 

terms of evidence-based understanding and learning.  And unless we 

give up time to help, we'll never get that benefit for as a service will 

we?” (Geoff) 

 

“The university link was what I thought was interesting as I know you'll 

give an honest and academic view.  Made me think there's a credibility 

in doing so [being interviewed].” (Martin) 

 

“It is a fascinating subject and it is something where I think ultimately 

I've seen the benefit of help from independent people such as yourself, 

with policing…  I see value in other people telling us what we need to 

hear.  I can only do so much as a police officer - working with academia 

brings some real benefits but you've got to be open and honest about it.  

I see the benefit of my giving you my honest opinion and then you 

comparing it to others and saying its right, wrong or indifferent.  When 

you speak, others will listen.  I only have so much of a voice and I want 

to be able to lend that to you and say 'do with it what you wish' and if it 

brings some good, great.” (Neil) 

 

In these cases, and in others where participants stated a desire to make 

improvements to police leadership (the majority of participants said this), it might 

be legitimate to assume that they would provide truthful answers: 

 

“I thought it was very important.  When I saw what it was about I 

jumped at it.  I suppose that's through my own personal experience of 

seeing what I've seen in the length of time I've been in the police, you 

see how people operate and how people manage things and I think 

there’s a hell of a lot of work to do to get this right.  I'm quite passionate 

about this.” (Owen) 
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In relation to my role in the College of Policing, it might be assumed that 

participants volunteered to speak to me due to my recent role in leadership 

development, which might also be a cause of SDB in those who may be wishing to 

further their careers, however the data collection for this research was completed 

before I became the Strategic Command Course (SCC) Lead, so this would not have 

impacted on responses.  But there is of course still the potential that participants 

demonstrated some social desirability bias in their responses for one reason or 

another.   

 

As a way of counteracting potential SDB, the ‘bogus pipeline procedure’ has been 

used in studies, whereby respondents believe that an objective measure will be 

used in addition to the questioning in order to establish if answers are truthful or 

not.  The theory is that it would be more embarrassing to be found to be lying, than 

it would be to tell the truth about the sensitive issue in the first place, and in a 

research synthesis examining 31 studies, Roese and Jamieson (1993, in Krumpal, 

2013) found that such a tactic did reduce SDB in relation to measuring socially 

undesirable opinions such as sexism and racism.  However it might be posited that 

telling respondents that such a procedure might be used, when in fact there is no 

intention to use such a thing, is an ethical problem in itself because of the 

deception involved.  Despite these problems, face to face interviews are still widely 

used, arguably due to the potential for motivation and elaboration and it has also 

been found that SDB can be reduced with assurances of confidentiality (Richman et 

al, 1999), which were given in abundance.  

 

 

Interview practicalities 

 

Because of the limitations necessarily imposed due to the Covid-19 pandemic, face 

to face interviews were not possible and so they took place via Zoom online or via 

telephone.  The video facility with Zoom did allow for spotting some body language 

markers, but not as easily as if the interviews were face to face, and given that, in 

order to help with reflexivity and probing questions, I focused on taking 
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contemporaneous notes, I found myself looking at my notebook frequently and 

found that aiming to maintain eye contact with the participant via the screen was 

difficult, and compromised my interviewing skills49.  Because of this, there was little 

difference for me between the use of Zoom video and the use of telephone in 

relation to data collection.   

 

I was able to maintain confidentiality by carrying the interviews out from a private 

room in my house.  Most participants were in private offices, but some were in 

offices with more than one person, in which cases I regularly checked that they 

were alright to continue, and all were.  There were some technical issues with 

connection on a small number of Zoom calls, and where it became too disruptive, 

we moved over to telephone.  For all interviews, I used a digital voice recorder and 

also took notes in case the recorder failed; this also helped to keep me on track 

with the interview and allow me to take reflexive notes during the course of the 

interviews. 

 

To ensure that the interviews ran as smoothly as possible and to ensure that 

information about the nature of the research was up to date to refresh informed 

consent and reiterate confidentiality, I prepared an interview schedule to keep in 

front of me throughout the interviews.  Most importantly, recognising the value of 

each individual and their time, I thanked them at the start for volunteering.  I then 

reminded participants of the aims and objectives of the research and restated my 

commitment to maintaining their confidentiality, I also reminded them that I 

wanted to record the interviews.  After that, I once again checked that they gave 

their informed consent to proceed.  The initial questions were relatively practical 

ones about which forces they had worked in and how long they had been in the job, 

and I used this time to aim to create some rapport and put the participants at ease.  

I explained that the main research questions were very open and that I was keen to 

hear their personal stories; I encouraged them to include anything that they 

 
49 I did consciously mention this to participants before we started the interview and apologised for 
looking down during the interview, explaining that this helped me to listen and process the 
information more effectively. 
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thought was relevant to the research.  The interview questions were reflective of 

the research questions: 

 

Table 1: Interview Questions and Research Questions 

Research Questions Interview Questions 

1. How do senior police officers 

learn the craft of people 

leadership?  

 

 

1. As the most senior operational 

role in policing, Superintendents 

are responsible for leading a 

large number of staff.  Thinking 

about the people leadership 

skills that you use, can you tell 

me about how you learned your 

craft? 

2. What does this mean in 

practice?  

 

2. How do you ‘do’ people 

leadership?  What does this 

mean in practice? 

3. What areas and methods of 

leadership development would 

help senior police officers 

effectively learn and implement 

appropriate people leadership 

skills?  

3. If we were to improve people 

leadership development for 

senior police officers, what 

would help you personally in 

terms of content (what might 

you want to know more about?) 

and method (what might be the 

best way to help you learn and 

develop?) 

 

Additional questions where there was time (most people answered): 

 

• If we were to improve people leadership development for senior police 

officers, what do you think would help your fellow Supers in terms of 

content and method? 
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• What about the Chief Officers that you know, what do you think would 

help them in terms of content and method? 

• What are some of the inhibitors to leadership development?  What gets in 

the way? 

• What would you want the College of Policing to know or hear? 

 

Additional questions asked of everyone: 

 

• What motivated you to take part in this research? 

• Is there anything else you want to add? 

 

 

People invariably had different approaches to answering the questions, with some 

giving very efficient, functional and quite short answers, which initially generated a 

sense of comfort in me because I was getting the technical information that I set 

out to collect, but it was soon clear that there was a very wide variety in individual 

approaches to addressing the questions asked and others spoke much more freely 

and elaborated on the points much more.  It would have been possible for me to 

stay very focused on encouraging the participants to answer the specific questions 

at hand and push for standardised answers through directional probing questions, 

but in order to stay in integrity with the approach of Intelligent Compassion, and 

imaginative identification, I worked hard to ensure that I did not push with 

directional probing questions, and allowed the interviewees to answer the 

questions exactly as they wished.  And in fact, of course, this generated a much 

broader range of data than I might otherwise have gathered.  Where I felt I needed 

a bit more information, I would use some open probing questions.  The approach I 

adopted overall was open questions, deep listening (which was aided by 

synchronous note taking) and reflecting back what people had said, to demonstrate 

the listening and help with probing questions.  Deep listening is critical to empathy 

and imaginative identification and can help mitigate judgements and assumptions, 

which need to be continually checked in the process.  I was highly conscious 
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throughout of the need for continuous reflexivity as I am passionate about the topic 

area, and noticed quickly that I wanted to engage in much more of a 2-way 

conversational style, I noted a few times in my notebook during interviews, 

comments such as: 

 

“Went to interject with “I think…”.  Stopped myself!” (interview with 

Esther) 

 

“Want to ask about other findings of their research!  No!” (Interview 

with Geoff) 

 

“Want to discuss – stopped!” (interview with Len) 

 

And because of the very different approaches to answering the questions, as noted 

above, sometimes I was challenged to think of different ways to engage.  For 

example in my interview with ‘Frank’, I noted: 

 

“Lots of questions!  Talks in questions.  Interesting.”   

 

And in this case, I consciously gently probed by asking about him in particular, using 

questions such as “and what do you think about that?”, “what was your personal 

feeling about that?”. 

 

In order to maintain reflexivity, it was necessary for me to remain open and 

accepting of difference, and being non-judgemental (Confortini, 2012; Hesse-Biber 

and Leavy, 2011).  In practice, the process of in-depth interviewing is akin to a 

“conversation with a purpose” (Burgess, 1984:84).  Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) 

highlight the importance of having a clear research topic to investigate, and starting 

with the researcher asking questions on the topic and then interacting with the 

responses to demonstrate active listening throughout, through the use of 

techniques such as para-phrasing and encouraging language.  Maintaining 

reflexivity throughout the interviews (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011), I was 
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constantly mindful of avoiding any leading questions, and I took contemporaneous 

notes to ensure that I could reflect back the words of the participant to check 

understanding of points without using my own words.  So although an in-depth 

interview might not be as comprehensive as methods adopted within an 

ethnography, where arguably the interviewee has more power to challenge the 

interviewer due to the relationship which might have been built (Watson, 2011), it 

can provide the tool to allow us to dig deeper into experiences, than with a 

structured interview or a questionnaire.   

 

I was also particularly conscious when note taking, of the temptation to change the 

interviewees words into my words for speed.  However I was also conscious that 

this could lead to a silencing of their voice and this is a real risk if the approach is to 

take notes only, rather than recording the interview electronically for verbatim 

transcription.  We interpret the world through our own lenses and if we take notes, 

we invariably note the things we hear, which have inevitably been ‘filtered’ through 

our lenses, often unconsciously (Smith & Lane, 2016).  Throughout my ongoing 

reflections, I decided that this would be acceptable for the purposes of my own 

reflexivity within the interview as it allowed me to keep pace with the interviewee 

and plan my next questions.  If I had had to write in full what they had said, or try to 

hold the data in my head, it would have detracted from me being able to listen fully 

and deeply.  Making brief notes as we went through the interview, allowed me to 

clear the space in my head so that I could listen deeply and fully to what was being 

said.  Knowing that the conversation was being recorded so that it could be 

transcribed fully, was also reassuring as it took the pressure off trying to remember 

everything that was being said, which again would have been a distraction. 

 

In addition to reflexivity in the moment within the interviews, I also engaged in 

critical reflection after each interview with a view to enhancing my critical learning 

(Alvesson and Willmott, 2012) by identifying any issues which immediately struck 

me as particularly important, both in relation to the content and the process.  For 

example after the first interview with ‘Andy’, I noticed I had asked a couple of 

probing questions which were slightly leading and I became aware that I had done 
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this as I wanted to test some of my own ideas; so following this reflection I was 

more conscious in future interviews to not do this.  I also reflected that I had really 

enjoyed the interview and found that it flowed easily and in addition I noted:  

 

“One of the first to contact me and to get date in diary.  Reflective of 

motivation for improvement.” 

 

After my interview with ‘Brian’, I reflected that I was empathising because I noted: 

 

“Feel quite sad for ‘Brian’.  A good person that wants to do the right 

thing.  He’s positive, passionate and is learning but is stifled and 

frustrated.” 

 

And I had similar feelings of empathy with ‘John’ and started to make connections 

between different interviews and also noticed my own preferences emerging, 

which I was then conscious of in future interviews and I was careful not to impose 

them on participants.   In my reflections I noted: 

 

“Felt strange at first.   Went in a different direction – a different thinker, 

a challenger, like ‘Claire’.  Need more of this!  Feel sad – he’s had some 

challenging times.  Feel grateful he took the time.  Felt the emotion – 

feels worn out.  Said it was reflective – good to talk.”     

 

Through these reflections I was able to ensure I was attuned to being empathic and 

engaging in imaginative identification.  I also captured reflections on emerging 

themes and I refer to these in the section below on analysis.   

 

 

Focus groups 

 

Following the Intelligent Compassion approach, it was important to be able to apply 

sceptical scrutiny and deliberative inquiry to the results of the interviews, with a 
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view to encouraging critique and challenge of some of the identified norms, values 

and practices, and to enable a focus on solutions.  Focus groups are an effective 

way to do this as they give participants a chance to engage with, discuss and 

explore the findings collectively through questioning and disagreement (Freeman, 

2006; Hessey-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Milena, 2008), and they provide the opportunity 

for participants to be central to making suggestions for improvement (Confortini, 

2012).   

 

In my initial information and consent form, I asked participants if they would be 

willing to take part in focus groups as well as interviews, and many said they would.  

In the interviews, I asked them again to re-check for consent, and several restated 

that they would volunteer.  Once I had set 2 potential dates and times for the focus 

groups, which took place in February 2021, I contacted those who had volunteered 

and asked them if they could commit to one or the other.  I initially received 10 

volunteers for the first session and 9 for the second and in the end 6 attended the 

first focus group and 7 attended the second, meaning that 13 people who had been 

interviewed took part in the second round of data collection, which was focused on 

examining and discussing the findings so far.  I again arranged the focus groups via 

the Zoom platform due to the ongoing lockdown requirements related to the Covid-

19 pandemic, and on reflection this was probably the most effective way to host a 

number of busy senior police leaders from across the country in one place.  It 

enabled the creation of a neutral location (Saunders et al, 2007) which was easily 

accessible to all, whilst still providing the relevant social context of police leadership 

to discuss the topics in question and encourage participants to draw out one 

another’s viewpoints, which sits well with the feminist methodology adopted 

(Bryman & Bell, 2010; Freeman, 2006).   

 

Because the purpose of the focus groups was to encourage participants to carry out 

deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny of the findings, I started the focus groups 

by reminding the participants of the research questions and by explaining the key 

terms to them, encouraging deliberative inquiry through collective questioning of 

the results, exchanging ideas, and having debate, discussion and disagreement, with 
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a view to focusing on solving the problems identified.  I explained that this should 

sit alongside a healthy scepticism of current practices, norms and values.  In 

advance of the focus groups, I had analysed the first 20 interviews and summarised 

the results in a presentation to the focus group participants.  I organised the results 

by topic, and then by theme within each topic, ranking the themes by volume of 

occurrence.  I also highlighted where themes cut across more than one topic.  I then 

summarised the main issues into key themes and encouraged the group to 

collectively consider and discuss what they thought of the results, if anything was 

missing, what needed to be challenged, and what some of the solutions to the main 

issues might be. 

 

As with the interviews, I used an electronic recorder for the focus groups to ensure 

that I captured all of the discussion verbatim, and I also took notes throughout so I 

could be reflexive and responsive to points raised, and so I could ask probing 

questions to keep the discussion going where needed.  In fact the participants 

responded well to one another, picking up on one another’s points to develop or 

challenge points made and the sessions were very interactive.  One of the potential 

risks of focus groups is in relation to potential for group think (MacDougall & Baum, 

1997) to emerge, whereby participants as a group adopt one set of views, but one 

of the findings from the interviews was that the participants in this research were 

willing to question group ‘norms’ and in fact this emerged in the focus groups 

where healthy disagreement and debate took place over the topic areas, with 

participants leading with comments such as:  “I don’t buy into that statement as 

solidly as you’ve made it…” (Catherine).  In addition, participants regularly built on 

points made, and therefore explored them collectively in more depth than they 

might otherwise have done individually. 

 

At the same time, participants appeared to value the opportunity to hear the initial 

results and discuss the issues identified, realising that they were not alone in their 

experiences.  Steve summarised this well: 
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“I want to start by saying how reassured I am by your research, and 

what a warm feeling it gives me.  Because sometimes you can be sat in 

isolation, thinking these things…from a personal perspective, I find 

incredibly reassuring…I think there is a hope out there in terms of these 

things can change.  And I think this research shows this.” (Steve) 

 

Where the focus groups built on the interviews especially was in drawing out the 

collective strength of feeling about some core issues.  Two main issues emerged, 

which are addressed more fully in the papers highlighting the findings.  The first was 

in relation to the reluctance to challenge poor behaviour and poor practices in 

forces, which was linked to blame cultures, and this is further addressed in paper 2 

on ‘Compassion Constrained’.  The second main issue was in relation to biases and 

inequalities which are perpetuated within promotions processes, where there is 

clear favouritism demonstrated to those in ‘in groups’; participants were 

particularly exasperated by the unfairness and harm that this creates, and this issue 

is further addressed in paper 3 which covers ‘Compassion and Inclusion’. 

 

 

Data Interpretation and Analysis 

 

As we’ve established, in this research I was not looking to establish numbers, 

correlations,  proportions, or representativeness, so quantitative analysis 

techniques would not have been suitable (Cresswell, 2014; Saunders et al, 2007).  

Qualitative analysis techniques were appropriate here to analyse the qualitative 

data that was captured.  However, although the sample size was smaller than it 

might have been for a quantitative study, it still generated a large amount of data, 

totalling around 40 hours of interview data, and in the region of 357,000 words for 

analysis. Working through such extensive interview data was an enormous task.  

Bazeley (2013) captures this when she advises the reader how to ‘stay sane’ whilst 

undertaking qualitative data coding, including the need to focus consistently on 

interpreting the data whilst coding it, rather than simply organising it, highlighting 
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that if you are doing just the latter “…coding has the potential to become a 

headache, rather than a pathway to enlightenment.” (pp 153-154).   

 

Interpretation and analysis of qualitative data clearly follow on from the collection 

of the data, and according to Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011), require a mix of not 

only knowledge and competence, but also art and craft, implying more room for 

creativity in the process than one might find with quantitative data analysis, which 

relies more heavily on more standardised numerical data analysis processes.  

However there is a preference amongst some to use the term analysis rather than 

to talk about interpretation, perhaps in a rejection of an association with arts and a 

move to be seen as more scientific.  This seems to be more apparent in the field of 

qualitative psychology, being driven by a desire to “…fend off accusations of 

qualitative research being no more than intuition and lacking in validity” (Willig, 

2017:276).  Issues around validity and reliability are explored further later in this 

section. 

 

As Galletta (2013:119) points out, “In qualitative research, data analysis occurs 

alongside data collection.  In this way the analysis is ongoing, as you note thematic 

patterns emerging in the data.”  Thematic analysis of qualitative interview and focus 

group data aligns well with the approach of Intelligent Compassion, because the 

process allows you to get to know the data intimately.  In this research, the analysis 

process started in the interview, where I was being reflexive and highlighting key 

points being made in the contemporaneous notes that I was taking alongside the 

recording.  Each interview effectively built on the one before and themes started to 

emerge (Bazeley, 2013; McCann et al, 2008).  The process of preparing the data also 

served to add to the analysis.  To maintain confidentiality, the transcripts were not 

sent to an individual for transcription, rather the digital files were uploaded and 

transcribed using the automatic Otter.ai50 package.  This was a useful starting point 

in terms of getting the bulk of information into a written form, but it was really 

 
50 As soon as transcriptions were produced, they were downloaded from the Otter.ai platform and 
deleted from the platform. 
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inaccurate in places, and so a full listen through to the recording, whilst editing the 

transcript presented another opportunity to “…build a sense of the whole” (Bazeley, 

2013:101) and get a deep familiarisation with the data.  I also made reflective notes 

during the analysis process, to capture key points which I judged to be relevant.  

Some examples include these notes from 2 January 2021: 

 

“Those people who have volunteered to speak to me have all sought out 

and committed to personal development around leadership skills.  

They’ve either applied to (and have or have not been accepted on) 

AP/HPDS or have been motivated enough to seek out additional training 

and development, beyond what is mandatory.”  

 

“Consistently they used language which demonstrated that they care for 

the people in their teams/areas of responsibility.”  

 

“Learning from others is another major theme, which emphasises the 

importance of modelling.  If we are so reliant on learning from others 

then it’s important that we produce good leaders so that the next 

generation can learn from them.  This will impact those who are not so 

motivated to seek out their own development – they might not seek out 

their own learning through courses and reading, but they will inevitably 

be impacted by the people who they see go before them, so we need to 

get that right, across the board!” 

 

And these from 15 February 2021 and 13 March 2021: 

 

“Demographics – didn’t ask about these explicitly because the purpose 

was not to get a representative sample, but people did mention issues 

which were important to them or just as part of the conversation.  So 

for example, one person talked about micro-aggressions they 

experience as a result of their race, and several talked about sexism that 

they experienced or could see (one male, mostly females); some talked 
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about limitations to their ability to be fully flexible for CO roles due to 

family priorities (male and female, but mostly female); one person 

mentioned a same sex partner.  In this way people were truly free to 

disclose the things that they chose to disclose without being pushed to.” 

 

“Critical observations about culture/time served and experience not 

always equating to competence (but there is an assumption that it 

does).” 

 

As I edited the transcripts I also started to annotate them to start to identify 

interesting points and quotes which signalled the emerging themes.  I then 

arranged these quotes under key topics and colour coded them to start to group 

them to allow for ease of analysis.  I captured the main topics on a master Excel 

spreadsheet, allocating one sheet per topic, where all the verbatim quotes were 

captured.  The key topics, which had one sheet each, became:   

 

• Influencers of own development 

• Own leadership style 

• How to improve for Supers 

• Chief officer development 

• Messages for college 

• Motivation for taking part 

• Culture and context 

 

Within the overarching topics, I then started to identify and organise the themes 

which were highlighted by verbatim quotes.  I organised these within each Excel 

sheet so that I could structure the data in a logical way51, however I deliberately did 

not engage qualitative analysis software as I was keen to keep the essence of the 

participants’ voices and was happy that the spreadsheet gave me the ability to do 

 
51 The relevant quotes were lifted from the transcripts and entered into the spreadsheet alongside 
the pseudonym of the interviewee (row) and the relevant theme (column). 
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that whilst maintaining a clear overview of the full ‘picture’ emerging without losing 

the overall context (McCann et al, 2013).  As Bazeley (2013:139) warns, one of the 

problems with using qualitative analysis software is the danger of becoming slightly 

obsessed with detailed coding, to the detriment of “…imaginative and reflective 

thinking, linking, and memo writing”, all of which I was keen to maintain.  Each of 

the overarching topics was given a sheet, and within each sheet, more detailed 

themes, and illustrative quotes, were captured in columns, which were mapped 

against the interviewee (row).   

 

The quotes captured from the transcripts were sometimes long, but it was 

especially important to capture all the context given the approach of Intelligent 

Compassion which is about giving voice to the participant. 

 

Galletta (2013) highlights that throughout the analysis process, you are reflecting on 

the research question to keep focused on addressing it, but she also highlights that 

it is important to keep an open mind to other findings which might emerge which 

may generate important information, even if they don’t directly address the 

research question.  Paper 3 is the result of such a process, where the theme of 

inclusion emerged so strongly, and cut across so many topics, that it justified 

examination in the analysis even though it was not explicitly related to the research 

questions. 

 

This first phase of data analysis followed on from data collection phase 1 (in-depth 

interviews) and 1a (reflexivity and reflection).  After data collection phase 2 (focus 

groups), I moved into data analysis phase 2, where I again adopted thematic 

analysis techniques to analyse the data from the focus groups; I then merged this 

with the analysis of the interviews, before amalgamating the key themes into 

overarching themes.   These overarching themes then became the basis for the 

development of papers 2, 3 and 4: 
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Table 2: Overarching Themes and Papers 

Overarching Themes Paper 

Compassion 

Culture 

 

Paper 2 – Compassion Constrained 

Diversity and inclusion 

Promotion and progression processes 

 

Paper 3 – Compassion and Inclusion 

Courses 

Role Models 

Improvements to learning 

Paper 4 – Improving Leadership 

Development 

 

 

Validity and Reliability 

 

Validity is an important issue, relating to the concepts of credibility, authenticity 

and trustworthiness in relation to qualitative research (Bryman and Bell, 2010; 

Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011), and is about establishing accuracy of findings “…from 

the standpoint of the researcher, the participant, or the readers of an account” 

(Creswell and Miller, 2000, in Creswell, 2014:201).  There are a number of strategies 

to establish validity (Creswell, 2014) and in relation to this study the following were 

of particular importance and were adopted. 

 

Firstly, building on the concept of reflexivity and critical reflection in the data 

collection phase, self-reflection on personal biases have been clarified as far as 

possible in my personal statement (also known as communicative validity (Hesse-

Biber and Leavy, 2011)).  Secondly, member checking was utilised whereby major 

themes and findings were sense checked with participants in order to ensure that 

there is accuracy; this was done via the focus groups.  And finally, it was important 

to acknowledge and discuss data which contradicts key themes or expected findings 

to ensure an element of realism (Creswell, 2014), otherwise known as ‘validity as 
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craftsmanship’ (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011).  This was the case in relation to the 

findings around inclusion, which were not expected as strongly as they emerged. 

 

Transcription of data from interviews is clearly critical and is fraught with potential 

difficulties, which are largely highlighted well in research textbooks, but are 

somewhat notable by their absence from published research; which potentially 

leaves validity open to question where a description of the “disciplined” analysis of 

the data, as required for authenticity and credibility (Golden-Biddle and Locke, 

1993:612), is absent.  Hopefully this has been addressed here.  How important this 

is, however, might depend on the intended audience and impact; work such as that 

of Knights and McCabe (1998) for example, sets out to build on existing insight and 

delivers this through a thorough literature review and ethnographic case study 

“…constructing a reality through our own observations/ interpretations of change, 

and our interpretations of those provided to us by key actors within the company” 

(p175).  They make no apology for the absence of a more positivist approach and 

deliver an effective construction of the phenomenon.  Linked to validity, reliability is 

also an important concept, relating to consistency of approach, and can be 

strengthened by clear record keeping in relation to the various steps and 

procedures in the research process (Creswell, 2014; Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011; 

Saunders et al, 2007).  Such rigour in the research process assists in maintaining 

credibility in more positivist circles (Saunders et al, 2007) and in addition is simply 

helpful in the process of organising the research in a logical way.  In relation to 

generalisability, or external validity (Bryman and Bell, 2010; Saunders et al, 2007), 

as mentioned above, it is recognised that with the smaller samples utilised in 

qualitative research, statistical generalisability is unlikely to be achieved, and indeed 

is usually not the aim (Creswell, 2014). 

 

Ultimately, it is important to note that these concepts cannot simply be transferred 

into a qualitative research environment from their origins in quantitative research 

due to the fundamentally different philosophical underpinnings of the different 

approaches, namely that there are no absolute truths in social science (Bryman and 

Bell, 2010).   
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METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 

 

Some of the methodological limitations have been alluded to above and they are 

captured for clarity here.  Perhaps the most obvious of limitations in relation to any 

research, and in relation to qualitative research in particular, is the potential for 

researcher bias at many stages of the research.   This can impact all the way 

through the design process from the choice of topic, through to the underpinning 

research philosophy and all of the subsequent design choices (Melnikovas, 2018; 

Saunders et al, 2016).  Researcher bias can also impact on not only the wording of 

the questions asked but also the way in which they are asked, as well as how the 

data is interpreted, and subsequently the recommendations made (Diefenbach, 

2009; Pyett, 2003).  Arguably this is inevitable to some extent because human 

intervention is needed with qualitative research in order to lend some human 

interpretation to the data being produced.  The biases are mitigated in this research 

in a number of ways, including the provision of a personal statement to declare any 

prior biases and assumptions which are consciously being carried into the research 

in the first place; this helps by providing context for the research.  In addition, the 

approach of Intelligent Compassion requires that the researcher adopts imaginative 

identification with the participant, whereby they suspend such biases, assumptions 

and judgements, and accept the difference that participants will invariably bring; 

this process is helped by conscious reflexivity during interviews and reflection after 

interviews.  Finally, although the overall analysis is produced by the researcher, 

using the participants’ voices as far as possible in the writing up can also help to 

reduce bias and reflect true meaning, as far as that is possible. 

 

In relation to the time horizon, as discussed many researchers are critical of the 

cross-sectional approach to research given that it only provides data from one point 

in time.  As highlighted above, given the limitations of a part-time PhD, this was 

inevitable and in future longitudinal studies to track changes in leadership styles 

over time would be of great value.  For the moment however this does give us a 

sense of where we are now, and what we need to do to improve. 
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As discussed in relation to the sample of participants, some would critique the size 

and nature of the sample because it is not representative of the wider population 

(Cresswell, 2014; Saunders et al, 2007).  However, as has been covered above, the 

purpose of this research is not to generate generalisability but rather to investigate 

people leadership in some depth with the participants who took part.  It is 

important to once again recognise that those who volunteered to take part in this 

research were self-selecting and self-reporting, which also provide potential 

limitations in relation to preference and recall bias (Heckman, 2010; Wang & Lin, 

2021).  They appeared to be people who are passionate about understanding and 

improving people leadership practice, and overwhelmingly they had sought out 

their own leadership development, and mostly found that a compassionate 

approach was a successful one which they were choosing to use in their own people 

leadership practice.  The reality is that not all police leaders will be of the same 

mindset, and this can be seen in some of the examples given by participants in this 

research.  The worthy challenge for future research will be engaging with a wider 

corpus of senior police leaders, perhaps using a wider range of measures, in order 

to gauge the actual range of leadership approaches across the police service.   

 

Linked to this are the limitations brought about by the use of in-depth interviews, 

such as the potential for social desirability bias, in addition to researcher bias.  Due 

to limited resource and time, and because of the Covid-19 pandemic, it was not 

possible to adopt any more immersive methods, but the potential for an 

ethnographic study to gain a deeper and more realistic view of actual circumstances 

is strong and should be considered for future research in this field.     

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter I started by setting out my own personal statement of perspective 

with a view to highlighting any conscious potential biases and assumptions from the 

outset.  The research design was explained and justified, using the model of the 

‘research onion’ (Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al, 2016).  I explained that the 
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interpretivist constructivist philosophy is supported by the methodology of 

Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 2012), and that this largely exploratory, 

inductive, cross-sectional study comprises of the multi-methods of in-depth 

interviews and focus groups.  Intelligent compassion necessitates that these 

methods are enhanced by imaginative identification with the participants, who 

were all Superintendents and Chief Superintendents in policing in England and 

Wales who volunteered to take part in this research due to their passion for 

improving people leadership, following my non-probability, purposive sampling 

approach.  In addition to imaginative identification, via focus groups, sceptical 

scrutiny and deliberative inquiry were applied to the initial results in order to 

challenge the accepted norms and practices.  

 

In this chapter, I have also examined a number of ethical considerations and 

limitations related to the study, and set out that the thematic analysis of the huge 

data set was resource intensive.  The analysis generated a number of key themes 

and sub-themes, which were subsequently grouped into overarching themes, which 

then informed the development of three separate papers which examine the results 

in depth.  These papers now follow this chapter.   
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PAPER 2: People Leadership in Policing – Compassion Constrained 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Leadership in policing is a recurrent topic of interest to the media and the public as 

well as to academics.  At a time when policing in the UK is arguably in a crisis of 

legitimacy following a number of examples of appalling behaviour and practice by 

some officers, leadership is once again under intense scrutiny.  Leaders can have a 

significant impact on those that they lead, and on the culture of organisations, but 

there has been a reluctance to define the kind of leadership needed to make 

improvements in policing.  There has been a call for more academic research into 

how leaders ‘do’ lead in policing, as well as how they ‘should’ lead, and in particular 

a call to focus on senior leaders. 

 

This research aimed to explore people leadership in policing by drawing on 

concepts from literature on compassion at work.  The focus of this paper is in 

relation to how senior police leaders ‘do’ people leadership.  Guided by the 

methodology of Intelligent Compassion, in-depth interviews and focus groups were 

carried out with 34 police officers in Superintendent ranks in England and Wales.0.  

The findings showed that there are compassionate senior leaders in policing, but 

their approaches are constrained by the persistent dominant culture.  There are 

signs that the culture is improving, but it is happening extremely slowly.   

 

The findings of this study reinforce the need to clarify leadership expectations in 

policing and show that compassionate leadership can contribute to the culture 

change needed to tackle unacceptable behaviour, support people, improve 

performance and therefore strengthen legitimacy.  The qualities of compassionate 

leadership need to be developed with intention in order to speed up the 

improvements needed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Policing in the UK is commonly a topic of hot debate in the media, and arguably at 

the moment more than ever following several high-profile events including the 

murder of George Floyd and subsequent Black Lives Matter protests, the murder of 

Sarah Everard by a serving police officer and the policing of the vigil for Sarah, the 

wider policing of the Covid-19 pandemic, inquiries about police conduct52, frequent 

reports of instances of shocking behaviour by some police officers who have 

betrayed trust and professionalism in the most unacceptable ways53, and ongoing 

questions around contacts with the public54, including from the chair of the 

National Black Police Association55.  In particular, police leadership frequently 

comes under scrutiny when these events happen, with regular criticism levelled at 

police leaders, and questions around their role in creating, or at least not 

addressing, organisational cultures where these events can manifest.  In February 

2022, this culminated in the high-profile resignation of the Commissioner of the 

Metropolitan Police, Dame Cressida Dick.   

 

This questioning of police leadership is not a new phenomenon (Charman et al, 

1999; Kilgallon et al, 2015; Rowe, 2006; Silvestri et al, 2013), and a great number of 

police leadership reviews have been commissioned over a number of years in 

response to other high-profile and shocking events, such as the Scarman Inquiry in 

1981 and the MacPhearson Inquiry in 1999, and as a general response to views that 

ongoing police reform is needed (Sheehy, 1993; Neyroud, 2011; Winsor, 2012;) to a 

point where it appears that police leadership is an issue which intrinsically needs 

constant review and improvement.  As identified by Cockcroft (2014, in Davis, 2017) 

 
52 https://www.danielmorganpanel.independent.gov.uk/the-report/, https://www.ucpi.org.uk/ 
53 See for example: https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/scottish-news/female-cop-targeted-after-
complaining-25149071,  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-59474472, 
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/news/iopc-recommendations-tackle-met-culture-after-
investigation-uncovers-bullying-and-harassment, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/met-
police-metropolitan-police-sadiq-khan-university-of-nottingham-b1999837.html 
54 https://www.thenational.wales/news/19867649.bbc-documentary-examines-mouayed-bashir-
mohammud-hassan-deaths/ 
55 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/jan/07/police-officer-stop-and-search-
powers-public-trust  
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work by Neyroud (2011), the Home Affairs Select Committee (2013) and the College 

of Policing leadership review (2015) “…firmly situated police leadership as the 

source and the solution, to police organisational and cultural problems.” (Davis, 

2017:16). 

 

This paper is a result of qualitative in-depth interviews and focus groups with the 

most senior operational leaders in policing in England and Wales, being those in 

Superintendent and Chief Superintendent ranks.  The research had the aims of 

exploring how police leaders learn their people leadership craft, and how they 

implement people leadership in practice; in addition, the research aimed to 

understand how senior leaders thought police leadership development could be 

improved.  This research was situated squarely within the theoretical framework of 

compassion at work and was guided by the methodological approach of Intelligent 

Compassion (Confortini, 2012).  The focus of this paper in particular is on how 

senior police leaders implement their people leadership craft in practice.  Issues 

around how leaders learn their people leadership craft and how we can improve 

leadership development in policing are covered in more depth in another paper 

drawing on the same research.   

 

This paper contributes to the literature by presenting the lived experiences of a 

cohort of police senior leaders – specifically Superintendents and Chief 

Superintendents, who are the most senior operational leaders in policing in the UK 

– in relation to their people leadership approaches.  It sets out how these leaders 

report that they ‘do’ lead, whilst also examining evidence around how they ‘should’ 

lead, thus addressing some key gaps in the literature which are identified.  In this 

research, it was clear that there are dedicated compassionate leaders in policing, 

but they are constrained by the persistent dominant culture.   

 

This paper argues that in order to improve the quality of leadership in policing, we 

need to set clear, evidence-based expectations about what works and what is 

required in relation to people leadership.  There needs to be a focus on all parts of 

the compassion process, including: noticing others, through creating channels for 
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dialogue and psychological safety, being visible and being approachable and 

avoiding blame cultures; empathising, through actively seeking feedback, and 

actively listening with a view to understanding; and taking ethical, values-based 

approaches to actions, supporting staff to develop, rewarding good work and 

relentlessly challenging poor behaviour.  In this way, we can build on and accelerate 

emerging cultural improvements and foster compassionate leadership which will 

lead to improvements for individuals, the organisation and the community.   

 

This paper will start with an examination of the key research to date in relation to 

people leadership in policing and consider in more depth some of the findings 

around which approaches are most effective, before giving consideration to some 

of the factors which might be getting in the way of the adoption of an evidence-

based approach to leadership in policing.  After explaining the Intelligent 

Compassion methodology adopted, the findings of the in-depth interviews and 

focus groups will be set out and then discussed in the context of other relevant 

research.  As a result of the findings, some recommendations for policy and practice 

are established and there is a recognition of some of the study limitations and areas 

for future research.    

 

 

People Leadership in Policing 

 

Back in 2011, Caless found that there was little consensus amongst chief officers 

around what constitutes successful police leadership attributes, there was a 

reluctance to define it, and there was pessimism around police leadership generally.  

What was available at the time, via Skills for Justice competencies, were considered 

to be “…banal descriptions of behaviours.” (Caless, 2011:118)   Given the volume of 

leadership reviews since then, there is now much better information and evidence 

available about the kind of leadership which is needed.  Despite that however, as 

recently as 2015, the inspectorate body for policing (HMIC) were still reluctant to 

specify the nature of ‘good’ leadership in their inspection regime, relying instead on 

police forces simply being able to identify which kind of leadership they had, and 
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making that a success factor, a concept which was incorporated into the ‘Guiding 

Principles for Organisational Leadership’ developed by the College of Policing 

(2017).  In that document, there was some reference to the Code of Ethics (College 

of Policing, 2014:8) and a brief mention of the need for forces to “…plan and assess 

ways to develop…” key leadership skills, but the document failed to specify 

expectations of leaders in any assertive way, instead using nebulous language such 

as “Forces should also develop an understanding of capabilities in empathy, 

compassion and emotional intelligence, and how these support future thinking”, 

rather than encouraging forces to actually recruit for and develop these skills 

directly.  The College of Policing did use more assertive language in their recently 

developed Supervision Guidelines (2022) which were developed following a 

comprehensive systematic literature review, and engagement with the police 

service and a range of professional experts.  However, although these guidelines 

went out for consultation in 2020, it took over 18 months for these to be released, 

raising questions around the commitment of policing in the UK to pull together and 

agree on adopting an evidence-based approach to leadership.  Encouragingly, 

following a ‘Fundamental Review’ of the College of Policing56, a new Chief 

Executive, and a re-focus on leadership development, these guidelines57 were 

issued on 18 May 2022 with the website strapline of ‘How to build better 

relationships, give constructive feedback and support wellbeing’ (College of 

Policing, 2022:website). 

  

It is recognised that leadership is clearly a complex area, and there are many 

elements to leadership in policing, and particularly senior leadership in policing, 

including operational, organisational and people leadership for example.  It is also 

clear that a wide range of skills, abilities and knowledge are needed by leaders in 

policing, including professional, business and personal skills (College of Policing, 

2017) in relation to a wide range of areas such as specific crime types, 

 
56 The report was issued in February 2022 and can be accessed here: 
https://www.college.police.uk/article/fundamental-review-college-policing  
57 Re-named ‘Effective Supervision Guidelines’.  Accessible here: 
https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/2022-04/Effective-supervision-guidelines.pdf  
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communication, change management, political acumen, innovation, digital and 

financial management, to name but a few.  However, given that around 80% of 

financial spend in policing is on people (Caless, 2011, Neyroud, 2015) 58, who are 

indeed the largest and greatest organisational asset, and in fact the vehicle for 

delivering most of the business, this research had a particular focus on people 

leadership.  It is well recognised that leaders can impact significantly on the people 

that they lead, both positively and negatively (Brunetto et al, 2014; Can et al, 2017; 

Engel et al 2018; Houdmont et a, 2020) and that where leaders have a negative 

impact on staff, this creates suffering for the individual as well a poor organisational 

performance (Duran et al, 2019).  However there is also strong evidence to show 

that where leaders have a positive impact on staff, the rewards for individuals and 

organisations can be profound (Baptiste, 2008; Bullock and Garland, 2019; McCarty 

and Skogan, 2012).   

 

In addition to the numerous public police leadership reviews mentioned above, 

there has also been academic focus on police leadership, including an assessment of 

perceived effectiveness which found that those qualities associated with 

transformational leadership were most likely to lead to effective police leadership 

(Dobby et al, 2004), which is aligned with many studies in other sectors (Martin and 

Heineberg, 2017); in particular, the importance of leaders showing genuine concern 

for the wellbeing and development of others was highlighted as important for 

generating positive outcomes59.  Campbell and Kodz (2011), in a systematic 

literature review, also found that transformational leadership approaches in 

policing led to leadership effectiveness, and additionally found benefits associated 

with shared leadership, role modelling and emotional intelligence, where it is linked 

to morality.  And a further systematic literature review (Pearson-Goff and 

Herrington, 2013) also highlighted the importance of ethical behaviour (which is 

 
58 See also, for example: https://www.lancashire-pcc.gov.uk/transparency/financial-
information/budgets/ and https://www.humberside-pcc.gov.uk/Your-Police/Staffing.aspx  
59 Other transformational leadership qualities identified included empowerment, honesty, integrity, 
approachability and a number of other positive qualities (Dobby et al, 2004). 
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linked to being trustworthy and legitimate) and role modelling, and highlighted key 

activities of ‘good’ police leaders, which included caring for staff. 

 

This resonates with what staff say that they want from their leaders.  In research 

commissioned by the UK Home Office in 2018, a number of methods were adopted 

in order to garner the views of front-line police personnel (police staff as well as 

police officers, up to and including the rank of Chief Inspector) in relation to their 

views on changes and improvements in policing.  One of the strands of investigation 

was leadership, with the others being professional development, change & 

innovation, and wellbeing.  When people were asked what qualities they wanted 

from their leaders, they somewhat unsurprisingly listed a number of positive 

qualities including caring for the workforce, showing empathy and really knowing 

their staff, listening and encouraging feedback, acting as role models, being honest 

and ethical, and demonstrating integrity and trustworthiness (Ordon et al, 2019).  

Building on the work of Ordon et al (2019), through a wider systematic literature 

review and engagement with a range of experts, the College of Policing (2022) also 

found clear results with regards to desirable behaviours which generate improved 

staff wellbeing and organisational performance.  They clarified that line managers 

(at all levels up to and including Chief Constables) need to: act as role models, 

adopting reflective practice and challenging poor behaviour; really know and 

understand their staff, spending time with them and responding to their needs; 

deliver and encourage open and honest  communication; treat people with fairness 

and respect, valuing diversity and inclusion; support the wellbeing of their staff, and 

their own wellbeing; provide clear expectations; and support staff to develop their 

skills and abilities. 

 

Many of these notions resonate with the concept of compassion at work, which, it 

is widely acknowledged, consists of a process of firstly noticing others (being visible 

and accessible, talking to people, paying attention), secondly empathising with 

them (listening, engaging, knowing, understanding, resonating) and finally taking 

action to improve their circumstances (caring, supporting, developing, challenging 

poor behaviour, being ethical, honest, inclusive and fair) (Choi et al, 2016; Kanov, 
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2004; Martin and Heineberg, 2017; Meechan, 2017; Simpson et al, 2103; Worline 

and Dutton, 2017), or as Tietsort (2021) puts it, recognizing, relating and reacting60.  

And whilst there is much evidence of a lack of compassion and subsequent suffering 

in workplaces (Chu, 2016; Simpson et al, 2013), happily there is also a growing 

evidence base demonstrating the benefits of compassionate approaches in work, 

which lead to benefits both for individuals (for example decreased anxiety, 

increased resilience and job satisfaction) and for organisations (including decreased 

turnover, increased organisational commitment, improved performance) (Inzunza, 

2015; Moon et al, 2016; Worline and Dutton, 2017). 

 

 

Compassionate Leadership 

 

Worline and Dutton (2017) highlight that research into the links between leadership 

and compassion in organisations is in its early days, but recognise that leaders 

clearly have an influence on how compassion is experienced in our working lives.  

Writing in the context of healthcare, which has much in common with policing due 

to features such as emergency response, caring for the vulnerable, an environment 

of anxiety and trauma, and an extremely challenging political context of 

disinvestment and selective re-investment, itself lacking in compassion, leading to 

ongoing concerns about quality of service delivery, West (2021:111) is clear that 

“Compassionate leadership must be effective leadership” and Bailey and West 

(2022: website) set out the features of compassionate leadership: 

 

“Compassionate leadership involves a focus on relationships through 

careful listening to, understanding, empathising with and supporting 

other people, enabling those we lead to feel valued, respected and 

cared for, so they can reach their potential and do their best work.”  

 

 
60 Others have add extra steps to the compassion process such as ‘being non-judgemental’ and 
‘tolerating personal distress’ (Poorkavoos, 2016) or ‘sensemaking’ (Worline and Dutton, 2017), but 
the 3 aspects of noticing, empathising and taking action are the most commonly recognised. 
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Also writing in the context of healthcare, de Zulueta (2016) contends that 

compassionate leadership involves the creation of a psychologically safe 

environment where staff can speak up and the organisation can learn; where there 

is support for staff and where leaders model positive responses to problems.  As 

well as the links to transformational leadership, others clearly link compassionate 

leadership to the concepts of servant, authentic and ethical leadership (Hakanen 

and Pessi, 2018:126; Worline and Dutton, 2017), highlighting the key qualities of 

morals, courage, humility (including learning from feedback), empo                                           

werment (including giving responsibility and generating trust), holding to account 

(supported by encouragement and constructive feedback), and focus on day-to-day 

and longer-term purpose and goals which are “ethical and socially sustainable”.   

 

Compassion can often be dismissed as being too ‘soft’ (West, 2021) and there are 

anecdotal stories in policing about people being considered to be ‘too 

compassionate’61, but this belies a stark lack of understanding of the true nature of 

compassion and compassionate leadership.  Being compassionate can often be 

challenging and take courage, and one example of this is in relation to challenging 

poor behaviour, which invariably impacts negatively on others; compassionate 

leaders need to tackle poor behaviour for the greater good (West, 2021).  And often 

compassionate leaders need to make difficult decisions and take decisive actions 

around service delivery and allocation of work to look after their people.  These 

actions might not be popular or pleasant for some, but should be for the benefit of 

the organisation and the individuals who work there.  As Hakanen and Pessi 

(2018:127) illustrate: 

 

“…a compassionate leader—wants what is best for the followers and 

the team, which can also be something that does not feel particularly 

pleasant or inviting at the moment.” (Hakanen and Pessi, 2018:127) 

 

 
61 Personal correspondence from a senior officer following a recruitment process they had been 
through. 
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The focus on delivery of the day job, as well as supporting people, is also made clear 

by Hakanen and Pessi (2018) who set out that compassion is about the greater good 

and the bigger picture of the work that needs to be delivered for the good of 

humanity more broadly, and arguably this is even more pronounced in policing due 

to the nature of the business: 

 

“In the end, work is always for our fellow humans and humanity at 

large, virtually regardless of what is being done.” (Hakanen and Pessi, 

2018:126) 

 

So with the evidence getting clearer around approaches to people leadership, can 

we expect that leaders in policing will naturally be adopting these approaches?  As 

set out above, there has been a reticence to clarify what is needed, despite the 

evidence available.  One reason for this may be the strong and enduring levels of 

negative cultures that exist at various levels within policing, which are borne out in 

the many reports highlighted earlier.    

 

 

Compassion Constrained 

 

In a blog in his new role as Chief Executive of the College of Policing, and in 

response to many of the reports highlighted, Chief Constable Andy Marsh said:  

 

“In recent months we have seen cases where officers have been 

convicted of unconscionable acts, while inappropriate behaviour has 

been overlooked. It simply isn't enough to say that this is a case of a 

few ‘bad apples’… In the past week, we have seen calls for a 

recalibration of police culture. If this is to be achieved, leadership is 

needed at every level of policing’” (Marsh, 2022: webpage). 

 

It is of course important to recognise that such grievous occurrences as those 

widely reported in the media are not committed by everyone in policing – far from 
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it.  And it needs to be acknowledged that all who work in policing are products of 

the same, or at least similar, organisational and occupational cultures and yet the 

great many do fantastic policing work in a professional and ethical manner (Foster, 

2005); but these reprehensible actions, and others not so widely reported62, 

undoubtedly tarnish the reputation of policing as a whole and erode trust in police 

officers, and in police leadership, negatively eroding police legitimacy and the 

notion of policing by consent which is seen as a bedrock of policing in the UK.   

 

The assertion that people are driven to join policing through a fundamental desire 

to help others, demonstrating care and compassion for those who are victimised, is 

not a new one (Hopper 1977, in Charman, 2017), and Charman’s research with new 

recruits, through their process of organisational socialisation, is heartening.  In her 

longitudinal study with new recruits, she carried out both quantitative and 

qualitative elements of research and asked at various stages, over 4 years, what the 

recruits thought were the most important characteristics of a ‘good’ police officer.  

Good communication and empathy/understanding were consistently ranked as the 

top 2 in the quantitative element, and in the qualitative element, where 

respondents were asked the open question, the same elements were also the top 2, 

with compassion in third place.  And as Charman (2017) highlights, whilst some of 

these characteristics may have previously been considered to be typically feminine 

in nature, there is a move to them being seen as simply ungendered characteristics 

of ‘good’ policing.  However it is crucial to recognise the importance of assimilation 

and socialisation in relation to organisational acceptance (Bowling et al, 2019), and 

the preference for informal learning on the job and learning from others (Charman, 

2017) invariably helps to sustain existing cultures to an extent.  Literature on police 

culture is a hard read, and whilst there are many nuances, variations and sub-

cultures not considered here, including between roles, ranks and geographies and 

over time, for example (Bowling et al, 2019; Cockcroft, 2019; Loftus, 2009), there do 

appear to be core and enduring elements such as conservatism, resistance to 

 
62 https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/police-jobs-porn-photos-dead-people-
social-media-abuses/  
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change, machismo, cynicism, solidarity and prejudice (Bowling et al, 2019; 

Constable and Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005) and many continuing harrowing stories of 

victimisation of those within the organisation who are perceived to be ‘different’ to 

the white, male, heterosexual ‘norm’ (Delsol & Shiner, 2006; Swinnerton-Gismondi, 

2020; The Police Foundation, 2022; Workman-Start, 2017).  Inclusion and valuing 

diversity are enduring problems for policing, and are subject to another paper 

following the results of this research.  And although Charman (2017) also found 

compassion (including empathy and kindness) to be a key feature of the culture in 

new recruits, which gives us optimism as a potential building block for future 

cultural change, such altruism by new recruits was also found by Fielding (1988, in 

Constable and Smith, 2015) but they were quickly seen to assimilate into a culture 

of defensiveness.  And there can also be a defensiveness to questions about culture, 

with a lack of recognition in some places about the nature of some of the issues.  

This is captured in the work of Loftus (2009) who heard from a cohort of officers 

who variously claimed that there was no racism in policing, but also made some 

horrifically racist comments; their defensiveness appeared to be heightened by a 

fear of punishment should they be deemed to be racist, but this did not actually 

stop the opinions from being held or vocalised63.  Defensiveness can also be related 

to resistance to change and cynicism, other relatively common features which have 

been found in police culture research (Constable and Smith, 2015; Yüksel, 2017), 

particularly in relation to embracing ‘difference’ (from the macho ‘norm’) in the 

workforce (Brown et al, 2019; Subošić and Vranešević, 2021) and also in relation to 

adopting evidence based and systematic approaches in policing (Kalyal, 2020; 

Sidebottom et al, 2020). 

 

It can be contended that culture within the organisation is reflective of the culture 

in wider society (Constable and Smith, 2015; Subošić and Vranešević, 2021), which 

is in line with the traditional ‘Peelian’ notion that ‘the police are the people and the 

 
63 Fear of punishment is closely linked to blame cultures in organisations, another feature which has 
been found in policing (Metcalfe, 2017). 
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people are the police’64.  However, if police are there to uphold the law, and 

behavioural standards, then poor standards of behaviour amongst police officers 

must always be unacceptable, even if they are to some extent inevitable, 

particularly in England and Wales in the midst of many years of ongoing 

conservatism and right-wing populism and the associated “exclusionary rhetoric” 

(Korstenbroek, 2022:68; see also Bale, 2018; Tindall, 2021).  The key to ensuring 

high ethical and behavioural standards is to clearly challenge and deal with poor 

behaviour and set clear boundaries around what is acceptable, which is the role of 

everyone in policing, but especially senior leaders as role models.  However along 

with the reluctance to define what kind of leadership is expected, policing has also 

been reluctant to define what constitutes misconduct (Hough et al, 2018) 

potentially making it more difficult to challenge.  Challenge can also be less likely in 

a culture of blame and fear, which can be more likely in hierarchical organisations 

which favour command and control approaches, such as policing, and command 

and control approaches have also been found to lead to disempowerment and an 

erosion of compassion (de Zulueta, 2016). 

 

In relation to those in the more senior ranks, although they recognise that there are 

some variations in culture amongst chief officers, Bowling et al (2019:181) highlight 

that because they have worked through the ranks from constable65, chief officers in 

the UK “…do not have fundamentally different cultural styles from the rank and 

file”.  Others however have sought to identify police leadership culture as a sub-

culture in policing.  Seminal work by Reiner (1985) clearly highlighted the issues 

which impact on chief constables in particular, and led to the development of a 

typology of chief constables, labelled as ‘baron’ ‘bobby’, ‘boss’ and ‘bureaucrat’ 

(Bowling et al, 2019; Cockcroft, 2019).  But moving on several years, Caless (2011) 

also interviewed chief constables and found that views on leadership culture had 

shifted following significant changes in the policing context and most did not 

 
64 A statement widely attributed to Robert Peel, the founder of the police service in England and 
Wales.  See for example: https://www.polfed.org/media/13687/putting_the_public_first.pdf  
65In 2022 only one of around 230 chief officers in the UK had made a chief officer rank (DCC) via the 
Direct Entry Superintendent programme. 
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identify with Reiner’s typologies.  However, he concluded that “There is a chief 

officer ‘culture’, as there is a ‘police canteen’ culture, and it can sometimes 

reinforce risk aversion or perpetuate stereotypes…” (Caless, 2011:235), and in 

addition his chief constable interviewees did speak consistently of cultures of long 

hours and competitiveness between chief officers, both of which clash with notions 

of both self-compassion and compassion towards others.  Also in interviews with 

chief constables, Roycroft (2017) found that many were acutely mindful of the 

increasing political influence and talked in language describing a ‘class fight’ 

between policing and Government, leading to the need for more technical skills 

around financial management and systems leadership in the face of severe 

austerity; but they also spoke of the need for more relationship skills, listening and 

empathy in the ‘post-Silverback’ era, indicating that some level of cultural shift was 

happening. 

 

Others have also found amongst the more senior ranks, that notions of the ‘ideal’ 

leader are still based around those who have been able to work long hours and 

demonstrate a full-time and long-term commitment to the job, all features which 

have implications for those with any kind of caring responsibilities outside work 

(usually women); also known as the ‘smart macho’ culture (Silvestri, 2007; Davis 

and Silvestri, 2020:93).  And where there are examples of leaders preferring to 

adopt a transformational leadership approach, they can find that the culture 

suppresses this (Caless, 2011) and they need to become more transactional in order 

to ensure delivery; this especially appears to relate to women, being pressured to 

conform to a more ‘male’ culture (Silvestri, 2007; Kingshott, 2009; Caless, 2011; 

Bowling et al, 2019).  A further macho feature of policing is the culture of 

suppressing emotions, which in the context of a profession which deals with trauma 

on a regular basis, has been found to lead to emotional detachment and 

depersonalisation (Lennie et al, 2020); and in a profession where those in senior 

leadership roles have mostly been in policing for a number of years and have 

potentially experienced an extraordinary amount of trauma in that time, which 

might be largely unprocessed (Miller et al, 2019; Purba and Demou, 2019), this 

might contribute to individual leadership approaches which are lacking in empathy 
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and compassion.  Brown et al (2019), in their research with senior women in 

policing in the UK, also found masculinity in the police culture and highlighted that 

those women who achieve more senior ranks can be perceived to be challenging 

stereotypes and can be seen as a threat, which can then lead to experiences of 

discrimination and resistance by those who feel threatened.  Encouragingly 

however, they also found evidence that, whilst they were still in existence, 

traditional and consistent elements of ‘old’ police culture such as cynicism, 

machismo and bigotry were starting to shift and emerging features of a ‘new 

culture’ were starting to be in evidence, including characteristics such as: ‘caring’, 

‘professional’, ‘inclusive’, ‘learning’ and crucially, ‘progressive’ (Brown et al, 

2019:130).  This reinforces the notion that cultures can evolve over time (Loftus, 

2009), and, coupled with Charman’s (2017) findings amongst new recruits, gives us 

hope that such evolution can be positive, even if there is still some way to go.  

 

It is an uncomfortable truth therefore, that although the evidence shows that a 

more compassionate approach to leadership would be fruitful for individuals and 

policing organisations, and therefore for the public, and that police cultures do 

appear to be evolving over time, negative features of the enduring culture do still 

linger, making this difficult to achieve and leading to slow progress. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The theoretical framework of compassion at work was used for this research, which 

had the main aims of: understanding how senior police leaders learn their people 

leadership craft; examining how they enact people leadership in practice; and 

exploring how we can improve leadership development in policing.  The research 

was guided by the philosophy of Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 2012) which is 

a feminist critical methodology with a focus on moving towards emancipatory 

change.  This approach recognises that all experiences of oppression are equally 

legitimate and strives to make “…political theory and practice more informed and 

inclusive…” with the aim of improving decision making through enhancing quality 
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and equality (Ackerly, 2000:73).  The methodological approach of Intelligent 

Compassion requires us to adopt imaginative identification with participants, by 

suspending judgements and enacting active listening, in order to generate a deeper 

level of understanding.  It also requires us to use deliberative inquiry and sceptical 

scrutiny to challenge existing norms and values and focus us on generating solutions 

(Ackerly, 2000; Confortini, 2012).  Confortini (2012) recognises that the application 

of Intelligent Compassion is not only for feminism, or for the field of international 

relations, and hopes “for this theory to be of use to organizations and social 

movements in dominant contexts” (p118) and in this way it suits policing.  It is 

appropriate to use it as a methodology for investigating the organisation, with its 

patriarchal, hierarchical structures, and it is also for use within the organisation at a 

time when increasing the diversity within the organistion and responding to the 

diversity outwith the organisation continues to be, rightly, under scrutiny. 

 

The data collection is cross-sectional (Saunders et al, 2007) which aligns with the 

research aims, objectives and research questions which were to gather accounts of 

individuals’ leadership development experiences to date and to hear their accounts 

of their leadership approach in practice so they could be considered alongside the 

current context in policing.   

 

Ethical approval was received from the University of Manchester and the Police 

Superintendents’ Association were approached via their National Chair at the time.  

The PSA were extremely supportive of the approach and publicised the research in 

their weekly newsletter to their c120066 members, inviting interested volunteers to 

make contact.  In the end 34 participants took part in the research.  Given the 

depleted numbers in policing, following many years of harsh austerity by the 

Conservative Government, the participants were particularly appreciated.  Those 

who took part were particularly motivated towards the research, potentially leading 

 
66 The data collection for this study started in September 2020 and the workforce figures from March 
2020 show that there were 1,252 Superintendents and Chief Superintendents in England and Wales 
at the time, in a workforce of 129,110 police officers (Home Office, 2021).  Superintendents (and 
Chief Superintendents) therefore make up just short of 1% of the police officer workforce. 
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to self-selection bias, which is invariably an issue with this kind of non-probability, 

convenience sampling.  Because policing is a relatively small profession, where 

many people in senior ranks do know, or know of, each other, and given that visible 

diversity is lacking, pseudonyms were provided for participants, and detailed 

characteristics of individual participants are not provided. 

 

Broadly however, group characteristics include: 

 

• One person identified issues related to their treatment as a person of 

colour. 

• 10 people identified issues related to their treatment as women. 

• 24 people had traditionally male first names. 

• Respondents were from 20 Home Office Forces and one non-Home Office 

force67.  

• 6 people were from one force, 2 forces had 3 people from each, 4 forces had 

2 people from each, and 14 forces had one person. 

• The number of years in the superintending ranks ranged from 1 to 15. 

• The number of forces that participants had worked in ranged from 1 to 3. 

• Half of all participants had been on some form of leadership development 

fast-track scheme, including Accelerated Promotion, High Potential 

Development Scheme (HPDS), or Direct Entry. 

 

 

Data collection and analysis 

 

In this study, data collection and analysis took place using a phased approach: 

 

Data Collection Phase 1 - In-depth Interviews were utilised.  Imaginative 

identification with the participants was adopted, which included suspending 

 
67 There are 43 Home Office forces in England and Wales, which are regionally based.  Non Home 
Office forces include, for example, the Ministry of Defence Police, British Transport Police and Civil 
Nuclear Constabulary. 
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judgements and assumptions and using deep engagement and listening, through a 

conversational style, to elicit views, experiences and circumstances around the 

development of individuals’ leadership craft, how this manifests in practice, and 

how they thought we could improve it.  

 

Data Collection Phase 1a - Both during and after each interview critical reflexivity 

and reflection took place, with an examination of any judgements and assumptions 

which were happening.  Key observations were noted.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 1 – Interviews were transcribed, adopting imaginative 

identification as above, and using thematic analysis techniques to analyse the data 

in the interviews, organising and grouping key themes and capturing relevant 

quotes in an Excel spreadsheet.  This was used rather than specialist qualitative 

analysis software in order to maintain the essence of the participants’ voices.  Use 

of the spreadsheet enabled a clear overview of the full ‘picture’ to emerge without 

any loss of overall context (McCann et al, 2013).  As Bazeley (2013:139) warns, one 

of the problems with using qualitative analysis software is the danger of becoming 

slightly obsessed with detailed coding, to the detriment of “…imaginative and 

reflective thinking, linking, and memo writing”, all of which were central to the 

intelligent compassion methodology.  In all, around 40 hours of interview data, and 

in the region of 357,000 words, were generated for analysis. 

 

Data Collection Phase 2 - 2 focus groups were carried out, with 6 and 7 participants 

respectively, to present the initial findings of the data analysis and encourage the 

participants to engage in deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny to generate 

questioning and challenging of the identified norms, values and practices, and 

encourage critique of these and a focus on solutions.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 2 - Again thematic analysis techniques were adopted to analyse 

the data from the focus groups, and this was merged with the analysis of the 

interviews.  Major themes of diversity and inclusion, and promotion processes, 

were particularly prominent in the focus group discussions and are covered in depth 
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in another paper.  Other key issues relevant to this paper which emerged strongly 

were the blame culture in policing and the related reluctance to challenge poor 

behaviour and practice. 

 

The next section describes the findings in more depth. 

 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Because the study relied on a sample of respondents who willingly volunteered to 

contribute their time to take part, we might make some assumptions about their 

motivations, and of course the same could be said of any research method 

(Deifenbach, 2009; Pyatt, 2003).  The respondents had volunteered to take part in 

the study after reading about the purpose of it, and the majority of respondents 

who had given up their time to take part confirmed that they were passionate 

about people leadership and motivated to contribute towards improvements in 

how we deliver this in policing, with a view to improving future leaders and making 

conditions better for future superintendents.  As Kevin illustrated: 

 

“…it’s really easy to sit on the sidelines and snipe and moan. And go 'oh 

yeah it's rubbish!' but if you're not prepared to offer your thoughts or 

even lean in and help, then actually why are you in the service in the 

first place?  Everyone has these grand public service motivations to start 

with so what's happened?  I'm really keen to try to help shape and make 

people think slightly differently.” (Kevin) 

 

Overall, 50% of the respondents were graduates of some form of fast-track 

leadership development programmes, including Accelerated Promotion (AP), High 

Potential Development Scheme (HPDS) or Direct Entry (DE).  Whilst it’s not possible 

to establish the overall proportion of those in superintending ranks who are 

graduates of such schemes, it is anticipated that this is an over-representation, 

indicating that those who responded have a particular interest in people leadership 
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development and delivery which might be over and above other colleagues in the 

same rank. 

 

Participants talked in great depth about how they learned their people leadership 

craft and this is covered in a separate paper.  The findings set out here give a 

detailed picture of how participants report that they actually deliver people 

leadership in practice.  Following the Intelligent Compassion methodology, 

participants were deliberately asked broad questions so that they could talk about 

their experiences in a way that honoured what was important to them.  Because 

this approach aims to give voice to participants, much of this section is set out using 

their words. 

 

 

People Leadership - What does this mean in practice?  

 

After talking about how they learned their people leadership craft, participants 

were asked “What does this mean in practice?  How do you ‘do’ people 

leadership?”  with prompts of “What techniques do you use?” and “What might it 

be like for staff to be on the receiving end of you – what might they experience?”. 

 

As set out above, these questions were very broad and unguided, using deliberately 

bland language with the intention of eliciting natural responses.  Of particular 

interest was the language that people used when they described their approaches 

and what they do.  Over 80% of respondents used language which demonstrated 

attitudes and approaches which where were people focused, compassionate and 

caring. 

 

“…respect for everyone on a human level.  Regardless of what role we 

have in an organisation, everybody's role is as important, whether 

you're running the entire thing or whether you're making sure people's 

desks are tidy and clean or whatever.  It's about knowing people's 

names.  Knowing the stories of as many people as you can so that they 
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feel like you respect them as a human being, not just another, a number 

on a page... I think my people would say I care.” (Will) 

 

“very much a personal style of leadership, a personal touch of knowing 

people understanding them, just trying to work through their issues.” 

(Andy) 

 

“I really strongly like people.  I'm really personable, I like to talk.  I do 

really just care about people, as cliché as that sounds!  I like to interact 

with people” (Adam) 

 

Interestingly, this notion of caring for others was not at all seen as a feminine 

trait, which can be a common stereotype, but one that was demonstrated by 

virtually all participants.  This use of language by Ken was particularly telling, 

when he associated compassion with being paternalistic.  This links well to 

Charman’s (2017) findings that compassion is becoming less of a gendered 

concept. 

 

“I've got a paternalistic style - I wanna look after people really…when 

you see people struggling, I take it quite personally really…you need to 

make time for people...everyone's really busy and we've got meetings 

coming out of our ears and it's difficult, but you've got to find time for 

the personal interactions - it's really important.” (Ken) 

 

And critically, people understood why it is important, and that is ultimately an 

understanding that if you treat people well, ethically, as decent human 

beings, they will do better and when they do better, they are more likely to be 

able to deliver the day job.  Ultimately this approach appeared to come from 

a real passion for delivering good quality policing to the public. 

 

“I think the basic thing has always been there that I want to look after 

people… It's very interesting, actually. Because when I when I first 
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worked with [coach] on the coaching course, we were talking about one 

of the things and I can’t remember what model it is, but he was one of 

the things where you talk about whether you’re a people or a task 

person. And everybody that I've ever worked with and any 360 that 

you've ever seen, and they will always be about people...They will 

always tell you that I’m a people person but interestingly, [coach] just 

made me stop and think one day when he said to me, ‘why do you look 

after the people?’, [and I said] because otherwise the job doesn't get 

done.  I’ve thought about it so many times over the years, and I guess, 

you know, there absolutely is an element because I've got such a strong 

ethos about who I am as a police officer and what we’re there to do as a 

police service. So absolutely, the task is there.  I can't, you know, we’re 

not we're not going to get any of that done unless the people are right 

in the first place.” (Esther) 

 

“ultimately, you know, leadership is about It's a type of relationship with 

a group of people…if I'm trying to influence them whether it's a parallel 

level or whether it's people working for me or above, you know, to get 

that buy in or for me to have the best chance of influencing people's 

behaviour, and if my job isn't about influencing people's behaviour, then 

what is it about?  So that is going to be much easier to do if those 

people feel that I am invested in their futures, that I care about what's 

important to them, that I want to achieve, and make things right for 

them and look after them and I've got their interests at heart...when I'm 

trying to deal with a PC who's worked X amount of overtime, had rest 

days cancelled, and had to do X, Y and Z and then they're a bit fed up 

and pissed off. How if you're asking them to go the extra mile, or take 

that extra care of that victim or spend that little bit of time just making 

sure the quality of the file that they're completing is up to standard. You 

know, if you're going to be successful at doing that, if you're going to 

tap into that additional capacity that people have to offer, for me, you 
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need to make sure that that individual feels that you are invested in 

their future, that you care about their interests.” (Frank) 

 

“You very easily forget what influence you've got on fairly junior staff, 

you know, a little conversation, little chat, make sure you do it, make 

sure you have time to do it and do it genuinely because you are 

genuinely interested in somebody just joined or just got promoted or is 

thinking about that. Spend the time with them. Because that's where 

the influence will come. That's where the culture, creating the right 

culture comes from... I’d hope that they’d know that you’re sort of 

genuinely interested in in them as individuals, and genuinely interested 

in the job that they're doing - the frontline policing bit that they're doing 

or the current challenges they've got?  It's not a tokenistic gesture. I 

have conversations with them and genuinely want to help them find a 

way through whatever it is we're trying to sort out.  So it's a genuine 

interest in the problems they've got and an interest in them as people 

and what they’re seeking to move forward either in their career or they 

just need a bit of support because of the things at home, or whatever 

that may be, but but that, that they think you're genuinely interested 

and there to help them in what they're dealing with.” (Harry)  

 

And even when it did not come naturally, people were aware of the importance of 

showing that they are interested in people beyond work, and were striving to be 

better at it. 

 

“I did a couple of 360s and thought yeah, there's some stuff in there.  I 

think just not really bad stuff.  Just not necessarily making the right 

connections.  Sometimes I have a tendency to be really clear about the 

end game and not always worry about the personal issues for people 

and just talk to them about work stuff, but of course I realise now that 

people need to feel like you care about them a bit and you can't just be 

talking work with them all the time.  And there was a comment in one of 
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my 360s which said 'its a bit like being interviewed every time I come 

and see you'!  cos I was talking about work stuff.  I’m not naturally 

talking like 'how are you?'  but now I'll say to myself sometimes - you're 

talking work now and I'll ask how they're doing.  I'm aware of the 

importance of that and I’m aware of the importance of work stuff but 

it's also important to make sure you have non-work conversations with 

people.” (Ben) 

 

Whilst it took the feedback from the 360 to highlight the issue, Ben took it in the 

nature intended and acted on it.   

 

Participants clearly talked about compassionate approaches as a whole, using 

language of understanding, knowing, caring and supporting, and people also talked 

about the various elements of compassion more specifically, which are drawn out 

here under the elements of noticing, empathising and taking action. 

 

 

Noticing 

 

As discussed in the introduction, the first part of compassion is noticing others.  

Enabling this involves being visible and accessible, talking to others and genuinely 

paying attention to their circumstances.  Leaders can facilitate this through enabling 

channels of communication, being approachable, and creating a climate where 

people will be willing to talk openly and honestly.  Many of the participants 

mentioned actions that put them in positions where they could notice others.  

Talking about ensuring regular communication with the team via vlogs, Will 

highlighted how he invited conversations. 

 

“I always talk about the consequence of that [the job] on individuals.  

We're not just public servants, we've all got home lives, and making sure 

that people know they've got support - supervisors, welfare - come and 

talk to us if this is hurting you and your family at the moment.” (Will) 
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Going further, others recognised the importance of making themselves available in 

areas where the staff are rather than expecting staff to come to them.  Visible 

leadership is valued by front line staff (Ordon et al, 2019) and in addition it gives 

leaders the opportunity to notice more.  Many examples of this were given by 

participants. 

 

“I'm probably most comfortable walking into the report writing room 

with a bag of doughnuts, cliché as it might sound - that's the bit of the 

day I love.  That’s when you find what's going on in the place that you 

lead.” (Martin) 

 

“As a leader it’s about being interested, so I go round to sections, I go 

into briefings I go into debriefs.  I went to the de-brief the other day and 

the section had been to hell and back, so I just took some biscuits in and 

made them all a cup of tea.  And it was just having a talk through.  So 

being interested and being visible is key...” (Gina) 

 

“And asking people you know, when you ask people how they are ‘Hi, 

you alright?’…I remember doing it once I said it to somebody and I 

walked past them, but their response was just that little bit, ‘Alright. 

Yeah. Yeah.’ (subdued) And I came back and I asked ‘no, are you really 

alright?’  And he just burst into tears.  It was a retired cop who’d come 

back.  I was like, ‘Oh, my goodness. What's the matter?’ I shut the door. 

And he was like ‘you’re the first person to actually care’” (Esther) 

 

But whilst the participants in this research could see the value of being visible and 

accessible, it is clear that it is not happening everywhere, and all leaders do not take 

the same approach. 

 

“so yesterday I went out on patrol with one of the cops in the city 

centre and they were really like 'oh, why are you coming?' and I was like 
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well if I don’t know what you're doing I can't influence how to help you.  

So I try and do it quite a lot, but there are other Supers who question 

why I do it...you have to make time for it cos that's your job!” (Wendy) 

 

“…the lack of visibility is huge for me.  Leaders, people just don't think 

they have to go and say hello to people, you know, I left [department] 

and 18 months later, I still have people sending me their leave forms or 

their forms for permit for authorities to apply for jobs because they still 

thought I was the chief inspector because I was the last person that 

they’d seen and I hadn’t worked there for 18 months.  And there have 

been 5 other Chief Inspectors there during that time.  So you know, 

visibility is huge. We just don't ever go and speak to people.” (Esther) 

 

And some participants highlighted that, even if there was visibility, people may not 

want to speak up due to the presence of a blame culture in places, which stifles 

communications.  This is explored further below. 

 

 

Empathising 

 

Building on noticing, and also linked to the concept of psychological safety where 

people will want to speak up, is actually paying enough attention to be able to 

understand what is going on, and therefore being able to empathise.  So asking for 

feedback and really actively listening (and hearing) is critically important here, as is 

engaging people so they are really involved in informing decisions and leaders are 

able to understand their views and experiences.  Over two thirds of the participants 

talked naturally about doing this as part of their personal leadership approach. 

 

“I regularly genuinely just ask people to say 'how does it feel being 

managed by me, is there anything you want me to do differently, is 

there any support you need?'” (Adam) 
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“Well, one of the things I'm quite open about when I do the sort of 

teamwork, is to create an environment where people feel comfortable 

telling me straight what they feel.  I think that's the first basis.  If you 

can build the trust and confidence so that people say how they feel.” 

(Geoff) 

 

A few also mentioned in particular the positive influence of negotiator training, and 

how this can be applied to people leadership more generally to create better 

opportunities to understand others. 

 

“I was a trained negotiator. Really, some of the skills that I learned in 

terms of communication, listening and hearing - and there's a difference 

- and some of the skills I learned in crisis situations are no different to 

the skills I apply to [role], and other individuals that I deal with…knowing 

what works and what doesn't work, and reacting and learning from the 

feedback, makes for better leadership.” (Geoff) 

 

Once again, however, it was clear that this approach was not adopted or supported 

by everyone in policing. 

 

“Just because I'm a Chief Super, doesn't mean that I know everything.  

And pretty much what’s guaranteed is that every day when I walk out 

the door from a day's work, I'm always learning other things.  A lot of 

the solutions come better from the front-line cos they’re living and 

breathing it every day.  So that leads me down to that listening element.  

So listening to your staff and taking into account suggestions about how 

you're seeking improvement adds a huge amount of value, not only to 

me but also to them, to know they've got the opportunity of being 

heard.  And I think that involvement, I think, I don't see a lot of that.  

Certainly in the senior levels [you hear] 'oh this is my experience, this is 

the way it's always been done, this is the way it needs to be done, this is 

the way it's gonna be done, you need to do this, when I was a Chief 
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Inspector at this', and...there’s a lot of reference to people’s back 

catalogues.” (Owen) 

 

Action 

 

The key part of compassion which demarcates it from empathy, is taking action to 

improve the circumstances of the other.  And here there were many things that 

people mentioned that they do to improve the circumstances of others, including 

adopting a values-based approach to their actions – particularly around trust, 

fairness, and ‘doing the right thing’ – and being good role models. 

 

“I think there’s two key values that define my approach.  The first is 

trust.  So I think leadership is built on trust relationships.  The second is 

respect, and that's respect for everyone on a human level. ” (Will) 

 

“I've come in as a Superintendent much more able to understand what I 

should be looking for as a leader in terms of giving the right clarity, 

governance structures, the right kinds of attitudes and behaviours and 

the need to lead by example, and being transparent with procedural 

justice.  The fairness of the processes - you'd do it with the community 

and also internally with your own staff.  I’ve become more self-aware 

over the last few years.” (Ben) 

 

“Local PSA chair said I was naïve cos I kept doing maverick things.  I'm 

not naïve.  I do things because I believe they're the right things to do.  

And I challenge when I think things are wrong…What would the wise 

man say? - and he'd often say 'Just do what you think.  If you think it's 

right, go and do that.' And I often think I'm driven by that more than 

anything else really in terms of the way I lead and try and treat 

people...” (John) 

 



 158 

And wider than improving circumstances for individuals, respondents were also 

clear that in addition to demonstrating warmth towards people, it is also critical to 

demonstrate competence in delivery and performance in the role, but one should 

not be at the expense of the other: 

 

“…sometimes we see here where people might have compassionate 

people skills, but they don’t, can’t connect to that operational 

delivery…it’s good to have those behaviours, but you’ve got to land 

them into something.” (Ben) 

 

“…what’s interesting, on my reflection of our leadership…is we revert to 

type…what we find easier is the operational stuff when we just start 

going into action, but actually that is not the leadership that is needed 

to sustain change.” (Frances) 

 

 

Compassion in relation to performance management 

 

Given that we were talking about people leadership, inevitably approaches to 

performance management were discussed.  In relation to taking action, this took 

many forms, including supporting and developing people and rewarding good work; 

this was in the context of giving clarity and aiming to get the best out of people by 

knowing and understanding them. 

 

“I just believe in people, so any development that I could ever do with 

myself or with others has always been to help people…So I do really 

proper one to ones with my staff. I always have done…we were talking 

about how important one to ones were, and how I expected everyone 

to do them and that I would do them first and I expected everyone to 

follow and really, you know, everyone understands where the objectives 

are and what we're trying to work to.  But then also know about the 
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person and understand what they need to get the best out of them.” 

(Esther) 

 

“Reward and recognition.  Making sure that the quiet stuff that people 

just get on and do, making sure that I've got other people reaching into 

the business for me who can tell me that that stuff's happening, so that I 

can then send a quick message just to say 'I’ve heard about this thing.  

That's awesome.' - constantly looking to recognise the positives in a 

visible way.” (Will) 

 

Also in relation to performance management, and an issue which came up many 

times in the interviews, without prompting, was about challenging poor behaviour - 

the ability to have honest conversations and challenge poor behaviour, giving 

feedback in a respectful way.  Challenging poor behaviour is essential to 

compassion, because to allow poor behaviour to carry on means that some people 

are suffering as a result of that behaviour, and as we have seen from the recent 

reports set out in the introduction, not only can this damage individuals but it is also 

hugely damaging to the reputation of the police service as a whole, which threatens 

legitimacy, and so is a critical issue.  However challenge and feedback come with 

some element of risk in terms of how the other might respond, so it is important to 

recognise that compassion can often take courage, and most of the participants in 

this study demonstrated such courage. 

 

“…sometimes you have to have difficult conversations and I'll have 

difficult and honest conversations with people but doesn't have to be 

done in a in a dominant manner and trying to dominate the people. I 

think it can be done in a very adult to adult type conversation, not adult 

or child type conversation…you've also got to be very, very honest with 

people. And I'll be honest with people, I’ll them if I think they've done a 

bad job, and I also tell them if I think they’ve done a good job. ” (Brian)  
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“I had a male colleague behaving very inappropriately off duty at social 

occasions in terms of non-consensual touching so I had to deal with 

that...your actions have got to meet your words so I gave that individual 

the highest possible sanction I could - I actually sent it up to chief 

officers as gross misconduct but it came back as misconduct so I gave it 

the highest sanction I could - a final written warning.  I can't on the one 

hand be saying to my female colleagues 'we really value you as 

individuals cos of the contribution you make’…then the next minute you 

know females are being inappropriately touched.  You've got to be very, 

very hard on that.” (Steve) 

 

However, it is also clear that people do struggle with this.  This is evident in 

some of the cases highlighted when unacceptable behaviour goes without 

challenge for sometimes long periods of time and although many respondents 

did give feedback where needed, they recognised that many people around 

them do not do the same. 

 

“…I've had other people that I've challenged, who've, like, you know, got 

to 20 years’ service behaving in a particular way. And all of a sudden I'm 

saying to them, that’s not good. That's not good enough. And they say, 

‘but I've been like this for 20 years, no one else has ever challenged me’. 

And of course, they then say ‘so it must be you’. But, and I was talking to 

my then ACC and said, ‘I seem to have more than my fair share of these 

difficult people’. And he said, No, it's not that. It's just that you are one 

of the few people that actually do something about it.” (Claire) 

 

“I managed someone who's behaviour and attitude was deeply 

unhelpful and people said he'd always been that way but no-one had 

ever challenged him on it…..it gets so much more difficult to deal with 

the longer it gets left…there needs to be consequences for behaviour 

and there needs to be some sort of comeback for the supervisors that 

didn't deal with it...we need to call people out on it if they've not been 
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polite and professional and courteous - if they're not challenged it just 

continues doesn't it?  And I think those things are really important for 

successful leadership.” (Catherine) 

 

More widely in relation to performance management, many respondents 

talked about approaches which were adopted at force-wide level by the 

command team or individual chief officers, but many of these approaches 

described were the antithesis of compassionate, being lacking in 

understanding and focused on blame, instead of focused on improvement.  It 

is worth mentioning these here because they featured heavily in the 

interviews, and the negative impact that some of these approaches have is 

profound, both on individuals an on the wider culture. 

 

“[they] create a competitive…a culture of tension amongst lots of 

people and backbiting and worrying and nervousness that they're on 

the case and [they do] it on purpose, intentionally to drive change, but 

bloody hell it has a damaging effects on some of the people around 

[them]...I know for a few that, you know, the tension and stuff created 

amongst senior management, it creates a really quite difficult culture 

for people to work in because it creates a lot of tension.” (Harry)   

 

“I wouldn't want to work under that executive regime.  [The chief 

officer] wore it as a badge of honour, that they'd made somebody cry 

before a performance meeting.  That's not me.  They may say I'm too 

soft and I think the [chief officer] I currently work for is of a similar ilk.  

That unless you are...if you show any weakness then you're no good to 

them and I would argue that showing empathy is not weakness.” (Neil) 

 

“Now at the moment, I see that [performance management meeting] 

playing out in two different ways. It’s either going to be an adult to adult 

professional conversation between colleagues. Yeah, where we accept 

that there's some difficult challenges and we talk about problems and 
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we talk about how we're trying to work through and different ways we 

might do things and how we think we're going and get some, some 

honest feedback and give some honest feedback. Or it will be a 

thumping the table, pointing the finger ,not interested to hear about the 

fact that you had three murders on that weekend and bla bla bla bla bla, 

just ‘Why is that shit? Why can't you put half a percent on that 

number?’ Now I really, really hope it’s the former, but there's a lot of 

worry amongst our team, they’re going to be going to be the latter… if it 

is like that, then I'll get the kicking …and then when the next quarterly 

one comes up in [month], I'll probably spend about three weeks with my 

team, preparing the defence for that ahead of the meeting, in order that 

I can come up with whatever bullshit I need to come up with to cover 

my arse. And we'll just, that's not, we won't be focusing on doing the 

things we need to do to support our offices and deliver on behalf of the 

public.” (Frank)  

 

“Some of the better Chief Officers I've worked with have sought to 

understand what you can bring to the conversation.  Have sought to 

understand more about you so they can try and elicit things that will be 

valuable in the conversation but too many transmit all the time.  

Transmit - I want this by this date, I want to see this improvement in this 

area by this date.  It’s very much top down, very much directive.  the 

worst parts of that are where it becomes very command and control - 

it's almost kind of threatening.  They seek to make people 

uncomfortable because they think that putting pressure on someone is 

the way to get results or to get output, when actually it is the reverse.” 

(David) 

 

And participants also recognised the role of lack of challenge in this process, 

and also the wider context and the potential ripple effect of this.  In 

particular, participants picked up on this in both of the focus groups, 

commenting: 
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“I think it’s people preserving their career chances, if I’m being brutally 

honest…and I think it comes back to that blame culture as well. And the 

difference between a performance culture and I used to joke we haven’t 

got performance cultures, we’ve got promotion cultures, and I don’t 

think we quite understand the difference.” (Steve) 

 

“…I found it really interesting.  I challenged a Chief once.  And I always 

remember it stayed with me for years because he said to me, yeah, I’ve 

been telling the Home Office that for years.  It doesn’t stop.” (John) 

 

“Part of the problem is that the performance culture comes from the 

very, very top, I mean, as in Home Office and HMIC.  So there’s the 

pressure on the exec to provide that performance, provide that data.  

And so it’s really hard to, you’ve got to sort of start it from the very, very 

beginning…how do you pass that down, but while allowing that warmth 

and compassion to come through – it’s really difficult.” (Wendy) 

 

Participants did recognise that there is a time and a place for a more ‘command and 

control’ approach, but it is definitely not all the time and everywhere, and in fact 

Geoff commented that he probably only needed to be “in command and control 

mode” for around 5% of the time, adopting a coaching approach for the other 95% 

of the time, and Martin also highlighted the need for adaptability: 

 

“I think adaptive leadership is really important.  What I try to be these 

days is quite explicit to the room, whatever the environment might be. 

As to which one they might expect…so [described a live job] I might start 

the day by saying 'I make no apology, this is going to be quite a 

transactional day.  I'm going to ask for some stuff to be done today and I 

expect it to be done.  And there are other days where you might say 'ok, 

today's a discussion folks.  I don't want to lead the discussion.  I want to 

hear your views.'  You should be able to adapt but I think at the core of 
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that there should be consistency so people know what to expect.” 

(Martin) 

 

 

Compassion Constrained 

 

Beyond performance management, it is important to note that respondents also 

said that a compassionate approach is what they want to see from their own 

leaders more consistently.  When talking about their own chief officers, who are 

essentially the line managers of chief superintendents, over 60% of participants 

were clear that they wanted to work for people who demonstrate empathy, 

compassion and support for staff. 

 

“[when CC retired] So on that day he was free from being a police 

officer, and he gave the most tremendous speech I've ever heard.  And I 

went to him afterwards and I said, ‘Why didn't you deliver that speech 

when you came out to all teams?’  Because I said, ‘You came across as 

passionate, that you give a shit, you care, you understand what we're 

going through, you understand the implications. And you know that 

actually, you agree with us’.  Em, I said ‘and you didn't do any of that 

when you came out before, you were just really political, straight faced. 

This is the corporate line’. I said, ‘I like this person! This is the one I like 

and I would follow you to the ends of the earth if you’d have given that 

speech’, and that's the comparison. Really, I just don't think they always 

get that...And he just said ‘Well, I couldn't because I was the chief 

constable of [force] and I have to do as I'm told by politicians.  They’re 

my leaders’.  I don't agree!” (Esther) 

 

“Need that personal touch - to know that they care.  I'd give more to 

those who care.” (Robert) 
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“That would be my single biggest plea to senior leaders, is some genuine 

emotional intelligence and empathy.” (Ivan) 

 

But although the respondents in this research described a huge amount of people 

focused and compassionate behaviours that they reported to display themselves, 

and that they want to see from their chief officers, in addition to the examples 

given above, it is clear that this style is not adopted by everyone and there are areas 

where the culture constrains compassion. 

 

“If someone needs to stop me in the middle of the corridor and have 3 

mins because they're not great or they need, you know some TLC, I 

don't care how busy it is, unless it's life or death, I will try to give them 

that 2 or 3 minutes.  Whereas the culture is one of, no you should be 

bustling past them, getting into the office.” (Ivan) 

 

Other indications of variations in culture and style were also highlighted a number 

of times: 

 

“one of my things is honesty - absolutely fundamental to my leadership 

style and it's the same with colleagues as well (in SMT).  They've all been 

really different but we've all had that honesty.  Some other SMTs I've 

worked with haven't had it and it's been appalling.” (Gina) 

 

“It's about being accessible and open and facilitating…I've got one 

inspector who said ‘you're so different to the last Super because every 

good idea I came up with they just said no to’.  It was in the too difficult 

box.  Whereas I'm like 'lets try it'.  You try it don't you.  Write it up, 

that's good learning.” (Tina) 

 

Nearly two-thirds said that witnessing or experiencing poor leadership was good 

learning on how not to lead and a number of people reported that seeing poor 

behaviour actually became an inspiration to them, which encouraged them to push 
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themselves for promotion because they saw others going for it who they did not 

respect or rate in terms of ability. 

 

“I think there is a bit of a push from others and a push from yourself, 

but one of the real things that inevitably drives this sort of scrambling 

up in policing is you look around you at people who've got to similar 

positions and you think, well if they can do it..!  They're, they're doing 

this and they’re bloody awful!...they're not so good. I could easily do 

that.  It can be quite sort of perverse what that drives...And particularly 

when a process is announced.  I’ll speak to sort of sergeants and 

inspectors because I see the same with lots of them. They'll say things 

like ‘I wasn't sure whether to go for this one this time, Boss but, but so-

and-so has gone for it you know and they’re shit!  And I’m not having 

them get through, cos that would be horrendous!  Cos I might end up 

working for them!’  It’s not a great sort of reason to go for promotion 

but there’s a real sense of reality to that.” (Harry) 

 

However, sadly sometimes the toxicity appears to be too far ingrained; some 

people described an overtly macho culture which does not value or encourage 

compassion or people focus, and when people do not see good quality behaviours 

in others, and when that seems deeply embedded in the organisational culture, it 

can serve as a de-motivator and blocker to ambition, which was mentioned by a 

number of people. 

 

“In terms of myself now I'm making a conscious decision not to go any 

further up in the ranks cos I'm not prepared to change into the type of 

leader that I would have to become to be part of the existing culture 

and behaviours at Chief Super and above, because I feel like I'd have to 

change my values and who I am.” (Frances)  

 

Worse still, were those who potentially become role models for others, leading to 

toxic behaviours being emulated. 
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“…every time you get promoted it almost acts as confirmation that your 

leadership style must be great because someone's just promoted you, 

so it kind of amplifies behaviours and acts as kind of confirmation bias.  

So when you get the occasional sort of monster who goes up through 

the ranks three or four times, it just teaches them that they must be 

right and them shitting on people and treating people awfully is clearly 

the way to get ahead. They then set that example for other people who 

potentially think ‘Well, yeah, that is the way you do it’” (Frank) 

 

Happily however, some others have found themselves working with people who do 

really inspire them for positive reasons. 

 

“I had an incredible pool of people to learn from.  It was a really good 

learning environment…I've been incredibly fortunate…I was really 

supported by some peers and I try to pay that forward with people that 

have come behind me.  We have got a really talented Super and Chief 

Super pool and I've been really well looked after.  We've had some 

brilliant leaders in [force] and again you look up to people who are like 

you sometimes, but we've had some really good authentic leaders that 

staff from the ground floor up would genuinely go over the top of the 

trenches for.” (Victor) 

 

All this shows the huge variation in leadership approaches within policing.  

Respondents favoured compassionate and supportive approaches and 

demonstrated varying levels of frustration that others did not, with some being 

clear that they saw themselves as outliers in the wider organisation.  Being 

supportive of people and critically, challenging poor behaviours – both of staff and 

peers, and of senior officers – were both recurring themes which respondents 

demonstrated, but they described a wider culture where these behaviours were not 

perceived to be commonplace, and where actively harmful behaviours were in 

evidence, which often had a poor impact on performance.  Those who have an 
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awareness of how people respond to compassion are really clear that, firstly it’s the 

right thing to do, and secondly it helps them to deliver the business of policing.  

Ivan’s example was particularly stark: 

 

“For me, leadership is a bit of a looking down, over your flock kind of 

thing, whereas in policing it seems to be a looking up thing about, you 

know, impressing the powers that be above you, more so than looking 

after the flock below you.  And the ‘points win prizes’ are for the above.  

So for me it's the looking down on your flock and making sure they're 

ok.  I guess it's servant leadership in a way...You know to be told by your 

teams ‘please don't go, you're lovely, you're the first leader that’s spent 

any time wandering round making sure we're ok, who knows our 

names’ all that sort of thing.  And then to be told by a senior leader ‘well 

you know you need more of an edge, you know they should feel like it’s 

a bit of a bashing to talk to you and stuff; they should only approach you 

if they need stuff’, and all those things are just really alien to me and 

again we've talked about the fact that I'm still a Superintendent.  One of 

the decisions we've made is, do I want to play the game of becoming 

somebody I’m not, or am I going to be comfortable being me but 

potentially not progressing.  And I think we know the the answer to that 

one... One of my DSs [Detective Sergeant], when I did the Detective 

Super role, I walked into the office one day and I said ‘I'm going to need 

a few people, there’s a job that’s just come in and apologies, you're 

going to be late off and blah blah blah’.  And the question they fired at 

me was 'who's asking?'.  And I was like, that's a strange question.  I kind 

of, um, I explored it afterwards.  So I said ‘it's me’, and when the job was 

dealt with I said 'really weird question to have led with' - took them into 

a room with a cup of tea and and we had the whole kind of play the 

conversation back to them, and what it boiled down to is because it was 

me asking, they were willing to do it, because they were willing to do 

the discretionary effort.  They were that honest with me, they said if 

that had been somebody else, they would have told them they had 
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childcare arrangements, and for me that was really telling... And it was 

symptomatic of you know actually you do invest in us, you do come 

through the office, you do talk to us, you do know us, you seem to care 

about us.” (Ivan) 

 

The overall impression was of a cohort of participants who are passionate about 

people leadership and about improving it, but who often find themselves in places 

where others do not feel the same and do not act the same.  Without consistency 

of leadership expectations and development, inconsistency of leadership 

approaches is inevitable, and people often found themselves almost the exception, 

rather than the norm.  This can be a tiring place to be, and this was reflected in a 

number of respondents being really quite disillusioned. 

 

“And I for one am really concerned to some extent about the quality of 

leaders that we have in the police and I'm not just talking about senior 

levels, whereas at the moment my feeling is that you’ve got sergeants 

and inspectors - it's almost like the blind leading the blind on leadership 

and making good decisions, but that translates to all levels...You only 

have to look around to see who’s in some of these positions.  I often 

think ‘My God!  How did that individual get to where they've got to?’  

They're treating their staff like that and it proves to me time and time 

again that we haven't got this right.  But it can often feel like a bit of a 

lone voice when you experience this and you see it.  Yeah, I think it's a 

bit worrying actually when you look at the state of leadership in the 

police.  Really look at it.  Really look at how people perform and how 

they manage their people.  I think a lot of this thing about the focus on 

health and wellbeing I think is a token effort.  It's to tick a box.  And if 

they think their staff aren't smart enough to see it - what a 

condescending thing to think about.  We employ some really smart 

people - they see through all this.  And that gap between chief officers 

and those on the coal face - that gets wider, because of some of these 

issues.” (Owen) 
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DISCUSSION 

 

From these findings it can be seen that participants in this research appear to want 

to lead with compassion and want compassionate leadership from those around 

them.  This plainly aligns with what front line staff also want (Ordon et al, 2019).  

Worline and Dutton (2017) conceptualise compassion as fundamentally a response 

to suffering, and set out that the role of leaders is to create space for expression of 

suffering, so that it can be attended to and empathised with, with a view to taking 

action to alleviate the suffering.  In this study respondents did not often talk about 

suffering or compassion explicitly, but it could be seen that they were active in the 

various stages of the compassion process of noticing, empathising and taking action 

to improve circumstances.  Widening the compassion process set out by Worline 

and Dutton (2017), it can be contended that compassion does not have to only be in 

relation to a response to suffering, but can be with a view to improving the 

circumstances of others, regardless of the starting point (Boyatzis et al, 2013).  This 

legitimises the use of compassionate approaches, not only in response to suffering, 

but at all times, with a view to delivering continuous improvement for individuals 

and for organisations.  However, these findings also show that compassionate 

leadership is not universal in policing, so why might that be?   

 

It has been found that some of those in power rarely demonstrate responses to 

suffering and sadness because it can be perceived as being associated with 

weakness (Martin et al; 2015; Van Kleef et al, 2008).  As we saw in the introduction, 

conservatism, resistance to change and cynicism are deeply embedded and 

enduring features of police culture, and with other key enduring features being 

machismo and prejudice, it is easy to see why it might be difficult for compassion to 

break through and become more prevalent.  In healthcare, de Zulueta (2016:6) 

found a similar scenario, contending that “…compassionate leadership cannot 

thrive in organizations…with “negative organizational receptivity”…”, and 

conversely found that where staff are engaged, supported, respected and valued, 

they are more likely to be receptive to and able to demonstrate compassion.  We 

have seen that there is some evidence that the culture in policing is slowly shifting 
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towards more positive elements such as care, inclusion and progressiveness (Brown 

et al, 2019), but dominant cultures are a powerful reinforcer of current practice and 

attempts to change that practice can often be met with strong resistance, 

particularly when that change can be seen as a threat to self-interest, self-identity 

and status (Yüksel, 2017), which are likely to be strongest amongst the majority and 

dominant groups.  In fact Loftus (2009; also Brown et al, 2019) goes further, 

explaining that those in the dominant group might not only resist, but might 

actively engage in ‘ressentiment’ in the face of challenge, manifesting in 

harassment and bullying, and whilst Cockcroft (2020:83) found that police leaders 

do often favour more positive leadership approaches, as we found in this research, 

he also recently found that:  

 

“…at present, there does appear to be a degree of resistance directed 

towards the imposition of management styles that re not seen as 

reflecting traditional police culture values.”  

 

In addition to, or perhaps impacting on, the dominant culture, it has been found 

that, as well as not responding to others’ suffering, those in positions of power over 

others can often be less likely to even notice the suffering of those not of the same 

status in the first place.  This can sometimes be due to the culture of busyness 

(Hakanen and Pessi, 2018; Pookavoos; 2017) and many participants highlighted that 

this culture does commonly exist in policing at senior levels, which resonates with 

the findings of Caless (2011).  Creating time and space for noticing is therefore a 

critical factor in fostering compassion, albeit not easy in the pressurised context 

that senior leaders find themselves in.  However people can also fail to notice 

others due to empathy bias (where people are more likely to favour people like 

themselves) (Bloom, 2017; vak Kleef et al, 2008; Worline & Dutton, 2017), and in 

some cases due to social dominance orientation, where some people who believe 

they have a right to dominance over others have been found to have decreased 

activity in the part of the brain which deals with empathy (Martin et al, 2015).  In 

addition, research has found that people in senior roles in organisations have often 

been promoted precisely because they display behaviours which are the antithesis 
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of compassion, such as insensitivity and aggression (Boddy, 2017; Reed, 2015).  This 

potential empathy gap in some senior leaders may be exacerbated in policing due 

to the high levels of trauma experienced in policing.  Recent research shows that if 

people have had repeated exposure to trauma, which has not been properly 

debriefed and they have not been properly supported, it can lead to emotional 

detachment and depersonalisation, making it more difficult for those people to feel 

empathy (Lennie et al, 2020; Miller et al, 2019).  Coupled with the issue highlighted 

above, where sometimes those in positions of power fail to notice others, if people 

are also less likely to feel empathy, we now have potentially two breaks in the 

compassion process. 

 

In relation to the third part of the compassion process – taking action to improve 

circumstances – given that it has been shown that that role modelling and 

emotional contagion can impact on behaviour, and leadership can impact on 

culture (Sarros et al, 2002; Martin and Heineberg, 2017; Worline and Dutton, 2017), 

it is essential that leaders lead by example when it comes to taking action to 

improve the circumstances of staff in their organisations if we are to generate 

compassionate cultures.  Many participants in this research described adopting a 

values-based approach towards their actions, often based on trust, fairness and 

‘doing the right thing’ based on an ethical assessment of what ‘right’ is.  A key issue 

which was referred to frequently was performance management.  Participants 

talked about how they support staff to develop, and reward good work, and many 

mentioned the importance of challenging poor behaviour.  But once again, it 

appears that this is not universal.  The lack of challenge of poor behaviour and 

performance was also found to be an issue in this research and this does align with 

conservative thinking such as resistance to change and acceptance of inequalities; 

compassion is associated with more liberal beliefs (Hirsch et al, 2010; Harper & 

Rhodes, 2021).  Given the many reports of unacceptable conduct highlighted at the 

start of this paper, this is a major concern and one that urgently needs some 

focused attention.  Given that a core role of policing is to challenge unacceptable 

behaviour in communities, it does seem ironic that there is a lack of such challenge 

within the organisation, and this leads to serious questions around legitimacy – how 
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can police challenge others if they cannot challenge themselves?  The importance of 

giving and receiving feedback in relation to leadership development in policing has 

also been stated by Janssens et al (2017) and Nilsen et al (2018), who also found 

that police officers admitted they were not good at it, even though it is critical; with 

Doyle (2019:334) going as far as to highlight that when feedback (along with 

support) is missing “…officers literally failed to thrive”.  In relation to misconduct of 

police leaders, Hough et al (2018:542) found that policing needs to develop “…an 

organisational ethos where leaders can be challenged” and, critically, be supported 

when faced with challenge; ultimately the fundamental role of policing is to tackle 

bad behaviour which harms others in the wider community and the same approach 

needs to be adopted within the organisation where some of the suffering, from 

overtly bad behaviour, as well as from poor leadership behaviours, can be just as 

acute.  Challenging poor behaviour is a core part of compassionate leadership and 

takes courage (West, 2021) and, as well as being essential to reducing harm to 

those within the organisation, it is critically important to legitimacy because, as 

Marsh (2022: webpage) points out:  

 

“The public will not tolerate situations where officers protect each 

other from wrongdoing, and professionals in policing need to feel 

empowered to challenge behaviour…”  

 

Part of the problem is that if people have succeeded in being promoted into senior 

roles in organisations whilst displaying harmful behaviours, they are unlikely to 

perceive those behaviours as being problematic in the first place.  And incivility in 

work spreads.  It has been found to operate in a viral way (Porath & Pearson, 2012), 

and if this is led from the top, it is easy to see how this could easily permeate an 

organisation and go unchallenged, particularly in such a hierarchical organisation as 

policing, and there was evidence in this research of people emulating poor 

leadership behaviours.   The good news is that compassion also has a ripple effect, 

through a process of emotional contagion (Barsade, 2002; Hatfield et al, 2014), 

having benefits for the people demonstrating the compassion, those on the 

receiving end of the compassion and even those who witness compassionate acts, 
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all of whom are then likely to go on to demonstrate compassion themselves (Lilius 

et al, 2011), and so emotions and compassion can be fostered in organisations, 

particularly by leaders (Martin and Heineberg, 2017; Worline and Dutton, 2017), 

but this has to be done with intention. 

 

The lack of challenge has also been associated with the existence of a blame 

culture, which was also identified in this research, and such a culture can be 

extremely damaging to individuals and to organisations (Heaton & Tong, 2019; 

Punch, 2000; Waring, 2011).  Psychological safety is one element needed to 

counteract blame (Edmondson, 2019).  In the absence of psychological safety, 

people will simply hide their suffering and not share their experiences, views or 

ideas, which resonates with the findings of Tietsort (2021), who discovered that if 

people are uncertain about how their suffering will be received in work, they are 

likely to limit their disclosure, to the point where they minimise or completely 

conceal their circumstances, which reduces the opportunities to enact this first step 

of the compassion process.  Psychological safety is often compromised where there 

is a blame culture if people feel that they will be berated for speaking up, which as 

we have seen can be common in command and control hierarchies (de Zulueta, 

2016); but the existence of psychological safety is not only important for fostering 

compassion, it also leads to enhanced ethics, creativity, innovation and learning, 

which are critical for organisational improvement (Heaton & Tong, 2019; Punch, 

2000; Waring, 2011).   

 

A lack of compassionate leadership, and a blame culture, was also highlighted by 

respondents in this research in relation to performance management at the wider 

organisational level.  Participants described how aggressive and humiliating 

approaches to performance meetings were not only detrimental to the wellbeing of 

individuals, but also were not effective in improving performance.  In a study 

examining the implementation of the Compstat performance management 

approach in policing in the US, Yüksel (2017:1308) found that initial resistance to 

the approach from officers was largely due to the performance management 

meetings being based on the dehumanising approaches of “intimidation, 
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humiliation and negativity”.  It was only when the tension in the meetings was 

reduced, following a change in leadership, that officers became more accepting of 

and positive towards the approach.  Further, in the UK, Hough et al (2018) found 

that a focus on ‘bottom-line’ (i.e. numerical targets) in relation to performance 

management was in conflict with ethical considerations when it came to decision 

making and that the focus on quantitative targets could lead to unethical 

judgements; a lack of ethics in organisations has also been associated with a lack of 

empathy (Dietz and Kleinlogel, 2014), and so logically also suggests a lack of 

compassion.  Ultimately, putting people in positions of fear and discomfort can 

simply stifle compassion (de Zulueta, 2018) and breed the wrong kinds of 

behaviours.  Demonstrating understanding of why the performance picture might 

be as it is, and taking supportive action to help improve performance is a key 

feature of compassionate leadership; this might take more time and effort, but is 

likely to lead to better performance than the simplistic approach of humiliating 

people and shouting at them to do better. 

 

Given this assessment of potential problems with senior leadership in 

policing, it is heartening that this research found that compassionate leaders 

do exist at senior levels, despite the evident challenges.  So how might we 

harness this for the benefit of the organisation? 

 

 

Liberating Compassion in Policing 

 

This paper has shown that compassionate leadership is an approach which values 

people as human beings for all that they bring, and generates respect, dignity and 

wellbeing, which leads to improved performance, and which benefits individuals, 

the organisation, and wider society.  Arguably then, policing should be bold and 

clarify that a compassionate people leadership approach is expected, and should 

then develop it with intention.  Leadership development in policing is covered in 

more depth in a further paper.    
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It is clear that key elements of enduring negative culture, including conservatism, 

machismo, prejudice, cynicism and resistance to change (Bowling et al, 2019; Brown 

et al, 2019; Constable & Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005;) can constrain compassion in 

policing, and there needs to be an intentional and consistent approach to 

challenging those and highlighting the damage that they do through dehumanising 

people and blocking improvements.  Alongside developing police leaders with 

intention, and relentlessly identifying and challenging poor behaviour, in order to 

tackle the negative aspects of police culture, it is also critically important to harness 

the positive elements of police culture, which appear to be emerging, albeit slowly 

(Brown et al, 2019), including compassion, professionalism, inclusivity, learning and 

progression (Brown et al, 2019; Charman, 2017).  Leaders need to take 

responsibility for leading by example and role modelling these characteristics, and 

truly recognising, valuing, rewarding and promoting them where they find them; 

adopting an appreciative inquiry approach here, which involves identifying and 

amplifying strengths (Cooperrider & Fry, 2020), can help with this and can help to 

create a learning culture more widely (Brown et al, 2019; Liebling et al, 2010 in 

Constable and Smith, 2015; Alimo-Metcalfe, 2012).  And it is critical to engage 

everyone on this, to show that this threatens no one – it only improves 

circumstances for all.  A key opportunity exists with the current drive to recruit 

20,000 officers by March 202368.  There are challenges associated with this of 

course, whereby: the requirement will actually be to recruit around 53,000 officers 

in total over that time in order to balance natural turnover69; even if the 20,000 

‘uplift’ can be achieved, those numbers will not replace the 43,000 police personnel 

lost between 2010 and 2019 (Home Office, 2019); and by March 2023, it will mean 

that a significant proportion of all officers will be extremely young in service and 

therefore relatively inexperienced.  However, the opportunity comes with the 

potential to harness the compassionate values of these recruits, as identified by 

Charman (2017); and with such a significant volume, it may be that there is 

potential to interrupt the assimilation into the entrenched culture which has been 

 
68 A challenging target: https://skillsforjustice.org.uk/news-insights/response-to-the-latest-police-
uplift-programme-statistics  
69 https://skillsforjustice.org.uk/news-insights/20000-police-officers-will-it-be-enough  
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experienced by many who have gone before (Bowling et al, 2019; Constable and 

Smith, 2015).  As with Brown et al (2019), this research did identify that change in 

culture has been happening and it is possible to continue this, which gives us real 

optimism: 

 

“…I think there is a generational change.  I think people that are coming 

through the police service now probably are going to have more 

compassion than our previous predecessors.  Certainly, you know, in the 

30 years that I’ve been in the police service, it’s been hugely 

different…there’s a huge change, and we sometimes forget how far 

we’ve come.” (Esther) 

 

And ultimately we know from this research that there are people in senior roles in 

policing who demonstrate compassionate leadership in their daily practice, and 

critically, who understand why it is important; because it is a basic human right and 

need that in all aspects of our lives, we should be able to live with dignity and 

without fear, including in work, and when we foster this in our organisations, our 

people can deliver services with the same ethos.   The service needs to value, 

celebrate and promote these people as their role models for the future: 

 

“My other thing is people who care.  If I've got someone who gives a 

damn, I can work with that because it shines through if you're dealing 

with victims, if you're just doing your job, if you're in the back office, 

whatever it is you're doing...what I look for in recruitment is those 

people who really care, cos they make such a difference.” (John) 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Following the many reports of unacceptable behaviour in policing that have been 

highlighted, leaders are being held responsible for changing the culture, and it has 

been shown that they do influence it (Cockcroft, 2020), but they have to do it with 
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intention.  Now is the time to focus on this.  This paper has argued that 

compassionate leadership can be the antidote to toxic behaviour in organisations, 

and it has shown that some senior leaders in policing do aim to deliver 

compassionate leadership by enacting all parts of the compassion process – 

noticing, empathising and taking action to make improvements.  However, there is 

also clear evidence that compassionate behaviours are not universal in policing and 

that there are a range of barriers at each part of the compassion process, largely 

related to the enduring and deeply embedded facets of police culture which 

constrain compassion and can lead to negative outcomes.  In this way it has been 

shown that, although the theory of compassion at work offers a positive alternative 

for organisations, there are clear challenges with implementing the theory in 

practice, particularly in policing in England and Wales. 

 

This paper offers optimism, by: demonstrating that there are senior leaders in 

policing who report delivering compassionate leadership despite the 

identified barriers; highlighting that culture is slowly shifting towards more 

positive elements; and by showing that there is a clear opportunity to harness 

the compassionate values of a significant number of new recruits currently 

coming into policing in England and Wales.  However, in order to maximise 

these positive elements, policing needs to embrace them and maximise them 

with clear intent in order to accelerate the culture change needed. 

 

Although this research generated much rich data, this study is limited by the 

fact that participants were self-selecting and, although it can be argued that 

qualitative data saturation was achieved, the relatively small number of 

participants means that this data is not generalisable to all leaders in policing.  

Further research to establish a more representative picture would be useful, 

along with work to understand and evaluate how culture change can be 

accelerated more effectively in policing. 
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PAPER 3: People Leadership in Policing - Compassion and Inclusion 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

There have been persistent calls to improve diversity and inclusion in policing in 

England and Wales for over 40 years, but progress has been frustratingly slow.  And 

although there has been a focus on recruiting people from under-represented 

groups in an attempt to increase diversity, there has been a lack of focus on the 

importance of promotion processes as a way of embedding and maintaining 

diversity and fostering inclusion at all levels in the organisation.   

 

Drawing on concepts from literature on compassion at work, this research set out 

to explore how police leaders learn and deliver their people leadership craft, and 

how leadership development can be improved.  The research was guided by the 

methodology of Intelligent Compassion, and involved in-depth interviews and focus 

groups with 34 police Superintendents in England and Wales.   

 

In addition to addressing the original research questions, which are covered in 

separate papers, the data also highlighted critical issues around inclusion, which are 

examined here.  The data showed that most participants had been excluded in 

some way due to their diverse individual characteristics differing from the policing 

‘norm’.  A major concern for participants was how promotion processes allowed 

favouritism to thrive in a number of places, stifling diversity.  Social identity theory 

is used in this paper to explain this perpetuation of homogeneity and exclusion, 

which is extremely harmful to individuals and the organisation, and which 

ultimately threatens legitimacy because it compromises representation at all levels 

in the police hierarchy.  

 

The paper shows that compassion is intrinsically linked to inclusion and concludes 

that, although there are signs that the enduring police culture is improving, it is too 

slow.  Compassionate leadership encompasses inclusive leadership and is urgently 
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needed in policing if it is to make significant progress on genuine inclusion and 

representation. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The need to improve diversity and inclusion in policing has been discussed for many 

years and was recommended in relation to racial diversity in both the seminal 

Scarman (1981) and MacPherson (1999) reports (Cashmore, 2002; Law, 2015).  A 

number of action plans have been developed since then, but police organisations 

have failed to improve diversity in a way that moves them to full representation of 

the communities they serve.  The UK Parliamentary report by the Home Affairs 

Committee (2021), produced 22 years after the MacPherson Report, highlighted 

that at current rates it would be another 20 years before the police was reflective of 

the racial diversity in England & Wales – a full 60 years after the Scarman Report; 

and The Police Foundation’s (2022) assessment is more bleak, claiming that the 

police may never achieve full ethnic representation based on current rates70.  

Diversity reporting in organisations is largely flawed (CIPD, 2022) and the same is 

true in policing, where only limited information is currently gathered, covering race, 

sex & gender, and age (Home Office, 2021).  From the data available, it can be seen 

that there have been attempts to increase the numbers of officers joining the police 

from under-represented groups, and whilst there has been some positive 

movement in relation to recruitment of women and people from Black, Asian and 

other minority ethnic communities (Home Office, 2021), it has been noted that 

there has been a lack of focus on the role of retention and promotion of people 

from under-represented groups once they get into policing, in relation to 

embedding and maintaining that diversity and fostering inclusion at all levels in the 

organisation (Hasan, 2021; Linton, 2014). 

 
70 The Police Foundation estimates that the proportion of people from Black, Asian and other 
minority ethnic communities in England and Wales will be 27.1% by 2050 and that it would take the 
police service until 2079 to achieve this workforce mix, by which time the proportion in the general 
population is likely to be higher. 
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It is a fact that white men are over-represented in the policing workforce compared 

to the general population (Home Office, 2021)71 and this has endured since policing 

began in 1829.  Another enduring feature of policing is the strong culture of the 

profession, and whilst there can be seen to be some nuances in culture in relation 

to, for example geography or rank, or over time (Brown et al, 2019; Charman, 2017; 

Cockcroft, 2020), it is widely acknowledged that machismo, conservatism, cynicism, 

solidarity and prejudice appear to be persistent features of policing culture (Bowling 

et al, 2019; Brown et al, 2019; Constable and Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005; Loftus, 

2010; Moore, 2015), which are maintained within the long-term organisational 

context of rank and hierarchy.  There is no doubt that there are a great many 

competent and professional people doing brilliant work as police officers, who have 

been shown to demonstrate empathy, compassion, common sense, teamwork 

(Charman, 2015; 2017), professionalism and bravery.  However, there is also sadly 

no doubt, evidenced by the many recent cases reported, that there is also bigotry 

and exclusion in existence within policing7273 (Hasan, 2021; Logan, 2020; Maxwell, 

2020; Sandhu, 2021), which is likely to be contributing to, and impacted by, the lack 

of diversity in the organisation.  And as long as bigotry exists within an enduring 

culture of machismo and prejudice, it damages and taints everyone, and presents a 

threat to both internal and external legitimacy, which invariably makes policing 

more difficult due to the subsequent reduction in organisational commitment 

(Findler et al, 2007; Hitlan et al, 2006) and reduction in compliance of communities 

(Charman, 2015; Hough, 2021). 

 

This paper is a result of research which was situated within the theoretical 

framework of compassion at work.  The research focused on: understanding how 

senior police leaders learn their people leadership craft and how they enact people 

 
71 As at March 2021, 67.6% of police officers were male and 92.4% of officers were white (Home 
Office, 2021), compared to 49% of the general population being male (ONS, 2021), and 82.4% of the 
population being white (The Police Foundation, 2022). 
72 https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/investigations/inappropriate-conduct-charing-cross-police-
station-metropolitan-police  
73 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-glasgow-west-59404508  
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leadership in practice; and exploring how we can improve leadership development 

in policing.  Some of the results are covered in more depth in separate papers.  

Through the exploration of individuals’ leadership journeys, in addition to 

addressing the research aims, it was found that, due to enduring norms around the 

‘traditional’ police officer being predominantly white, heterosexual, Christian and 

male (Workman-Stark, 2017; Swinnerton-Gismondi, 2020), within the culture set 

out above, many people working in policing, including in senior leadership roles, are 

experiencing exclusion and are suffering as a result, which is the antithesis of 

compassion.  This paper focuses on these findings, and will firstly set out the 

importance of diversity and inclusion to policing and clarify how valuing diversity 

and ensuring inclusion are intrinsically linked to compassion.  There will be a brief 

examination of the current context around diversity and inclusion in policing and 

some of the barriers to making improvements.  An outline of the intelligent 

compassion methodology which was adopted, will be provided, before the findings 

are set out, showing that most of the respondents were negatively impacted in 

some way by the lack of inclusion, and therefore exclusion, in policing, which is 

compounded both by culture and processes, especially in relation to promotion and 

progression.  The findings are then discussed in the context of social identity theory 

and empathy bias.   

 

This paper argues that, whilst there are senior police leaders who report that they 

clearly understand, and enact, the importance of valuing diversity and fostering 

inclusion in policing, moves to improve diversity and inclusion across policing are 

stifled by the enduring dominant culture, and this is compounded by policies and 

procedures which enable the dominant culture to be perpetuated, particularly in 

relation to promotions processes.  The paper further argues that whilst time, effort 

and resource should continue to be focused on tackling bias against others such as 

racism, sexism, homophobia, ableism and other discrimination, at the same time, 

policing must also make a conscious effort to tackle the inherent bias towards 

others that perpetuates the cultural norms which have endured for many years, i.e. 

the bias that drives people to promote people who are like themselves.  It is only by 

adopting the principles of compassion, where all life is of equal value (von Dietze 
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and Orb, 2000) and all people are actively genuinely valued equally, that this will be 

achieved.  This demands that people in policing make a concerted effort to develop 

authentic empathy with others, that they constantly reflect on their own 

preferences, as well as biases, and that they apply genuine sceptical scrutiny to 

these preferences and biases in order to actively choose difference.  Staying in 

individual comfort zones is easy, and people feel comfortable around people who 

are like themselves.  Deliberately moving beyond this comfort zone is the only way 

policing is going to make progress and move towards representative diversity and 

inclusion in policing in England and Wales, at pace.  Recommendations are made for 

further investigation of the use of an ‘all-inclusive’ approach (Stevens et al, 2008; 

Jansen et al, 2015) with a view to challenging culture, improving processes and 

embedding compassion at work in order to ensure inclusion, and therefore 

delivering improved outcomes for individuals, the organisation and wider society. 

 

 

The Importance of Diversity and Inclusion at Work 

 

When contemplating diversity and inclusion, many organisations consider this in 

relation to ‘protected characteristics’ which are protected under UK law74.  

However, when we consider diversity in its widest sense, accepting the fact that 

each of us is uniquely different from the next person in a range of ways, we can 

include a varied range of other characteristics such as, for example, personality, 

educational background, work style and work experience as well as more traditional 

‘differences’ such as gender, race and age (Linton, 2014; Syed, 2019).  There is a 

fundamental ethical argument in favour of improving diversity and ensuring 

inclusion in organisations, based on the equal opportunities approach of 

discrimination being simply unjust, and therefore outlawed via legislation (Linton, 

2014).  And in addition, many have shown the business benefits of diversity and 

 
74 Protected characteristics as set out in the UK Equality Act 2010 are age, disability, gender 
reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, 
and sexual orientation.  See www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/equality-act for more information:  
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inclusion in organisations, demonstrating that valuing and harnessing difference 

gives organisations real strengths in a range of ways, including improved decision 

making, better understanding of customer base, positive organisational change, 

increased innovation and productivity, better individual and organisational 

performance (Jain et al, 2000; Linton, 2014; Scott-Baumann et al, 2019; Slater et al, 

2008; Stevens et al, 2008; Syed, 2019) and increased financial benefits, particularly 

where diversity and inclusion strategies are founded on ethics such as care and 

dignity (Gotsis and Kortezi, 2013 in Scott-Baumann et al, 2019; Slater et al, 2008).  

And in a national survey of diversity and inclusion in policing in the UK, Graham et al 

(2021:4) found that:  

 

“When force employment practices were perceived to be more 

inclusive, this was associated with higher levels of emotional energy, job 

satisfaction, work effort, and professional commitment, and lower levels 

of intention to quit.” 

 

Perhaps an even more vivid viewpoint is to consider what happens when we have 

the opposite; where diversity is shunned in favour of homogeneity and where 

people who are classed as ‘different’ to the ‘norm’ are excluded.  On an individual 

basis, exclusion is a form of bullying and oppression (Ng et al, 2022; Rosander and 

Blomberg, 2021), and in general can lead to anger, withdrawal, low self-esteem, 

depression and even ‘impaired cognitive capacity’ (Abrams and Rutland, 2008:47; 

Lüders et al, 2016).  In the workplace, and in policing in particular, the bullying 

nature of exclusion has often been found to be accompanied by harassment of 

varying levels, from incivility to microaggressions to assault, which can cause stress, 

fear, long-lasting trauma and distress, and even suicide attempts and potentially 

successful suicides (Hasan, 2021; Park and Haun, 2018; Porath and Erez, 2007; 

Workman-Stark, 2017).  With such horrific outcomes at an individual level, it is easy 

to see how people subject to such exclusion would find it difficult to deliver 

effective performance in the work setting, and we know from much research that 

where people have impaired wellbeing, there is a negative impact on performance 

(Porath and Erez, 2007; Wheeler, 2016).   In addition to the individual level, 
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exclusion can be seen at a number of other levels including societal, organisational 

and inter-group levels (Abrams and Rutland, 2008).  In relation to the workplace, 

this is significant and it is important to understand the implications; at the 

organisational level, policies and processes can cause exclusion (leading to what has 

been called ‘institutional racism’75 for example (Lea, 2000; MacPherson, 1999), and 

at the inter-group level, this manifests where some groups become ‘in-groups’ who 

may dominate ‘other’ groups, particularly when feeling threatened (Abrams and 

Rutland,2008; Hogg, 2016). 

 

Because policing in particular has the potential to touch so many lives from all 

backgrounds, diversity is arguably even more important in police organisations and 

has the potential to have a significant positive impact; where officers are 

representative of the wide range of communities they serve, they will arguably be 

better at representing the interests of those communities (van Ewijk, 2012), leading 

to fairer treatment and more legitimacy in the policing approach (Hough, 2021; The 

Police Foundation, 2022).  Given the nature of policing, where, in theory, anyone 

who joins as an officer has the potential to become a chief constable, it is of 

‘academic curiosity’ (van Ewijk, 2012:77) that there are commonly such low levels 

of diversity in police organisations, and especially at the more senior ranks. 

 

 

Compassion and Inclusion – Intrinsically Linked 

 

There are a number of definitions of compassion in the literature and it is widely 

accepted that compassion consists of a process of: firstly noticing the circumstances 

of the other or others; secondly empathising with the others, being able to resonate 

with how they might be feeling and experiencing their circumstances; and finally 

taking action to improve the circumstances of the other or others (Kanov et al, 

 
75 “instituional  racism;  that  is,  racial  prejudice  and  discrimination  which  are generated by the 
way institutions function, intentionally or otherwise, rather than  by  the  individual  personalities  of  
their  members” (Lea, 2000:219) 
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2004; Simpson et al, 2013; Worline and Dutton, 2017).  In this way compassion 

relies on empathy, but takes it a step further with the addition of action which is 

focused on improving circumstances (Meechan, 2017).  It has been contended that 

compassion is a fundamental part of the human condition, featuring across cultures 

(Hofstede, 1997, in Bass and Steidlmeier, 1999) and this has been reaffirmed by 

studies in a number of disciplines, such as developmental psychology (Bloom, 

2015), religious history (Armstrong, 2011), anthropology and archaeology (Spikins 

et al, 2010).  Similarly, the need to belong, or the concept of ‘belongingness’ – being 

accepted and valued by others as your authentic self – has also been found to be 

fundamental to the human condition, and also has its roots in a range of disciplines, 

being linked to compassion through the phenomenon of people living in groups and 

caring for one another as an essential part of human survival throughout time 

(Baumeister and Leary, 2017; Jena and Pradhan, 2018; Levett-Jones et al, 2007). 

 

The benefits found which are related to compassion in the workplace are very 

similar to the ones related to valuing diversity and fostering inclusion, and 

belonging, at work, including improvements in individual wellbeing and resilience, 

and organisational benefits such as improved workplace satisfaction, engagement 

and commitment, improved productivity and reduced turnover (Jena and Pradhan, 

2017; Katsaros, 2022; Moon et al, 2016; Simpson et al, 2013; Worline and Dutton, 

2017).  Inversely, when people have a reduced sense of belonging, there are severe 

negative consequences, which are akin to those set out above in relation to 

exclusion, being that people feel anxiety, depression, stress (Levett-Jones et al, 

2007) and suicidal ideation (van Orden et al, 2008).  The starting point to 

appreciating the importance of valuing diversity and fostering inclusion in 

organisations is to first notice and understand the circumstances of those who often 

feel excluded, and to comprehend how that exclusion comes about.  In this way, it 

becomes part of the compassion process of noticing, empathising and taking action 

to improve the circumstances of the other, through creating circumstances where 

people feel they belong and are valued (Kanov et al, 2004; Simpson et al, 2013; 

Worline and Dutton, 2017).  As Gibbs (2019:164) clarifies: 
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“To fully appreciate, and better understand, how a range of social 

identities—race, gender, sexuality, class, etc.—contribute to systemic 

and structural oppression and the discrimination experienced by an 

individual requires compassion”  

 

In addition, a core principle of compassion is that all life is of equal value (von 

Dietze and Orb, 2000), which is aligned to the principle that all people are created 

equally, as set out, but patently not lived, in the US constitution (Peterson and 

Åkerströ, 2014).  This concept was highlighted in relation to inclusion several years 

ago by Kandola et al (1995, in Linton, 2014:20) where diversity management was 

considered to be about ensuring inclusion and “embracing everyone”, and has been 

reinforced more recently by West (2021:128) who clarifies that compassion is about 

noticing everyone, being able to empathise with all and being willing to help 

everyone in an organisation so that they can be at their best.  He is clear that, in 

relation to leadership: “If leadership is not inclusive of all in the organisation, it is 

not compassionate”.  Workman-Stark (2017) talks about inclusive policing 

organisations being ones where everyone is treated fairly and everyone has a voice, 

which fundamentally underpins the notion of an ‘all-inclusive’ approach, whereby 

when we work towards inclusion, in addition to working towards enhancing the 

representation and value of those from under-represented groups, we also actively 

work to recognise the value and include those in the over-represented groups 

(Stevens et al, 2008).  It has been shown that compassion in work does lead to 

people feeling valued, through being cared for and recognised (Frost et al, 2000 in 

Gibbs 2019).  And compassion is ultimately about improving the circumstances of 

the other (Meechan, 2017), so in this way compassion and inclusion are intrinsically 

linked; and exclusion, which causes suffering not only to those who are excluded 

and therefore oppressed, but also to those who witness the exclusion (Gibbs, 2019), 

is therefore incompatible with compassion.  As Jena and Pradhan (2018:460) put 

simply: 

   

“Today’s employees prefer to be a member of an organisation that is 

inclusive and values their participation”  
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However, there is complexity in relation to our understanding of compassion and 

how it manifests in organisations.  As set out above, to have compassion for 

another, firstly we have to notice them and have empathy for them, but empathy 

can cause us problems in relation to diversity and inclusion because there is 

evidence to show that people often have empathy bias, where they empathise 

more readily with people who are like themselves, or people who they judge to be 

friendlier to them or better at communicating with them (Bloom, 2017; Dutton et 

al, 2014; Hougaard and Carter, 2022; Wiseman, 2007).  Immediately then, we can 

see how this can exclude those who are perceived to be ‘different’ to us.  This is 

linked to stereotyping and prejudice that we can develop (consciously or 

unconsciously) towards those who we do not perceive to hold the same 

characteristics or values as ourselves (Swinnerton-Gismondi, 2020).  Stereotyping 

others is effectively de-personalising and de-humanising them (Hogg, 2016), which 

is the antithesis of compassion.  Compassion requires us to have empathy and to 

take action to improve the circumstances of the other, but if we only empathise 

with some people, we invariably exclude others, and it is not authentic compassion.  

In the context of policing, where the ‘traditional’ police officer has, for many years 

been seen to be predominantly white, male, heterosexual and Christian (Workman-

Stark, 2017; Swinnerton-Gismondi, 2020), it is clear that if empathy bias is at play, 

then people not in those categories are potentially less likely to be included and 

cared for as equals.  This links strongly to social identity theory (SIT), which was 

developed by Tajfel in the 1970s, from studies which sought to understand 

prejudice and discrimination, and which posits that people strive to belong in a 

group which is perceived to be ‘better’ than other groups in order to validate their 

behaviour and generate self-esteem, and so people are drawn to being associated 

with, and are more likely to follow, people like themselves, and reject others 

(Charman, 2017; Hasan, 2021; Hogg, 2016; Hoggett et al, 2018; Hougaard and 

Carter, 2022).  It is ironic that the craving for social relationships which arguably 

gives us evidence that compassion is fundamental to humanity (Spikins et al, 2010), 

is also responsible for divisions and hostility towards groups who are considered to 

be ‘different’ (Haji et al, 2016; Hougaard and Carter, 2022).   
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Compassion and Inclusion in Policing 

 

A new National Standard for Workforce Data is being developed by the Home 

Office, College of Policing and National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) working 

together, in order to better represent some elements of diversity in police 

workforce statistics, reflective of those characteristics which are protected in law, 

which has previously been inconsistent across forces.  Comprehensive data is not 

yet available but information on ethnicity, gender and age is available by rank, and 

although it is still imperfect, it does give us a broad picture.  As of March 2021, 

Home Office (2021) figures show that, although in the general population in 

England and Wales, 17.6% of the population were from Black, Asian and other 

minority ethnic communities (The Police Foundation, 2022), only 7.6% of police 

officers are from these communities (having only increased slightly from 4.8% in 

2011).  This proportion is smaller in the more senior ranks; only 4.5% of 

Superintendents and 7% of Chief Superintendents are from those communities and 

this drops again to 4.7% at Chief Officer level76.  Of all police officers promoted in 

2020/21, only 6.5% were from Black, Asian and other minority ethnic communities, 

which is an under-representation, within an already under-represented group.  In 

addition, when we consider people leaving policing, voluntary resignations and 

dismissals were higher for those officers from Black, Asian and other minority ethnic 

communities than they were for white officers77, which aligns with other findings 

showing disproportionality in relation to disciplinary action against Black, Asian and 

other officers from minority ethnic communities, which also impacts negatively on 

promotion chances (Bury et al, 2018; Cain, 2019; Hasan, 2021).  Overall this is a 

picture of a slow improvement in representation to a position where whole 

communities are still under-represented in the workforce, are less likely to be 

promoted, more likely to be disciplined, and more likely to resign or be dismissed.  

At current rates, it is estimated that policing is unlikely to become representative of 

the ethnic mix of the community, even by 2079 (The Police Foundation, 2022).   

 
76 Compared to 8.3% in the Constable rank (Home Office, 2021). 
77 27% compared to 15.1% voluntary resignations and 2.9% compared to 1.2% dismissals (Home 
Office, 2021). 
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In relation to gender78, as at March 2021, 32.4% of all police officers in England and 

Wales were female, a proportion which has increased every year since it was 26.3% 

in 2011.  And similarly, whilst representation is improving, and is better than in 

many other countries79, progress is still slow, and it is still a long way from reflecting 

the wider population in England and Wales, where 51% of all people are recorded 

as being women (ONS, 2021).  According to The Police Foundation (2022), at 

current rates it will take another 20 years before gender representation is achieved.  

And again, this proportion gets smaller in the more senior ranks80 with 34.3% of 

constables being female, but only 28.7% of Superintendents and 25.2% of Chief 

Superintendents being female.  The outlook is currently better at the most senior 

level, with 31.8% of the 236 Chief Officers being women.  But overall, only 29.4% of 

promotions in 2020/21 were of women (Home Office, 2021), which again shows an 

under-representation amongst an already under-represented group.  Whilst the 

proportion of new officers who are women has increased notably compared to 

previous years81, a much higher proportion of women left the service via voluntary 

resignations, compared to men82 who are more likely to see out their careers 

through to retirement.  It is imperative that we question why these 

disproportionalities exist, so that we can implement appropriate solutions. 

 

And of course, behind the numbers sit human beings having often very harmful 

experiences simply because of who they are.  Stories bring meaning to the numbers 

and a number of former UK police officers are now telling their personal stories of 

discrimination, hatred, harassment and bullying (Logan, 2020; Maxwell, 2020; 

Sandhu, 2021).  There will be many more stories which are as yet untold, and we 

know that some groups in particular are even less likely to be heard than others, 

even though, or perhaps because, they may suffer on multiple levels due to the 

 
78 Figures extrapolated from both sex and gender information due to issues of data quality (Home 
Office, 2021). 
79 the proportion of female officers in England and Wales was 6th highest of 24 police organisations 
in Europe considered by van Ewijk (2012) in 2008, and 7th highest of 37 international police 
organisations in 2020 (Eurostat, 2020 in The Police Foundation, 2022) 
80 A feature found in a wide range of European police organisations (van Ewijk, 2012). 
81 41.8% in the year to March 2021, compared to 36.7% the year before, and the highest on record 
(Home Office, 2021). 
82 42.2% of female leavers compared to 29.4% of male leavers (Home Office, 2021) 
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intersectionality of difference, such as women of colour (Hasan, 2021) or black gay 

men83, for example. 

 

In relation to wider aspects of diversity, there is more evidence to show that those 

who are perceived to be different to the expected policing ‘norm’ are not well 

accepted.  The experiences of those entering the service as police officers via the 

Direct Entry (DE) Programme, or gaining accelerated promotion via the Fast Track 

(FT) Programme are clear examples (Smith, 2016).  In the context of social identity 

theory, Hoggett et al (2018) found that DE and FT officers were effectively rejected 

by ‘time served’ police officers as they did not conform to the norm of the in-group 

due to their difference in background and experience, and as Silvestri (2018:319) 

highlights, this gives us a strong sense of “the power of meaning attached to a 

police identity”.  Of particular interest were the comments made by serving officers 

in the Police Federation84 survey of 2017 (Hoggett et al, 2019; Williams et al, 2021) 

who showed their objections in the context of their own individual circumstances, 

not only discrediting the experience that the DE and FT officers would bring, despite 

them being credible and experienced leaders from a range of sectors (Smith, 2016; 

Silvestri, 2018), but also setting out that existing officers would feel that they were 

being devalued and their own promotion chances would be reduced as a result 

(Hoggett et al, 2018; Williams et al, 2021).  Through “othering” the DE entrants as 

outsiders, existing police officers bolster their perceptions of their own competence 

and value (Williams et al, 2021:2).  This is unnecessary, as the value of the existing 

officers is inherent, but they clearly felt a need to express themselves in this way, 

potentially because of the lack of acknowledgement of their value by the 

organisation (Williams, et al, 2021).  The Direct Entry Programme was introduced 

with the aim of increasing diversity in policing (College of Policing, 2018), but as 

 
83 See the award winning short film of Gamal Turawa’s story here: 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2022/jan/19/the-black-cop-a-police-officers-
story-of-racism-remorse-and-resistance-documentary  
84 The Police Federation is the staff association in England and Wales for police officers of the ranks 
of constable, sergeant, inspector and chief inspector (https://www.polfed.org/about-us/aims-
objectives/) 
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shown, this has widely been rejected by officers who are more conforming to the 

‘norm’.   

 

In a review of the implementation of ‘the diversity agenda’ in UK policing, Bury et al 

(2018:1) found that participants agreed that a culture of conservatism was evident 

amongst police leaders and that the reason progress on diversity and inclusion was 

so slow was because it is not being seen as integral to police organisations, but 

rather is being treated as an ‘add-on’.  As set out above there have been a number 

of stand-alone strategies, action plans and delivery plans related to diversity, which 

have mostly been in relation to racial diversity, and more recently in relation to 

‘protected characteristics’, but as we have seen, progress has been painfully slow.  

In 2018, the National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) developed a Diversity, Equality 

and Inclusion strategy85, setting out statements of intent in relation to the three 

areas of ‘Our Organisation’, ‘Our Communities’ and ‘Our Partners’, with the 

intention that they would:  

 

“provide a framework to accelerate progress on diversity, equality and 

inclusion, the delivery of positive equality outcomes and to ensure legal 

compliance. In so doing, we will deliver a fair and responsive service 

that engages effectively with our staff, our partners and our 

communities and builds on our organisational values and culture.” 

(NPCC, 2018:9) 

 

In the same year, the NPCC also developed a Workforce Representation, Attraction, 

Recruitment, Progression and Retention Toolkit86, to meet the commitments set out 

in the NPCC/APCC Vision 2025 document: 

  

 
85 https://www.derbyshire-pcc.gov.uk/Document-Library/Transparency/Policy-and-
Procedures/NPCC-Diversity-Equality-Inclusion-Strategy-May-2018.pdf  
86 https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/2021-02/npcc-workforce-representation-toolkit-for-
police-force.pdf  
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““To create a culture that values difference and diversity” “….Attract 

and retain a workforce….(that) will better reflect its communities” and 

“Continuing work to build a culture which values difference….” (NPCC 

2018:2) 

 

The ambitions set out in the documents are copious, but they only focus on the 

characteristics which are protected by law and do not focus on diversity and 

inclusion in the widest sense (Davis and Silvestri, 2020), and it is not clear how far 

the ‘delivery plan’ progressed.  The ‘National Inclusion Survey’ was conducted only 

one year later, in 2019, and reported in 2021 (Graham et al, 2021).  Results of that 

survey highlight that whilst overall respondents perceived that forces had a positive 

approach to tackling bias, and had supportive supervisors and inclusive teams, 

white respondents did respond more positively here than respondents from Black, 

Asian and other minority ethnic groups.  In addition, significant proportions of those 

who might be classed as ‘different’ to the policing ‘norm’ reported that they 

perceived that their ‘difference’ had a negative impact on their career progression 

opportunities, and that they had been on the receiving end of derogatory 

comments and incivility (Graham et al, 2021)87.  The more positive responses are 

likely to be somewhat reflective of the privilege of the many respondents who were 

likely to be mostly from the dominant group88, who might perceive that forces were 

doing well on inclusion, because they simply do not experience exclusion 

themselves.  Building on the findings highlighted above which are related to social 

identity theory, similar findings have been evidenced in studies where majority 

groups are confronted with suggestions that their majority status gives them 

privilege.  Where this happens in relation to racial inequality for example, in studies 

it has repeatedly been found that white people minimise and deny racism and their 

own racial advantage by focusing on their own personal hardships (Fath et al, 2022; 

 
87 For a summary of the results, see also: https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/action-to-address-
findings-of-first-employee-led-assessment-of-workplace-culture  
88 It appears that only 60% of respondents were asked for demographic information (p15).  No 
breakdown of demographics is provided for respondents apart from proportions of police officers, 
police staff, PCSOs, special constables and police volunteers.  At best we can assume that the 
respondents (low in number at 16.6% response rate) are reflective of the workforce demographic 
make up. 
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Murdoch and MacAloney-Kocaman, 2019; Phillips and Lowery, 2015).  This 

phenomenon is similar to the responses we saw to the Direct Entry programme and 

might go some way to explaining why 17.2% of male police officers responding to 

the police inclusion survey reported feeling that their career promotion chances 

were lower because of their gender89, despite the fact that men are very clearly 

over-represented in relation to recruitment and promotion and at all ranks in 

policing (Cain, 2019; Graham et al, 2021; Home Office, 2021).  This kind of reaction 

can be seen where groups feel their status is threatened (Brown et al, 2019) and 

could be a result of individuals feeling personally diminished in the face of evidence 

of their privilege, which is actually in abundance (Fath et al, 2022).   

 

In addition, the police national inclusion survey reported on ‘diversity attitudes’, 

which were measured through “antagonism towards workplace policies designed to 

help members of minority groups” (Graham et al, 2021:4).  The report shows that 

older respondents demonstrated more antagonism than younger respondents, and 

therefore older respondents were judged to have more negative ‘diversity 

attitudes’, indicating a level of resentment towards support offered to under-

represented groups.  It appears then, that rather than accepting the fact that some 

groups are disproportionately unfairly treated and under-represented, and working 

with others to overcome inequalities, some majority and more privileged groups 

respond by denial, resentment and, at worst, attack; an individualistic and self-

centred approach which is lacking in empathy for others, but which needs to be met 

with compassion in order to overcome it.  This is important to recognise and 

address because, as Linton (2014:3) finds in relation to diversity management in 

policing: “…the micro-level perspectives of employees…ultimately impact the 

macro-level practices and power relations in the organisation”.  In other words, 

these individual attitudes and responses impact on the culture of the organisation. 

 

The NPCC documents from 2018 clearly recognise the important role of culture in 

relation to valuing diversity and creating inclusion.  Much has been written about 

 
89 Compared to only 8.9% of female police officers. 
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police culture and as set out above, whilst there are inevitably varying features of 

culture according to rank, specialism, geography and other variables (Charman, 

2017; Cockcroft, 2020; Loftus, 2009), enduring features in UK policing and across 

other police organisations appear to be conservatism, machismo, prejudice, 

solidarity and cynicism (Bowling et al, 2019; Bury et al, 2018; Constable and Smith, 

2015; Foster, 2005; Hasan, 2021; Loftus, 2010); all elements which are associated 

with maintaining traditional approaches, accepting inequalities and resisting change 

(Harper & Rhodes, 2021; Hirsch et al, 2010), and which clash with notions of 

equality and improvement that are associated with compassion.  These elements of 

culture can be barriers to people joining the police in the first place, and can 

present challenges to those who do join, who are seen to be different to the 

traditional ‘norm’ (Constable and Smith, 2015; Bowling et al, 2019; Brown et al, 

2019; Moore, 2015; van Ewijk, 2012).  It has also been found that where people 

who are different to the policing ‘norm’ join as officers, they can relatively quickly 

be assimilated into the strong police culture (Constable and Smith, 2015; Loftus, 

2010; van Ewijk, 2012) which is a way of attaining social identity with the ‘in-group’ 

to generate a sense of belonging (Charman, 2015; Hogg, 2016), but which dilutes 

the value of the difference that they bring.  Clearly assimilation into the dominant 

culture is a problem if we want to harness and value diversity.  In addition, because 

exclusion happens on a number of levels, (Abrams and Rutland, 2008; Hogg, 2016), 

focusing on encouraging people from a range of under-represented groups to apply 

to become police officers is a good start, and is being attempted through many 

approaches to positive action and via programmes such as the ‘20k uplift’90 and 

Police Now91, but it only works if policing also ensures that recruitment processes 

are inclusive and not biased (inadvertently or not) towards one group over others, 

 
90 Although this has been branded as an ‘uplift’, from 2010 to 2019, under the Governments brutal 
austerity agenda, policing was cut by 42,000 officers and staff (Home Office, 2019).  Recruiting 
20,000 ‘new’ police officers over 3 years goes less than half way to replacing what was lost and 
introduces a large influx of inexperienced officers, meaning that by 2023, a large proportion of police 
officers in England and Wales will be relatively new in service.  Whilst there has been an increase in 
recruitment of female officers via this route, the impact on representation from Black, Asian and 
other ethnic minority groups has been ‘negligible’:  https://skillsforjustice.org.uk/news-
insights/response-to-the-latest-police-uplift-programme-statistics  
91 The Police Now programme has employed a more diverse group of recruits, but the numbers are 
smaller than the national ‘uplift’ programme: https://www.policenow.org.uk/impact2021/  
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and is only embedded if policing demands the same of their approaches to 

retention and progression.  However, as highlighted, many have found that 

retention and progression have been largely ignored as areas which need attention 

in relation to improving diversity and inclusion (Bury et al, 2018).  And as we have 

seen, the figures reflect problems in this area (van Ewijk, 2011; Home Office, 2021). 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

As set out above, this paper is a result of research which was situated within the 

theoretical framework of compassion at work.  The research focused on: 

understanding how senior police leaders learn their people leadership craft and 

how they enact people leadership in practice; and exploring how we can improve 

leadership development in policing.  The research philosophy adopted was the 

constructivist approach of Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 2012) which is a 

feminist critical methodology with the aim of moving towards emancipatory 

change.  The concept of Intelligent Compassion builds on the approach of Third 

World Feminist Social Criticism (TWFSC)92 as described by Brooke Ackerly.  This 

approach recognises that all experiences of oppression are equally legitimate and 

strives to make “…political theory and practice more informed and inclusive…” with 

the aim of improving decision making through enhancing quality and equality 

(Ackerly, 2000:73).  The methodological approach of Intelligent Compassion 

requires us to adopt imaginative identification with participants, by suspending 

judgements and enacting active listening, in order to generate a deeper level of 

understanding.  It also requires us to use deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny 

to challenge existing norms and values and focus us on generating solutions 

(Ackerly, 2000; Confortini, 2012).  Confortini (2012) recognises that the application 

of Intelligent Compassion is not only for feminism, or for the field of international 

 
92 Ackerly (2000) highlights that women’s experiences are often minimised in comparison to men’s 
and sets out that social criticism should recognise that people experience oppressions differently 
and that no experiences should be marginalised as they are all deserving of equal, visible and 
legitimate recognition. 
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relations, and hopes “for this theory to be of use to organizations and social 

movements in dominant contexts” (p118) and in this way it suits policing.  It is 

appropriate to use it as a methodology for investigating the organisation, with its 

patriarchal, hierarchical structures, and it is also for use within the organisation at a 

time when increasing the diversity within the organisation and responding to the 

diversity outwith the organisation continues to be, rightly, under scrutiny. 

 

The data collection comes at one point in time and is therefore cross-sectional 

(Saunders et al, 2007) which aligns with the research aims, objectives and research 

questions which were to gather accounts of individuals’ leadership development 

experiences to date and to hear their accounts of their leadership approach in 

practice so they could be considered alongside the current context in policing.   

 

Ethical approval was received from the University of Manchester and the Police 

Superintendents’ Association were approached via their National Chair at the time.  

The PSA were extremely supportive of the approach and publicised the research in 

their weekly newsletter to their c120093 members, inviting interested volunteers to 

make contact.  In the end 34 participants took part in the research.  Given the 

depleted numbers in policing,  following many years of harsh austerity by the 

Conservative Government, the participants were particularly appreciated.  Those 

who took part were particularly motivated towards the research, potentially leading 

to self-selection bias, which is invariably an issue with this kind of non-probability, 

convenience sampling.  Because policing is a relatively small profession, where 

many people in senior ranks do know, or know of, each other, and given that visible 

diversity is lacking, pseudonyms were provided for participants, and detailed 

characteristics of individual participants are not provided. 

 

 

 
93 The data collection for this study started in September 2020 and the workforce figures from March 
2020 show that there were 1,252 Superintendents and Chief Superintendents in England and Wales 
at the time, in a workforce of 129,110 police officers (Home Office, 2021).  Superintendents (and 
Chiefs) therefore make up just short of 1% of the police officer workforce. 
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Broadly however, group characteristics include: 

 

• One person identified issues related to their treatment as a person of 

colour. 

• 10 people identified issues related to their treatment as women. 

• 24 people had traditionally male first names. 

• Respondents were from 20 Home Office Forces and one non-Home Office 

force94.  

• 6 people were from one force, 2 forces had 3 people from each, 4 forces had 

2 people from each, and 14 forces had one person. 

• The number of years in the superintending ranks ranged from 1 to 15. 

• The number of forces that participants had worked in ranged from 1 to 3. 

• Half of all participants had been on some form of leadership development 

fast-track scheme, including Accelerated Promotion, High Potential 

Development Scheme (HPDS), or Direct Entry. 

 

 

Data collection and analysis 

 

In this study, data collection and analysis took place using a phased approach: 

 

Data Collection Phase 1 - In-depth Interviews were utilised. Imaginative 

identification with the participants was adopted, which included suspending 

judgements and assumptions and using deep engagement and listening, through a 

conversational style, to elicit views, experiences and circumstances around the 

development of individuals’ leadership craft, how this manifests in practice, and 

how they thought we could improve it.  

 

 

 
94 There are 43 Home Office forces in England and Wales, which are regionally based.  Non Home 
Office forces include, for example, the Ministry of Defence Police, British Transport Police and Civil 
Nuclear Constabulary. 
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Data Collection Phase 1a - Both during and after each interview critical reflexivity 

and reflection took place, with an examination of any judgements and assumptions 

which were happening.  Key observations were noted.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 1 – Interviews were transcribed, adopting imaginative 

identification as above, and using thematic analysis techniques to analyse the data 

in the interviews, organising and grouping key themes and capturing relevant 

quotes in an Excel spreadsheet.  This was used rather than specialist qualitative 

analysis software in order to maintain the essence of the participants’ voices.  Use 

of the spreadsheet enabled a clear overview of the full ‘picture’ to emerge without 

any loss of overall context (McCann et al, 2013).  As Bazeley (2013:139) warns, one 

of the problems with using qualitative analysis software is the danger of becoming 

slightly obsessed with detailed coding, to the detriment of “…imaginative and 

reflective thinking, linking, and memo writing”, all of which were central to the 

intelligent compassion methodology.  In all, around 40 hours of interview data, and 

in the region of 357,000 words, were generated for analysis. 

 

Data Collection Phase 2 - 2 focus groups were carried out, with 6 and 7 participants 

respectively, to present the initial findings of the data analysis and encourage the 

participants to engage in deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny to generate 

questioning and challenging of the identified norms, values and practices, and 

encourage critique of these and a focus on solutions.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 2 - Again thematic analysis techniques were adopted to analyse 

the data from the focus groups, and this was merged with the analysis of the 

interviews.  The key themes of diversity and inclusion and promotion processes 

were particularly prominent in the focus group discussions and led directly to the 

development of this paper.  Other related papers cover other key themes which 

emerged relating to compassion and culture, and improvements to leadership 

development. 

 

The next section describes the findings in more depth. 
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FINDINGS  

 

The research this paper is based on sought to understand how senior police leaders 

learn their people leadership craft and how they enact people leadership in 

practice; in addition, it aimed to explore how we can improve leadership 

development in policing, all within the theoretical framework of compassion at 

work.  The participants volunteered to take part in this research due to their 

motivation to improve leadership in policing, and their motivation extended to 

improving their own personal approaches to leadership; approaches which were 

overwhelmingly a result of leadership development that they had largely sought out 

for themselves.  Following their leadership development, the majority of leaders in 

this study (over 80%) reported that they displayed key elements of compassionate 

leadership, where they actively noticed staff and were able to empathise with 

them, through being visible, engaging, asking and listening, and acted to improve 

the work experiences of their staff through supporting, developing and caring for 

them.  The elements of compassionate leadership which were uncovered are 

explored in more detail in another paper.  They did also highlight however, that 

these practices are not widespread in policing and it was found that the dominant 

policing culture constrains a compassionate leadership approach. 

 

The exploration of individuals’ leadership journeys, via in-depth interviews and 

focus groups, guided by Intelligent Compassion, led to the discovery of rich data in 

relation to individuals’ experiences, which went beyond the original research 

questions.  This section outlines those further findings from the research, and starts 

by highlighting participants’ understanding of the importance of inclusion and 

diversity in policing, but also their perceptions of how their colleagues approach 

this.  The section then goes on to outline some of the personal experiences of 

participants in relation to exclusion, before considering issues around culture which 

curtail diversity and inclusion, and processes that participants reported which can 

help to sustain those existing cultural issues, particularly promotion-related 

processes.  It should be noted that, whilst participants were asked overtly about 

their own leadership development and leadership approaches, they were not asked 
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overtly about diversity or inclusion; however the majority of respondents naturally 

spoke about these issues, demonstrating how critical they are in relation to people 

leadership.  On the whole, the majority of participants in this study demonstrated 

that they do strive for inclusion and they understand why it is important.   

 

The approach of Intelligent Compassion requires us to imaginatively identify with 

participants throughout the research process, with a view to suspending 

judgements and assumptions, and allowing participants’ voices to be heard.  For 

this reason, many of the findings are presented in the participants’ own words.   

 

 

Understanding the importance of inclusion and diversity 

 

Many participants clarified that they knew why diversity and inclusion are 

important in the context of work, and demonstrated that they knew the benefits to 

the business.  Peter in particular gave a number of examples of where he had 

actively created and enabled inclusion in his teams, which had generated positive 

outcomes, such as asking staff with caring responsibilities to input on the 

development of new shift patterns, and including whole teams in problem solving, 

including more junior police staff as well as senior police officers.  Describing a 

situation with a failing team, he said: 

 

“I spent some time analysing it and thinking about how I best dealt with 

it.  I got them all together and sat them down in a circle and said 'This 

isn't a happy unit. Why is that? And how are we going to move 

forward?'  And this is important for diversity.  The person who spoke up 

wasn't the most senior officer, it was the office administrator.” (Peter) 

 

A particularly stark example was purposefully inviting a member of staff onto a 

major crime team because they were from a community where a serious crime had 

taken place.  The investigation outcome was successful, and as Peter put it: 
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“When people ask me why I'm so committed to a diverse workforce, I 

can't parrot what the chief constable says.  You have to be able to give 

lived examples of why it's important…We wouldn't have detected that 

job at the speed we did and with the level of understanding that we had 

but for [name's] contribution.” (Peter) 

 

Many others also recognised the importance of including a range of voices 

and viewpoints in work: 

 

“It's about talent spotting.  Finding the quiet ones who have the good 

ideas that are just too afraid to say but are thinking through all that 

good stuff.” (Tina) 

 

“I'm so, so wedded to diversity of the team, and it's not just about that 

[visible diversity], it's about diversity of thinking.  For me you can't 

separate those 2 things out and they're intrinsically linked.  I've got 

countless examples of where difference matters.” (John) 

 

But, when considering diversity in its widest sense, nearly 90% of participants  

recognised that valuing diversity and fostering inclusion is not where it needs to be 

in policing, and some of the frustration that generated was clear: 

 

“I look at our force, and I look at the breakdown of our force. And I don't 

think the breakdown of our force is a representation of the diverse 

community of [place] and I find that really, really hard. And I think - how 

can we engage with people, lead people, when we don't even look or 

have people who look from or are from the same culture? it's just, it's 

just ridiculous...” (Brian)  

 

“Without trying to be too intellectual about it, we're trying to 

demonstrate the faults of mono-thinking, the benefits around diversity 

from not just a 'representing the community' but actually if you carry on 
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doing it in a straight white male kind of way, we're only going to get 

straight white male perspective, which doesn’t cut it with the vast 

majority of the population.” (Eve) 

 

Interestingly, in amongst the recognition that we need to have a more diverse 

workforce, Will made an important point in relation to also valuing the people 

that we do have: 

 

“…we've almost positioned as a culture that white male heterosexual, 

they are not protected characteristics.  They are equally protected 

characteristics but our thinking has positioned that that's the problem 

that needs to be fixed.  I find it fascinating but massively frustrating” 

(Will) 

 

 

Experiences of exclusion 

 

Almost all of the participants referred to personal experiences of feeling excluded in 

relation to a wide and varied range of characteristics.  These included more visible 

characteristics such as race and gender, but also included difference from ‘the 

norm’ in relation to work background, education, personality, thinking differently, 

caring responsibilities, notions of operational competence, and perceptions around 

police officer omnicompetence and the ‘lesser’ role of police staff.  It was clear that, 

whilst the participants in this study understood the value of inclusion, some others 

are not so supportive, and this impacted on most of the respondents in one way or 

another.     

 

Education, background, thinking style and personality 

 

Respondents talked generally about how they experienced exclusion when they 

brought a different perspective and views or if they were coming from what was 

considered an unconventional background, or if they had what was considered to 
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be a ‘different’ way of thinking.  Several who had academic qualifications sensed 

that those were unappreciated, or even served as barriers, and the impact on 

individuals was tangible, leading to frustration and exhaustion.  

 

“I was brought into this role because I think differently.  People say to 

me 'you think differently', but it's framed as a problem.” (Will) 

 

“I do think that one of the things that police officers can be is quite 

narrow minded. They, they see, a particular style of life as being the 

norm and anything outside that is a bit weird. And perhaps by extension 

a bit wrong, which can lead us to be quite judgmental... The way I am is 

not that radical, but I do get people saying, ‘you know, you keep coming 

up with these really radical things.’ I think it’s only radical for the police 

force, it’s not particularly radical…also, I think it’s been more challenging 

personally than it needed to be…and I think being somebody that's 

slightly more different, em makes you even more isolated...But 

generally speaking, it's it you just sometimes feel it’s hard. It's an uphill 

struggle. And I suppose, as I've got right towards the end of my career, 

you start to run out of resilience and run out of that energy. And you 

think, maybe if it hadn't been quite so hard the whole time, that that 

might not have happened” (Claire) 

 

“Policing is very 'action-y' - just make a decision and just to it.  And we 

don't like thinkers - we mistrust intellect.  So when I did my MSc I kind of 

kept quiet about it cos I thought if they think I’m intellectualising about 

anything, I'll never get anywhere!” (Eve) 

 

In particular, those who had joined policing via the Direct Entry (DE) 

Superintendents Programme highlighted that, although they were ostensibly 

brought in with the intention of introducing diversity of background, skills, 

experience and abilities from a wide range of sectors, in fact they are not 

being called on to use those skills or share their knowledge because there is a 



 216 

lack of appreciation of them.  There is an assumption that police officers 

already know how to do all the jobs, and there appears to be a move to 

quickly assimilate the DE Superintendents into being ‘regular’ police officers, 

all of which clearly caused understandable frustration.  This was also 

recognised by those who were not DE and these examples from DE 

Superintendents themselves highlight this well. 

 

“When DE was advertised it was all about diversity of thought, you 

know 'bring diversity of thought, bring something different, challenge 

the way we think about stuff'…I'm kind of finding that at the 

moment...that they really don't want you to think differently.  They 

would rather have someone who is visibly diverse than someone who is, 

you know, bringing in a different perspective…And I think that is just 

ingrained in the culture.  It doesn’t matter what the skill set is, or what 

experiences I’ve had prior to coming into the force, it’s worth very little.  

And it’s quite frustrating and a little devaluing.” (Ivan) 

 

“I've said 'it baffles me, cos you've brought people in from direct entry 

with certain skill sets to try and make your organisation more 

diverse'…[but] They've not tried to exploit what they've brought in.  

They've tried to make me the same as everybody else really.  And I think 

a lot of DE will say that.  So it's like, why did you do it if you want the 

same as what you've already got?” (Ruth) 

 

Race 

 

Other more visible forms of difference were also mentioned, and respondents 

spoke candidly about how their different treatment as a result of their diversity had 

impacted on them, again to their detriment.  Only one of the respondents was of 

colour; his comments are extremely insightful and it is worth quoting him at length.  

John described getting a job over someone who had worked in the area for some 
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time, and some of the ongoing challenges he experiences, which have impacted on 

his resilience. 

 

“What I didn't know, was I'd come in under a recruitment of minority 

staff.  So I'd gone in to do a good job and I didn't realise I was actually 

visibly the first person who'd probably come in and [they were] 

probably thinking 'oh right, we see what's happening', so that really, I 

found difficult, and on reflection, often had to get things right really to 

prove I could do the job...and I still do.  And what I noticed then, was I 

suppose I became really alive to race and leadership and policing and 

the intersection of these things...At this moment I'm feeling really 

constrained by the job.  In this whole Black Lives Matter movement, it's 

become really difficult to just be yourself in work.  And that's been a real 

challenge for me if I'm honest and I just feel like there's very little 

support for senior officers in this position at the minute.  That's how I 

feel.  But I do love the job and I love so many aspects of it...but I can feel 

myself getting to the point...I just don't feel like I'm enjoying the 

environment at times...sometimes you need a bit of recharge.  I look 

around and think, would it be better if I went out and did something 

[outside policing]...and I don't know...I think I need a whole new 

resilience tank for the next rank.  That's how I feel...at times I just feel a 

bit jaded...Sometimes I feel like people are observing whether I fail or 

not and some probably are but I don't think it's probably as high, but it's 

very difficult.  I've found it very difficult to get perspective at times.  

When I've seen about microaggressions and stuff, I'm not sure I'm 

reading it right any more as I used to be able to...” (John) 

 

Part of the problem is that there appears to be a real discomfort around 

talking about race and diversity. 

 

“What I've realised is that everyone likes diversity, until it's challenging 

where they are in the organisation.  Then it's like 'I think we're 
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overdoing this black thing at the minute.  I think it's taking 

over.'...because people like me are pushing into Chief Super now.  They 

didn't mind it when I was a Sergeant but they don't want me up here...” 

(John) 

 

John went on to illustrate this when describing a situation when he had supported 

an officer of colour on an issue and was told by managers that he had done the 

wrong thing. 

 

“I got a call saying I'd got the wrong end of the stick…and I thought ‘this 

is the problem, they don't get challenged’.  And what I also realised was, 

they were really uncomfortable talking around race.  I'm starting to 

think this might be why black officers kick off a lot, cos they get their 

own way when they do.  And I worked with this [person] for 5 months.  

The one time I kick off, they start capitulating.  I felt empowered then.  I 

had no power up to that point.  And then I thought I can understand 

now...I'm not saying it's right...I can understand, when people say that 

the job has made them this way, maybe that's how people have got 

these combative relationships.  You'll see [local staff association for 

officers of colour] a lot going 'we're calling you out on this' and 

everyone's running around panicking...cos it's empowering.  So I found 

that really insightful as well, a real depressing picture of my chief 

officers if I'm honest...I don't want to be seen as someone who goes 

around kicking off, but I can see how it happens and black officers get 

labelled as having a chip on their shoulder...” (John) 

 

And others also demonstrated frustration at the lack of movement on improving 

diversity in policing, particularly in relation to race: 

 

“…if you look at the cohort that are currently in chief officer roles, it 

doesn’t feel representative...1981 the Brixton riots occur, and the 

Scarman report comes out. And there's a real emphasis that there was 
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not enough representation here with ethnic minority groups in policing. 

And we should understand our own service, never mind our own 

communities.  And nothing happens.  1999 we have McPherson after 

the Stephen Lawrence inquiry, saying you really don't understand your 

communities and you really don't understand your own service. And I 

have to say, nothing really happens in terms of understanding your own 

service. positive things come out of both reviews. But here we are now 

40 years on from Scarman, and 20 years on from McPherson. And we 

still don't know how many BAME95 females we've got in the police 

service.  I think it’s bloody criminal to be honest.  Maybe not criminal, 

that’s a bit harsh, but I think it’s a travesty” (Geoff) 

 

 

Gender 

 

In relation to gender, there were a number of female participants and many horrific 

stories about how women had been treated early in their careers, including a 

number of women being blocked from applying to certain roles or going on courses 

simply because they are female, which had then impacted on their whole careers; 

and dreadful language and dismissive behaviour being demonstrated towards 

women, again which had a long-term impact.  And whilst a number of the worst 

stories were from a few years ago (but no more than 25 years, so still in the recent 

past), sadly people were also clear that, while things are not always quite so overtly 

sexist as they used to be, that sexism does still exist: 

 

“The culture is so, so embedded...I still think that nepotism exists. There 

will be people who've come up the ranks together – ‘He’s a good lad, 

give him a chance’ kind of thing.  The last boards, none of the women 

 
95 This term is often used to describe people of Black, Asian and other Minority Ethnic heritage.  
There are problems with this term however, because it effectively takes an extremely diverse range 
of people and groups them into three, emphasising some groups and not explicitly recognising 
others.  Further guidance on appropriate use of language can be found here: https://www.ethnicity-
facts-figures.service.gov.uk/style-guide/writing-about-ethnicity  
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got through and all of the men got appointed…There's still an element 

of jobs for the boys I think.  Definitely.  And we’ve lost a lot of women to 

other forces as a result.” (Ruth) 

 

Because the macho culture is so overwhelming, rather than women being 

themselves and leading as they might authentically wish to, many take on male 

traits and become assimilated into the culture in order to get by, thus setting aside 

their unique individuality and diversity, which aligns with previous findings (Bowling 

et al, 2019; Caless, 2011; Kingshott, 2009; Silvestri, 2007).  This was recognised by 

some men, as well as by the women themselves, who also saw it in others: 

 

“…it’s learning from the styles of others which is interesting from our 

organisation because we've got very few senior female leaders.  And 

those females that have gone up the ranks, because we haven’t had 

female role models, we've tended to model ourselves on the blokes, so 

almost being harder than hard.  So I’ve tried to break the mould in that.  

It's just ridiculous in this day and age…and if you speak to the other 

female Supers it might feel a bit one dimensional cos it doesn't feel like 

there's any room for female skills.  So it’s been learning to adapt that 

into a very male environment.” (Eve) 

 

In particular, this can cause conflict for individuals because they recognise it is 

not their preferred style and yet they feel they have to adapt in order to get 

by.   

 

“I went through periods in time, and particularly when I went into CID, 

when I was the ‘token’ female.  It was very much task and finish, it was 

all results based because really you're trying to fit into an environment 

where you're trying to evidence that you should have a seat round that 

table so you're always focusing on that.  So I think in my earlier styles, 

because I was overcoming a load of those barriers, I think my personal 

style wasn’t the best type of leadership.  It was quite survival instinct, it 
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was quite directive.  If I was a Sergeant I'd get confronted by men that 

thought they didn't need to listen to me so that brought a certain style 

out in me.” (Frances) 

 

And there is evidence that, where people do not feel that they fit, they may 

not stay, which is also to the detriment of others who are left behind. 

 

“I’ve named everybody who’ll get each job for the last 4 months round 

Super and Chief Super and been accurate.  There’s a very similar style of 

leadership that’s getting through.  And the unfortunate thing with that 

is you’ve only got one female above Superintendent rank.  We’ve had a 

mass exodus of females.  I knew some of the [senior officers] that left.  

They didn’t have an exit interview.  They left, some of them, after a long 

time in the force and some of them decided they wouldn’t apply to be a 

full time [chief officer] because they were round the table, but their 

voice was not heard…There are previous role models that we have had 

but actually none have survived.” (Frances) 

 

Thankfully some can see that, although they may be still seeing barriers 

currently due to the macho culture, they do recognise that their leadership 

approach is in fact valuable, and hopefully this will be enough to keep some in 

the service, when others might have run out of resilience. 

 

“This is being frank now.  I don't think I'm my current chief's cup of tea.   

I am not an operational public order, firearms commander leader.  I'm 

the leader of the future.  I'm not the current leader and I don't think the 

hierarchy have made that jump yet, in terms of what does the future of 

policing leadership look like?  Which is probably more like me than a 

bloke with a gun.” (Tina) 
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Long-Hours Culture 

 

Related to the macho culture is the ‘busy’ and long-hours culture, where working 

extremely long hours becomes the ‘norm’ and is modelled as a way of working 

(Caless, 2011).  This invariably impacts on those with caring and family 

responsibilities, who are more often women than men, who often cannot work 

long-hours due to family caring commitments (Silvestri, 2007; Davis & Silvestri, 

2020).  However we can see from this research that this long-hours culture was also 

a blocker for men.  It was seen to impact negatively on home life generally, and 

serves as a way of excluding those who wish to have a healthy balance of life 

outside of work.  Wendy said her force were proud to have a number of female 

senior leaders, but not many of them had any children still living at home.  

Describing a culture of taking work home and working in the evenings, at weekends 

and when on holiday, Wendy said: 

 

“I look around at some of the other females in the organisation that are 

in quite senior positions, they don't have children.  And I get frustrated 

with it cos I think we’re creating that culture of working in the evenings 

and it's bad…They're really proud, but it's not just about being a woman, 

it's about your back story as well...you're not understanding the 

difficulties of being a woman.  When you talk about diversity, it's not 

just about gender, it's about what your backstory is and what comes 

with that.” (Wendy) 

 

Many participants described cultures of presenteeism, where they felt 

pressure to be seen to be at work for long hours, and this impacted on men as 

much as women. 

 

“There is something about presenteeism as well – I know I buy into that.  

And there’s this awful guilt as well when you take time off.  I can’t do 

less than a 10 hour day for God’s sake.  And that comes from the top.  
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So there should be something around getting your people to work smart 

rather than getting them to work long hours.” (Eve) 

 

“When I first came to [force] there was an expectation that you had to 

be in for half past seven and work till 5 o'clock, half past five, every day 

and even now…the mindset is presenteeism.  That's one of the reasons 

we struggle with female officers - we have some exceptional female 

officers, but they do not go further because the work life balance is just 

not right and the expectations that even when you're on leave, they try 

to get hold of people.  I don't want to run myself into an early grave…if 

you look at a lot of chief officers, they are either single or divorced.  And 

if you look at some of the more…the ones that spend more time here, 

you do question what home life they have.  The point being that there is 

an acceptance that you lose some of your home life to work the hours” 

(Neil) 

 

“I found some of the job I've done and some of the work I've had to do, 

and the demands placed on me some of the most stressful stuff I've 

had, which has impacted on family life. I've missed events. I've had to 

stay in the office. And that is you putting yourself through trauma there. 

And I found that really, really difficult. And now I'm mature enough to 

go, no, I'm not doing that.  I'm finishing at that time.  I'll come back to 

that tomorrow.  I won't answer my phone outside – it’s not militant, but 

looking at my own welfare…So there's an element of the higher you go 

the expectation to do more, take on more, without any support, and 

deliver in short timeframes, needs to be addressed.” (Brian) 

 

It is however key to note that, whilst there appears to be an element of 

presenteeism in some places, in fact a significant part of the issue is simply 

that the volume of work and expectations are huge, which is a wider system 

and Governmental issue that has clearly been exacerbated following several 

years of harsh austerity measures, where policing and other public sector 
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resources have been massively reduced (Bach, 2012; Bray et al, 2022; 

Charman, 2018; Lowndess & Gardner, 2016; Taylor-Goobey, 2011), meaning 

those who remain are simply expected to do much more work.  

 

“the biggest challenge that I've got in leadership is the sheer scope of 

my responsibilities and the sheer volume of teams that I've got, that 

work under my leadership role.  And I suppose the biggest challenge I 

have is the time.  So it’s not necessarily the work but it is the workload.  

It’s not necessarily the nature of the work but it’s the time that I've got 

to allocate and provide that guidance and that leadership.  To let them 

have that voice and time with me.  That is the biggest challenge that I 

contend with every day when I come to work - it's just not having 

enough time.  And people can talk about courses for managing emails - 

really?  I'm sitting in front of 450 unread emails that I'm never going to 

get to and every day I'm weeding through those trying to spot the 

highest risk ones and that is the most difficult aspect to leadership, is 

time.  It's not time management.  There just isn't enough time to do it 

all.” (Owen) 

 

The dangers of working such long hours - which are likely compounded for 

those with caring responsibilities outside of work - for individuals, 

organisations and the public, were highlighted well by Claire: 

 

“I don’t know, maybe, you know, some form of education which really 

show us the effects on the brain on the decision-making capacity.  You 

think you're okay, but you're not.  And and, you know, you're far more 

likely to make a bad decision.  As I was reading something other day, 

and it sort of, it was saying, avoid making critical decisions when you're 

tired. I think right okay. Well if you're the on-call duty superintendent 

and you're being asked to work on call for 72 hours, you can't avoid 

making decisions when you're tired or maybe that's another thing 
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maybe we need to seriously look at, the sort of working patterns that 

we are building in, like on-call” (Claire) 

 

Linked to the above, and in the context of people, quite normally, having home lives 

and wanting to prioritise family and caring responsibilities, it might be expected 

that organisations would be set up to be able to cope with this in the 21st century, 

but whilst police organisations do have many policies which purport to be ‘family 

friendly’, participants considered that there are still systemic barriers in place, as 

well as cultural ones.  For example, participants reported fewer or no opportunities 

for part-time working or job sharing at the more senior ranks (also found by Bury et 

al, 2018), and people being reluctant to take up flexible working opportunities due 

to fears about how that might be perceived, meaning that some people then 

become excluded from the more senior roles. 

 

“I've said recently to my Chief Super that I think we talk about part time 

and job share and those aspects for lower down the organisation but it 

would be really positive if those were available at the top as I think it 

would make those roles more achievable to the working mums and they 

might then consider taking that career pathway forward rather than 

maybe ruling themselves out of it because of the hours that would be 

expected, 24 hrs and on cover.  So I do think there are opportunities at 

the top to show that that's acceptable.” (Frances) 

 

“Now you've got more flexible working, you know, so it's not a barrier.  

You don’t get pregnant and have to leave. But there is still that 

perception about ‘I've got to keep this quiet’. And is it seen as a 

weakness? Will it be seen as damaging my career?...So yeah, I think 

there's work to be done on that…Is that because we've got some archaic 

views?  Yeah, of course we have still.   I'm not saying we've got perfect 

managers, and leaders.  Of course we haven't. We've still got some of 

that. Those fundamental challenges.  Yeah, I'm not naive enough to 

think it doesn't happen.  Course it does.” (Gina) 
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The long hours expectations and lack of flexibility clearly had a negative effect on 

individuals’ personal resilience and were off-putting to some in terms of 

progression.  These may be factors contributing to more women leaving voluntarily, 

rather than through retirement, and are likely to contribute to why women are not 

promoted as often and are even more under-represented in senior ranks. 

 

 

Promotion Processes – Perpetuating Norms 

 

Given that participants were asked about their personal leadership development 

experiences over a number of years in hierarchical organisations, it was perhaps 

inevitable that they would raise issues related to promotion, and in fact this became 

one of the biggest issues that people collectively raised.  After the in-depth 

interviews, as part of the Intelligent Compassion approach, emerging themes were 

presented to 2 focus groups, who were then encouraged to apply deliberative 

inquiry and sceptical scrutiny to those themes.  In both focus groups, the 

discussions had a major focus on perceived inequalities and biases which are 

perpetuated by current recruitment processes.  The key issues were in relation to 

preferential treatment being given to those in the ’in group’, and people recruiting 

in their image, meaning that those who do not conform to the cultural ‘norms’ 

become excluded from, or find it more difficult to reach, the more senior ranks.  

Participants reported that a number of issues contributed to this, from preparation, 

to support for promotion, to selection. 

 

Consistently, participants talked about how people in senior positions often, 

consciously or unconsciously, promote people who are similar to themselves, which 

of course means that those who are not similar are more likely to be excluded from 

succeeding in such processes, at a number of levels.  And because of this, policing 

keeps getting more of the same, which is a direct blocker to increasing diversity and 

generating inclusion.  This was one of the major findings of this research, which 
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generated a great number of comments.  Many respondents recognised and felt 

strongly about the problems with this. 

 

“We proactively provide mentoring for people from under-represented 

groups, and that’s partly around developing confidence and skills and 

exposing them to real people at the senior ranks. We can't keep 

recruiting and promoting people who are like us. We have positive 

action and promotion seminars.  I'm looking at how we also promote 

police staff...it’s easier said than done though cos we value more the 

things that we relate to and we don't realise we are.” (Catherine) 

 

“That's the nature of what we’ve designed and always had, and it’s that 

the future is shaped by those that hold the power…if you only promote 

people who you agree with all the time then you're not going anywhere, 

you'll always get what you've always got…if you focus on 'I want leaders 

to be like me'...that's a sign of weakness.” (Neil) 

 

Many participants talked about the contradiction which exists, where command 

teams will overtly state that the service wants diversity, but they then continue to 

promote homogeneity by recruiting in their image.  As Andy succinctly put when 

talking about Chief Officers being very alike each other in his force:    

 

“…I think it probably comes down to, it's people that they see as being a 

fit to their leadership style that they tend to sort of like those people” 

(Andy) 

 

Many others also mentioned this as an issue. 

 

“I think we've got chief officers who are effectively, if allowed in 

isolation, will always through unconscious bias, select people who look 

and act like them because it's affirming them and they’ve been 

successful.  There needs to be balance around that perspective.” (Will) 
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“...our current top team is all men.  There is no gender mix and no 

BAME in our current chief officer management team.  And I don't know 

how we can break that mould.  There is no female leadership [in force] 

and that is a concern.  And I never thought it would affect me but I think 

it actually does.  It sounds awful to say but I don't think there's anything 

I can do about that.  I've tried.  I've put myself forward for promotions 

and not got them.  So I've tried my best to influence and infiltrate, but 

that's the way it is currently.” (Tina) 

 

A number of other respondents talked about how people often adjust their 

behaviour and conform to the accepted ‘norm’ to get through a board, and 

those who remain authentic often are not successful.  Steve reflected on how 

some people ‘sell themselves’ to people with different leadership approaches 

and how he did not do that and did not pass a recent board: 

 

“I suppose I should have just swallowed it and just behaved myself for 

an hour and revert back to type afterwards, but that's not me.” (Steve) 

 

And Russ gave a similar example of where he did not conform to an expected 

‘norm’, where others might have done, and it impacted his career progression 

chances: 

 

“Probably the reason I'm still [in this rank] is because I've gone against 

my bosses.  And I've been told in the past 'you will make this decision' 

and I haven't.  That has definitely damaged my career, but I don't think I 

could have continued down that route.  Well I couldn't cos I didn't.  

There's a lot of that in policing...We haven't got an organisation, in a 

macho, male dominated, very hierarchical structure, that will deal with 

challenge.  There's a few chief officers out there that don't mind, or 

pretend that they don't mind it, but most of them don’t want it, haven’t 

got time for it and to be honest think they know better, cos that's why 
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there at a higher rank... so people see that and think 'I'll just keep my 

head down'” (Russ)  

 

 

Favouritism in the process: 1. Pre-promotion opportunities 

 

This favouritism, or bias, can be seen at three key stages in the promotion 

process and begins in the preparation stage.  In advance of being selected to 

attend promotion processes, participants highlighted that they perceived that 

some people were being given more opportunities than others to develop in 

readiness for the process, and there appeared to be a lack of openness and 

transparency about who was getting those opportunities, with the perception 

that they went to ‘favourites’. 

 

“[we need to] see fairness and transparency of people having 

opportunities, you know, as in from the chief officer team. So, the 

opportunities to have pieces of work, which will develop another or 

opportunities around coaching or selection for PNAC the police national 

assessment centre.  So I think those are, you know, sort of big ticket 

issues around fairness and transparency, and I think… Yeah, it's, it's 

funny. I remember a superintendent who's now a deputy chief 

constable, and I remember them saying to me they couldn't understand 

why so and so was having all the development and how unfair it was etc 

etc. And it's funny. I've now seen that person in that role, probably 

doing the things that they were moaning about previously.  I could 

never tell them that of course!” (Andy)  

 

“You see individuals getting hand selected for pieces of work that would 

probably enhance their opportunities to have good evidence for a 

promotion process.” (Frances)    
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Favouritism in the process: 2. Need support from senior officers to apply 

 

Others also recognised the potential limitations of having to be supported by a 

more senior officer in order to go for the promotion process, known as ‘the golden 

finger’ (Davis and Silvestri, 2020).  This happens at many rank levels in most 

organisations, but a number of participants mentioned it in relation to the most 

senior promotions process, where individuals have to have support from their Chief 

Constable in order to attend the Senior Police National Assessment Centre (PNAC), 

which they have to pass in order to attend the Strategic Command Course (SCC).  As 

part of police regulations in England and Wales, any police officer who wishes to 

progress to a chief officer role is required to pass PNAC and the SCC and so this 

process informs who becomes the chief officers for policing in England and Wales.  

And again, there was a very strong feeling amongst participants that often chief 

constables support people who are like themselves, to the detriment of people who 

maybe look, think and operate differently to them. 

 

“…you've got to have approval before you get there by your chief - you 

can’t just apply.  It’s a completely controlled mechanism whereby only 

those people that reflect their chief officers will get through.” (Russ)   

 

“That requirement to be supported by a chief officer should just be 

removed.  It should be an online assessment or something that makes it 

completely open, otherwise you're just going to get more of the same.” 

(Adam) 

 

In particular, some participants mentioned the fact that their chief constable would 

not support Superintendents to attend PNAC96, even though they are eligible to 

attend, again introducing bias where some Superintendents would be supported in 

some forces but not in others. 

 
96 Some Chief Constables only support Chief Superintendents and there are usually fewer of them in 
a force than there are Superintendents. 
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“There's an Asian officer who I think would make a brilliant Chief 

Officer, but [force] doesn't send people from Super to Chief Officer.  You 

can do that.  Well our Chief doesn't like that.  Well who's our Chief to 

say that?  They say 'it's not the way things are done'.  Well it's done 

elsewhere!  So they’re actually holding them back.” (John) 

 

“The Chief is quite traditional so would say you need to be a Chief Super 

before you can go to PNAC whereas the Dep97 is much more 'no no we 

can send some Superintendents’.  That's what I mean…if you go with the 

Chief’s view around ‘you have to be a Chief Super’ then that's literally 

dead man's shoes.  Like, they're all men.  And they're not moving 

anywhere.  So it's kind of, there is no opportunity or very limited 

opportunity without...you know I could move force, of course I could, 

but all that comes with that is tricky...throughout my career I never 

thought there was an issue around gender, but the higher up I get, the 

worse that becomes and I feel quite sad about that because I’ve never 

felt that throughout my whole career until I’ve got to the Super rank 

and trying to go further has become much more difficult.  And I think 

some of that is probably around gender, which I don't want to say, but I 

haven't done quite the right jobs throughout my career to be what is 

wanted of a Chief Officer in my current force.” (Tina) 

 

 

Favouritism in the process: 3. Interviews and ‘Boards’ 

 

In relation to the use of ‘boards’, or interviews, as a method of deciding who gets 

promoted, a great many of the participants identified problems with this because of 

the room for subjectivity, and also because it appears to be such a short snapshot in 

time, and the process appears to disregard actual performance in the role, which 

 
97 Deputy Chief Constable. 
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respondents considered should be a more significant part of the decision-making 

process.  In particular, respondents mentioned the room for bias in the interview 

process. 

 

“… the interviews and boards will probably be with the Dep and Chief.  

And that's where the bias comes in - the chief officers are setting the 

questions.  They'll recognise some of the bias as it's so blatant but they 

wouldn't even recognise some of it.  They’re so used to bringing people 

through - but I can't tell you how you get membership of that group, it's 

just whether your face fits.” (Frances)   

 

“there's also a really important bit about fairness and integrity here.  

And I don't think we're there yet…I see too many decisions at chief 

officer level in all of the forces that I’ve worked with where the chief 

officers know that it's wrong and they know that it will be difficult 

presentationally to say that this is a fair decision, but they do it anyway.  

And they use excuses like 'operational expediency' or 'urgency' or you 

know the need to fill this post immediately cos it's business critical.  And 

what that does is the slowly drip, drip, drip, eats away at people’s 

confidence in the organisation.  It eats away at their confidence in the 

procedural justice of the organisation.” (David) 

 

Another issue in relation to promotion which was discussed in both focus groups 

when they were asked to enact deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny was in 

relation to the role of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) in the recruitment 

process for Chief Constables.  Many participants commented again on the potential 

for bias towards similarity. 

 

“…a lot of these things reflect on Chief Constables and downwards, in 

the impression that they create a culture…and it made me just reflect 

for the first time probably on their recruitment, and actually, they’re 

recruited by the PCC, and so with all the best intentions the College of 
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Policing are writing a guide as to what we expect from the very top of 

the tree…and then they are recruited by someone who perhaps wants 

different things from the leader.” (Ivan) 

 

“There’s a wider discussion about diversity linked to PCCs but I think 

that it absolutely has an effect where one person holds that ultimate 

power…and ultimately, the majority of them being men…if you look at 

where we are with Chief Constables and diminishing numbers of female 

Chief Constables since the introduction of PCCs, and I think that has had 

a significant impact.” (Adam) 

 

Ultimately the points were clearly made that culture can stem from the top and if 

the politicians who are the PCCs are not bought into the importance of valuing 

diversity and fostering inclusion, they are as likely as others to recruit in their image, 

and may be more likely to choose people who are more likely to meet the police 

stereotype.  This was seen to be compounded by very small numbers of applicants 

for these posts in some areas, and by the tendency for Chief Officers to stay within 

the same force through the Chief Officer ranks from Assistant Chief Constable, 

through to Deputy Chief Constable and Chief Constable, further reducing the 

potential for diversity of experience and background.  Participants were clear that 

the Chief Officer Team have a key role in setting the organisational tone in relation 

to valuing diversity and fostering inclusion, summarised succinctly by Brian. 

 

“The Chief Officer Team.  If I'm brutally honest, at the end of the day, if 

they wanted to change that, they’d change it.” (Brian) 

 

Summary 

 

These extensive findings show a cadre of participants who recognise the 

importance of improving diversity and fostering inclusion, in relation to it both 

being the right thing to do ethically, and in relation to improving performance in the 

organisation.  The leadership approaches of participants were also explored in this 
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research and are more fully reported in another paper, but ultimately participants 

in this research also reported people leadership approaches which were rich in 

compassion.  Participants demonstrated that they understood the importance of 

valuing individuals on a human level, developing positive relationships with them 

and genuinely caring for them.  They clarified in abundance how they intentionally 

notice the people that they work with through ensuring they are visible and 

accessible, and through meeting people where they are; they explained how they 

empathise with others through actively listening, hearing and seeking to understand 

the circumstances of others; and they explained that they take action to improve 

the circumstances of people that they work with by taking values based approaches 

to their work, supporting and developing people, and actively challenging poor 

behaviour.  There was a clear link between those expressing compassionate 

leadership and inclusive leadership practices.  However, it was also clearly reported 

that not all leaders in policing display these qualities.  These results also highlight 

the negative impact of exclusion on individuals, showing that it can evidently be 

frustrating and tiring, and therefore have an impact on their ability to focus their 

energy on performance. 

 

These findings show that what appears to be valued and reinforced in promotion 

processes is largely the same style as those who are doing the promoting, including 

features such as ‘time served’, ‘busy’ and ‘don’t challenge’.  Those features which 

do not seem to be valued include thinking differently, challenge, wishing to have a 

life outside work, and generally people who are perceived to be ‘different’ to the 

norm.   This disproportionately disadvantages women and people of colour and 

perpetuates the white male, macho, conservative culture.  It should of course be 

noted that this does not happen in every case and we do have some areas of 

diversity in policing, but these are much smaller than they should be.  Some hope 

was provided by Catherine and Esther. 

 

“I don’t generally see people who are so driven for their own careers.  

And I think, actually, until they get quite senior – something seems to 

happen when they become ACCs and they seem to feel less free to be 
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themselves.  But generally, I see compassion and selflessness.” 

(Catherine) 

 

“I think there is a generational change.  I think people that are coming 

through the police service now probably are going to have more 

compassion than our previous predecessors.  Certainly, you know, the 

30 years that I’ve been in the police service, it’s been hugely different.  

There’s a huge change, and sometimes we forget how far we’ve come.” 

(Esther) 

 

It is heartening to know that there has been progress in relation to culture 

improvement, as also found by Brown et al (2019), and Porter et al (2015), but it 

has been slow, and there is clearly still some way to go.  The next section provides a 

discussion of these findings. 

 

 

DISCUSSION  

 

As highlighted in the introduction, compassion and inclusion are intrinsically linked 

(West, 2021) and generate many positive outcomes for individuals and 

organisations, also leading to better outcomes for the public (Linton, 2014; Scott-

Baumann et al, 2019; Slater et al, 2008; Stevens et al, 2008; Syed 2019).  And the 

opposite is also true; exclusion is the antithesis of compassion and is extremely 

damaging, and where there is exclusion, those who are excluded are put at risk of 

harm and their ability to give their best in work is compromised.  The findings from 

this research reinforced those findings, with participants reporting feeling 

frustrated, demotivated and exhausted because of some of their experiences, 

leading to some wanting to withdraw from policing and certainly constraining their 

ambitions to progress to more senior ranks.  Given that the participants in this 

study had attained Superintendent and Chief Superintendent rank, this reflects a 

potentially huge loss of talented and capable people who have been invested in by 

policing, and who have invested significantly in policing personally.  In addition, 
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without diversity, policing becomes more vulnerable to being less able to perform 

key policing duties, in all teams, and especially in some specialist teams98 (Bury et 

al, 2018), a point highlighted starkly by Syed (2020) in relation to a lack of diversity 

in the CIA which contributed to failures in predicting the World Trade Centre 

terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001.  Compassionate and inclusive leadership is 

therefore needed if policing is to address the failings in diversity and inclusion which 

have endured over many years, and show no sign of improving significantly any 

time soon.  Participants who volunteered to take part in this study reported that 

they enact compassionate and inclusive leadership, but although it has been shown 

that leadership approaches are improving, this research has shown that 

compassionate leadership is not universal in policing, and just as compassion is 

constrained by the dominant policing culture, so is inclusion. 

 

We have seen that exclusion can happen at a number of levels (Abrams and 

Rutland, 2008), and indeed at all ranks in policing, and the exclusion that has been 

described in this study has been at individual, group and organisational level.  This 

has left participants feeling excluded both on a personal level, and at group level as 

a result of failing to conform with ‘in-group’ prototypes which are embedded in the 

policing culture such as machismo, conservatism and prejudice (van Ewijk, 2012; 

Moore, 2015; Bowling et al, 2019; Brown et al, 2019).  This exclusion can be aligned 

with social identity theory, which seeks to understand prejudice and discrimination 

(Hogg, 2016; Hoggett et al, 2018) and is generated from understanding the very 

human need to belong, which is also associated with the human quality of 

compassion.  We know from social identity theory that “…people identify with 

salient groups and by comparison, distinguish themselves from others” (Brown et 

al, 2019:124) and aligning to ‘in-groups’ can lead to discrimination and resistance 

towards others who do not share the same characteristics (Loftus, 2010, Brown et 

al, 2019).  The positive side of identifying with 'in-groups’ is the provision of that 

essential sense of belonging and so the challenge becomes around harnessing that 

in a positive way, and aiming for groups which embrace diversity, rather than 

 
98 Such as counter terrorism and surveillance units, for example (Bury et al, 2018). 
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stifling it.  However, the reality is that there appears to be a dichotomy between the 

theory of compassion, which posits that compassion is a fundamental human 

quality, and the theory of social identity, which shows that people do align to others 

who are like themselves, but often reject those who are not.  This resonates with 

what we know about empathy bias, where people have greater preference for 

people like themselves and so are more likely to be drawn to them, and hostile to 

others (Bloom, 2017; Haji et al, 2016; Hougaard and Carter, 2022).  This creates a 

critical problem with the ethos of compassion, whereby all life is considered to be 

of equal value (von Dietze & Orb, 2000); because in practice this does not appear to 

enacted, at least not in the context of the embedded policing culture and strong 

police identity which is evident (Silvestri, 2018).  This also contradicts the 

fundamental policing purpose of protecting people from harm (Silvestri, 2022; The 

Police Foundation, 2021) and so is hypocritical, and a threat to legitimacy; if the 

police do harm to those within their own organisation, how can the public trust 

them to not do the same to them? 

 

Legitimacy also requires procedural justice both inside the organisation as well as in 

service delivery to the public (Hough, 2021).  Where people are treated fairly in 

processes, such as promotion processes, this signals that people are valued equally, 

and so enhances the feelings of belonging and inclusion (DeCremer and Blader, 

2006).  However, in addition to exclusion at individual and group level, there was 

also evidence of exclusion at organisational level due to both culture and processes 

which prevent inclusion and facilitate bias (Abrams and Rutland, 2008; van Ewijk, 

2012).  Favouritism in the promotion process was given much attention by 

participants in the focus groups, indicating that it was an issue of particular 

pertinence to them.  As highlighted in the introduction, promotion is an area which 

has been considered to be under-examined in relation to the impact on exclusion 

and bias in policing, but which is clearly critically important (Linton, 2014; Bury, 

2018; Hasan, 2021).  The processes themselves appear to be flawed as they allow 

the potential for favouritism bias to influence promotion decisions, at a number of 

levels.  Of course we know that conscious and unconscious, covert and overt, bias 

and discrimination against others exists in the form of racism, sexism, homophobia, 
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ableism and other toxic biases, and where these are overt they are arguably easier 

to deal with; however it appears that it may be the case that a particularly big 

problem in police promotion processes is bias towards others, so whilst time, 

energy and other resources are being spent on tackling bias against others, which is 

right and necessary, this will only ever be partially effective if policing does not also 

recognise and actively tackle bias towards others.  Of course this is not to say that 

such bias will happen in every case, and of course there are many leaders who are 

making fair and sound promotion decisions, but as long as we know we have 

processes which are open to bias, we are facilitating organisational exclusion, akin 

to the principles of institutional racism and other bias (MacPherson, 1999; Jain et al, 

2000; Lea, 2020).  In their 2019 inspection of the selection and development of 

chief officers in, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue 

Services (HMICFRS, 2019:6) found that there was “…a lack of consistency, fairness 

and transparency in the endorsement process” for the Senior Police National 

Assessment Centre (SPNAC), so this has already been formally recognised and 

registered99.  Such favouritism exacerbates homogeneity and stifles diversity.  And 

in addition to the negative impact on individuals, a lack of diversity and inclusion in 

our police organisations also fundamentally undermines legitimacy.  This is one of 

the main reasons that improvements to diversity and inclusion have been 

highlighted as essential in a number of high-profile inquiry reports over the years, 

including the Scarman (1981) and MacPherson (1999) reports mentioned at the 

start of this paper (Cashmore, 2002; Law, 2015).  The longer policing fails to address 

this problem, the more legitimacy will be undermined and the more difficult the 

policing role will become for everyone in policing.  And the longer the police 

workforce is not representative of, and understanding of, the communities that are 

policed, the poorer the service will be for the public (Slater et al, 2008; Syed, 2019).    

 

 
99 HMICFRS found a number of problems in relation to bias in the process of the recruitment of chief 
officers which mean that the best person will not always get the job. 
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A starting point for dealing with a problem is to recognise it, and the new Police 

Race Action Plan (2022) gives us optimism in this regard, where the two lead Chief 

Constables for this work stated: 

 

“We accept that policing still contains racism, discrimination and bias. 

We are ashamed of those truths, we apologise for them and we are 

determined to change them. We have much to do to secure the 

confidence of Black people, including our own staff, and improve their 

experience of policing – and we will. We will be held to account and we 

welcome scrutiny. We hope that in the future, we will be seen as the 

institutionally anti-racist organisation we want to be, because we took 

action and delivered on our promise to change.” (Police Race Action 

Plan, 2022:3) 

 

Such a statement is certainly a positive move.  In addition, policing needs to give 

attention to tackling bigotry in its widest sense, including favouritism as well a 

negative discrimination.  

 

 

Particular limitations of interviews or ‘boards’ 

 

An interesting dichotomy arose in relation to the use of interviews in the promotion 

process, whereby on the one hand, these were seen to allow for bias on the part of 

the panel who might be more likely to promote those who are like themselves.  On 

the other hand however, there was evidence of risk aversion, where processes 

which have been put in place to ensure objectivity were perceived to have been 

implemented too literally; this led to recruitment of people who were not 

necessarily the best for the job, but rather who were good at delivering interviews, 

and rejection of those who delivered poor interviews, but who had proven success 

in the role, because the panel could not ‘tick the right boxes’.  Both circumstances 

are completely unsatisfactory and this does call into question the effectiveness of 

interviews as a recruitment and promotion tool in the first place.  Jain et al 
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(2000:64) considered the under-representation of first nation people in Canadian 

policing and found that many recruitment and promotion panels did not score 

interviews or did not have people on the panel who were representative, and 

overall found that “Research indicates that interviews tend to be subjective and to 

have poor validity unless they are properly structured and validated.”.  This aligns 

with Taylor (2010) who advised that there are a number of potential problems with 

the use of interviews for making recruitment and promotion decisions, including 

stereotyping, and recruiters favouring candidates they like more, and who are like 

themselves, and Barrick et al (2009:1) who found that “what you see in the 

interview may not be what you get on the job”.  The use of interviews in police 

promotion process is therefore worthy of further investigation to examine the role 

that they play in relation to their effectiveness in promoting the most capable 

people and improving diversity and inclusion, and because unfairness in the 

workplace has a corrosive impact on compassion (Hakanen and Pessi, 2018). 

 

 

‘All-inclusive’ approach 

 

Another issue worthy of note and further investigation is in relation to initiatives 

which are aimed at supporting the development and progression of people from 

groups who are different to the perceived policing ‘norm’.  Whilst such initiatives 

are undoubtedly needed and of value, we have seen from the assessment of the 

existing literature that dominant majority groups can be resentful of such initiatives 

(Graham et al, 2021), and can react in a way that highlights their own disadvantages 

over those of others (Hoggett et al, 2018; Williams et al, 2021).  It could be 

contended that this is a plea for recognition by people who feel like their social 

identity as part of the ’in-group’ is threatened by ‘outsiders’ (Silvestri, 2018).  It is a 

fact that elevating the rights of those who are under-represented does not diminish 

the rights of those who are over-represented, however reducing the un-earned 

privilege of some groups relative to others, will also diminish their un-earned power 

relative to others.  It might be tempting to dismiss such pleas due to the relative 

privilege of these groups, compared to the disadvantage of those in the ‘out-
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groups’, but in accordance with the compassionate principle of all life being of equal 

value, it is important to acknowledge the inherent value of everyone at an 

individual level, which is a core motivation behind the ‘all-inclusive’ approach 

proposed by Stevens et al (2008) and shown to be effective by Jansen et al (2015).  

It is abundantly clear that all lives are not treated equally and we need to put in 

place crucial work to address that, but in order to ensure that such initiatives are 

not met with resistance, it is also imperative to acknowledge the value of those who 

are part of majority groups who are delivering high quality policing.  It is equally as 

imperative to relentlessly and ruthlessly challenge those who perpetuate exclusion, 

bias and harm.  And the two approaches sit comfortably together and within a 

compassionate leadership approach (West, 2021). 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Over the past 40 years there have been regular calls for diversity and inclusion 

in policing to be improved, but progress has been unacceptably slow and it 

has been predicted that, at current rates of progress, it will take many years 

to achieve gender representation and much longer to achieve race 

representation, which may never be achieved all (The Police Foundation, 

2022).  There has been a focus on encouraging recruitment of people from 

under-represented groups which has had varying degrees of success, but 

there has been a lack of focus on the importance of the promotions process 

as a way of harnessing and ensuring diversity throughout the ranks in policing 

(Bury et al, 2018). 

 

This research drew overtly on the theory of compassion at work and had an 

overt focus on understanding how senior leaders in policing learn their people 

leadership craft, how they operationalise their leadership approach in 

practice, and how people leadership in policing can be improved.  It was 

found that compassionate leaders do exist at senior levels in policing, but that 

this approach is stifled by the dominant culture and is not universal; it was 
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also established that people leadership skills are not currently developed with 

intention in policing.  These findings are explored in more detail in further 

papers. 

 

There were no questions in this research which explicitly asked about 

inclusion, however this emerged as a major theme, and specifically 

participants related numerous experiences of being excluded due to their 

difference from the accepted policing ‘norm’.  This related to some more 

expected features such as race and gender, and also related to a range of 

other factors such as education, work background, thinking style, and 

work:home life balance.  Of particular concern to participants were the 

elements of perceived favouritism which appear to exist in various stages of 

the promotion process.  This was linked to Social Identity Theory (SIT), 

whereby people are drawn to be part of an ‘in-group’, and empathy bias, 

where people prefer people like themselves. 

 

The research found that compassion and inclusion are intrinsically linked and 

leadership which embodies these qualities leads to positive outcomes for 

individuals, the organisation and communities (Simpson, 2013; West, 2012).  

Theories of compassion show that it is a fundamental human trait, leading to 

people supporting and caring for one another.  However SIT also appears to 

be common to humanity, and shows that although people are drawn to 

belonging in groups, they are also inclined to associate with ‘in-groups’ and 

reject ‘out-groups’, creating the damaging effects which are associated with 

exclusion (Abrams & Rutland, 2008; Hogg, 2016).  In work, and particularly in 

the context of the deeply embedded police culture which has enduring 

features of machismo and conservatism, which is in turn associated with 

resistance to change and acceptance of inequalities (Hirsch et al, 2010; Harper 

& Rhodes, 2021), this implies that compassion is unlikely to occur naturally in 

all places, and intervention will be needed in order to ensure positive people 

leadership approaches are adopted more comprehensively. 
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In relation to practice then, it will be necessary to explicitly clarify which leadership 

approaches are expected, and then actively develop, value and promote those 

approaches.  Compassion requires us to value everyone equally and take action to 

improve their circumstances; this also means that it is necessary to relentlessly 

challenge those who cause harm.  Whilst it is right to focus on tackling negative 

discrimination, it is also necessary to tackle favouritism which perpetuates 

homogeneity and stifles diversity, and to remove the room for bias in promotion 

processes which allow this to thrive. Ultimately, although there are signs that the 

enduring police culture is improving (Brown et al, 2019), it is too slow.  

Compassionate leadership encompasses inclusive leadership and is urgently needed 

in policing if it is to make significant progress on genuine inclusion and 

representation. 

 

This research had a number of limitations.  Characteristic of qualitative research, 

whilst much rich data was uncovered, because of the nature of self-selection of 

participants, and self-reporting of their experiences, there is inevitably room for 

preference and recall bias (Heckman, 2010; Wang & Lin, 2021).  In addition, due to 

the relatively small numbers of participants we cannot assume that these 

experiences are representative of the wider cohort of senior police leaders.  

Researcher bias is also inevitable to some extent in all research, and is potentially 

enhanced in qualitative research (Difenbach, 2009; Melinkovas, 2018).  This was 

mitigated to some extent by the approach of Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 

2012) which allowed for the participant voice to take precedence over the 

researcher voice.  Future research on both a more representative level, using a 

quantitative approach, and at a deeper level, engaging ethnographic methodology, 

could potentially both complement this research and enhance our knowledge about 

police leadership.  Future research into the value of interviews, or ‘boards’, in the 

police recruitment process, and a focus on how we could effectively remove 

potential bias from, and enhance fairness in, promotions and other processes would 

be extremely useful, as would further research into understanding how the ‘all-

inclusive’ approach to embedding diversity and inclusion (Stevens et al, 2008; 

Jansen et al, 2015) could be engaged effectively in policing with a view to 
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challenging negative culture, improving processes, and embedding compassion at 

work in order to ensure inclusion, and therefore facilitate delivery of improved 

outcomes for individuals, the organisation and the public. 
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PAPER 4: People Leadership in Policing – Learning the Craft 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Police leadership has been under almost constant scrutiny for many years and has 

been considered to be at the heart of police organisational problems.  It is also 

considered to be where the solution to organisational problems lies.  Although we 

know that leaders can have a major impact on the people that they lead, and can 

shape the culture of organisations, there has historically been a reluctance to define 

which kind of leadership is needed in policing, and a lack of clarity around how to 

develop leaders effectively in policing.  The call to give more academic focus to 

leadership development in policing is not new. 

 

This research was based on the core concepts of compassion at work and 

compassionate leadership, and aimed to explore how senior leaders in policing 

learn their people leadership craft and how they operationalise it in practice.  In 

addition, the research sought to understand how police leadership development 

could be improved.  The methodology of Intelligent Compassion guided this 

research and the data is a result of in-depth interviews and focus groups with 34 

senior police operational leaders, in Superintendent ranks, in England and Wales. 

 

The research found that leadership development in policing in England and Wales is 

not intentional and co-ordinated enough to consistently generate the kinds of 

leaders needed.  The leaders in this study had largely sought out their own 

leadership development opportunities.  This paper argues that people leadership 

development in policing in England and Wales needs to be more intentional and co-

ordinated, drawing on the evidence-based principles of learning from experience, 

reflection and role modelling as well as leadership courses, and needs to be 

consistently delivered from entry and throughout the ranks.  Leadership 

expectations need to be clarified and based on the principles and practices of 

compassionate leadership. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Police leadership is commonly an issue of public debate in the media and is under 

particular scrutiny at the moment, when the Commissioner of the Metropolitan 

Police in the UK has been compelled to resign by the Mayor of London following a 

number of high-profile events impacting on the legitimacy of the police, at a time 

when many report that public confidence in the police in the UK is reducing 

(Farrow, 2022; Mann, 2021; Myenko & Ditchem, 2022; Wright, 2021), to the point 

where Sir Michael Barber, at the launch of The Review of Policing (The Police 

Foundation, 2022(1)), stated: 

“There is a crisis of confidence in policing in this country which is 

corroding public trust. The reasons are deep rooted and complex – 

some cultural and others systemic. However taken together, unless 

there is urgent change, they will end up destroying the principle of 

policing by consent that has been at the heart of British policing for 

decades.”  

This is arguably another time of crisis for policing in the UK and leaders in policing 

are invariably heavily questioned and scrutinised at such times (Charman et al, 

1999; Kilgallon et al, 2015; Rowe, 2006; Savage et al, 2000; Silvestri et al, 2013), 

with regular calls for police reform being heard over the years (HMICFRS, 2019; 

Neyroud, 2011; Sheehy, 1993; Winsor, 2012).  It has been contended that police 

leadership is at the source of such problems, but importantly it is also seen as the 

solution (Cockcroft, 2014; in Davis, 2017).  Historically there has been a reluctance 

to define the leadership styles which are needed in policing in order to enable high 

quality policing (Caless, 2011; College of Policing, 2017), and in addition there are 

problems around knowing how to develop leadership effectively, even if or when it 

is defined.  As Schafer (2010) identifies from his research with police leaders in the 

US, often one of the main perceived barriers to successful leadership development 

is the lack of an effective organisational approach to the matter, and so rather than 

intentionally developing the kinds of leaders that the evidence tells us that policing 
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needs, we are relying on a system whereby those who rise to the senior leadership 

ranks are more akin to ‘warriors’, who have survived the challenging and macho 

culture (Doyle, 2019).  We therefore end up with a situation where some argue that 

there is a dearth of effective leadership in policing (Haberfeld, 2006 and Rowe, 2006 

in Schafer, 2010) and there is a clear call to give more academic research attention 

to the field of police leadership, and police leadership development in particular 

(Caless, 2011; Davis, 2017; Doyle, 2019; Doyle et al, 2020; Fleming, 2015; Filstad 

and Karp, 2020; Filstad et al, 2020; Ordon et al, 2019; Schafer, 2010).  In addition, in 

academic research there appears to be more of a focus on front-line leaders, 

leading to a call for more evidence in relation to the leadership roles and leadership 

development of senior police officers more specifically (Davis, 2017; Densten, 2003 

in Doyle, 2020).  And like the questioning of police leaders over the years, the call 

for clarity around police leadership development is not new, having been identified 

as “an acute concern” back in 1999 (Charman et al, 1999:284; Savage et al, 

2000:99).  Arguably, there has never been a more critical time to give it some more 

focused attention. 

 

There are a number of different considerations when it comes to leadership in 

policing, and leaders need to be developed in a wide range of areas, including 

operational and organisational leadership, for example, as well as personal 

leadership, all of which require a wide range of skills and abilities.  Given that 80% 

of spend in policing is on people (Caless, 2011; Neyroud, 2015), and that many of 

the recent events which are impacting on public confidence are as a result of the 

behaviour of people working in policing100, the research that is examined in this 

paper had a focus on people leadership in particular.  The research was situated 

within the theoretical framework of compassion at work and was guided by the 

constructivist, qualitative methodological approach of Intelligent Compassion 

(Confortini, 2012).  In-depth interviews and focus groups were carried out with the 

 
100 For example: https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/news/iopc-recommendations-tackle-met-
culture-after-investigation-uncovers-bullying-and-harassment, 
https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/scottish-news/female-cop-targeted-after-complaining-
25149071, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/jul/09/wayne-couzens-pleads-guilty-
murdering-sarah-everard 
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most senior operational leaders in policing in England and Wales, being those in 

Superintendent and Chief Superintendent roles.  The research had three main aims, 

which were: firstly to understand how senior police leaders learn their people 

leadership craft; secondly to find out what that means in practice, or how they ‘do’ 

leadership; and finally to establish how we can improve our approach to developing 

police leaders so that we can improve the quality of police leadership to improve 

the quality of policing overall, in the spirit of continuous improvement.   

 

Because the research approach had a focus on elevating the voices of the 

participants, they were asked very broad questions and the research generated a 

large volume of valuable data.  In particular, in relation to the questions around 

how participants deliver their people leadership approach, findings showed firstly 

that there are compassionate leaders in policing, but their approaches are not 

developed intentionally by the organisation, and are constrained by the dominant 

culture which maintains features of machismo, cynicism, conservatism, resistance 

to change and prejudice (Constable and Smith, 2015; Bowling et al, 2019; Foster, 

2005).  Secondly, the findings showed that lack of diversity and inclusion remains an 

ongoing problem for policing and due to a mix of the enduring culture, and of 

empathy bias and favouritism in promotion processes, the ‘typical’ profile of a 

police officer continues to be white, heterosexual and male (Swinnerton-Gismondi, 

2020; Workman-Stark, 2017); compassion and inclusion are intrinsically linked and 

must be developed intentionally in order to deliver positive outcomes for 

individuals, organisations and communities.  Both of these major issues are subject 

to separate in-depth papers.  The focus of this paper is in relation to how current 

senior police leaders have developed their people leadership craft, and how the 

approach to leadership development in policing might be improved, in order that 

compassionate and inclusive people leaders, who will value those who deliver high 

quality policing and relentlessly challenge those whose behaviour compromises 

police legitimacy, are more intentionally developed. 

 

This paper argues that leadership development in policing is currently patchy and 

inconsistent and it is essential that the approach to leadership development 
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becomes more consistent, co-ordinated and focused on developing the leadership 

skills needed to support people in policing to innovate, adapt and deliver high 

quality services; this can be achieved with a compassionate leadership approach.  

The paper starts with an outline of compassionate leadership and leadership 

learning, before clarifying the intelligent compassion methodology which was 

adopted.  The findings set out how participants have developed their people 

leadership craft and how they think leadership development can be improved, in 

the context of the 70:20:10 model of leadership development.  Finally, the paper 

clarifies how a range of evidence-based leadership development methods need to 

be co-ordinated systematically so that policing may develop consistently high 

quality people leadership practitioners in policing. 

 

 

Compassion at Work and Compassionate Leadership 

 

There are many definitions of compassion in the literature but it is widely 

acknowledged that compassion is a process which consists of noticing others, 

empathising with them and taking action to improve their circumstances (Kanov, 

2004; Meechan, 2017; Simpson et al, 2013; Worline and Dutton, 2017).  Research 

into compassionate leadership is relatively new but it is clear that leaders do 

influence how compassion is experienced in the workplace (Worline and Dutton, 

2017) and key features of compassionate leadership include practices which deliver 

effective leadership, including: a focus on people and relationships; valuing and 

respecting others; caring for and supporting people to achieve their potential; the 

creation of psychological safety and a learning environment; positive role 

modelling; collaboration; developing shared solutions; tackling poor behaviour and 

taking difficult decisions (Bailey and West, 2022; Hakanen and Pessi, 2018; West, 

2021; Worline and Dutton, 2017).  There are also strong links between 

compassionate leadership and other features of relational forms of leadership, such 

as transformational, servant, authentic and ethical leadership, which have also been 

found to be effective in policing and other sectors, including for example, genuinely 

showing care and concern for the wellbeing and development of others, positive 
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role modelling, emotional intelligence, ethical and moral behaviour, courage, 

humility, empowerment, and holding people to account (Campbell and Kodz, 2011; 

Dobby et al, 2004; Hakanen and Pessi, 2018; Martin and Heineberg, 2017; Pearson-

Goff and Herrington, 2013; Worline and Dutton, 2017). 

 

Fundamentally there is an ethical argument for demonstrating compassion towards 

other people simply because it aims to reducing suffering, which is a core role of 

policing.  And where compassion is enacted because it is ethically the right thing to 

do, evidence shows that individuals benefit from improved positive emotions and 

mental wellbeing (Chu, 2016; Martin et al, 2015), organisations benefit from 

improved organisational commitment, innovation, adaptability, collaboration and 

productivity, and communities benefit from enhanced service quality (Dutton et al, 

2002; Moon et al, 2016; Simpson et al, 2013; West, 2021; Worline and Dutton, 

2017).  We also know that where compassion is missing from the workplace, there 

is evidence of suffering and negative outcomes for individuals and organisations 

such as resentment, anger, poor relationships, conflict, bullying and injustice, which 

are all associated with reduced wellbeing for individuals and worse performance for 

organisations (Martin et al, 2015; Simpson et al, 2013).  A lack of compassion is also 

associated with unethical behaviour, which is clearly at odds with the role of 

policing.  Importantly, it has also been found that features of compassionate 

leadership are what people in policing want from their leaders.  In a recent review 

of the views of front-line police officers and staff, Ordon et al (2019) found that 

they want leaders who encourage feedback and listen to their staff, who know their 

staff and can empathise with them, and who care for their staff and act with 

integrity and honesty.  In addition, we know that compassionate leaders are also 

inclusive leaders, and fostering inclusion is a critical issue for policing, having been 

so for many years (Cashmore, 2002; Law, 2015). 

 

With this knowledge, there is a strong case for developing compassionate leaders in 

policing, but as set out above, there has been a lack of focus on how to consistently 

develop leaders in policing.  The next section goes on to explore some of the 

evidence about how people learn leadership. 
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Learning Leadership 

 

Policing is widely described as, variously, a ‘trade’, an ‘art’ and a ‘craft’ (Bacon, 

2020; Charman, 2017; Cockcroft, 2019; Loftus, 2009) and at different levels a mix of 

‘craft’ and ‘science’ (Doyle, 2019).  In particular, the move within policing towards 

professionalisation (Bacon, 2020; Cockcroft, 2019) is seen as a way of moving 

policing away from being a ‘craft’ and more towards being ‘scientific’ in its 

approach, which is associated with more investment in wider and more structured 

education, to include a deeper critical understanding of relevant theory and 

concepts, rather than just training, in the more traditional sense of developing 

specific skills, (Charman, 2017) which largely happens ‘on the job’. 

 

Doyle (2019), in his study of how police officers learn leadership, draws on the 

70:20:10 model of leadership development which is a model that is very widely 

used and well received in the field of leadership development more generally 

(Johnson et al, 2018; Filstad et al, 2020).  The model supposes that 70% of learning 

is informal and comes from experience, 20% of learning is based on relationships, 

and the final 10% comes from formal courses.  This implies however that if only 10% 

comes from formal leadership development courses, their effectiveness overall 

might be called into question and there may be an organisational temptation to 

reduce costs of delivering courses, and rely on the other 90% to simply happen and 

‘automatically deliver’ the development needed (Harding, 2022).  However, 

although it is a well-used theory, when Clardy (2018) conducted an in-depth 

analysis of sources from publications citing the 70:20:10 ‘rule’, he could find no 

valid and reliable evidence to back up the proportions stated. 

 

Even if there is no solid grounding for the proposed proportions in the model 

though, it does seem that the different elements of the model are still relevant.  In 

relation to leadership development generally, Gold et al (2010) state that leaders 

are most likely to learn in practice, through day-to-day experiences, and Schein 

(2009) is clear that experiential learning in organisations is inevitable.  Within 

policing, Charman (2017) highlights that, in the context of new police recruits, on 
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the job training has a higher perceived status than classroom-based learning.  In a 

comprehensive systematic literature review, Pearson-Goff and Herrington (2013) 

found only a small number of relevant studies in relation to leadership 

development in policing, but from those, concluded that a mix of work-based 

experience, mentoring and formal education were the approaches that people 

perceived to be most effective.  Others also find that, whilst the proportions are not 

defined, a blend of approaches is essential, and is needed due to the range of ways 

that people learn (Gold et al, 2010; Charman, 2017).  Charman’s ‘square of police 

learning’, in relation to new recruits, recognises that the formal elements of both 

classroom-based learning and on-the-job learning via tutoring, sit equally alongside 

the informal elements of “non-prescriptive direction and advice” from supervisors 

and colleagues (Charman, 2017:320), giving us another helpful model which can be 

applied in the leadership development field. 

 

The key to ensuring that leadership development actually delivers the development 

needed, appears to in taking a coherent, systematic and sustained approach, using 

a blended range of methods which are co-ordinated over time.  Without this, 

lessons will still be learned and leadership will still be developed, but in a way that 

does not guarantee that the outcomes will be the ones that the organisation needs 

(Harding, 2022).  In other words, relying on the ‘90%’ of the 70:20:10 model to 

organically happen and deliver the appropriate results is a risky strategy (Johnson et 

al, 2018).   

 

 

Current Leadership Development Landscape 

 

In England and Wales, there are 43 geographically-based police forces, which are 

known as ‘Home Office’ forces, and in addition there are a number of specialist 

police forces, including British Transport Police, the Civil Nuclear Constabulary and 

the Ministry of Defence Police101.  The forces vary widely in size and nature, and 

 
101 https://www.police.uk/pu/find-a-police-force/  
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each force recruits and trains its own staff102.  There is no national mandate for 

leadership training for people working in policing, apart from when individuals want 

to move into the most senior ranks, so leadership development throughout the 

ranks in policing is extremely varied across all the different organisations, with no 

consistency of requirements or standards until officers want to move into Chief 

Officer roles.  The College of Policing is the professional body for policing in England 

and Wales and they do provide a range of training courses for forces, but the 

leadership development offered is limited.  Those in the ranks of Chief Inspector, 

Superintendent and Chief Superintendent can attend the Senior Leadership 

Development Programme (at a financial cost to the force), but it is not 

mandatory103.  The only mandatory leadership development programme offered 

across policing is the Strategic Command Course (SCC), which police officers in 

Superintendent and Chief Superintendent ranks in Home Office forces must pass in 

order to qualify to apply for Chief Officer roles in Home Office Forces104.  In order to 

qualify to attend the course, senior leaders are required to first pass the Senior 

Police National Assessment Centre (SPNAC), and in order to attend SPNAC, officers 

must be supported by their Chief Constable.  Because the SCC is the first mandated 

leadership development course in policing, it is feasible that people could work 

through the ranks with no formal leadership development until reaching this level. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

As highlighted above, this research was informed by theoretical concepts relating to 

compassion at work.  The focus of this research was: to understand how senior 

police leaders learn their people leadership craft, and how they enact this in 

 
102 More information about recruitment and training can be found on this Government site: 
https://www.joiningthepolice.co.uk/training-progression/training  
103 People from under-represented groups in these ranks can also attend the Aspire Programme, and 
a range of specialist ‘command skills’ courses are also offered, e.g. public order, firearms. 
104 This requirement is enshrined in Police Regulations.  Other senior leaders from policing, partner 
and international law enforcement agencies are welcome to attend, but the qualification is not 
mandatory for them. 
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practice; and to explore how leadership development in policing can be improved.  

The research was guided by the research philosophy of Intelligent Compassion 

(Confortini, 2012), which aims to move towards emancipatory social change using a 

feminist critical methodology.  This methodology involves adopting imaginative 

identification with participants throughout the research process, through active 

listening and the suspension of judgement, as well as reflexivity and reflection, so 

that a deeper level of understanding might be generated.  In addition, the method 

involves the use of sceptical scrutiny and deliberative inquiry as a way of 

challenging values and norms, and being solution focused (Ackerly, 2000; 

Confortini, 2012).  Intelligent Compassion is appropriate for policing-based research 

because it is for use in organisations which have dominant contexts (Confortini, 

2012), such as the hierarchy and patriarchy which can be found in policing.  

 

The University of Manchester provided ethical approval for the research and the 

Police Superintendents’ Association supported the research by providing 

information to their members in their weekly bulletin and asking interested 

volunteers to contact the researcher directly, leading to a non-probability, 

convenience sample of 34 Superintendents and Chief Superintendents, who took 

part in 34 in-depth interviews and 2 focus groups.  Self-selection bias is almost 

inevitable with such a sample, and those who took part were particularly motivated 

towards the research.  Most stated that they were particularly interested in 

contributing to improving leadership in policing, as illustrated by participants: 

 

“I feel so strongly about leadership.  I love it.  I'm so passionate about it.  

I really like seeing people develop.  I really like seeing teams enjoy what 

they're doing and get good results and the satisfaction that they get 

from that and I love being an enabler for all that.” (Wendy) 

 

“I just love talking about this stuff.  I've got a passion for leading people 

and I just think we get it wrong so often.  I don't think my approach 

should stand out as different as it does.  I can’t be a different me and I 

get so much out of seeing others develop.  I find it fascinating, I've 
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enjoyed talking with you about it.  I think we could be so much better if 

we really unlock the potential of our people, rather than seeing them as 

a problem that needs fixing.” (Will) 

 

Because many people in policing know each other, particularly in the senior ranks, 

and because visible diversity is poor, participants were provided with pseudonyms 

for the purposes of reporting findings.  It was important to provide names rather 

than numbers to maintain the humanity of the participants.  Detailed characteristics 

of individual participants have not been provided, but group characteristics broadly 

include the following: 

 

• One person identified issues related to their treatment as a person of 

colour. 

• 10 people identified issues related to their treatment as women. 

• 24 people had traditionally male first names. 

• Respondents were from 20 Home Office Forces and one non-Home Office 

force105.  

• 6 people were from one force, 2 forces had 3 people from each, 4 forces had 

2 people from each, and 14 forces had one person. 

• The number of years in the superintending ranks ranged from 1 to 15. 

• The number of forces that participants had worked in ranged from 1 to 3. 

• Half of all participants had been on some form of leadership development 

fast-track scheme, including Accelerated Promotion, High Potential 

Development Scheme (HPDS), or Direct Entry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
105 There are 43 Home Office forces in England and Wales, which are regionally based.  Non Home 
Office forces include, for example, the Ministry of Defence Police, British Transport Police and Civil 
Nuclear Constabulary. 
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Data collection and analysis 

 

In this study, data collection and analysis took place using a phased approach: 

 

Data Collection Phase 1 - In-depth interviews were utilised.  Imaginative 

identification with the participants was adopted, which included suspending 

judgements and assumptions and using deep engagement and listening, through a 

conversational style, to elicit views, experiences and circumstances around the 

development of individuals’ leadership craft, how this manifests in practice, and 

how they thought we could improve it.  

 

Data Collection Phase 1a - Both during and after each interview critical reflexivity 

and reflection took place, with an examination of any judgements and assumptions 

which were happening.  Key observations were noted.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 1 – Interviews were transcribed, adopting imaginative 

identification as above, and using thematic analysis techniques to analyse the data 

in the interviews, organising and grouping key themes and capturing relevant 

quotes in an Excel spreadsheet.  This was used rather than specialist qualitative 

analysis software in order to maintain the essence of the participants’ voices.  Use 

of the spreadsheet enabled a clear overview of the full ‘picture’ to emerge without 

any loss of overall context (McCann et al, 2013).  As Bazeley (2013:139) warns, one 

of the problems with using qualitative analysis software is the danger of becoming 

slightly obsessed with detailed coding, to the detriment of “…imaginative and 

reflective thinking, linking, and memo writing”, all of which were central to the 

intelligent compassion methodology.  In all, around 40 hours of interview data, and 

in the region of 357,000 words, were generated for analysis. 

 

Data Collection Phase 2 - 2 focus groups were carried out, with 6 and 7 participants 

respectively, to present the initial findings of the data analysis and encourage the 

participants to engage in deliberative inquiry and sceptical scrutiny to generate 

questioning and challenging of the identified norms, values and practices, and 
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encourage critique of these and a focus on solutions.  

 

Data Analysis Phase 2 - Again thematic analysis techniques were adopted to analyse 

the data from the focus groups, and this was merged with the analysis of the 

interviews.  Key themes which emerged particularly strongly from the focus groups 

were around blame cultures and the lack of willingness to challenge poor behaviour 

and practice, and failures around diversity and inclusion, particularly related to 

favouritism and biases in promotions processes.  These topics are covered in depth 

in two related papers, one on how compassion is constrained in policing, and one 

on compassion and inclusion. 

 

The next section describes the findings in relation to leadership development in 

policing in more depth. 

 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Overall the 34 interviews and 2 focus groups generated a large amount of text and 

because of the volume, the findings are explored in 3 separate papers.  As set out 

above, two other papers respectively examine: firstly, the nature of people 

leadership which was reported as practiced by participants, and which resonates 

with a compassionate leadership approach, and how this is constrained by the 

dominant police culture; and secondly the fact that compassionate and inclusive 

leadership are intrinsically linked, but again are constrained in policing, and the fact 

that exclusion is exacerbated by bias and favouritism in promotion processes.  This 

paper examines how participants learned their people leadership craft and how 

they think leadership development in policing can be improved.   
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Learning Leadership - How senior police leaders learn their people leadership craft  

 

In line with the Intelligent Compassion methodology, respondents were asked 

initially a very broad question in order to elicit their own personal stories about 

their own leadership development – “Tell me about how you learned your people 

leadership craft”106.  This was backed up with probing questions where necessary, 

but with the intention of encouraging the respondent to speak freely and honestly.  

Some naturally started to talk about how we could improve things, but if they did 

not, they were then asked the open question – “What do you think we should do to 

improve things?”.  This question was sometimes supplemented with questions such 

as “What do you think chief officers could do better?” and “what message would 

you want the College of Policing to hear?”, given the key roles that those 

stakeholders have in leadership development in policing.  

 

Going for any promotion process to reach the next level of leadership clearly takes 

an element of self-motivation for leadership development because it often involves 

exams and assessment processes which all require preparation.  However, in many 

cases, leadership development is not mandatory and so to develop themselves 

beyond what is necessary to be promoted to the next rank, does involve a higher 

level of self-motivation.  Most of the respondents had been motivated to take 

responsibility for their own leadership development at some point in their 

leadership career, which included seeking out learning from a range of places, 

including training courses, learning from others, asking for feedback and learning 

from experience.  Overall, nearly 90% of participants talked about leadership 

development that they had undertaken which was over and above what was 

expected in their organisation; although much of that was supported by the 

organisation, such as attendance on courses, much of it was completely self-led, 

such as reading, research, reflection and feedback beyond courses.  Esther 

 
106 Whilst participants were asked about people leadership in particular, they did often talk about 
leadership more broadly. 
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highlighted this when talking about the Senior Leadership Development Programme 

(SLDP) that she completed: 

 

“Not everybody does it. It's not something that we have to do. It's not 

forced upon us.  In fact, it’s not even encouraged, I would say.  It does 

have to be you going to someone else and saying, ‘I'd really like to go on 

this I think it could be useful’.” (Esther) 

 

And others mentioned their self-motivation for leadership development more 

broadly:  

 

“I previously studied with ILM107 to get accreditation and was a member 

of CMI108.  No one offered me training in leadership ever.  But I 

happened to take it because I think it's important.  And when I've been 

in the police, and I'll be honest, I don't know what It's like in other 

forces, but in [force] you have to just sort of get on with it.” (Henry) 

 

“I put myself forward for it [course] and the force paid for it.  I've only 

had one input from Senior Leaders in Policing (4days). I've had no other 

training at all.  Everything has been self.” (Gina) 

 

“The majority of my learning is self-taught and it's based on who I am 

rather than what the job wants me to be…Is there a descriptor of the 

type of leader the force expects me to be?  And what does that look 

like?  I'd say I've never been taught that.  It's all self-taught.” (Owen) 

 

 

 

 

 
107 Institute of Leadership and Management 
108 Chartered Management Institute 
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Training Courses 

 

Most of the participants (85%) mentioned training courses as a source of learning in 

some way shape or form, but it was clear that provision was patchy in terms of 

availability and content across policing, including between forces and across ranks, 

and reducing over time.   

 

“I don't think we train people in leadership. And, and the reason I say 

that is because I've gone through the, obviously the ranks. And I think 

the last time I got any sort of training about how to be that rank was 

when I was a sergeant.” (Brian) 

 

“The leadership skills I've personally obtained over the years, a very 

minimal amount have been taken from a course type environment or a 

leadership course or a learning and development input from the police.  

I think that's been really limited” (Owen) 

 

Several mentioned that leadership development courses did exist in the past, but 

have been gradually cut over time, and particularly over the years of austerity by 

consecutive Conservative Governments from 2010 onwards.  It was mentioned as 

something that was not valued by the organisation as much as other functions: 

 

“…when I got promoted to sergeant, which was [1990s], there was a full 

leadership development programme in place in [force], so we had 

specialist leadership trainers whose role was just to do leadership 

training, right? And at various stages the last 20 years this has changed.  

But in the cuts that came, that just got taken out altogether. That was 

one of the first bits that went in [force], because ‘it’s a softer skill and 

we don't need it’...” (Esther) 

 

The quality and use of courses was also called into question at times, with some 

people not gaining particular value from courses.  There are various reasons for this, 
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which sometimes included the quality of the teaching and content, but also 

personal preference, and the wider organisational learning environment which may 

or may not help with embedding the learning in the longer term. 

 

“But a lot of it was actually, if I'm being honest, and I remember very 

little of it...if I'm really honest with myself. Even the sort of senior 

leadership courses that I did with the College of Policing, I'm not sure 

how much of them I actually took away and used long term...But maybe 

again, that speaks to my personality type. I wouldn't necessarily 

immediately go for courses and sort of outward led opportunities.” 

(Claire) 

 

“...the leadership courses were - work's very busy, I've got to go away 

for a week, pass this, and get back...(as you go up the ranks) there's 

been one off leadership development days in force - what I call flip chart 

and post it note days - but I'm not sure how beneficial they are - they 

usually involve writing a lot of words up on the board like empathy, 

sympathy, emotional intelligence - I'm not really sure how much they, 

for me, really translate into leading a team or a workforce, or being a 

partner within the bigger structure...” (Russ) 

 

Interestingly, just over one third of the respondents were graduates of the 

Accelerated Promotion (AP) or the High Potential Development Scheme (HPDS) 

which were talent management programmes in policing in the 1990s and 2000s.  

Respondents largely found the structured leadership development aspects of those 

programmes very useful in terms of shaping their future people leadership practice.  

And the programmes certainly generated success in promotion, with 95% of HPDS 

graduates in the service being successful in promotion to inspector, compared to 

41% of non-HPDS graduates in 2010 (Caless, 2011).   It is worth noting that these 

programmes, which have now been superseded by Fast Track and Direct Entry 

schemes, were the first national police development programmes to focus on 

leadership development in particular.  Prior to these programmes, those coming 



 275 

through the Graduate Entry Scheme and Bramshill Scholarship had more of a focus 

on law and social and political science education (Charman et al, 1999). 

 

“I joined in [1990s] under what was then the accelerated promotion 

scheme for graduates…It was extremely useful both in understanding 

myself but also looking at a range of really capable people.” (Peter) 

 

“I think everybody should get to do that HPDS.  I think that is a real 

negative of current policing is that we don't have that scheme.  I can 

certainly see the benefit of Fast Track and Direct Entry, but I think that 

ability to take the talent within the organisation, give it a structured 

learning environment, both academically and operationally, is 

absolutely missing from policing now.  And it's a real shame because 

what I think you’re starting to see - my cohort are all starting to get into 

senior command positions and...they're not the old school senior 

leaders in policing.” (Tina) 

 

Over 70% of participants said that more training in leadership was necessary and, 

crucially, that this should start on entry and continue throughout leadership 

careers.  After saying how patchy their experiences of leadership development had 

been, there was strong support for leadership training to be prioritised more 

consistently, and for the appropriate amount of time to be given to allow people to 

attend the relevant training.  Training in core leadership skills was seen to give 

people the grounding they needed to have confidence that they were on the right 

tracks.  In addition, there was support for multi-agency learning, sharing learning 

with other organisations. 

 

“I did the common purpose bit and I found that really really useful.  I 

loved it because I was engaging with people in different organisations.  

Until you actually see it from their view and their organsiation and see 

how it all fits in, and see oh bloody hell I didn't understand that, I'm 

going to do that.”  (Robert) 
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Learning from Role Models and Other People 

 

The majority of respondents (nearly 90%) also referred to the amount that they 

have learned from others, including their managers and peers as well as friends and 

family.  This was not always positive and people spoke equally about how much 

they learned about how not to lead, as they did about learning how to lead well. 

 

“You have role models don't you, so - 'what would so and so do'?.   So 

my boss is excellent, wonderful.  They and I don't necessarily agree on 

everything, which is a good way to be.  I think 'what would [name] 

do?’…I've learned from others, I think like everyone, I don't want to be 

like him or her.  I don't want to do that.” (Henry) 

 

“there's always an incident in my mind, I went to see one of them [Chief 

Officer] about an application form for a new job, and I left their office 

feeling like a like a child, the way they've spoken to me.  And I thought, I 

never, ever want to speak anyone like that or have anyone…for me to 

make anyone feel like I just felt.  So I think for me, it's through that raw 

experience.” (Brian) 

 

Crucially, respondents reported making their own judgements about which people 

leadership qualities they admired, and which they rejected.  Many talked about 

being able to make their decisions based on grounds of decency – for example, 

having a strong sense of morals, ethics and behaviour.  However others talked 

about how much people are influenced by those around them, particularly those in 

more senior positions, and how, where people are seen to be promoted because of 

their similarity to their seniors, people are likely to emulate those types of 

behaviours.  One respondent gave an example of a former Chief Constable: 

 

“The leadership style is set by a leadership team and is then replicated 

throughout the organisation, so I do personally believe that your Chief 

and Executive Team are fundamental to what your force then 
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subsequently develops - how people behaved was very much set by 

them.  I can see people who have grown and developed under that 

regime because they behave in a different way to those that I have seen 

develop under other executives...it was very 'you're either with me or 

you're not'” (Neil) 

 

Others were even more explicit about the types of approaches and behaviours 

which they had seen emulated: 

 

“It's been more looking at different types of leaders within my 

organisation, sometimes it’s – hmmm, I don't want to be doing it like 

that. Sometimes it's yes absolutely I can see how that works…It’s 

learning from the styles of others which is interesting from our 

organisation because we've got very few senior female leaders.  And 

those females that have gone up the ranks, because we haven’t had 

female role models, we've tended to model ourselves on the blokes, so 

almost being harder than hard.  So I’ve tried to break the mould.” (Eve) 

 

A more structured way of learning from others was reported by way of coaching 

and mentoring and this was thought to be important by around two-thirds of 

respondents. 

 

“I got given a coach and again that was good as that gave me an 

external influence in terms of leadership styles...I then got a mentor 

[former ACC] and again that was really good, I was able to run my ideas 

and views on leadership past someone at a senior level and it gives you 

that confidence that you're on the right lines I suppose.” (Wendy) 

 

Many thought that the offer of coaching and mentoring should be made available 

for free, via the College of Policing, but they also noted the importance of choosing 

coaches and mentors carefully.  Linked to promotions processes, some people were 

seen to volunteer to be mentors as a way of improving their application and 
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promotion chances, but they were not necessarily seen as the right people to be 

mentors.  Having mentors from other forces, or from other organisations outwith 

policing was also seen as important to avoid the dangers of creating ‘clones’. 

 

“Ongoing coaching and mentoring should be a given - having that 

opportunity.  But we need to be really careful about who those 

individuals are.  And to have some form of enhanced tutoring or course 

- having a mentor each that we're satisfied is the standard that we need 

to undertake that role, I think is important.  I don't think we should just 

assume that because you're a Chief Super, you're going to be a good 

leader, or an ideal role model or mentor.  Nah.  Not in my 

experience…This is definitely an area of weakness I think for the police 

service.” (Owen) 

 

“I realised that this force is mentoring everyone and that's why they all 

end up looking the same and sounding the same” (John) 

 

Mentoring was also seen as an important way of helping those from under-

represented groups to build confidence.  Overall, the dominant macho culture and 

the lack of inclusion and diversity was clearly seen as a major problem by most 

participants.  This is a critical issue in policing.  It is not addressed here and is the 

subject of a further dedicated paper, but respondents did recognise how important 

diversity is. 

 

“We proactively provide mentoring for people from under-represented 

groups, and that’s partly around developing confidence and skills and 

exposing them to real people at the senior ranks. We can't keep 

recruiting and promoting people who are like us” (Catherine) 

 

Linked to learning from others is the concept of networking, which was mentioned 

by around one fifth of participants, and it was something that participants again 

suggested that the College of Policing could facilitate.  Many participants who 
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mentioned it had developed networks due to completing training courses with 

others from across the country: 

 

“I also think there’s something about your connections and your 

network and your friendships and how you learn from other people and 

how you share good skills with others and I think that HPDS scheme in 

particular was absolutely brilliant for that so I now have a network of 

leaders across policing nationally that I can go to if I've got any sort of 

issue or concern or worry, which I think if I'd just gone through the 

normal leadership progression in [force] that network would be much 

smaller” (Tina) 

 

 

Learning from Experience 

 

Learning from experience was another of the major ways that respondents 

described learning their people leadership craft, with over 70% of participants 

explicitly mentioning this.  However, they did not necessarily take the learning in an 

especially structured way, or in a way that meant they could maximise the 

experiential learning, and it wasn’t always clear what they learned in particular: 

 

“As you go through to the more senior leadership roles, em, I think a 

few things start to happen and change. One is your own life experience 

changes. So I would never underestimate your own experiences, A. 

professionally what you deal with, during the course of your own 

progression and B. what you deal with in your life in general, or just, you 

know, outside work, you know, children, voluntary activities…I’m too 

positive sometimes so I take the benefit from anything so even if it’s a 

horrible incident, I’m like ‘oh that was useful to learn how to deal with 

that!’” (Geoff) 
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A number of others talked about being reflective generally, and recognise that they 

do it, but probably not in a structured way.  Some recognised that they had become 

more reflective over time, and some mentioned the difficulty in making time for 

reflection in light of the ‘busy’ culture. 

 

“as I was saying that I'm thinking ‘oh God, I sound like a reflector!’.  And 

I’ve never come out as a reflector.  I’m all for ‘just do it’.  That's why I 

say I think I've probably changed over the years.  Because no I was never 

a reflector.  I suppose when I say that I have always been somebody 

who is massively impacted by the impact I have on others.  So you 

know, if I upset somebody, or I’ve caused something or I had a shouting 

match at work, and I'm thinking, why have I done that?  And it worries 

me, and I lie awake in bed at night, I think I have replayed conversations 

in my head and I have a different conversation. So yeah, I’ve probably 

become more of a reflector over the years but yeah, by accident rather 

than by design.” (Esther) 

 

However, only around one third talked about consciously reflecting on experience 

to get the best learning out of the experience. 

 

“as I've matured, I've become a bit more reflective in my practice. So 

looking back on what went well, what didn't go quite so well. And 

learning from that and picking out the good and the not so good from 

the different experiences that you've had that form your values form 

your leadership style, all those sorts of bits...” (Iain) 

 

“the key thing for me is I learned through experience, I'm quite happy to 

go out there and make mistakes and unpick that and reflect on it, and I 

do a lot of reflecting on how I behaved...” (Brian) 

 

Most of the respondents had spoken about their own learning from experience, and 

linked to this, when talking about improvements to how we could develop, around 
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40% of respondents mentioned the tendency for people to move quickly between 

roles and the perceived importance of staying in a role long enough to develop into 

it and learn from it.  In addition, people thought this was important in terms of 

providing consistency for staff. 

 

“And I do think it's almost unfair on the people that do get promoted 

too soon to be expected to perform at that senior leader level, if they 

haven't got the experience to fall back on. And, you know, some, 

obviously there are some exceptional individuals that they can fly 

through and it isn't the problem. But I think they're the exception to the 

rule.” (Iain) 

 

 

Other methods 

 

A number of other methods were mentioned by several respondents, including self-

directed engagement with a range of resources, including for example books, 

podcasts and TED Talks; and others mentioned value and personal insight that they 

had gained from leadership development tools such as the Myres Briggs Type 

Indicator (MBTI) and 360 degree feedback.  Again, engagement was largely self-

selected and by no means consistent or co-ordinated.  

 

“I also did a lot of reading up, not necessarily within policing but 

documentaries, TED talks, Youtube etc and also just listening to people 

who I admired, listening to how they came across.  You know and you 

can only be yourself.”(Gina) 

 

“Did MBTI [part of HPDS], Belbin and colour profiles.  Colour profiles 

were done across the force.  What was really useful was for the, the first 

time it explained other people.  Probably helpful when it comes to 

communication style…that ability to identify different types of people, 

different learning styles, that sort of thing.” (Len) 
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“…there were people with 28 years service just getting promoted to 

Chief Inspector…and it was the first time they’d ever done 360 you 

know…then, you know…there were things in there, you know, positive 

stuff that I had no idea, I just, it's a bit of a blind spot didn't even see it 

didn't know it. And yes, I found it. I found it hugely beneficial.” (Andy)  

 

Ultimately the picture painted of people’s leadership development journeys is one 

of patchy provision, which is largely self-driven and not characterised by 

organisational consistency or intention.  This is a risky strategy, well summed up by 

Frank: 

 

“So I think if we get good leaders, we, it's more by luck, and 

happenstance. Rather than, than anything that we have kind of created 

and nurtured and invested in, or you get people who through luck, or 

whatever reason, so I go into negotiation, as well as being a negotiator, I 

get some side benefits out of that I feel have benefited my my 

leadership style, which benefits the organisation, but that’s all a bit 

random and based on luck, rather than, it’s not come out of any any 

great sort of plan as such.” (Frank)  

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The findings clearly tell a story of an inconsistent approach to leadership 

development in policing in terms of content, across ranks and across geography.  

And in places where there once were more comprehensive approaches, over time 

these have been eroded, either in the misplaced belief that leadership development 

provision could be cut for the sake of efficiency, or as the early victims of harsh 

austerity measures over the past 12 years.  In fact, developing high quality, 

compassionate leaders is critical to ensuring that organisations have the innovation 

and adaptability to respond to regular changes in context such as changes to crime 
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types, complexity, and austerity (Bailey and West, 2022; Charman, 2017; West et al, 

2017), and to ensuring that leaders can tackle the perennial problems identified 

with the enduring elements of police culture which hold the organisation back from 

modernisation.  If the move to professionalise policing is about invoking a more 

‘scientific’ approach to leadership development, then policing is not there yet and 

on that basis people leadership in policing could still quite rightly be defined as a 

‘craft’.   

 

In accordance with Clardy (2018), the proportions cited in the 70:20:10 ‘rule’ of 

learning did not materialise with any clarity in this study.  However, even though 

the proportions may not be scientifically proven, or found here, it is clear that the 

different features of learning from experience, learning from others, and formal 

learning all co-exist in the findings from this research. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

As has been noted, there is a paucity of research relating to how police leaders 

learn their craft, but from the studies in existence, there is a common 

understanding that learning from experience forms a major part of how leaders 

prefer to develop and do develop (Doyle, 2019; Filstad et al, 2020; Nilsen et al, 

2018; Pearson-Goff and Herrington, 2013), and that was the case in this research.  

In fact, Filstad and Karp (2020) go further and highlight that ‘learning by doing’ is 

actually embedded in police culture (see also Charman, 2017) which is a more 

positive element of police culture than is ordinarily recognised and one which can 

be harnessed.  However, as Doyle (2019) highlights, and as confirmed in this 

research, learning from experience, or ‘on-the-job’, is often informal and not 

consistently applied, meaning it is mostly “left to chance” (Filstad et al, 2018 in 

Nilsen et al, 2018:192).  In order to enable more structured learning from 

experience in policing, it is widely recognised that reflection (on action, after the 

event), and reflexivity (in action, as the event is happening) are key skills (Filstad et 

al, 2020; Janssens et al, 2017; Kilgallon et al, 2017; Kodz and Campbell, 2010; Nilsen 

et al, 2018; Schafer, 2009).  Di Stefano (2015:7) defines reflection as:  
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“…the intentional attempt to synthesize, abstract, and articulate the key 

lessons learned from experience. Reflection is a purposeful action, 

requiring intentional efforts on the part of the individual.” 

 

Hoel and Barland (2021:3) concur, clarifying that in order to get the most 

meaningful learning from an experience, it is necessary to make connections 

between the experience and the consequences of the experience in a structured 

way.  However, although we often talk about the importance of learning from 

experience, we do not often do it intentionally.  Due to a natural bias for action, it 

has been found that people assume that more practice of a task is a superior way to 

learn, however Di Stefano et al (2015) found this not to be the case, and that more 

effective learning came from using time not for more practice of the same task, but 

from intentional reflection on a task.  In this current research, many respondents 

told us that they do reflect, but often they do not do it in a structured way.  It could 

be contended that in policing there is an enhanced bias for action due to police 

officers being called to action on a daily basis, which means that police officers are 

even less likely to reflect, and there is potentially an important impact on 

compassion that we need to recognise here.  The work of du Zulueta (2015:3) 

highlights work from neuropsychology which shows that if the part of the brain (the 

‘task positive network’, or TPN) which deals with tasks, controlling actions and 

problem solving, or “getting things done”, is over worked, this can be to the 

detriment of the part of the brain which deals with “…emotional self-awareness, 

social cognition and ethical decision-making, as well as creativity and insightful 

problem solving.” (the ‘default mode network’).  When this happens, compassion 

can be eroded – just like when we use different muscles and we become stronger in 

the part of the body that we work more.  Arguably over time, coupled with the 

culture of suppressing emotions (Lennie et al, 2020), police officers are more likely 

to become task oriented, and in the absence of reflection they can become 

naturally less people focused and less emotionally ‘tuned in’, a point illustrated well 

by Ruth in this research:  
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“Especially in policing, you know it's better to be a bit of a machine, and 

I think people's emotional norms, for police officers in particular are so 

skewed, because they're subjected to so much that normal people 

aren't, that actually they can come across as not empathetic or 

concerned or considerate.” (Ruth) 

 

The good news is that achieving a balance of both focus on task and focus on 

people is possible, but like leadership development more widely, it needs to be 

developed intentionally, and this can arguably be helped by adopting reflective 

practice.  And of course it is not enough just to tell someone to reflect or be 

reflexive – those responsible for leadership development actually need to 

intentionally help people to learn what that means and how they might apply that 

in practice.  This is currently a significant gap in policing, but there is much to learn 

from other sectors such as healthcare, teaching and social work, where reflective 

practice is much more embedded (Ferguson, 2018; Mantzourani et al, 2019; Slade 

et al, 2019;), and also much to learn about how it can continue to be improved 

(Lilienfeld & Basterfield, 2020).  By helping police officers to become reflective and 

reflexive practitioners, and to focus on people as well as the task, policing could 

help them to generate much deeper learning from the rich experiences that they 

have on a daily basis, and could also help them to foster compassion and 

compassionate leadership:   

 

“Training for this ability will be the key to compassionate and effective 

leadership…Forcing people to focus almost exclusively on tasks, targets, 

and “problems” to be solved and a mechanical adherence to guidelines 

and algorithms will inevitably lead to TPN dominance with its attendant 

dehumanization.” (de Zulueta, 2015:3) 

 

Learning the craft of people leadership from those who have gone before has been 

widely found to be an important influence on emerging leaders (Doyle, 2019; Filstad 

et al, 2020;), and is something that was also found in this study, and in fact Fleming 

(2015:6) goes further, stating that:  
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“…we ‘know’ that learning from one’s colleagues, peers and senior 

leaders is a ‘preferred’ method of informed learning for police officers.”   

 

However, in the absence of any advice and support around which leaders to learn 

from, this is a risky strategy, particularly in an organisation where there are such 

entrenched elements of culture which are blockers to compassion, including 

conservatism, cynicism, machismo, prejudice, resistance to change (Bowling et al, 

2029; Constable & Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005) and suppressed emotion (Lennie et al, 

2020), and such propensity for assimilation into the dominant culture (Constable 

and Smith, 2015).  In such circumstances, it is clear to see how cultures are 

perpetuated if people continue to learn from those who have gone before, and 

there is no quality checking of what is learned and from whom.  

 

This research also found that learning from others was a major feature in relation to 

how people learned their people leadership craft, and this resonates with the 

findings of Doyle (2019) who additionally found that people learned as much about 

how not to lead as they did about how to do it well, due to many ‘superiors’ simply 

being poor role models.  Participants in this research clearly made their own 

decisions around which behaviours they liked and disliked and which ones they 

would emulate or not, and whilst many appeared to make sound decisions based on 

morals and values, they also reported that others modelled themselves on those 

who had simply been successful via promotion and/or due to outdated notions of 

the “heroic and masculine male” leader (Filstad and Karp, 2020:777), rather than 

those who were ethical leaders.  In leaving decisions about role models to chance, 

policing is relying on leaders who come through the ranks: firstly, having positive 

role models, who demonstrate evidence-based high-quality leadership practice that 

they can learn from; and secondly, being able to identify that those are the ones 

who should provide the learning.  There is a strong case for policing to be clearer 

about which behaviours should be role modelled, drawing on compassionate 

leadership practice, as set out below, and to recognise, reward, promote and 

champion these more consistently.   
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Coaching and mentoring had strong support in this research as well as in other 

policing research (Janssens et al, 2017; Schafer, 2010), and it has been found that 

not only does mentoring enhance learning, but also: 

 

“When officers lack suitable mentors, their leadership progression 

falters (Murphy, 2005) and this lack of mentoring to develop future 

leaders reflects poorly on the organisation (J. A. Schafer, 2009).” (Doyle 

et al, 2020:43). 

 

Kilgallon et al (2015) rightly question who selects, trains and quality assures coaches 

and mentors, and participants in this research were also clear about the need for 

quality checking individuals to ensure that the right support and learning can take 

place.   This clearly links to the point made earlier, in relation to learning from 

others more generally; it is too risky to leave this to chance, and policing must be 

more intentional about which individuals are appropriate to become mentors if 

culture is to be improved.  It is also important to ensure that coaching is focused on 

developing high quality leadership practice and personal development, rather than 

simply coaching people to pass assessment processes, or coaching for compliance 

(Boyatzis et al, 2013), which has also been found, particularly in relation to the most 

senior leadership assessment process (HMICFRS, 2019).  Adopting an approach to 

‘coaching with compassion’, whereby individuals are supported to clarify a personal 

vision based on strengths, positive values and aspirations (with a focus on 

continuous improvement, rather than alleviating suffering), can create enhanced 

learning, development and wellbeing for individuals, and improve adaptability of 

organisations (Boyatzis et al, 2013), which is much needed in the context of 

constant change that policing exists within. 

 

Respondents in this research also heralded the importance of learning from peers 

via networks and another positive element of police culture can also be harnessed 

here to facilitate this.  Charman (2017) found evidence of “camaraderie… 

comradeship and commitment” in policing cultures (Filstad and Karp, 2020:777) and 
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where people can feel that sense of belonging and social relatedness, they can 

support as well as learn from one another.  Nilsen et al (2018) highlight that 

structured environments such as courses can provide the relevant environment and 

time for such networks, or communities of practice, to develop and a good example 

of this is the longest formal leadership course in UK policing at the moment, the 

Strategic Command Course, which provides a unique opportunity for delegates to 

experience much learning from one another and develop long-term networks which 

“…persist far beyond the confines of the programme itself.” (Caless, 2011:31).  The 

key to creating networks and communities of practice is ensuring that leaders are 

not simply operating in echo chambers of negative practice or developing group 

think, which has been found to be a real issue in situations of high threat and stress 

where directive leadership is present, such as in policing (Reid et al, 2020; 

Ricciardelli et al, 2021).  Networks should be facilitated carefully to ensure that 

leaders are sharing legitimate and useful knowledge; knowledge which helps to 

move the organisation forward.  This needs to be fostered in an intentional way. 

 

Over half of the participants in this research talked about the importance of 

delivering leadership training at all levels, from entry and throughout the full career 

and through the different ranks.  This fits with the concept that all police officers 

are in leadership positions from initial entry (Charman, 2017; Fleming, 2015; 

Kilgallon et al, 2015), from leading crime incidents at a local level, through to 

leading organisations as a chief officer.  In recognition of different learning 

preferences, formal leadership training programmes are not the first choice for 

everyone, but many talked of the benefits they gained, especially from structured 

programmes such as the former Accelerated Promotion and High Potential 

Development Scheme, which are worth revisiting in terms of content and design.  

And although Nilsen et al (2018) state that there is no evidence that leadership 

courses actually improve performance, they do provide structured space for the 

provision of information and theoretical frameworks and for learning from and 

reflecting with peers, as a way of more intentionally drawing out learning from and 

making meaning of the input provided (Nilsen et al 2018), something which is 

valued by course delegates (Fleming, 2015; Kotz and Campbell, 2010;).  In addition, 



 289 

other research has found that formal leadership development programmes in 

policing help to improve the confidence of leaders (Filstad et al, 2020; Schafer, 

2010), something which is greatly needed if they are to challenge poor standards. 

 

Ultimately it appears clear that leaders learn their people leadership craft from a 

range of different methods, and that in order to maximise the learning, and not 

leave it to chance, organisations need to be more intentional about, and more 

centrally involved in, the full leadership development process, including the 

informal as well as the more formal aspects of learning.  This highlights the notion 

that learning is not just an individual endeavour; if police organisations wish to 

develop leaders who can deliver to best effect in the policing context, then 

leadership development becomes both an individual and an organisational 

responsibility which is planned and ongoing (Doyle, 2019; Filstad et al, 2020; Flynn 

and Herrington, 2015; Gold et al, 2010; Kodz and Campbell, 2010; Nilsen et al, 2018; 

Paine, 2017).  By recognising the importance of all elements, as Charman 

(2017:321) highlights:  

 

“Experience of the ‘craft’ of policing can therefore be utilised within the 

‘science’ of police training.” 

 

By not adopting an intentional approach to joining up formal and informal aspects 

to maximise the learning, as Clardy (2018) highlights, people will still learn, but 

might simply learn to do things the wrong way.  So the most important starting 

point for an intentional, joined up and long-term approach to leadership 

development, is for policing to be bold enough to clarify leadership expectations in 

the first place, knowing that: 

 

“…the contemporary policing landscape necessitates new approaches to 

leadership as opposed to command-based leadership (Davis and Bailey 

2018).” (Filstad and Karp, 2020:770) 
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And given what we know about the positive outcomes generated, such leadership 

expectations should be firmly based in the principles of compassionate leadership. 

As covered in more depth in a separate paper, senior police leaders in this research 

reported delivering compassionate leadership activities in the workplace which 

were in line with the compassion process, as set out in the introduction.  These 

included: actively noticing others, by creating communications channels for 2-way 

dialogue, being visible and approachable, and nurturing cultures of psychological 

safety whilst at the same time avoiding blame cultures, so people feel empowered 

to speak up; empathising with staff by actively asking for, and enthusiastically 

welcoming feedback and really actively listening and hearing to understand, 

particularly in relation to feelings; and taking ethical action to improve the 

circumstances of staff and others, being guided by values such as trust, fairness and 

‘doing the right thing’, which includes supporting staff to develop, recognising good 

work and challenging poor behaviour and performance.  Unfortunately, however, 

these qualities were not seen by participants to be consistent across policing, but 

the fact that they exist means that they can be cultivated.    

 

In addition to cultivating compassion more generally in individuals, which has been 

shown to be possible (Armstrong, 2011; Singer and Klimecki, 2014; Super, 2019), it 

is also possible, and necessary, to focus our leaders on the development of the 

positive practices which are part of the compassion process, which should be 

enshrined in clearly stated leadership expectations so there can be no doubt about 

what is needed, so that even if the core value of compassion has been suppressed 

in some leaders, they can still learn to enact the practices which can generate 

compassionate cultures.  If policing is bold enough to start with clarity here, this will 

give focus and intention to a more co-ordinated approach to leadership 

development, which according to the evidence, should include: more formalised, 

structured, and quality assured learning from experience and learning from role 

models, supported by reflective practice; mentoring and coaching with compassion, 

being provided by compassionate leaders; and facilitated networking; as well as 

formal, consistent leadership development courses, all focused on developing the 

same leadership expectations, from entry into the organisation and throughout all 
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of the ranks.  And in order to ensure consistency, and reduce variation across all the 

forces in England and Wales, such practices should be guided by standards set by a 

professional body, in service of policing as a whole. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

If policing is to be able to respond with innovation and agility to continually 

changing circumstances and context, then a more intentional approach to 

developing leaders is needed.  This paper has shown that currently police 

leadership development is patchy and inconsistent, and that many senior police 

leaders have sought out their own leadership development over their careers.  This 

appears to have been a sound approach for individual participants in this research 

who demonstrate features of compassionate leadership, which generates positive 

outcomes for individuals, the organisation and the communities that policing 

serves.  However ultimately it is too risky an approach for organisations and allows 

for leaders to develop in lots of different directions, not all of which are positive or 

beneficial to policing.  The call to improve police leadership development is not new 

and it is certainly time to address it.  Improving the approach requires being clear 

about leadership expectations from the outset, which should include the features of 

compassionate leadership, and then being intentional about adopting a coherent, 

systematic and sustained approach to leadership development, drawing on 

evidence-based methods such as learning from experience, reflective practice, 

building networks, role modelling, coaching and mentoring, as well as training 

courses, in order to deliver a co-ordinated approach to developing consistently high 

quality leadership practitioners in policing. 

 

In relation to the 70:20:10 theory of leadership development, this research found 

no evidence of set proportions, but did find that the elements of learning from 

experience, learning from others, and learning from formal courses were all strong 

features.  And crucially in relation to the theory of compassion at work, it is evident 

that in order to develop this in organisations, and in policing in particular, it cannot 
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be assumed that this will evolve naturally; this needs to developed with intent, 

consistently and in a co-ordinated way. 

 

This research was invariably limited by the fact that participants were self-selecting 

and had a particular interest in leadership development.  And whilst the research 

design generated data which gave a good depth of understanding of the concepts 

being explored, and produced a rich picture of the landscape of leadership 

development in policing in England and Wales, delivering saturation of data in 

accordance with the qualitative approach, the sample of participants cannot be 

considered to be representative of the entire body of senior operational leaders in 

policing.  Further research with a wider sample, coupled with more immersive 

research would add to the knowledge and theory in this field. 

 

Recent developments by the professional body for policing in England and Wales, to 

focus on delivering leadership expectations and leadership development 

throughout all the ranks, has the potential to give us emerging optimism for the 

future of leadership development in policing, but only if it is developed and 

implemented in a way that follows the compassion process.  That entails being 

open to seeing and hearing the true nature of the current problems in the system, 

having a deep understanding of the evidence base, and delivering the work in a 

competent and ethical way, whilst modelling compassionate leadership practices 

themselves.  The approach would be further bolstered with evaluation of 

approaches adopted being designed in from the outset.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

This research provides an original contribution to knowledge in the fields of 

compassion at work and compassionate leadership, applied in the context of 

policing.  The background to the research was a relentless focus on leadership in 

policing by politicians and the media which has been evident over a number of 

years, but which has intensified in recent times following some particularly high 

profile, horrifying incidents which have had devastating impacts on victims and their 

families and have led to a drop in confidence in the police, and questions around 

legitimacy.  People are the most vital resource in policing, but people working in 

policing have reported high levels of problems with their wellbeing, including 

anxiety and depression, and levels of morale which are reducing (Boag-Munroe, 

2022; Elliot-Davis, 2020 & 2021; Police Superintendent’s Association, 2019) – both 

factors which are ethical problems because they indicate suffering and both of 

which impact negatively on individuals’ ability to operate to their full potential and 

deliver their day job to best effect (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Meechan, 2013; Ngambi, 

2011; Stapleton et al, 2007; Weakliem & Frankel, 2006).  Evidence has shown that 

compassion at work can be an antidote to suffering in organisations (West, 2012; 

Worline & Dutton, 2017) and that leaders have an important influence on how their 

staff feel in work, according to whether their behaviour is compassionate or not 

(Brunetto et al, 2014; Can et al, 2017; Donaldson-Fielder et al, 2013; Engel et al 

2018; Glendinning, 2001; Houdmont et a, 2020; Huo et al, 2018).  These issues have 

been explored in depth throughout the thesis and in the three papers which set out 

the findings of the research.   

 

Researchers in the field had called for more empirical focus to be given to how 

senior police leaders ‘do’ lead as well as how they ‘should’ lead, and for there to be 

more focus on leadership development in policing in particular (Caless, 2011; 

Charman et al, 1999; Davis, 2017; Doyle, 2019; Filstad and Carp, 2020; Filstad et al, 

2020; Fleming, 2015; Ordon et al, 2019; Schafer, 2010).  The first aim of this 

research was therefore to understand how people in senior leadership roles in 

policing have learned their ‘people leadership craft’, and the second aim was to 
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explore how that translates into practice (how they ‘do’ leadership).  And because 

this research had a focus on how theory can be applied in practice and was guided 

by the feminist critical methodology of Intelligent Compassion (Confortini, 2012), 

which aims to deliver change and improvement, the third aim was to understand 

how leadership development can be improved in the police with a view to 

developing compassionate leaders, who can improve people’s experiences of 

working in the police, and therefore improve their ability to deliver the 

compassionate services that most do want to deliver, and which will benefit the 

public.  As a reminder, the objectives were to: 

 

• Explore how senior police leaders have learned their 'people leadership 

craft' and how this translates into practice, by carrying out in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with police Superintendents; 

• Use imaginative identification to analyse the interviews, critically reflecting 

on my own judgements and assumptions throughout the process; and 

• Encourage critique and focus on solutions through a process of deliberative 

inquiry and sceptical scrutiny, by sharing and discussing the analysis of the 

interviews with 2 focus groups.  

 

The research questions were: 

 

1. How do senior police officers learn the craft of people leadership?  

2. What does this mean in practice?  

3. What areas and methods of leadership development would help senior 

police officers effectively learn and implement appropriate people 

leadership skills?  

 

The findings of this study addressed the research questions, and although they are 

not fully generalisable to the wider community of senior leaders in policing, they do 

give us a rich indication of some of the current landscape in relation to leadership 

development and people leadership in policing in England and Wales. 
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Research Question 1:  How do senior police officers learn the craft of people 

leadership? 

 

Although we know that leaders can have a major impact on the people that they 

lead, and can shape the culture of organisations, there has historically been a 

reluctance to define which kind of leadership is needed in policing, and a lack of 

clarity around how to develop leaders effectively in policing.  The research found 

that leadership development in policing in England & Wales is neither intentional 

nor co-ordinated enough to consistently generate the kinds of leaders needed.  

These findings show that the senior leaders in this research had largely sought out 

their own people leadership development because leadership development in 

policing in England and Wales has been patchy and inconsistent across the police 

forces in the two countries.  There were examples of programmes which had had a 

positive influence on participants, such as the Accelerated Promotion and High 

Potential Development Schemes but these were only available to some109.  

Participants reported that much of their learning – both positive and negative – had 

come from other people, and through learning from experience, although that 

learning had not always been structured in a way which maximised it.  Participants 

also sought out a range of other materials to help with their learning, but these 

were self-selected and so lacking in any consistent quality control.  In other words, 

much of the leadership learning that participants reported was self-directed and did 

not emerge from much intent or co-ordination from policing as a profession.  

Participants concurred with researchers who identified that allowing people to self-

select where, what and who they learn their leadership practice from is a risky 

strategy (Clardy, 2018; Harding, 2022; Johnson et al, 2018), with no guarantee that 

people will learn and adopt positive leadership approaches which are people 

focused and compassionate.  

 

 

 
109The current equivalent iteration is the ‘Fast Track’ programme: 
https://www.college.police.uk/career-learning/learning/courses/fast-track-programme-serving-
constables  
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Research Question 2:  What does this mean in practice? 

 

In terms of how people leadership skills were implemented in practice, although the 

word ‘compassion’ was not part of the questioning and was rarely used by 

participants, it was apparent that most of the participants reported that they were 

delivering people leadership in a way that was aligned with the compassion process 

(Kanov, 2004; Worline & Dutton, 2017) and compassionate leadership, which 

generates positive outcomes for individuals and for organisations (Simpson et al, 

2013; Worline & Dutton, 2017).  This occurred through a mix of: actively noticing 

others, by creating communications channels, and being visible and approachable; 

empathising with staff by asking for feedback and really listening to understand, 

particularly in relation to feelings; and taking action to improve the circumstances 

of their staff and others around them, being guided by values such as trust, fairness 

and ‘doing the right thing’, which included challenging poor behaviour and 

performance as well as recognising and celebrating the positives.  In addition, it was 

apparent that compassion is intrinsically linked to inclusion and participants also 

demonstrated that they understood the importance of inclusion and reported that 

they actively facilitated it. 

 

Overall, the participants who volunteered to take part in this research were 

passionate about good quality people leadership, made positive choices about 

where, what and who they learn their people leadership practices from, and 

reported that they translated this into practice, demonstrating leadership 

approaches which are both compassionate and inclusive.  However, it was also clear 

that compassionate approaches are constrained and are not universal amongst 

senior leaders in policing; there were many examples given in this research of 

people actively resisting such approaches which are seen to be different to the 

traditional police culture (Cockcroft, 2020; Loftus, 2010).  This was seen as a result 

of, for example, assimilating into and aligning with the dominant culture which 

values machismo, cynicism, conservatism, prejudice and resistance to change 

(Bowling et al, 2019; Constable & Smith, 2015; Foster, 2005), and learning from 

people who adopt negative people leadership behaviours but who have still 
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attained senior ranks.  It is apparent how this could happen in the absence of clearly 

established people leadership expectations supported by intentional and co-

ordinated leadership development.  There is evidence that the dominant culture is 

changing gradually, and more positive elements are emerging (Brown et al, 2019), 

but progress is too slow to justify no further additional action.   

 

An issue of particular concern was raised repeatedly, which was not asked about 

directly.  That was in relation to experiences of exclusion amongst those who do not 

match the perceived policing ‘norm’.   This manifested in relation to the 

characteristics which did not fit the traditional ‘norm’ of the white, heterosexual, 

male (Swinnerton-Gismondi, 2020; Workman-Stark, 2017).  And participants also 

experienced exclusion in relation to other perceived ‘differences’, such as university 

education, different thinking styles and different personalities (including those who 

challenge ‘norms’).  Those who had not come into policing in the traditional way, 

such as Direct Entry Superintendents, also experienced exclusion, as did those who 

could not subscribe to the ‘long-hours’ culture; and although this often 

disproportionally impacts on women due to their usually increased caring 

responsibilities outside work, in this research this also clearly impacted on men.  

Exclusion is a particularly pernicious problem in policing because it is clearly a form 

of bullying, with the resultant harmful outcomes for individuals and for the wider 

organisation.  As a profession which is about keeping people safe, this is a particular 

affront to what should be core policing values.  This exclusion was exacerbated by 

favouritism towards those perceived to be in ‘in-groups’, which was reported at 

three main points in the promotions process, being: pre-promotion opportunities; 

gaining support from senior officers to apply for promotion; and in the interview or 

‘board’ process, all of which often led to people recruiting others who are like 

themselves, and perpetuating homogeneity.  These practices exacerbate the deeply 

embedded problem of lack of representation in policing and go some way to 

explaining why representation gets worse as the ranks get more senior.   
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Research Question 3:  What areas and methods of leadership development would 

help senior police officers effectively learn and implement appropriate people 

leadership skills?  

 

The call to improve police leadership development is not new (Charman et al, 1999) 

and it is certainly time to address it.  The findings consistently demonstrate that 

there is an urgent need for policing to be clear about the kind of compassionate 

people leadership which is needed in order to generate positive outcomes for 

individuals, for the organisation and by extension for the public.  There needs to be 

a focus on all parts of the compassion process, including: noticing others, through 

creating channels for dialogue and psychological safety, being visible and being 

approachable and avoiding blame cultures; empathising, through actively seeking 

feedback, and actively listening with a view to understanding; and taking ethical, 

values-based approaches to actions, supporting staff to develop, rewarding good 

work and relentlessly challenging poor behaviour.  In this way, policing can build on 

and accelerate emerging cultural improvements and foster compassionate 

leadership which will lead to improvements for individuals, the organisation and the 

community (Simpson, 2013; West, 2012). 

 

It was also apparent that organisations need to be intentional about developing 

compassionate people leadership consistently, and in a co-ordinated way, from the 

point of entry into the organisation, and throughout all the ranks, using evidence-

based leadership development methods which build on approaches already being 

used in practice, including learning from experience, reflection, building networks, 

and positive role modelling as well as leadership courses. 

 

In addition to addressing this research question, the findings also highlight the 

urgent need for policing to give serious focus to tackling the favouritism and 

positive discrimination which is in evidence, and which was a major cause of 

concern for participants, as well as addressing negative discrimination.  Both 

approaches need to be explicit and complementary because fairness is critical for 

signalling to people that they are valued equally, which is a core principle of 
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compassion (von Dietze & Orb, 2000), and promotion is key to making statements 

about who policing wants as role models for future generations of leaders.  

Adopting an ‘all-inclusive’ approach to nurturing diversity (Jansen et al, 2015; 

Stevens et al, 2008) whilst showing all staff that they are equally valued is a core 

principle of compassion (von Dietze & Orb, 2000) and would merit further 

investigation as a way of tackling homogeneity as well as addressing the evident 

resistance to positive action for under-represented groups (Graham et al, 2021).  

This demands that leaders in policing: constantly reflect on (notice) their own 

preferences, as well as biases; that they make a concerted effort to develop 

authentic empathy with others; and that they apply genuine sceptical scrutiny to 

these preferences and biases in order to actively choose difference, thus using the 

compassion process to drive improvements.   

 

In addition to tackling the culture of resistance to change, it is also apparent that 

other negative elements of enduring police culture need to be relentlessly 

challenged if progress is to be made in relation to leadership and inclusion at any 

speed.  Compassion demands courageous challenge.  Police leaders must 

relentlessly challenge the behaviours which damage individuals in policing, damage 

the organisation and damage the public – there must be no room for tolerance here 

if culture is to be shifted.  So leaders need to be developed to challenge 

constructively, and, critically, leaders need to be developed so that they: 

enthusiastically invite challenge and feedback; actively listen to it and aim to 

understand it; and respond to it positively, in order to set the tone for learning, 

innovation and improvement to thrive.  In this way, once again the compassion 

process can be followed in order to generate improvement.  And alongside 

challenging the negative aspects of enduring police culture, it is critical to also 

harness the many positive elements of police culture which appear to be gaining 

strength, albeit slowly (Brown et al, 2019; Charman, 2017).  These include elements 

of “camaraderie…comradeship and commitment” (Charman, 2017, in Filstad and 

Karp, 2020:777), characteristics such as ‘caring’, ‘professional’, ‘inclusive’, ‘learning’, 

and ‘progressive’ (Brown et al, 2019:130), and crucially, compassion (Charman, 

2018). 
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Theory Development 

 

This research has shown that compassion at work and compassionate leadership 

can provide some of the antidote to the negative practices which have been 

evidenced.  As set out above, the research found that compassion and inclusion are 

intrinsically linked through the theory of ‘belongingness’ (Beaumeister and Leary, 

2017; Levett-Jones et al, 2007; Jena and Pradhan, 2018) and leadership which 

embodies these qualities leads to positive outcomes for individuals, the 

organisation and communities (Simpson, 2013; West, 2012).  Theories of 

compassion show that it is a fundamental human trait, leading to people supporting 

and caring for one another.  However Social Identity Theory also appears to be 

common to humanity, and shows that although people are drawn to belonging in 

groups, they are also inclined to associate with ‘in-groups’ and reject ‘out-groups’, 

creating the damaging effects which are associated with exclusion (Abrams & 

Rutland, 2008; Hogg, 2016).  In work, and particularly in the context of the deeply 

embedded police culture which has enduring features of machismo and 

conservatism, which is in turn associated with resistance to change and acceptance 

of inequalities (Hirsch et al, 2010; Harper & Rhodes, 2021), this implies that 

compassion is unlikely to occur naturally in all places, and intervention will be 

needed in order to ensure positive people leadership approaches are adopted more 

comprehensively. 

. 

 

Policy and Practice Implications 

 

The implications for policy and practice are largely set out above under Research 

Question 3.  In addition, there is optimism that these recommendations are aligned 

to the potential direction of travel for the professional body for policing in England 

and Wales, where the recent Fundamental Review110 recommended a renewed 

 
110 https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/2022-02/Fundamental-review-of-the-College-of-
Policing.pdf  
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focus on leadership development, and work is underway to establish a National 

Police Leadership Centre, which includes work to establish clear leadership 

expectations and deliver leadership development consistently throughout all the 

ranks, and for police staff.  A Promotion and Progression Review has recently been 

completed and work is underway to establish how officers can be supported 

throughout their careers with a view to attaining the most senior leadership ranks.  

This work has been offered to inform that agenda. 

 

 

Limitations 

 

In summary, whilst there are many strengths to the research approach adopted, as 

highlighted in the methodology chapter, the main limitations are also related to the 

research design choices.  In particular, one of the main potential limitations is in 

relation to the relatively small sample size, which does not provide for 

representativeness across the cohort of Superintendents and Chief Superintendents 

in England and Wales, which might be sought in quantitative research.  However, in 

this qualitative research context, the sample size does provide for ‘saturation’ in 

data and allows a deep exploration of the experiences reported in a way which 

could not be achieved in quantitative research.  Also in relation to 

representativeness, it should be noted that due to self-selection of participants and 

self-reporting of concepts, some elements of preference and recall bias may be in 

evidence (Heckman, 2010; Wang & Lin, 2021).  Some careful design would be 

needed in order to capture the full range of leadership approaches in policing, 

because invariably all those who take part in any type of research volunteer for 

their own reasons, but it may be possible to achieve a more representative, if less 

in-depth, picture with a larger scale quantitative approach.     

 

Further, whilst mitigations have been put in place, particularly through imaginative 

identification, regular reflexivity and reflection, and heavy use of participants’ 

voices, via the Intelligent Compassion approach (Confortini, 2012), there is clearly 

room for researcher bias in any qualitative research process (Diefenbach, 2009; 
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Pyett, 2003).  As previously explored, there is also room for bias in other research 

approaches; some mitigation could be provided through adopting a quantitative 

approach and asking closed questions, but even question choice and interpretation 

can still be impacted by the researcher in that case.  Another approach to gaining a 

deeper view in the workplace might be a series of immersive ethnographies, 

recognising that the resource implications of such efforts would be significant. 

 

The purpose of this research was to explore experiences to date, and so a cross-

sectional design was appropriate in this case.  However, another development for 

future research which would be extremely useful would be a longitudinal focus.  

Particularly now that work is underway by the College of Policing with regards to 

implementing leadership expectations, and more comprehensive and consistent 

leadership development approaches are being planned via the new National Police 

Leadership Centre, a longitudinal study to evaluate the impact of such approaches 

over time would be highly valuable. 

 

 

Additional Future Research 

 

Finally, invariably all avenues cannot be explored in one research study, and the 

findings highlighted a number of areas which would be a rich field for further 

exploration.  The notion of lack of challenge emerged as a major theme and 

warrants further exploration.  Participants did report that they do provide challenge 

and feedback, but it is often stifled by poor reception, where people can become 

defensive and shut down challenge.  At best, this is short sighted and stifles learning 

and innovation and at worst it creates a toxic environment where there is no 

psychological safety and employee voice is stifled.  Leaders need to know how to 

challenge and provide feedback in a constructive and respectful way, and critically, 

they need to set the right culture and climate where challenge and feedback is 

actively welcomed and received with grace and enthusiasm.  Much valuable work 

already exists in this field (Edmonson, 2019; Reitz & Higgins, 2019) and this would 

benefit from further exploration in relation to application of theory in policing.  
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The use of interviews or ‘boards’ in the police promotion process would also be 

worthy of further investigation to examine the role that they play in relation to their 

effectiveness in promoting the most capable people and improving diversity and 

inclusion, and to consider effective alternatives where necessary.  It will be 

important to take an evidence-based approach to effectively removing bias from, 

and enhancing fairness in, promotions and other processes because unfairness in 

the workplace has such a corrosive impact on compassion (Hakanen and Pessi, 

2018). 

 

Finally, further research into understanding how the ‘all-inclusive’ approach to 

embedding diversity and inclusion (Stevens et al, 2008; Jansen et al, 2015) could be 

engaged effectively in policing, with a view to fostering belonging, is also needed.  

This has potential to provide a more effective solution to tackling some of the issues 

generated by social identity theory and some of the resistance to initiatives for 

under-represented groups which have been identified (Graham et al, 2021), with a 

view towards truly embedding the core philosophy of compassion a work, which is 

that all life is of equal value (von Dietze and Orb, 2000).  
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