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Chapter 1

Police Leadership in the 21st Century:
An Introduction
Rob Elkington

Trent University, Canada

Leadership is lifting a person’s vision to higher sights, the raising
of a person’s performance to a higher standard, the building of a
personality beyond its normal limitations. (Drucker & Maciarello,
2008, p. 288)

Abstract

Leadership is a complex construct influenced by contingencies such as
context, followership dynamics, and leadership skillsets and mindsets. Police
leadership includes an added layer of complexity because of the traditional
para-military nature of the police organization and how this rank structure
informs police leadership’s understanding of what it means “to lead.” This
chapter addresses the complex nature of police leadership by suggesting a
novel definition of police leadership. This novel definition is suggested as a
new way of thinking about police leadership. This chapter also discusses the
importance of contextual factors impacting police leadership. It concludes
with a call for wise leadership as a new paradigm to address the complexity
of police leadership in the 21st century.

Keywords: Leadership; Followership; skillful; effective; inclusive

Key Takeaways From This Chapter
Reading this chapter will help shape your thinking about police leadership in the
following ways:

• You will define police leadership in the 21st-century context.

Effective Police Leadership in the 21st Century, 1–18
Copyright © 2025 Rob Elkington
Published under exclusive licence by Emerald Publishing Limited
doi:10.1108/978-1-83608-120-320251001
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• You will understand the factors contributing to police leadership effectiveness
in the 21st-century context.

• You will reflect on the implication of the police organization as a complex
adaptive system.

• You will understand the importance of adaptive leadership and followership in
the 21st-century context.

• You will recognize the importance of wisdom for effective police leadership in
the 21st-century context.

The 21st century is defined as the age of the Anthropocene. This definition
places humanity as the central force shaping the systemic interactions of a global
community. Police services are social constructs designed initially to keep law and
order by arresting those alleged to have behaved criminally in breaking the law.
As such, police services functioned based on a social contract in which the public
entrusted the maintenance of law and order to a group of selected and qualified
individuals. However, as with any organization, the effectiveness of the police
service depends on the leadership, followership, and context dynamics at play. In
this chapter, we define police leadership for the 21st century. Building on our
definition of 21st-century police leadership, we discuss the essential factors
required for effective police leadership in the current context. Once we have
identified and discussed the factors required for effective police leadership, we will
differentiate the different styles of police leadership and the intersection of
contextual wisdom when applying a specific police leadership style. This chapter
compares police leadership approaches and suggests an adaptive leadership
toolkit approach. This chapter concludes with a discussion of the pivotal role of
effective followership in effective police leadership.

Police Leadership Assigned and Emergent
In my work with first responders such as Paramedics, Firefighters, and police
officers, I have become keenly aware of the importance of definitions. A definition
is crucial because it serves as a mental placeholder that aligns people’s under-
standing. For example, if I were talking to a diverse group of people and stated:
“You should strive to be a skillful leader,” I might have a range of responses to
that statement. What does it mean to “strive”? What does “skillful” mean, and
how does one be “skillful”? Finally, what do I mean by the term “leader”? Do I
envisage leadership as a set of traits that a person is born with and now leverages
to lead effectively? If the person is born with these traits, why should they “strive”
or seek to be “skillful” since a trait is innate and thus not something I can work
hard to develop or hone, or can I? Indeed, I thus find it helpful to clearly define
the term “leadership” and then unpack that definition with the first-responder
team I am working with.

Think about this concept for a moment. What is “police leadership”? Is it the
formal role of the police chief? Is leadership somethingpolice officers enactwhen they
serve and protect the public? Is police leadership the cumulative output of the formal
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and informal leaders of a specific police service in a particular location?For example,
if we suggest that every police officer is a leader through their interactions with the
public, do we create an ontological and epistemological problem for these police
officers and, in turn, the public? For instance, if, as a police officer, I viewmyself as a
leader because of my role and interactions with the public, how will that definition
andperceptionof leadership shapehowIviewmyself, howI view thepublic, andhow
I make sense of my interactions with the public whom I am supposed to serve, but
now engage with as a “leader”? Is it the responsibility of the police officers to lead the
public in their interactions with the public, or is it the responsibility of the police
officers to serve the public in these interactions? How one defines police leadership
determines how one answers these questions. This issue of a clear definition of police
leadership is essential because how one defines leadership shapes the leadership
narrative one invokes when fulfilling the role of a police officers.

So, how do we define police leadership? Incorporating the UN Sustainable
Development Goal number 16, together with elements of the definitions cited
earlier, I suggest the following definition of police leadership:

police leadership, both assigned and emergent, of the police
organization as a complex adaptive system, serves as an enabling
function so that wisdom expressed through the social and human
capital within a police service is organized to influence the
members of that service to achieve peace, justice, and strong
institutions through the ethical and inclusive application of the
law.

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, definitions are important because
they provide a semantic domain for joint engagement. Some things you will notice
about this definition:

• It focuses not on a heroic leader figure but on distributed leadership as con-
certive action (Bolden, 2011).

• It is purpose-driven (Yarlagadda et al., 2017): “… to achieve peace and
justice…”

• It is culture-centric (Lumby, 2012) since everything in the service is organized
to “influence the members…”

• It is measurable (Davis & Bailey, 2018; Davis et al., 2015): “…peace, justice,
and strong institutions through the ethical and inclusive application of the law.”

Over the following fewpages,wewill unpack this definition tounderstand howwe
might operationalize it within a 21st-century Policing environment. This definition
serves as the foundation for all that follows in this book and highlights how the
authors view leadership.Leadership is not about oneheroic individualmakingall the
decisions, autocratically driving the organization forward (or backward!). This
definition highlights our belief that organizations in the 21st century are complex
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adaptive systems, living organisms, and leadership is assigned and emergent. This
means thatwise leadership enables the organization to integrate policy, bureaucracy,
and administration around a central compelling vision. This conception of police
leadership is illustrated in Fig. 1.1 below.

Let’s unpack our definition of police leadership and tie it to the various
components represented in Fig. 1.1.

Our definition of police leadership does not focus on one individual as a heroic
leader, normally designated “the police Chief.” This focus is intentional because,
in the 21st-century VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous)
environment (Bawany, 2016; Bennett & Lemoine, 2014; Bernstein, 2014;
Elkington, 2015), a single heroic leader does not have the capacity to anticipate
and address the rapidly emerging multiplicity of challenges. The police service
needs to adapt it’s understanding of leadership to a collective paradigm. This
collective mindset creates a supportive environment in which followers with
leadership capacity and leadership skill might emerge to influence others in the
organization to achieve the vision and mission of the organization in novel ways
(Vardiman et al., 2006). The police organization requires assigned leaders who
take responsibility for certain critical portfolios. However, these assigned leaders
form a component of the leadership of the police service, not it’s summum bonum.
In any police service in the 21st century, an array of individuals possesses unique
knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) that contribute to the knowledge or
“wisdom” of that service. When a police service can leverage the diverse KSAs
(knowledge, skills, abilities) within its ambit, it has a vast pool of data to draw on
for decision-making quality and accountability. Add to this internal pool of data
the enormous array of external data available for access, and the leadership of the
police service needs to organize itself to leverage that data for effective decision-
making (Elkington, 2015). As Tunguz and Bien (2016) highlight:

When we make decisions with data, we decide collectively because
we’re all evaluating the facts and interpreting them as a team…
More data brings new perspectives, which helps the team further
improve their decision-making process and performance… The
team owns the decision, not just the team’s leader. (p. 69)

The complexity of any decision, and its impact on peace, justice, and strong
institutions suggest that it is neither fair nor wise to leave such decisions on the
shoulders of a single heroic leader, or even a group of (heroic) leaders. An
effective police organization will design for a leadership culture in which bench
strength is continually developed with an understanding that the follower of today
might be the leader of tomorrow and that followers (can) influence the leadership
in positive ways if the organization is designed to support this influence (Oc &
Bashshur, 2013). This broader view of leadership as concertive action creates a
vast repository of human and social capital to be leveraged to varying degrees
(Vroom, 2000) when facing the intensity of a VUCA world (Casey, 2014) in the
Policing environment.
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Fig. 1.1. Wise Police Leadership as an Enabling Function.
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How do police organizations design for leader formation and leadership
development to ensure this requisite bench strength is emerging across the police
service?

One of the pivotal advantages of the distributed leadership framework
(Bolden, 2011) described in our definition of leadership in a police service is the
capacity to facilitate leader formation and leadership development for bench
strength across the police organization. Effective leadership is an essential
component of organizational thriving in any sector in the emerging context of the
fourth Industrial Revolution (Bonciu, 2017; Zucconi, 2016). Leadership, though,
is a complex construct that defies simple explanation (Liu, 2015). The challenge to
define effective leadership is no less real in the complex and evolving world of
police leadership (Can et al., 2017). What constitutes effective leadership within a
Policing context? In corporate organizations, one of the critical measures of
effective leadership is shareholder value creation (Hitt et al., 2017). Still, in
Policing, the measurement of effective leadership is substantively different,
namely, the safety of the public (Perez & Barkhurst, 2012). In Policing, elements
such as police officer well-being, sensemaking, vision-casting, and change lead-
ership form part of the diversity of interconnecting components required for
effective police leadership (Vanebo et al., 2015).

Having established the urgent need for, and the complexity of, effective
leadership within a 21st-century context leads to the next question: “How do we
develop effective police leadership?” Leadership development in organizations
worldwide has moved to the foreground in institutional and organizational pri-
ority (Cummings et al., 2013; Feldmann et al., 2013; Forde et al., 2013; Grandy &
Holton, 2013; Jarvis et al., 2012; Olson, 2013). As Schafer suggests for police
organizations in particular, “Insufficient leadership in Policing can result in sig-
nificant negative consequences for agencies and their personnel (Schafer, 2009).”
Schafer (2010) went on to state:

Despite the popularity of such development initiatives there is an
absence of clear and compelling evidence that leadership efficacy
can be enhanced or developed, either in general or within policing
contexts. (p. 648)

It appears that while leadership development within the corporate sphere has
received much attention, there is a dearth of research into what might constitute the
most effective mechanisms to develop leadership within police organizations. While
itmaybe presumed that technical skill andproficiency from learning the principles of
Policing and applying these in practice equips a police officer for leadership, Katz as
far back as 1955 reminds us that technical skill is the baseline and that effective
leaders need to develop both human and conceptual skills to lead effectively (Katz,
1955). It should be self-evident that technical skill or leadership within policing by
seniority might not be enough. Perez and Barkhurst (2012) assert:

Police officers are not like other workers. The unique nature of
who the police are and what they do, combined with the strength
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and solidarity of their ever-present subculture, makes police
leadership–the capacity to lead and manage–different from the
leadership of any other kind. (p. 2)

It is widely recognized that those possessing leadership potential within an
organization need opportunities to develop that leadership capacity to support
organizational health and growth (Vardiman et al., 2006).What does this leadership
development look like within a police organization? How do police organizations
structure themselves for effective leadership development and organizational
learning (OL)? (Schwella, 2014; Sugarman, 2010; Vanebo et al., 2015).

Leadershipdevelopment is significantlymore contextual than leader formationand
seeks to develop interpersonal capacity as well as social awareness and social skills
(Schyns et al., 2012). This social awareness or social intelligence (SQ) is highlighted as a
critical skill for the modern police officers “because a high SQ is often wanting in
bureaucracy (especially police work) today (Perez & Barkhurst, 2012, p. 133).”

Leadership development is also emerging as an organizational priority because
manyorganizations face an increasing shortage of leadership talent (Bartol&Zhang,
2007; Vardiman et al., 2006). Nahavandi (2015) quoting Stern (2011) reports that:

It is, therefore, not surprising thatorganizationsand individuals devote
considerable resources to leader and leadership development. By some
accounts, the large U.S. companies spent over $125 billion on
employee learning and development in 2009. (p. 310)

This is no less true of the police service, which exists as a complex adaptive
system (Perez & Barkhurst, 2012). The need for effective leadership in Policing is
quite evident, given the range of accounts of police officers and police organi-
zations failing to serve the public with professionalism and integrity (Schafer,
2009; Vanebo et al., 2015). Pivotal to this assertion that leadership development
should be a focus of all organizations in general and police organizations in
particular is the belief that leaders and leadership can be developed through
effective leader formation processes (Burgess, 2018), and leadership development
initiatives and programs (Elkington et al., 2017).

With this in mind, it is helpful to highlight the distinction between leader devel-
opment or leader formation, which focuses on human capital, and leadership
development, which focuses on social capital (Grandy & Holton, 2013; Vardiman
et al., 2006). Leader formation seeks to enhance the leadership capacity of an indi-
vidual by improving the individual’s self-awareness, self-regulation, and self-moti-
vation (Burgess, 2018). Police organizations need to attend to the dual development
pieces of leader formation and leadership development. It may also be pivotal to the
success of any police leadership development initiative that both skillset andmindset
are addressed as core leadership attributes. This blending of skillset and mindset is
essential in the 21st century because we have come to understand that organizations
are living entities (Dervitsiotis, 2005). In this context, organizational leaders are
agents (Solow & Szmerekovsky, 2006, p. 53) within this living organization that
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functions as a complex adaptive system (Gabriela, 2012; Solow & Szmerekovsky,
2006).

It is because of the nature of the police organization as a complex adaptive
system that police leaders are not insulated nor isolated from the many internal
and external forces that impact the police service. It is evident, as stated earlier,
that most police organizations comprise diverse elements, and can thus be deemed
to be “complex” (Barlatt et al., 2012). One of the critical implications for lead-
ership when viewing the police organization as a living system is that leadership
work becomes inherently relational and situational (Kennedy et al., 2012).
Leadership development needs to take account of this situational and relational
reality by strengthening the leader ontologically (leader formation) as well as
enhancing the leadership processes functionally (leadership development), thus
strengthening the leader’s skillset and mindset (Kennedy et al., 2012) while
structuring for leaders to emerge and contribute to the leadership processes within
the police service (Vardiman et al., 2006). Thus, the leaders and leadership of
these ever-changing organizations need to develop the same capacity for change
and learning (VanderKaay, 2010). As Dervitsiotis (2005) asserts:

As a living system, a human organization evolves over time as a
continually adaptive system… Traditional leadership’s usual
response to ‘hold things steady’ trying to maintain the same
strategy in periods of rapid change can be disastrous. (p. 928)

To be effective in a VUCA context, a police service needs to design and sustain
an intentional development pipeline ensuring that every person in the service is
developing and has the opportunity to influence decisions and outcomes in
meaningful ways when their expertise and passion warrants and supports such
influence. Fig. 1.2 below (Elkington & Castell, 2023) suggests a sample devel-
opment pathway for Policing organizations. The intensity, complexity, and
breadth of this development pathway is contingent upon the resource availability
and partnerships of a police service, something we discuss further in the
description and discussion of Fig. 1.2 below.

Fig. 1.2 (Elkington & Castell, 2023) renders a police leadership development
model. Any or all of the elements included in the model will support effective
police leadership. This is true because an articulate, systematic police leadership
development program creates a culture of leadership. In addition, the mentoring
process (should) create psychological safety and psychological bravery to enable
emergent leadership’s contributions to Wicked problems that emerge in a VUCA
world and threaten to undermine the effectiveness of the police organization and
its leadership. The formal education expressed in the Certificate in police lead-
ership (CPL), the Graduate Diploma in police leadership (GDIPL), and the
Master of Criminology (MCrim) contribute to the professionalization and stan-
dardization of police leadership. The professional development workshops and
mentorship programs build crystallized cognitive ability, which incorporates
problem-solving skills, social judgment, and social skills. It also helps develop
stronger technical skills (Northouse, 2022). The output of such a development
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