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Abstract

Dominant discourse conceptualises leadership in the police as a rank-neutral
activity. Despite the growing body of academic work in police leadership studies,
critical analysis of the influence of rank is largely overlooked. The power and
authority of rank has assumed a taken-for-granted and unquestioned status. The
authority of rank, however, provides police officers with a powerful framework
to understand leadership in the police. Drawing on the findings from 38 semi-
structured interviews with police officers in a U.K constabulary, this paper
problematises conventional understanding of police leadership and theorises the
use of rank through the creation of an analytical model, the Situated Authority
Model of Leadership. The Model acts as framework for policing scholars and
practitioners to critically consider the nuanced relationship between context and
authority in police leadership. At a time when police organisations across the
globe increasingly seek to adopt collaborative leadership practices, this paper
contributes to the evidence base on that challenges of developing alternative
approaches to leadership and demonstrates that an appreciation of rank in the
experience and practice of leadership is fundamental to the leadership reform in

the police.

Introduction

The global police leadership landscape is at a time of significant change. The
challenges of austerity and professionalisation have accelerated the pressure to
transform police organisational structures and operational working practices
(Fleming,2014; HMIC,2017; Holdaway,2017; Neyroud,2011). At the same time, the
nature of crime appears more complex; the increasing demand from mental health

services, for example, requires specialist police skills and a strong partnership-working



ethos (de Tribolet-Hardy et al.,2015; van Dijk and Crofts,2017). These factors mean
that police organisations need to increase productivity in a climate of diminishing
resources. This is set against growing concerns about trauma and stress in policing and a
greater emphasis on personal resilience and well-being in the police workplace (Bullock
and Garland,2018; Hesketh et al.,2005; Smith and Charles,2015). This accumulative
demand on police leaders is unprecedented. Police leaders across the globe are required
to understand and develop their leadership to effectively support their staff in an
environment of escalating demand and economic and organisational uncertainty.
Against this backdrop therefore, over-dependence on traditional approaches to police
leadership is increasingly recognised as outdated (Caless and Tong,2015; Herrington
and Colvin,2016; van Dijk et al.,2015).

Leadership theorists emphasise the importance of understanding leadership as a
shared, collaborative, social process (Chaleff,2009; Fletcher and Kaufer,2003;
Kelley,1992). Shared leadership is based on assumptions of collectivity, collaboration
and participation (Gronn,2002; Pearce et al.,2008). These principles, however, conflict
with traditional working practices in the police and the adherence to the quasi-
militaristic rank structure (Craig et al.,2010; Steinberger and Wuestewald,2008). The
hierarchy represents a formal organising mechanism, reinforced by legislation, to
distribute leadership authorities of responsibility, accountability and decision-making by
rank. Hierarchical leadership practices are understood to stifle collaboration, innovation
and challenge (Andersson and Tengblad,2009; Cowper,2004). We have seen various
attempts to reform the police hierarchy in the UK, a trend also captured, for example, in
empirical work in Australia (Fleming and Lafferty,2000) and South African police
organisations (Fleming and Marks,2004). Despite these attempts, the rank structure, and

the quasi-military style of leadership, remain largely intact (Adlam,2002; Savage,2003;



Silvestri,2011). The endorsement of shared leadership therefore neglects to consider the
power dynamics of rank. This paper applies the criticality of critical leadership studies
to theorise police leadership as a power-laden, rank-centric activity. The paper is
structured in two parts. The first part situates the research in the context of
contemporary understanding of leadership and power. Conventional discourse is
problematised to highlight the power dynamics of rank as an inherent but unexplored
area of police leadership studies. Drawing on empirical findings, the second part details
the evidence underpinning the Situated Authority Model of Leadership. The paper
concludes with a discussion of the implications of the Model for leadership

development in the police.

Power and Police Leadership

Power is an inherent and characteristic feature of leadership (Burns,1979;
Gardner,1990). Leaders have power over resources, decision making, rewards and
sanctions, hiring and firing (Collinson,2014; Kort,2008). In policing, there is a strong
attachment to centralisation of power at senior ranks and dualistic power relationships
between senior and junior officers characterised by distance and tension
(Mastrofski,2002; Punch,1983). Police leadership is performed in a rank-based culture
which constructs and reconstructs conventions of ‘know your place’ and ‘rank knows
best’ (Adlam,2002; Silvestri,2011). Power is assumed as unproblematic and
uncomplicated (Collinson,2011; Gordon,2002). The conformity of junior officers is
normalised as a demonstration of effective leadership, whilst resistance is problematised
and regulated (Collinson,2012). Senior police leaders are positioned as causal agents of
change and initiators of action, whilst junior officers are conceived as passive recipients
(Crevani et al.,2010; Meindl,1995; Shamir,2007). Critical leadership theorists challenge

the powerful/powerless dichotomy of conventional discourse and examine the situated



nature of power in leadership (see Collinson,2014; Fletcher,2004; Ford,2010;
Gordon,2002; Grint,2010; Tourish,2013).

This criticality however is yet to transform the dominant discourse of leadership
in the police. The police occupational culture literature illustrates the tensions between
policy rhetoric of senior management and the lived experience of the rank-and-file, and
the power of junior officers to resist managerial influence (Chan,2007; Haake et
al.,2017; Holdaway,1977; Loftus,2009; Reuss-lanni, 1983; Skogan,2008). Whilst there
is some recognition that the meanings assigned to rank are powerful in defining
credibility and legitimacy in leadership, how power is exercised and sustained,
negotiated and resisted is largely overlooked (Rowe,2006; Silvestri,2011).

This research responds to a call for greater inclusion of qualitative research in
police leadership and applies the criticality of critical leadership studies by investigating
leadership within a social constructionist framework. Leadership in different contexts
was considered to uncover the taken-for-granted beliefs about the nature of police
leadership. The power of rank to inform the understanding and experience of leadership
emerged in the analysis. Based on the findings of the 38 semi-structured interviews, the
Situated Authority Model of Leadership was developed as a framework to capture how

police officers exert, negotiate and resist the authority of rank in leadership.

The Study

This research is based on a case study of one U.K. police constabulary to access
rich, in-depth data on the understandings and experiences of leadership (Schofield,1993;
Stake,1995). The research constabulary is a county police force in England and Wales,
comprising of over 1,500 police officers. At the time of the research, the chief constable
had been in post for two years, with a history of service with the constabulary. The

selection of the constabulary was informed by two fundamental principles. First, the



maximisation of learning (Stake,1995). The constabulary, not unlike other
constabularies in England and Wales, has undertaken a collaboration programme to
jointly deliver key leadership and management functions. This provided an opportunity
to explore the synergy and tensions in leadership.

Second, research practicalities, particularly in terms of research access
(Schofield,1993; Stake,1995; Ostrander,1995). Access for this research was secured at
chief constable rank. In the early stages of this study, several meetings with the chief
constable were conducted to discuss the focus and scope of the research. The
constabulary was offered an executive summary of the research findings and
presentations to disseminate the findings to police officers as part of the ‘research
bargain’ (Becker,1970; Van Maanen,1978).

Research access at chief constable level presents characteristic challenges when
securing informed, voluntary consent, as junior officers may feel obliged to participant
in the research (Norris,1993; Skinns et al.,2016). Careful consideration of power
dynamics, and the extent to which junior officers feel able to ‘opt out’ of the study, is
therefore important (Gravelle,2014; Rowe,2007). All participants were provided with a
Research Briefing and contacted prior to the interviews, where the purpose and scope of
the research was discussed and their right to refuse to take part was explained. These
early discussions were crucial in building trust and rapport. Assurances of
confidentiality and anonymity were also important; the truthfulness of junior officers,
for example, may be affected if they think the research findings will be reported back to
senior management (Gravelle,2014; Skinns et al.,2016). Anonymity is challenging
however in the context of interviewing senior police officers and the identifiable nature
of their role (Mikecz,2012; Phillips,1998). Participants were therefore allocated to the

sample groups of senior management (chief officers), middle management (chief



superintendent and superintendent) and lower management (chief inspector and
inspector). Direct quotes were assigned to sample groups and further identifiable
features, such as gender or role, were not included to protect the anonymity of
participants.

The fieldwork for this research was divided into two phases; the scoping phase
and the main interview phase. The purpose of the scoping phase was familiarisation of
the research site and to inform the interview guide (Brown,1996; Van Maanen,1978;
Ostrander,1995). The scoping phase consisted of six scoping interviews with police
inspectors and sergeants and observations of six shifts with PCs and sergeants, which
were conducted five months before the main interview phase. Preliminary analysis
incorporated emerging insights from the scoping phase into the interview guide for the
interview phase (Charmaz,2014). For example, police officers in the scoping phase
spoke about a newly formed team, which had a remit to review the constabulary’s
structure and processes in the context of austerity, as a mechanism of consultation and
challenge. This was explored further in the interview phase in terms of the experience of
leadership and the ‘meaningfulness’ of the process. The scoping phase was therefore an
essential preparatory stage. The knowledge gained was valuable in establishing the
credibility of the research (Van Maanen,1978), securing informal research access
(Gravelle,2014; Loftus,2009) and readdressing the imbalance when interviewing people
in positions of power (Mikecz,2012; Ostrander,1995; Richards,1996).

In the main interview phase, 38 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
chief constable to inspectors over a three-month period beginning in September 2015.
The interviews lasted between one and two hours, averaging around 1.25 hours.
Participants were sampled to capture the influence of rank in police leadership; 6 chief

officers (senior management), 11 officers at the superintendent ranks (middle



management) and 21 at the inspector ranks (lower management) were interviewed. The
vast majority (37) of interviews were audio-recorded and these were later transcribed
verbatim producing over forty-five hours of transcriptions. The research sample
incorporated a balanced mix of participants in terms of gender (25 male and 13 female)
and role (28 uniformed and 10 non-uniformed), which was largely reflective of the
make-up of the constabulary at the time of the research.

The analytical strategy was an inductive approach focusing on the primacy of
‘emergence’ (Charmaz,2014). The analysis progressed through three main phases;
fieldwork, coding and theorising. In the fieldwork phase, emerging insights were
documented after each interview, followed by a summary of main points at the end of
each interview day and a consolidation of insights at the end of the fieldwork. The
process in the coding phase was iterative and comparative based on the principle of
‘systematic doubt’ to manage preconceptions and potential bias (Agar,2008;
Charmaz,2014). NVivo 10 was used to support the analytical coding. The first stage in
the coding phase was ‘full coding’ in which interview transcripts were coded line-by-
line and a descriptor was assigned to the data that related closely to the subject being
discussed. The focus of this stage of coding was definition and produced descriptive
codes, such as ‘caring for welfare’ or ‘asked opinions’. The second stage of coding was
‘thematic coding’ and involved the interrogation of the initial codes to organise them
into thematic groupings. This analytical stage focused on meaning rather than
description and consequently produced conceptual codes. The descriptive code of
‘asked opinions’ for example became a sub-category within the conceptual code of
‘consultative’. The final stage of analysis, theorising, involved the interrogation of the

conceptual codes to produce a conceptual model. This inductive approach and analytical



openness were crucial in situating the meanings and understandings of police officers as
central to the construction of leadership.

A relationship between leadership and the use of rank as an authority emerged in
the analysis. This relationship is conceptualised in the Situated Authority Model of
Leadership. In the Model, the concepts of ‘doing’ and’ undoing’ of rank are used to
reveal the activity involved in the management and negotiation of authority in

leadership.

The Situated Authority Model of Leadership

Studies of police leadership have typically paid insufficient attention to the
influence of the occupational context (Adlam,2003; Cockcroft,2014). Leadership is
highly sensitised to social context and social relationships (Bryman et al.,1996; Biggart
and Hamilton,1987). Rank was the dominant narrative in police officers’ discussions of
leadership and specifically the ways in which differential authority informs the
interactions between junior and senior officers. Rank provides a powerful framework
for police officers to understand what leadership is and how it ought to be performed.
Rank is meaning-making, leadership practices are defined as appropriate and legitimate
through the ‘lens’ of rank (Grint,2005; Smircich and Morgan,1982; Pye,2005;
Weick,1995). Police officers at all ranks spoke repeatedly about the influence of rank
through the discourse of ‘presence’ and ‘performance’ of rank; police officers, for
example, used descriptions such as “carrying rank”, “wearing of rank” or “handle the

rank” in their discussions:

“I don't think it’s the rank that’s the issue. I think it’s individuals within that, you
know, you’ve got the stuff on their shoulders but it’s how they choose to carry it”
(Middle Management, Interview 27).



The Situated Authority Model of Leadership captures the negotiation of rank as
an authority using the concepts of ‘doing’ and ‘undoing’ of rank. The doing of rank
describes the heightened presence of rank and situations which prioritise the
hierarchical structure. In these situations, rank can be used as a resource to facilitate
leadership and the authority is perceived as necessary to ‘get things done’. In contrast,
the undoing of rank describes the ways in which its presence is mitigated or challenged.
In these situations, rank was perceived as a barrier rather than a resource and therefore
the presence of rank was downplayed. The Situated Authority Model of Leadership
situates the use of rank in the context of ‘audience’ and ‘risk’ to illustrates how police

officers use rank relative to their understanding who is watching and what is at risk.

Figure 1: The Situated Authority Model of Leadership
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Police officers at all ranks described different, at times competing and

contradictory, ‘audiences’ and the ways in which these audiences inform their



leadership practices. In the Situated Authority Model, audience is conceptualised as
‘low’ and ‘high’ audience situations.

Low-audience situations are understood to be protected spaces, hidden from
public view where there are no ‘outsiders’ to observe the leadership interactions. The
most common example identified is an informal, one to one exchange between a junior
and senior officer, often taking place behind the closed doors of an office. This is
perceived as a low visibility, safe space. Whilst the differential authority is present
because the officers involved are not rank-equals, the ‘performance’ of rank is not
necessary. The majority of police officers discussed this space as one where the
conventions and assumptions assigned to rank, such as the reluctance to challenge or
question senior officers, can be subverted or challenged. In low-audience situations

therefore, the undoing of rank is possible:

“So, if I had a one to one with the chief, or [they] came out and met me, I would
ask [them] questions and I wouldn’t be worried about challenging ... I know
[they’re] open to challenge, and if it’s a one to one, I would” (Middle Management,

Interview 25).

High-audience situations are understood as public encounters, highly visible
spaces, typically involving ‘outsiders’ and often powerful outsiders. Police officers
discussed public accountability forums with the Police and Crime Commissioner as an
example of this type of situation. The conventions and formalities of rank are clearly
adhered to and the performance of rank is most obvious. Whilst there is an openness to
challenge upwards in low-audience situations, there is a strong resistance to these
expressions in public forums. In high-audience situations therefore, the doing of rank in

leadership is considered most appropriate:



“I wouldn’t question a chief constable in a public forum, a sergeant might not

choose to question a superintendent in a public forum. So, rank definitely plays out

in the police, in public especially. Things like that wouldn’t happen” (Middle

Management, Interview 10).

Risk

Police officers also understood situations in terms of risk and these perceptions
similarly informed the understanding of the leadership required in that situation. Risk
was discussed in the interviews as threats to the public, personal safety, safety of police
colleagues and reputational risk to the police force. In the Situated Authority Model,
risk is conceptualised as low-risk and high-risk situations. Police officers drew on
narratives of time to differentiate high and low risk situations.

Low risk situations were perceived as low threat to the public or officer safety
and low reputational risk. Time is understood as a protective factor; low risk situations
are associated with the longer-term and less urgent aspects of police work. In low risk
situations, the authority of rank is not necessary to ‘get things done quickly’. These
situations are considered safe to challenge traditional conventions, and therefore,

facilitate greater autonomy:

“That’s a good example, she’s a beat manager, so she’s responsible for [area] so
she’s, as far as I'm concerned, and she’s concerned, she’s the primary problem
solver for [area]. She’s got a problem pub, drug taking, anti-social behaviour,
violence and disorder. She’s called the meeting with the licensing panel, she’s
called the meeting with the licensee, she’s come in now and suggested the tactical
options, and I’ve given her some reassurance that she’s on the right line, great”

(Lower Management, Interview 11).

High risk situations were understood as critical, emergency situations, public
order and firearms incidents were the most common examples cited. In these situations,

there is a strong attachment to the rank structure, which is perceived as useful in



providing a clear demarcation of roles and responsibilities and a clear allocation of
decision making. The centrality of the rank structure in high-risk situations shapes the
expectations of leadership in that environment. These situations are perceived to
warrant command-based leadership where authority of rank is overtly used. Rank
therefore is highly present in these situations, the rank structure is relied upon to

organise leadership:

“If you went into firearms they are all very, very rank and hierarchical so if they
want something they will go to Sergeant, Sergeant will go to Inspector, the

Inspector will go to the Chief Inspector” (Senior Management, Interview 33).

“There are times in operations and particularly things like riots or firearms jobs
where you need the discipline of almost the how high do you want me to jump on
the way up. So, [as a PC] sergeant says to me ‘You have got to jump’ you say ‘yes

of course’ and off you go” (Senior Management, Interview 7).

Time was the main determinant in understanding risk; the sense of urgency is a
characteristic of high-risk situations. The structure and authority of rank is relied upon

therefore to facilitate urgent action:

“If you have a major incident, you know, a significant incident on the ground
where you need people to do things quick time, that’s when that [rank] side of it
really kicks in. Because it’s like, there ain’t no time for asking a question. I'm
taking the direction, this has got to be done, because there’s a risk there, so you’d
have to direct people quick time and I think that’s where it then kicks in. You’ve
got to have that control of that structure around deploying your resources in quick
time. Because when you’ve got an incident on-going, there are things that just have

to be done.” (Lower Management, Interview 15)

There is a clear attachment to the importance of the rank structure in high risk
situations, the authority of rank is a mechanism for ‘doing’ leadership. The ‘doing of

rank’ in leadership in these situations is therefore most evident.



Doing of rank

The doing of rank in leadership, most necessary in high-risk and high-audience
situations, describes the heightened influence of rank. There are symbolic
representations of rank inherent in the police, such as the police uniform or verbal
reference to rank through ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’, which situate rank ‘within’ interactions
between senior and junior officers. In the doing of rank, behaviours closely adhere to
the conventions of ‘rank etiquette’ underpinned by notions of formality, discipline and
respect. Rank provides ‘codes of order’ (Goffman,1959) or ‘deep structures’
(Gordon,2002) which convey and reinforce differential relations of authority and inform
behaviour between senior and junior officers. There is a strong attachment to the doing
of rank, it is a fiercely protected aspect of police leadership and represents conventional
practice; police officers, for example, described the ‘positioning’ of individuals by rank
as something you ‘get used to’ to the extent that it becomes ‘invisible’. In the doing of
rank in leadership, rank can also be used as a ‘display for persuading the audience’
(Goffman,1959). The doing of rank describes the ways in which the structure and
authority of rank is used as a resource in leadership ‘to get things done’, such as the
‘pulling’ of rank.

The doing of rank was particularly evident in assumptions related to decision
making. Legitimacy of decision making was not perceived as equally distributed across
the organisation but rather assigned on the basis of seniority of rank. Senior officers
were assumed as trusted and skilled decision-makers. In high-audience and high-risk
situations, this was often justified and valued as operational necessity; rank provided
quick decision making with clear lines of responsibility and accountability. Outside of
operational situations, chairing meetings was discussed. The role of chair was typically

performed by the most senior ranking officer, and consequently, positioned senior



officers as the coordinator, decision maker and ‘in charge’ of the meeting. In the doing

of rank, decision making in leadership therefore clearly relates to rank:

“You’ve got to have somebody who’s prepared to ultimately make the decision.
And I think, you know, the rank structure allows and affords in a spontaneous
situation to have that decision making. We’re used to making decisions with a lot
of risk attached to it, and actually, one thing that we’re pretty good at is, when it’s
risky, we’re prepared to go ‘that actually now demands a decisive action’. Because
you want to know somebody is sitting in the seat who’s actually going to get on
and go through it all and decide. People are comfortable then, they’re almost
reassured. Rank is known for the organisation as decision making” (Lower

Management, Interview 13).

The authority and structure of rank is used to facilitate decisions and allows for
the organisation of responsibility and accountability. In positioning senior officers as

trusted decision makers, this encourages a command-based approach to leadership:

“You’ve got to think about only certain positions have responsibility for things
when they happen, so we have a rank structure, so we have certain places that we
have to fill... The service does need people who say, ‘just do it’, because there is
going to be a time where we’ll ask people to do things that are a bit s***y, a bit
against what they want to do, but it does still need to be done and quite timely”

(Lower Management, Interview 29).

In the doing of rank, decision making was clearly positioned ‘upwards’ and this
provided a sense of protection and reassurance, referred to by police officers as “top
cover”. Police officers, particularly in the lower and middle management ranks,
discussed the conventions of ‘reverting back’ to the rank structure to keep senior

officers informed ‘just in case’:

“It’s like they think, ‘there’s a decision to be made here, I really should make it,
but just in case I get it wrong, I’ll copy in my boss because they’ll tell me if it’s

wrong’. And we’ve got a bit of that culture. I honestly get 80 to 130 emails a day,



30 probably are for me, so most of them are cc emails, ‘just to let you know’ from
my staff, so “you’re the boss just to let you know’.... Nobody wants to get one
wrong and if you spread the blame or spread the pain as much as you can, you’re
making it less damaging for yourself as an individual. We’re very risk adverse...No
one wants to make a wrong decision, so you keep checking” (Middle Management,

Interview 21).

This reverting back to the rank structure highlighted notions of risk and
consequences of making mistakes. In this context, decision making by rank was
understood as protective, a way to manage the perceived risk of making the ‘wrong
decision’. If decisions are clearly located at particular ranks, in other words, the location
of accountability is similarly clear. Particularly for police officers in the lower

management ranks, rank therefore is used to manage perceived risk:

“It’s like, it gives you top cover, a chief superintendent here talks about top cover,
and it’s absolutely right, if I have to make a difficult decision, you know, decisions
with risk, no-win situations. So, it’s a bit like that. The sergeant on the scene being
able to say to an inspector in here, there’s two ways of handling this, what do you
think? He’s passed on that responsibility to someone who’s paid more to make that
decision. So that top cover’s really important, and when you’re dealing with, like
we are, threat and risk and vulnerability all the time, you’ve got to make those
difficult decisions, and being able to go to someone who can steer you on it, and
they take the decision off you because they’re paid more, can be quite reassuring
and comfortable, and we’re generally comfortable with that” (Lower Management,

Interview 20).

Underpinning decision-making practices are assumptions of knowledge and
competence. In assigning decision making by rank, the primacy is placed on rank rather
than knowledge or expertise. Knowledge or competence is not understood therefore as
independent of rank but rather through the ‘lens’ of rank. Police officers, particularly at

the middle management ranks, spoke of assumptions that senior officers have achieved

their position through accruing experience and demonstration of competence:



“Ultimately people who’ve got to that level of rank within the service have put the
effort in, they’d have done the exams, some of them will have quite a weight of
service behind them as well, some people have done really well and got very high
up very quickly, but ultimately, they have that service with them” (Lower

Management, Interview 3).

In the doing of rank, interactions and behaviours clearly align with the
conventions of rank. Competencies are assigned to rank, such as decision making,
responsibility and knowledge, and this affords junior officers with the protection and
reassurance of ‘top cover’. Rank has protective functions; police officers in the middle
management ranks for example referred to the rank structure as ‘filtering’ pressures and
as a ‘shield’ or ‘buffer’ between more senior officers and their teams. The positioning of
decision making by rank is justified by police officers through understanding the
situation as high-risk and high-audience, critical incident management, for example,
requiring clear and structured lines of accountability and quick decision making.
Emphasis is placed on the demarcation and separation of rank in leadership therefore.
Rank is used a resource to ‘get things done” which is indicative of a command-based,
top-down, directive approach to leadership.

In contrast to the doing of rank, the analysis revealed that rank was also
understood by police officers as barrier in leadership. The authority of rank informs
interactions between junior and senior officers in a way that ‘disrupts’ leadership.

Consequently, police officers sought to manage and subvert the influence of rank.

Undoing of rank

The undoing of rank describes the ways in which the authority of rank in
leadership is navigated to challenge the over-reliance on rank in leadership. Police

officers, particularly at senior management rank, expressed a sense of ‘being careful’



with the authority of rank through phrases such as “use it wisely”. There is an

awareness therefore of the disruptive influence of rank in leadership:

“But that, that for me is probably one of the most important things of leadership, is
understanding the effect that your position has on people in a different section from
you ...you have had to come to terms with the impact that this, the impact that
what’s on your shoulders has and it’s not, I think you can be the person you are,
you either enhance that and you make it even more powerful than it already is, but
don’t ever underestimate the power of what’s on your shoulders” (Senior

Management, Interview 38).

Low-risk and low-audience situations, which were perceived as safe and
protected spaces, allow for the presence of rank to be navigated, expectations of rank
are situationally suspended or ‘knowingly contradicted’ (Goffman,1959). The undoing
of rank typically involved articulated moments or situations; situations were designated
as ‘safe’ or ‘informal’ through verbally defining it as such. This is captured below, with
reference to “shoulders off” conversation as recognition of the influence of the

epaulettes on the police uniform:

“There is actually a time for that to flatten [the rank structure] and that’s what I try
and do at work, I try and create, you know, when we say, ‘shoulders off’, we just
have a straightforward talk, what is actually going on? You know, because it’s very
much like ‘don’t tell the boss’, well actually, I don’t want that, because it doesn't
help me. And I’ve said that to shifts, I don’t want this dressed up please, I just want

to know what you’re actually thinking” (Lower Management, Interview 13).

In one-to-one situations, police officers, particularly in the middle management
ranks, spoke of providing their staff with ‘permission’ to refer to them by their first
names rather than by their rank. The demarcation of rank is minimised and as such the

authority of rank is less disruptive. These acts illustrate the ‘framing’ or ‘management’

of situations (Pye,2005; Smircich and Morgan,1982) as ‘rank-neutral’; rank is present,



as police officers involved are not rank equals, but these actions seek to manage the

influence of differential authority in leadership:

“I am forever saying to people ‘Call me [name]’ .. [the rank] almost
psychologically causes you to behave differently, but no I do try really hard to get
people to, you know, get to know people... Ithink we would work better if we
could actually tone that down a lot, and some people can do it and others can’t...
and actually talking and interacting as a team for me is far more powerful in terms

of that, the product that you can come up with” (Senior Management, Interview 9).

The undoing of rank draws on notions of accessibility, inclusivity, authenticity
and informality. There is a sense of ‘sameness’ and equality, emphasis is placed on the
shared identity as a police officer rather than difference, separation and demarcation by
rank. Difference between the ranks is downplayed by focusing on the shared sense of

purpose, a sense of team and the person ‘behind’ the rank.

“Just because I am a [rank], it doesn't make me any better than anyone else. It
makes me the same as everyone else, we're all police officers” (Lower

Management, Interview 1).

“I would always leave with ‘look, I am [rank] but we’re all part of the same team,
we’ve just got different roles. Your voice and your opinion is as equally valid as
mine, so don’t ever think you can’t engage with me and for us not to have a
dialogue’...We’re one team. But you constantly have to do that, constantly have to
do that, because you’re fighting against that culture, the old culture. It does get in

the way” (Middle Management, Interview 30).

“It’s really difficult to humanize yourself...There is a wariness though, it is, you
can see it, it’s bizarre, you can see it in their face” (Middle Management, Interview
10).

The removal of rank is understood to create more ‘open’ or ‘genuine’ or

‘authentic’ dialogue between junior and senior officers. Conventional beliefs and



assumptions about rank are challenged and alternative types of leadership are possible.
Consequently, the undoing of rank facilitates more participatory leadership activity
through, for example, seeking junior officers’ opinions and contributions. Decision
making in the undoing of rank is constructed as shared, rather than assigned to the most
senior ranking officer, and there is an appreciation of different perspectives and
challenge. Situations, moments and experiences are constructed to facilitate ‘influence
upwards’. There appeared greater recognition of diversity of skills and knowledge with

less emphasis on rank as a determinant factor:

“I think on a more personal note, my team’s views are really important, so I would
consult with the team about decisions we make, as a command or as a department,
and make sure they’re involved in the decision making, create that environment...

it’s not just about my views because I’'m a higher rank” (Middle Management,

Interview 22).

“We need to allow people to create their, you know, their personal style. I don’t
have a problem with the fact that we are all different, we should all be different,
but it starts to create that environment where we will all have to be the same, and 1
think that is why we end up with, you know, Sergeant X looks like Sergeant Y ...
We need different characters, different ways of thinking” (Senior Management,

Interview 33)

In the constabulary, various communication mechanisms were used to bypass
the rank hierarchy, facilitate shared decision-making and consultation, and present the
senior management team as accessible and open to challenge. Blogs from the chief
constable and ‘Ask the Chief” email portal were typical examples; these were discussed
as ‘humanising’ senior management, removing the barrier of rank open senior

management to new ideas from junior officers. Police leaders seek to create a ‘rank-



neutral’ tone with their teams or in meetings, drawing on notions of equality and

mutuality:

“You know, not rank specific in this team ... We are all level-playing fields,
everyone in the team gets that, are you going to be comfortable with it because we
are all in it together? We are a small... any small team I've worked in I always
found if you got, you know a group of people who are all trying to get the same
goal then actually sitting in a room like we are now and somebody call you sir or
ma’am, it’s just really not going to work...when you are sat in an office and you
are all trying to solve the same problem then you know you just don't need all that
rank. You know you want those people in that room to be able to challenge... and
they don't want to do that if they think that somewhere there is this barrier of rank
there” (Middle Management, Interview 25).

“We need to capture everybody’s thoughts and ideas. You know, there’s no
monopoly on good ideas, and often, the people who are in more senior positions
with rank, won’t have knowledge of the detail they would need, you need to draw
on the people who have very detailed understanding of certain aspects” (Senior

Management, Interview 8).

In the undoing of rank, the experience of authority in leadership is ‘managed’,
attempts are made to navigate the ways in which rank ‘gets in the way’ (Silvestri,2011).
Whilst differential authority exists, the performance of rank is downplayed. Low-
audience and low-risk situations, perceived as safe and protected, provide permission
for this undoing of rank. The authenticity and ‘meaningfulness’ of attempts at undoing,
however, is an area of considerable challenge and resistance. The influence of rank,
although minimised in these environments, is not dissolved completely. Differential
authority by rank is maintained; rank-neutral perhaps, but not rank-free. Importantly,
the authority of rank is required to define the situation as rank-neutral. Junior officers,

for example, cannot decide to call a senior officer by their first name without prior



permission. The situations of undoing still ‘contain’ the authority of rank therefore,

which highlight the tensions and complexities in the navigation of rank in leadership.

The Situated Authority Model: Implications and Critique

This research explored police officers’ understandings of leadership in the police
and depicted these understandings in the Situated Authority Model of Leadership.
Taken-for-granted beliefs about rank have a powerful influence on leadership,
credibility and legitimacy in leadership is framed through understandings of rank. The
Situated Authority Model provides an analytical framework to consider how differential
authority is experienced, enacted and negotiated in leadership. The Model positions
context as central in the experience of leadership through concepts of audience and risk.
This furthers Grint’s (2005:1471) argument that those studying leadership should
“begin to consider not what is the situation, but how it is situated”.

The production of a model to depict complex social relationships is inevitability
reductionist (Collinson,2014; Crevani et al.,2010; Reddin,1977). The concepts of doing
and undoing of rank represent ideal types, a synthesis of behaviours and assumptions, to
capture the relationship between rank, leadership and context. The police working
environment, however, is a fragmented and contested space characterised by tension
and opposition (Cockcroft,2007; Niederhoffer,1967; Punch,1983; Reuss-Ianni, 1983).
Likewise, leadership is not a coherent or static experience but an emergent, fluid,
discursive and negotiated process (Collinson,2006; Raelin,2011; Tourish,2014; Wood
and Ladkin,2008). Whilst the doing and undoing of rank are positioned in the Model as
a dichotomy, as distinct and separate entities to allow for comparisons between the
different ways rank is used, they are not mutually exclusive categories. Rather, rank
‘weaves’ in and out of interactions and experiences; its presence is fluid, its authority is

respected and resisted, exploited and managed. The experience of authority in the



workplace, in other words, is not fixed (Andersson and Tengbald,2009; Davies and
Thomas,2004; Gordon,2002; Hosking,1997). The Model also depicts the influence of
context using audience and risk, this however is not intended as causal or deterministic.
Low risk and low audience situations, for example, do not guarantee rank-neutral
practices but rather facilitates an opportunity for them, to ‘do’ leadership differently.
The doing and undoing of rank as theoretical concepts are indicative of how authority is
enacted and experienced in the police organisation. The purpose of the Model therefore
is to provide a ‘productive counterassumption’ (Alvesson and Svenningsson,2003)
which challenges the invisibility of rank in the dominant discourse by positioning rank
as central to the experience of leadership in the police.

The reliance and emphasis on rank in the doing of rank is a fundamental barrier
to the responsibilization of the police workforce (see Garland,2001). There are
increasing calls for police organisations globally to move away from centralised
command and control leadership towards the sharing of responsibility captured in the
undoing of rank (Rogers,2015; van Dijk et al.,2015). Beliefs associating decision-
making and knowledge with rank means that skills and experience are neglected in
favour of power-centric practices aligned with the rank structure. The acceptance of
shared leadership in the police therefore relies on fundamental transformation of
traditional working conventions and arrangements (Craig et al.,2008; Gordon,2010;
Steinberger and Wuestewald,2008). The primacy of rank over competence conflicts
with strategies to empower the police workforce and the capacity of junior officers to
‘influence up’. Tourish (2013:5) alludes to the challenges of strategies of

responsibilization in hierarchical organisations, he argues:

“If power corrupts then the same might be said of powerlessness. It corrodes our
ability to act purposively, take responsibility for our actions and manage our own

destiny”.



Low-risk and low-audience situations represent an opportunity, not always
utilised, to manage the influence of rank in leadership. In a hierarchical organisation,
these low-risk and low-audience situations allow for leaders to suspend traditional top-
down leadership in favour of a more collaborative approach. Herrington and Colvin
(2016) note the use of innovation laboratories in an Australian police department, where
shared leadership emerges. The concept a safe and protected environment is evident in
leadership outside policing. In higher education, for example, Whitchurch (2008:379)
describes a ‘third space’ of mixed teams, where organisational structures and
conventions are bypassed. These environments facilitate the development of alternative
approaches to leadership. Police organisations would be well placed to consider further
development of low-audience and low-risk situations to facilitate shared and
collaborative leadership. Both hierarchical and shared leadership practices in the police
may, in other words, be possible (Carson et al.,2007).

Contemporary demand challenges the traditional working practices in police
organisations across the globe, and importantly, the dominance of the doing of rank in
leadership. Police officers can no longer continue to rely on the authority of rank to ‘get
things done’, situations of undoing rank in leadership are increasingly necessary. The
professionalisation reforms, in particular, intensify the need for police officers to
understand their leadership. The Situated Authority Model provides police leaders with
a framework for critical reflection of how they use rank in their leadership and how
their authority is experienced by junior officers. The Model provides police leaders with
a deeper understanding of their leadership, greater self-awareness and equips them to
challenge the barrier of rank in their leadership. The Model therefore has important
implications for embedding critical reflexivity and collaborative decision making in

operational practice.



Police leaders globally, however, are increasingly working in an environment of
high risk and high audience. The accountability landscape is at a time of significant
change, police leaders are required to negotiate relationships with competing high
audiences (Caless and Owens,2016; Fleming,2008; de Maillard and Savage,2018;
Lister,2013). The politicalisation of accountability, such as the Police and Crime
Commissioners in England and Wales (Newburn,2012), situate powerful high audience
political actors within police governance. The rise of social media ensures that the
activities of local police leaders are highly visible and scrutinised on a global platform
(Bullock,2018; Walker and Archbold,2014). These types of pressures may act as a
barrier to the development of alternative, ‘risky’, leadership practices. The rising global
threat of terrorism also legitimatises an increasing emphasis on militaristic, rank-centric
leadership practices (Kraska,2007; Waddington,1999). We may observe, therefore, a
strengthening of rank-based assumptions in leadership, indicative of the doing of rank,
in order to be seen to ‘get things done’. At a time when contemporary demand requires
police leadership globally to embrace shared leadership practices, these external
pressures may result in a greater reliance on rank.

Challenges to the relationship between rank and leadership in the police have
typically focused on reforms to the rank structure. The rank structure is not unimportant
in police leadership, but an emphasis on structure overlooks the deeply entrenched
beliefs about rank as captured in the Situated Authority Model of Leadership.
Differential authority is ‘rebuilt’ and maintained in doing of rank or challenged in
protected environments in the undoing of rank. A critical appreciation of rank as an
authority, particularly the way rank acts as a barrier to the responsibilization of junior

officers, is a crucial precursor to leadership reform. Without sufficient consideration of



the dynamics of rank, policy aimed to create diversity in leadership will not, therefore,

result in diverse leadership practices.

Concluding Considerations

This paper applied the criticality of critical leadership studies to police
leadership and developed the Situated Authority Model of Leadership as the first
attempt to depict the nuanced relationship between rank as an authority and leadership.
Scholars have long captured the influence of context in leadership (Biggart and
Hamilton,1987; Bryman et al.,1996; Grint,2005). Understandings of the situation,
captured in the Model through audience and risk, legitimise ways of using rank. In high-
audience and high-risk situations, there is reliance and emphasis on the rank structure
compared with low-audience and low-risk situations which create an opportunity to
conventional assumptions and facilitate shared leadership.

The problem of ‘generalisability’ of case study research, the challenge to satisfy
traditional positivist standards of generalisation based on knowledge as neutral and
context-free, are well-documented (Cronbach,1975; Hammersley,2012; Lincoln and
Guba,2000; Schofield,1993). Yet we understand social interaction and behaviour, and
consequently leadership, to be highly sensitised to context (Blumer,1969; Grint,2005;
Goffman,1959). The investigation of ‘the particular’ (Gomm et al.,2000; Stake,1995),
the micro-level interactions and experiences, is fundamental to studying leadership as a
dynamic socially constructed, context-dependent process (Alvesson,2011; Bryman et
al.,1996; Grint,2005; Meindl,1995). Case study research has provided a rich
appreciation of the meanings, politics, identities in leadership and deepened
understanding of the competing and contradictory leadership narratives (see, for
example, Alvesson,1992; Andersson and Tengblad,2009; Ford,2006). An alternative

approach to generalisation applicable to case study research, that appreciates the process



by which micro-level experience aids understanding of broader social phenomenon, is
therefore needed (Donmeyer,2000; Hammersley,2012; Stake,1995). In appreciating the
influence of social context, Cronbach (1975:125) rejects traditional notions of
generalisation, arguing that “when we give proper weight to local conditions, any
generalisation is a working hypothesis, not a conclusion”. Case studies contribute to a
cumulative process of learning, application, adaption and refinement (George and
Bennett,2005). Leadership is “a highly shaky construction” (Alvesson and
Sveningsson,2003:378); any generalisation of leadership needs to appreciate the
fragility and fluidity of leadership as a social process. The Situated Authority Model
therefore acts as a ‘working hypothesis’, an analytical framework to be applied to police
organisations globally, and other organisational contexts outside policing, in the study
of the relationship between authority and leadership.

We have seen the prioritisation of quantitative methods in evidence base
policing policy as the ‘gold standard’ of police research (Lumsden and Goode,2018).
Qualitative explorations, which pay attention to the importance of context, are
neglected. Approaching the study of police leadership from a social constructionist
perspective, this paper contributes to the emerging qualitative evidence base and
facilitates greater appreciation of the value of qualitative research in police leadership
studies.

The Situated Authority Model provides an important counter-narrative to the
invisibility of rank in dominant discourse. The Model furthers the understanding of the
nuanced relationship between authority and leadership and provides a framework to
support police leaders to critically reflect on their power and their leadership. Further
research to explore the application of the Model to different organisational settings and

occupational groups in the police, such as variation by gender, and different



organisational contexts outside policing, is recommended. As police organisations
across the globe seek to move beyond an over-reliance on rank towards shared
leadership practices, this paper therefore provides a unique critical appreciation of the

way authority is experienced and enacted in a disciplined and hierarchical environment.
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