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Introduction  

Introduction  

This report focuses on the leadership of Special 

Constabularies in England and Wales. Special 

Constables are volunteer police constables, with 

ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘŜŘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǊŜƎǳƭŀǊΩΣ ǇŀƛŘ 

police constable. There is a Special Constabulary 

within every police force in England and Wales. 

At the end of September 2018 (when the latest 

published national figures were available at the 

time of writing this report) there were 11,029 

volunteer Special Constables serving with the 

forty-three geographical police forces, with an 

additional 314 volunteering with the British 

Transport Police. During 2018, these Special 

Constables served a total of 2.9 million hours. 

Specials perform a wide range of front-line 

policing roles, increasingly convergent with the 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǊŜƎǳƭŀǊΩ 

colleagues in respect of response and 

neighbourhood policing contexts, and are 

increasingly involved in supporting and 

delivering specialists areas of policing. 

The focus of this report on the leadership of 

Special Constabularies is important and timely 

for four principle reasons: 

- Despite the scale of the Special 

Constabulary, with over 11,000 Specials 

and almost 1,700 of those in promoted 

ranks, issues relating to the leadership of 

Special Constables have been relatively 

neglected, in terms of policy, practice 

and research; 

- The Special Constabulary faces some 

substantial challenges, not least a major 

reduction in numbers, having halved in 

headcount over the past seven years, 

and related significant reductions in 

hours of contribution. There are 

significant leadership challenges 

regarding retention, effective 

deployment, training, support and 

ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎΣ ΨǾƻƛŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

and achieving diversity; 

- Policing is facing many new challenges 

and is under significant pressure to 

become more dynamic and adaptive to 

change. This leads to key strategic 

questions in relation to a changing future 

role and contribution for Special 

Constables. The future leaders of the 

Special Constabulary will need to both 

help shape this strategic future and to 

lead Special Constables into this new 

era; 

- There are issues and challenges in the 

effectiveness, diversity and consistency 

of current leadership models. This raises 

questions about how leadership should 

be designed and developed going 

forward, both locally within forces and 

nationally.  

The national scope of this report is important. 

At the time of writing, almost a quarter of police 

forces were engaged locally within their force 

areas in some form of review or organisational 

development activity relating to Special 

Constabulary rank structures or leadership. 

There is a lack of commonality of direction or 

sharing of thinking across this work. The reality 

is this piecemeal approach is both inefficient 

and ineffective at coherently addressing the 

strategic challenges of leadership across the 

Special Constabulary.  

Research and evaluation into Special 

Constabulary leadership is extremely limited to 

date. This report therefore makes a significant 

contribution to begin to fill this gap, reflecting 
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the largest-ever research programme 

undertaken at a national level on this issue.   

The report draws upon a range of empirical 

data, including: 

- National survey data of Special 

Constabulary leaders, addressing their 

experience within leadership roles; 

- National survey data of Special 

Constables, capturing their experiences 

of being led; 

- Benchmarking survey data from all 44 

police forces, detailing current 

leadership structures and practice; 

- Qualitative interviews with the majority 

of Special Constabulary Chief Officers 

nationally; 

- Qualitative research data drawing from a 

large number of IPSCJ review and 

research projects, encompassing 

interview and focus group data from 

over a dozen Special Constabularies; 

- Qualitative interviews with a range of 

strategic stakeholders across policing.  

The structure of this report  

The report takes in turn various aspects of 

Specials leadership, and is structured as follows: 

- ¢ƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ 

chapter describes the context for 

leadership of the Specials, considering 

the purpose and objectives for the 

Special Constabulary, the leadership 

requirement for the Special 

Constabulary, and some key leadership 

challenges; 

- The second chapter explores the 

experiences of Special Constables of 

being led, followed by a chapter that 

focuses on the experiences of Special 

Constables in promoted and supervisory 

roles; 

- The fourth chapter seeks to summarise 

and analyse existing leadership models 

and structures and to identify the key 

dimensions of the debate in relation to 

future developments of leadership; 

- The fifth chapter draws upon interviews 

with Special Constabulary Chief Officers, 

exploring their strategic role; 

- A short sixth chapter considers issues of 

national leadership, collaboration, and 

ΨǾƻƛŎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƴǎǘŀōǳƭŀǊȅΤ 

- The report then concludes with options 

for the future. 

Defining the Special contribution  

Any consideration of leadership needs to be 

rooted in considerations of both the purpose 

and objectives of the organisation being led, and 

of the strategic aspirations for the future.  

There is widespread thinking that the Special 

Constabulary needs to be very different in the 

medium to longer-term, and that this pressure 

for change presents significant opportunities. In 

that context, it is important that a report such 

as this not only considers the effectiveness of 

leadership of the present model but also the 

leadership capability required to envision and 

realise the desired change, and also the future 

leadership capability required to lead that 

ambitious, and very different, future state. 

A challenge for this report in considering 

Specials leadership is that the strategic 

contribution of, and ambition for, the Special 

Constabulary remains only relatively loosely 
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defined at a national level. That national picture 

is then considerably further blurred by what are 

very wide variations in direction and practice 

across a disparate execution of Special 

Constabulary models in individual police forces. 

The Special Constabulary National Strategy 

2018-2023 frames the Special Constabulary as a 

ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ 

ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜǎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

/ƻƴǎǘŀōƭŜǎ ŀǎ Ψŀ ƪŜȅ ŜƴŀōƭŜǊΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ 

±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлнрΣ ΨǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜir unique and 

privileged position of holding the office of 

Constable, coupled with their integration into 

the communities in which they live, work and 

ǎŜǊǾŜΩΦ  

¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǘƻ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ ǘƻ ΨƳŀƪŜ 

ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΥ 

- EnsurƛƴƎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ 

ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅΩΤ 

- 9ƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ ΨŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ 

the areas where they can make the best 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΩΤ 

- Adopting a cultural perspective that 

Special Constabulary roles and 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƻnly by our 

ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

Special Constabulary officers are 

appropriately trained and accredited 

then they should be able to fulfil most, if 

not all the functionality of regular 

ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŎƻǳǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

commitment to wider tasks and role, 

across the breadth of policing and into a 

range of specialisms; 

- Professionalisation, including the 

introduction of a national competency 

framework, and achieving greater 

coherence across issues such as 

leadership; 

- Maximising the utilisation of skills and 

experience that Special Constables bring; 

- Developing the Special Constabulary 

model to reflect new and emerging 

policing challenges, including the 

ΨŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛƳŜΩΣ 

ΨŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ vulnerability and 

ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭΩΤ 

- Beyond integration with local force plans 

and priorities, there is also an identified 

need for a shifting in the deployment 

focus for the Special Constabulary 

nationally across forces to recognise 

growing awareness and prioritisation of 

ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ 

(inclusive of child sexual exploitation, 

high risk offenders, domestic abuse, 

cyber-crime, serious and organised 

crime, counter-terrorism, missing from 

home, vulnerable families, vulnerable 

adult abuse, concerns for safety, human 

trafficking and modern slavery, and 

mental health); 

- Building on the USP of Special 

Constables; primarily that they are police 

officers with full warranted powers, are 

a flexible asset, and are deployable 

across force boundaries; 

- Organisational development strategic 

priorities for the Special Constabulary 

that include raising the profile of 

Specials, widening opportunities for 

Specials, and developing the Special 

Constabulary. 

In support of the development of the national 

strategy, the Association of Special Constabulary 

Officers identified potential areas where the 
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Special Constabulary can enhance its 

contribution in the future: 

- Providing resources at times of peak 

demand; 

- Tackling violence and knife crime; 

- ResǇƻƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƳƛƴƻǊΩ 

crimes (aspects of which currently 

receive limited resource and response, 

but which can be significant in terms of 

victim experience and community 

confidence); 

- Roads policing (enhancing resources in 

an area of policing where resourcing has 

markedly reduced over the strategic 

timescale, and in particular in relation to 

enhancing visible and pro-active roads 

policing, preventative activity, and 

supporting and freeing specialist 

resource to focus on e.g. complex 

investigations); 

- ANPR; 

- Counter-terrorism, organised crime, 

human trafficking, fraud and cyber (all 

areas where the Special Constabulary 

can provide additional resource and 

specialist skills sets); 

- Child sexual exploitation; 

- Public order; 

- Mental health. 

Adding to that analysis, the 2018 National 

Citizens in Policing Benchmarking Report also 

identified a pattern in thinking at force level 

which identified three further areas: 

- Neighbourhood policing, community 

engagement, schools and young people 

engagement (recognising the 

importance, and recent trends of 

reduction in resourcing in many force 

contexts); 

- Rural policing and engagement; 

- Hate crime and engagement across 

diverse communities. 

There are a number of critical voices across the 

Special Constabulary who worry that the 

Specials model needs to change more quickly 

and more fundamentally, and see current 

strategy at national and force levels as 

ΨƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎƳΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

deeper and more strategic change. There 

appears to be little challenge to the specifics 

about future role and contribution, rather, there 

is frustration at scale and pace, and many would 

look to a greater future strategic energy which: 

- Scaled up significantly, to fully realise the 

potential of volunteer models; 

- Pushed more strongly the 

professionalism and integration agendas, 

to create a higher-functioning volunteer 

model; 

- Would like to see a considerably larger 

and more rapid engagement of Specials 

into specialist policing areas (so 

essentially, consistent with the direction 

set out in the thinking above, but much 

more substantial in terms of scale). 

Linked to some of this developmental thinking, 

there is also a growing enthusiasm to consider 

ΨǊŜǎŜǊǾŜΩ ƳƻŘŜƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎΩ ƛǎ 

loosely defined, as it is used across sectors and 

internationally to mean many different things, 

but broadly it involves: 

- Achieving a more direct equivalency of 

operating, and inter-operability, with 

regulars, (at least for some of the cohort 

of reserve officers); 

- A stronger emphasis on recruiting ex-

regulars into a reserve model, seeking to 

maintain skills and contribution; 
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- Some consideration of paid as well as 

voluntary models (with thinking often of 

ŀ ΨƘȅōǊƛŘΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘΣ ŀǎ ƛǎ 

seen in some US settings); 

- A new and strengthened statutory basis; 

- For someΣ ŀ ƳƻǾŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

/ƻƴǎǘŀōǳƭŀǊȅΩ ƴŀƳŜΣ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ 

ΨǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩ ƻǊ ΨǊŜǎŜǊǾŜΩΣ 

ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎΩ 

carries a negative cultural baggage.  

The leadership requirement  

Arising from the organisational strategy picture 

discussed above, and based upon the research 

work of the IPSCJ and a wide range of strategic 

conversations about the Special Constabulary, 

an attempt is made here to define the 

leadership requirements of the Special 

Constabulary.  

At an operational delivery level, a distilled list of 

the highest priority requirements for leadership 

of the Special Constabulary can be summarised 

as: 

- Providing effective support and 

supervision for Special Constables;  

- Achieving the effective deployment of 

Special ConǎǘŀōƭŜǎΣ ƳŀȄƛƳƛǎƛƴƎ ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘΩΤ 

- Supporting and ensuring the 

development of Specials, including 

building initial operational competency, 

professional development and career 

pathways; 

- Ensuring Special Constables feel valued 

and appreciated, effective and 

worthwhile, championed, empowered, 

enjoy good relationships with regular 

officers and have high morale; 

- Supporting delivery at the front-line of 

major changes in the development and 

deployment of Specials, to support the 

aspirations for future role, as set out in 

the section above; 

- Supporting development and delivery of 

attraction and retention strategies that 

build towards and deliver the desired 

ΨŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

Constabulary. 

At a strategic level in forces, the leadership of 

the Special Constabulary needs to be able to 

deliver: 

- A clear vision of future role and model of 

operating for their Special Constabulary, 

being clear of the nature and scale of 

intended contribution to policing;  

- An ability to develop a professionalised 

Special Constabulary, with the skills and 

experience capable of delivering to that 

role and operating model; 

- An effective deployment of the Special 

Constabulary, integrated with the wider 

force; 

- Setting the conditions, creating the 

culture, and achieving the right 

leadership to deliver the best possible 

experience of being a Special Constable; 

- Successful management of the strategic 

relationships with others in and beyond 

the force, to enable the Special 

Constabulary to grow and thrive; 

- ! ΨǾƻƛŎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƴǎǘŀōǳƭŀǊȅΣ 

and effective projection of its capability, 

contribution and potential. 

At a national level, the leadership of the Special 

Constabulary needs to deliver on: 
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- Establishing a compelling and 

coordinated vision for the future role, 

capability and operating of the Special 

Constabulary; 

- Developing a national context in which 

the Special Constabulary collectively 

grows the required capacity and 

capability now and in future; 

- Creating the right national conditions, 

for example in terms of standards, 

culture, and ambition, to support local 

forces in creating the best possible 

experience of volunteering as a Special 

Constable and for forces to maximise 

ŘŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘΩΤ 

- To relocate the Special Constabulary 

strategically, recognising its future 

potential to deliver across a wide range 

of policing priorities, to contribute to 

building organisational capability, and to 

reach into all communities promoting 

diversity and engagement; 

- To achieve the effective strategic 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ΨǾƻƛŎŜΩΣ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

integration of the Special Constabulary 

at a national level. 

Additionally, beyond this leadership 

requirement, leaders in the Special 

Constabulary can also contribute more broadly 

to the strategic and operational development 

and delivery of policing, bringing a wide range of 

skills, experience, fresh perspectives and a 

different culture. 

More broadly, leadership across policing needs 

to achieve a stronger strategic and operational 

alignment and integration. The strategic 

development and contribution of Specials needs 

to be mainstreamed into thinking on key 

aspects of policing reform and development, 

such as future workforce, leadership and 

diversity, as well as across all thematic policing 

portfolios. 

The key leadership challenges  

Looking across the IPSCJ research work, a 

number of areas of leadership challenge in 

respect of the Special Constabulary can be 

identified. This may well not be a wholly 

comprehensive list, but provides a useful point 

of focus in respect of identifying some of the 

key challenges that the leadership of the Special 

Constabulary needs to address. Key challenges 

include: 

- Driving improvement of the experience 

of being a Special Constable; 

- Reversing decline in capacity and 

numbers. Recent years have seen sharp 

and sustained reductions in the scale and 

capacity of the Special Constabulary. This 

has been at a point in time where 

arguably the contribution is needed 

more than ever, the strategic intent of 

most forces has been to achieve growth, 

and the potential for a wider and more 

specialist contribution are increasingly 

understood. Reversing decline and 

achieving growth presents a 

considerable leadership challenge, 

nationally and in local forces; 

- Producing and managing a flow of new 

recruits into the Special Constabulary, at 

a time when current rates of recruitment 

are at a historical low. This presents a 

challenge in terms of negotiating the 

resourcing and prioritisation of Special 

Constable recruitment in a context of 

competing demands for recruitment, HR 

and learning and development resource. 

It also requires design and 
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implementation of effective attraction 

strategies, and the reduction of negative 

attrition from front-end processes; 

- !ǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ΨŎŀǊŜŜǊΩ 

Special Constables;  

- Achieving improved retention and 

longevity of volunteering careers in the 

Special Constabulary. Current rates of 

resignation are above historical trend, 

resulting in a young-in-service skewed 

Specials cohort nationally and in most 

forces; 

- Addressing deep-seated problems of 

inconsistency and variable standards; 

- Achieving a much stronger strategic 

profile and positioning of the Special 

Constabulary; 

- Achieving greater and more consistent 

resourcing of the Special Constable 

model; 

- Achieving better connection between 

senior leaders and front-line Specials; 

- Delivering enhanced diversity across the 

Special Constabulary; 

- Delivering a step change in the diversity 

of Specials leadership; 

- Improving communication of the Special 

Constabulary and its role, service and 

achievements, both internally within 

policing, and externally with the public 

and partner agencies. 

At a more tactical and operational level, key 

leadership challenges can be summarised as: 

- Achieving greater visibility of leaders, 

especially senior leaders; 

- Supporting Specials in their 

development, and access to training 

which can enhance contribution; 

- Supporting Specials access to equipment 

and other key resources, such as access 

to vehicles; 

- Improving approaches to reward and 

recognition; 

- Providing better standards of supervision 

and support. In particular, eradicating 

situations in which line supervisors are 

not accessible and available, or are not 

sufficiently skilled and experienced; 

- Ensuring appropriate support and access 

to services and representation at times 

of trauma, complaint, injury and similar 

contexts; 

- Ensuring the consistent delivery of 

models of support for Specials, e.g. 

Employer Supported Policing for police 

staff who also volunteer as Specials. 
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Introduction  

This chapter focuses on the experiences of 

Special Constables of being led, primarily 

drawing on data from the national survey of 

Special Constables undertaken in 2018, and also 

from qualitative research undertaken by the 

IPSCJ in a number of police forces over the past 

three years. The chapter focuses on Special 

Constable experiences of support and 

supervision, and also on the perspectives 

Specials have of the broader leadership model 

and arrangements in their police forces. 

Overall, looking across the findings, it is 

important to emphasise that there is much 

which is good, and strong, in terms of the 

current models of leadership and how they are 

experienced by Specials. Whilst there are key 

areas for consideration and change, the current 

experience of leadership in the Special 

Constabulary is by no means a wholly negative 

picture. There are many contexts and exemplars 

of very high standards of leadership, and of 

Specials feeling very well supported. Therefore, 

future thinking on Special Constabulary 

leadership needs to appreciate and build upon 

these positives, as well as addressing some of 

the areas of required change set out across this 

chapter. 

An unevenness of experiences  

As will be a recurrent theme across this report, 

the experiences of leadership for Specials 

appear to vary widely across England and Wales. 

Overall, when asked if they are satisfied with 

how they are managed as a Special Constable, a 

clear majority of Specials agree that they are 

satisfied. However, a third do not, with one in 

eight strongly disagreeing. This sense of a mixed 

picture is consistently seen across most of the 

data on the experience of being led in the 

Special Constabulary; often showing, as is the 

case here, that for a majority the experience is 

positive, but for a sizeable minority that is not 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅΩ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 

case. A key aspect pointed to across the data is 

a need for greater consistency, clearer 

standards, and more active and explicit 

understandings and management of 

performance of leaders, to help address the 

problems of those who do not feel satisfied with 

their experience of being managed. 

 

Responses at police force level to the survey 

should be treated with caution, in particularly 

avoiding reading too much into the positioning 

of responses in individual forces, given that in 

some force contexts response volumes were 

relatively small. However, what the graph below 

does show is that there seems to be a wide 

spread of response patterns in different Special 

Constabularies in terms of the percentage of 

Specials answering that they are satisfied with 

how they are led. The responses range from 

almost 90% to just over 40%. 
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Asking Specials to consider leadership more 

generally, beyond their own personal 

experiences of being managed, similarly a 

majority of Specials who responded to the 

national survey answered that they agreed their 

force was good at managing volunteers, and 

that their Special Constabularies were well led. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once again, looking at the spread of responses 

at force level, caution is needed not to read too 

much into individual forces, given that some 

forces had relatively small response volumes. 

Nevertheless, that caution in respect of the data 

notwithstanding, it is clear that there is a very 

wide range of response patterns across different 

forces in terms of whether Specials feel that 

their Special Constabulary is well led. 
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Asking a similar, but slightly differently focused 

question, in respect of whether Specials felt that 

the leadership/rank arrangements worked well 

in their force, a broadly similar pattern of 

responses is again evident. A majority answered 

positively, but a sizeable minority 

(approximately a third) disagreed that 

arrangements worked well. Again, one in eight 

Specials Ψstrongly disagreeŘΩ that 

rank/leadership arrangements work well. 

 

Again, with the caveat that care should be taken 

in reading too much into individual force results 

given response levels in individual forces, it can 

be seen that there is a large degree of variation 

in response between different forces. (The two 

forces of Sussex and Northumbria who do not 

have rank arrangements have been removed 

from this graph). 

 

Supervision and support  

On the whole, Specials responded positively to 

the level of support and supervision that they 

have received. Three quarters felt they received 

an appropriate level of support, and 18% 

strongly agreed. However, alongside that, 

almost a quarter disagreed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

15  

Experiences of being led  

A majority of Specials were also satisfied with 

the feedback they receive, although again there 

is a challenge in that over a third do not, with 

ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŜƛƎƘǘ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅΩ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜeing. 

 

Where there was dissatisfaction with 

supervision and support, one range of concerns 

related to the experience and skills of 

supervisors, primarily reflecting feelings that 

those in supervisory roles lacked experience. 

This seems to match up with challenges of 

recruitment into promoted roles, particularly 

S/Sergeant, which has led in some contexts to 

appointment into S/Sergeant roles very early in 

service, and in some forces before Specials have 

attained independent patrol status. 

Most commonly, concerns relate more to a 

simple absence of supervisor engagement and 

contact. Including some Specials who have had 

little if any contact with their supervisors. 

ñNever met her. And Iôd never met the him 
who came before the her either!ò (Special 
Constable) 

 
ñSupervision? I donôt know who mine is.ò 
(Special Constable) 

This sense of gaps in supervision and support, 

through an absence or lack of accessibility of 

supervisory ranks in the Specials, does not seem 

to occur in all forces, but nevertheless appears 

from our research across forces to be a quite 

widespread concern. It seems to have its roots 

in a number of different problems: 

- Problems in some forces in recruiting to 

and resourcing front-line supervisory 

ranks in the Specials. This can in turn 

lead to a number of issues, including 

some supervisors who are very 

inexperienced, some who may have 

been unenthusiastic in taking on the 

role, a lack of stability in rank structures 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ!ŎǘƛƴƎΩ 

supervisory roles, and too large spans of 

control due to unfilled roles; 

- The above problems can be exacerbated 

in force contexts which have a higher 

proportion of non-independent, young-

in-service, Specials, who are much more 

demanding of supervisor time and 

resources; 

- A lack of standards, role description 

induction, training and support for those 

in supervisory roles; 

- Little or no structured management of 

supervisors, meaning that gaps in 

contribution or capability are not 

systematically identified; 

- Related to the above point, a lack of 

structured feedback opportunities, 

meaning that gaps and problems are not 

identified and resolved. 

With more established, and longer-in-service 

Specials, such gaps in supervisor engagement 

and contact may well matter less to individual 

Specials, although in such contexts they can lead 
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to a sense of lack of progression, appreciation, 

communication and support. However, for 

younger-in-service Specials, such gaps in 

supervisory support may well be the difference 

between staying and resigning, and progressing 

towards independent patrol status or not doing 

so.  

Effectiveness of deployment and 

utilisation  

Research shows that a critical element that 

drives overall morale and experience for 

Specials is the degree to which they are 

effectively and meaningfully tasked and 

deployed. It is important that tasks undertaken 

feel worthwhile, value-adding, interesting and 

enjoyable, all of which reduce likelihood of 

disengagement and resignation. 

Most Specials agree that they are tasked 

effectively, although a one-fifth of Specials 

disagree. 

 

 

 

 

 

A majority of Specials feel that some of the time 

that they volunteer as a Special is wasted, with 

ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŦƛǾŜ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅΩ ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 

the case. 

 

 

Looking across forces, the proportion of Specials 

who feel that some of their time is wasted 

varies markedly across forces. Once again, 

caution should be taken in focusing on 

individual force positions in the graph, due to 

relatively low response volumes in some forces. 

However, the scale of variation nationally is 

marked. 
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Views are mixed amongst Specials as to whether 

their force uses the Specials it has to their full 

potential. Broadly half agree it does, but also 

almost half do not. 

Once again, looking at response patterns across 

police forces, there is a large degree of 

variation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This data across effectiveness of deployment 

and tasking presents some direct and important 

leadership challenges. In summary, a fifth of 

Specials disagree that they are tasked 

effectively, almost two thirds feel that some of 

their time is wasted, and almost half of Specials 

disagree that their force is using the Specials it 

has to their full potential.  

This points to key challenges for forces and for 

their Special Constabulary leaders, in terms of: 

- Whether the force has a strategy for the 

effective and prioritised deployment of 

Specials, or if this is primarily left to ad 

hoc arrangements within individual 

teams and with individual accompanying 

regular officers; 

- Whether the force understands its 

ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŘŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ ƻŦ 

Specials; 
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- Whether the force has plans to build 

better deployment methodologies for its 

Special Constables in the future. 

Clearly, the question of effective utilisation goes 

beyond methods of tasking and deployment, 

and also embraces broader strategic challenges, 

including: 

- How to make best use of the skills and 

experience Specials have, often brought 

in from outside of the police service; 

- How to best develop the policing skills of 

Specials, to enhance contribution; 

- How to develop the contribution of 

Specials in a broader range of areas of 

policing. 

Poor induction and initial support  

A key gap consistently and strongly identified by 

Specials in their experience of being led is an 

absence of structured support at the induction 

and initial practice stage. There is felt to be a 

gap after initial training, with (in many forces) 

what comes next in terms of practice induction 

and competency build being experienced by 

many Specials as being poorly supported and 

organised. 

ñI know talking to some people off my 
course, you know, theyôve gone out for 
the first time and then they were like, 
whoa, you know, straight into a violent 
domestic.  And to me thatôs letting the 
officer down, itôs not backing them up, 
you know, coming again from the military 
perspective, you don't go into battle or 
into a situation, yeah, unless you can, you 
know, deal with it.ò (Special Constable) 

 

ñWhen I first joined I thought I had some 
really good training and then youôre like 
oh yeah this is great.  Then like youôre 

assigned to that station and it just stopsé 
So there is no introduction, there is no, 
okay well who am I going to go and talk to, 
where am I, what duties am I doing, it was 
kind of left up to me to kind of wander 
around.ò (Special Constable) 

 

ñI think it should have been easieré I felt I 
did a lot of worké it might have been 
useful if Iôd got introduced to a few more 
people rather than having to do it myself.  
Because I would say the more shy among 
the Specials may not have done it.ò 
(Special Constable) 

For many Specials, they feel that they have 

ΨōŜŜƴ ƭŜŦǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΩΣ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ 

induction and orientation to the front-line 

environment, and then in terms of developing 

capability and signing off competencies. For 

others, there is also a (potentially opposite) 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ΨǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜŘΩ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ 

their pace in progressing competency sign off. 

Visibility and connection  

A priority of many Specials for their leaders is 

ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ΨǾƛǎƛōƭŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

Experiences vary widely, with some feeling their 

leaders are remote and lack visibility, and some 

the opposite. 

ñVery low visibility of the senior people. 
Never see any of them.ò (Special 
Constable) 

 

ñAnd some of the people Iôve met who 
have been in senior management have 
been very visible, they are fantastic.  So I 
would say thereôs a lot more positives 
there than negativesò (Special Constable) 

For many Specials, they contrasted the visibility 

of Special Constabulary leaders positively with 
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what they perceived as the visibility of regular 

senior officers. 

ñWe see our senior officers out all the 
time, and they do get to know their front-
line Specials. Very different to the regs, 
never set eyes on any of their top brass 
on a Friday night, probably never will. Our 
leaders arenôt 9-5 in the same way that 
their chiefs are.ò (Special Constable) 

Qualities including ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ΨƎŜƴǳƛƴŜΩΣ 

ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜΩ about what they do 

are valued by Specials. 

ñYouôve got people like [name], you know, 
who really genuinely does have a passion 
and that does come across quite 
profoundly, you know, he talks and you 
realise he does actually mean what heôs 
saying, you know.  And again itôs having 
that kind of mind set really throughout the 
whole organisation and trying to get that 
bedded into Specials, that passion and 
that proactive initiative.ò (Special 
Constable) 

A quite common perspective is for Specials to 

have some appreciation that good work is being 

undertaken by Special leaders, but feeling that 

the communication of their work and role is 

poor. 

ñFrom what I see they [senior leaders in 
the Special Constabulary] work very hard 
and do a lot for us. But I donôt think most 
[Specials] see any of that, and the 
communication is rubbish.ò (Special 
Constable) 

In some force contexts, there are problems of 

ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴΩ 

between Specials and their senior leaders. In 

part this relates to feelings that senior Specials 

are out of touch or not up to date. In part, to a 

sense of senior leaders not being present and 

leading by example. In part, to gaps in 

knowledge as to what senior leaders do (senior 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψƛƴ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ 

understood by front-line Specials). And in part, 

ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩΤ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ 

Specials are often older, have a longer record of 

service, and are at different life stages 

professionally and personally, to many of the 

younger, and younger-in-service, Specials that 

they command. 

In some force contexts, there were perceptions 

ƻŦ ΨŀƎŜƴŘŀǎΩΣ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅΩ ŀǘ ŀ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ 

level, which again made Specials on the ground 

feel frustrated with and disconnected from their 

senior leaders. This was particularly the case in 

forces where Specials perceived that senior 

Specials did not get on with, or work well with, 

their senior colleagues. 

For some Specials, aspects of senior Specials 

demeanour, style and uniform tended to add to 

a sense of disconnect. This was often associated 

ǿƛǘƘ ǾƛŜǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ƳŀƴȅΩ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ 

officers, and fundamental gaps in knowledge 

about what senior Specials do. As one Special 

Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜ Ψƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ōǊŀƛŘΩ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ŀ 

presentation of senior Specials that tends to set 

them apart and distance them from front-line 

focused Specials. 

ñAnd sat at the front there was this row of 
older white guys in suits, never seen any 
of them before, never seen them out, donôt 
know who they are or what they do.ò 
(Special Constable) 

 
ñI do sometimes wonder what it actually 
achieves by having the hierarchy that we 
have. In very simple terms, I just donôt 
know what they do. I do know there seems 
to be a lot of them, lots of layers of them.ò 
(Special Constable) 
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These findings point to a challenge, in particular 

ŦƻǊ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ ƻǊ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ψƛƴ 

ǘƻǳŎƘΩΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ 

to front-line Specials. The picture varies from 

force to force, but many senior Specials are 

effective in achieving front-line presence and 

visibility, perhaps comparing favourably with 

many of their senior regular counterparts. 

Looking at best practice nationally, key aspects 

that senior Specials could usefully focus upon 

include: 

- More effective communication across 

the Special Constabulary about their 

activity and role, which is often poorly 

understood; 

- A greater involvement of Specials as a 

whole in terms of key decisions for the 

Special Constabulary and processes of 

forming strategy for the future; 

- Enhancing visibility of instances where 

senior Specials are championing the 

Special Constabulary, or progressing 

issues of particular front-line resonance 

and concern (e.g. equipment, training, 

driving, etc.). 

The challenges of Special Sergeant 

roles  

The majority of Specials tend to prioritise front-

line visible leadership. Much of this front-line 

leadership relates to the S/Sergeant role, which 

is also by far the largest rank numerically in the 

Special Constabulary, with the 1,026 

S/Sergeants nationally amounting to 62% of all 

promoted Specials. 

As is the case with all aspects of Specials 

leadership, there is a widely varying picture 

nationally around how S/Sergeant roles operate, 

and in issues around their recruitment, support 

and management. 

S/Sergeants can find themselves in some force 

contexts overwhelmed by numbers of Specials 

to supervise and in particular with the extent of 

developmental support and capability 

assessment activity in forces where the cohort 

of Specials is weighted more towards young-in-

service Special Constables. Many S/Sergeants 

reflect on the scale of administrative burden at 

their rank; often perceived to be exacerbated by 

a complex and bureaucratic discipline system, 

and by the lack of coordination and HR support 

in some force contexts for front-line Specials 

supervisors.  

ñI think we need to be taking away the 
administrative burden and getting people 
out onto the street to actually lead on the 
ground and to actually do what we all 
signed up to do, which is to serve the 
public.ò (Special Constable) 

 

ñWhat weôre saying is that we need more 
centralised support on managing 
Specials, on dealing with those who donôt 
show up or cause problems.ò (Special 
Constable) 

For some Specials, they perceive the problem 

also in part to be that a proportion of other 

leaders in their Special Constabularies are no 

longer front-line active or particularly directly 

engaged in front-line supervision and support; 

this perceived dissociation of some Specials 

leaders, particularly at higher ranks, with the 

actual policing activity of the Special 

Constabulary, is seen as having a funnelling 

effect of those front-line supervisory 

responsibilities falling on fewer individuals, 

particularly at S/Sergeant level. 
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ñLots of parallels with the regulars, so itôs 
the sergeant role where all the pressure is 
at.ò (Special Constable) 

As a consequence of the above picture, many 

S/Sergeants find their activity skewed towards 

spending time dealing with non-attendance, 

poor performance, and with the competency 

processes of new Specials. This leaves 

problematically little time to more generally 

supervise, support and operationally lead the 

rest of their (attending and performing) team 

members, and sometimes with insufficient time 

to engage themselves in front-line practice as 

much as they would wish. 

ñAnd then by them concentrating on the 
20% doing wrong, then, rather than the 
80% who are doing right, it becomes 
imbalanced and then therefore you get 
demotivated good people, those career 
Specials go, you get retention problems.ò 
(Special Constable) 

Many forces are having difficulty in recruiting to 

S/Sergeant roles, many are under-establishment 

and have high proportions of acting roles. These 

problems are often driven by the skew in profile 

towards younger-in-service Specials, which 

ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƻƭΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ 

recruit.  

ñWeôre definitely short, weôre short of 
Special Sergeants and we havenôt got a 
big pool to draw them from at the 
moment.ò (Special Constable) 

Whilst there remains a flow of applicants for 

S/Sergeant roles in all forces, and the problem 

should not be over-exaggerated, some Specials 

ŀǘ /ƻƴǎǘŀōƭŜ Ǌŀƴƪ ŀǊŜ ΨǇǳǘ ƻŦŦΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ 

of promotion. Many Specials perceive becoming 

a S/Sergeant as something that consumes a 

great deal of time, carries a lot of responsibility 

and expectation, does not feel particularly 

appreciated or rewarded, and would divert 

them from what they enjoy most and find most 

rewarding, which is front-line policing. 

ñI have no idea why anyone would want to 
become a Sergeant. It consumes your 
whole life, if you try to do it properly. I 
know people who work every evening, 
literally every day.ò (Special Constable) 

 

ñIôve seen the role destroy good people. 
Then they leave, because they just canôt 
cope anymore. Itô a scandal really. A real 
shame.ò (Special Constable) 

There is no systematic data set of the longevity 

and retention in role of S/Sergeants. However, 

qualitative research in forces suggests that 

there is quite a flow of S/Sergeants either 

leaving, or returning to Special Constable rank. 

Issues raised tend to reflect the role placing 

considerable burdens on time, and takes much 

time away from front-line practice. 

These findings point to two things; firstly, the 

need to better design and manage S/Sergeant 

roles, and to better support Specials within 

them. This needs a more robust and systematic 

approach to understanding span of control, and 

to ensure a role design that makes such roles 

manageable in terms of balancing the 

volunteering experience with the rest of life.  

Secondly, more broadly (and providing the 

strategic context for the role design and 

organisational design work discussed above), 

there is a need for a different vision of what 

such front-line supervision should be, in terms 

of its character, its emphasis, and its style of 

operating. In terms of that strategic thinking, 

Specials consistently request front-line 

supervisors who: 



 

 

22  

Experiences of being led  

- prioritise front-line practice, are seen as 

highly credible police officers, and are 

seen first and foremost as front-line 

practice leaders, bringing a passion for 

and expertise in policing; 

- ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜŜŘ ǳǇ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƛŎƪ ōƻȄΩ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎȅ 

assessments to be able to lead on 

rounded capability assessment, based on 

real-time observation in the field and not 

the collection and signing off of lists of 

criteria; 

- are able to engage and lead all their 

team members, and are not just 

preoccupied with issues of failure to 

attend and perform; 

- care for their officers, seek to know 

them as individuals, understand their 

ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ΨƎƻ 

ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘǊŀ ƳƛƭŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŀŎƪǎΩΦ 

 

What Specials would like to see less of is: 

- Remote management by email; 

- A focus on paperwork and metrics, 

rather than people and practice; 

- Jobs-worth approaches; 

- Leaders who are not prepared to be 

there and stand up for their people; 

- Leaders who are never visible doing the 

job. 

Doubts over senior leader  influence  

Whilst senior leaders (as discussed in later 

chapters) place a great deal of emphasis on 

their roles in influencing on behalf of the Special 

Constabulary and developing effective strategic 

relationships, there is a caucus of scepticism 

amongst Specials of Constable rank that such 

influencing is effective. 

Some Specials perceive their senior leaders to 

carry little weight, credibility and influence, and 

are not listened to. 

ñOur chief and SMT could give so much 
but I donôt think theyôre listened to or 
respected very much. Probably exactly as 
much as we are at the front line.ò (Special 
Constable) 

This is reflected in perceptions as to whether 

ǘƘŜ ΨǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎΩ ƛǎ ƘŜŀǊŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƴ 

shaping thinking within their force about the 

future of the Special Constabulary. Over four in 

ten Specials think that it is not. Only 7% 

ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅΩ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎΦ 

For some Specials, this feeds into and links with 

more negative views about the capability and 

efficacy of senior roles and those who occupy 

them more broadly. However, for others, 

Specials feel frustrated that their senior leaders 

are capable, and have a lot to contribute at 

senior level, but that their force does not seem 

to create the environment and have the culture 

where this potential is realised. 

ñAs I see it, our leaders are often much 
more experienced at managing big 
companies, big budgets, big numbers of 
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people, than their [regular] police 
equivalents. They have that critical 
professional managerial background other 
senior police lack. If the police was a 
business, it would have gone broke 
decades ago. In that sense, I think 
Specials leaders raise the standards of 
police leadership, not lowers themò 
(Special Constable) 

Standards  

There are very mixed perspectives amongst 

Specials in terms of the quality of their leaders, 

and the standards that are set and managed 

across Specials leadership. For many, these are 

felt to be a lack of framework, expectations and 

clarity of role. 

ñThere needs to be better accountability in 
terms of what the supervisor does, how 
theyôre expected to perform and also what 
the expectations are in terms of behaviour 
and standards.ò (Special Constable) 

This context is seen by some as leading to a 

variation in standards and motivation of Specials 

leaders, which can risk having an undermining 

effect on Specials leadership more generally. 

ñI see some who literally just ride it and 
they love having the rank but they donôt 
do anything. You know, have the rank but 
they havenôt done operational duties and 
they love turning out to the county show 
or the carnivals wearing all their clean kit 
and extra braidery, whatever, donôt get me 
wrong thereôs some who are really good, 
thereôs some who are not. Iôm not tarring 
everybody with the same brush.ò (Special 
Constable) 

The issue of standards and expectation also 

loops back to the discussion above in respect of 

the challenges of recruitment, particularly into 

S/Sergeant roles, and the sense that such 

challenges can lead to the recruitment of very 

much less qualified and experienced colleagues. 

ñYouôve got people going into the roles 
whoôve literally just got five minutes of 
service because theyôve been there five 
minutes, you know, youôre talking to an 
old timer here, and theyôve been there five 
minutes and made supervisor or Sergeant 
and youôre thinking, you donôt have the 
credentials, you donôt have the reputation 
or the rapport or the respect and then 
youôre devaluing that role because itôs 
almost dished out because theyôve got to 
have one.ò (Special Constable) 

 
ñSo weôve got threeé  Iôm a temporary 
Sergeant now, so weôve got two other 
Sergeants, one for each station, and then 
Inspector.  And I think all of us are still in 
probation period effectively.  So yeah, that 
role of helping the new ones coming in 
and helping with their PDP is sort of 
coming down to us who donôt really know 
what the hell weôre doing anyway.ò 
(Temporary Special Sergeant) 

Alongside such issues, there are also concerns 

relating to: 

- Poor standards of assessment and 

selection at the recruitment stage; 

- A perceived lack of induction and 

training for supervisors, not all of whom 

bring any people leadership background 

or skillset; 

- Very little structured supervision or 

appraisal of supervisors; 

- Few opportunities to feedback on the 

experience of being supervised; 

- A lack of clarity as to what the role of 

supervisor should involve. 
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Style  

Leadership styles and approaches across forces 

vary considerably. 

There are behaviours amongst some senior 

leadership teams which are less engaging, 

empowering and appreciative, and instead tend 

to reflect approaches that are more didactic and 

hierarchical in style. 

ñWith like the higher up, higher above 
ranks being quite dictatorial, I suppose.ò 
(Special Constable) 

 

 ñSometimes it does seem to be a bit 
about empires, my patch their patch, my 
Specials and their Specials. Weôre meant 
to be one force, one Special Constabulary, 
but over the years, time and time again, I 
have seen lots of behaviours that do not 
reflect that, mainly from Specials 
themselves rather than the Regulars, and 
from people who have quite senior ranks.ò 
(Special Constable) 

For some Specials, they feel that there are more 

deeply-set cultural aspects of such issues of 

style which need addressing. 

ñThere always seems to be more of a 
problem with Specialsô ranks rather than 
actual Regulars or Regular ranks.  I donôt 
know why. There must be some kind of 
power trip or something, who knows?ò 
(Special Constable) 

As reflected above in terms of front-line 

supervisors, Specials look for certain traits and 

styles in their leaders. They can be very 

frustrated when the operating styles of leaders 

falls short of, or is very different to, those 

desired traits.  

ñóBecause heôs just like, ñYeah, you need 
to do your PDPs.ò Itôs the same story 

every time. Thereôs just no talk of 
achievement.  Itôs not like, ñRight, brilliant.  
Whatôs been happening now? Whatôs 
happened over the last month? Can we 
like get enthused about this whole thing?ò 
One of my colleagues said when we came 
out of the meeting the last time, ñdo you 
find when you come out of these meetings 
that you just wanna go and die?ò Like itôs 
all just so boring. I think, yeah, I think it 
can be changed to make peopleôs 
attitudes a little bit betteréñAmazing you 
saved this guy from throwing himself off 
the Docks.ò Which someone did and 
actually not much was kind of put towards 
that in terms of actual achievements and 
kind of celebrating that success.ò (Special 
Constable) 

 
ñThe best ones lead from the front, 
wearing their love of policing on their 
sleeve and putting their people first. The 
job first, rank second. Then thereôs the 
process pedants, whoôve never managed 
to be in charge of shit all else their whole 
lives, and now theyôve got this train set to 
play with, to be the fat controller.ò (Special 
Constable) 

These findings point to the need to consider 

issues of style and ways of operating of leaders, 

at all ranks. Some programmes of training for 

Specials leaders, where it is available, tend to 

foreground issues of technical knowledge and 

expertise, without actively engaging with wider 

questions of leadership identity, style and 

projection.  



 

  

Perspectives of Special 

supervisors  
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Introduction  

This chapter of the report explores the 

experiences of Special Constables in leadership 

roles. The chapter primarily draws from data in 

the 2018 national survey of Special Constables, 

which had questions specifically for Specials 

leaders, and also from qualitative research 

interviews and focus groups undertaken by the 

IPSCJ in a number of forces between 2016 and 

2019. 

The focus is not primarily on Special Chief 

Officers, as there is a later chapter devoted to 

their experiences. This chapter is mostly focused 

on those in other promoted ranks within the 

Special Constabulary. 

Overall, Specials leaders have found being in 

their promoted role a positive experience. There 

is an argument that the survey may exaggerate 

that picture, in the sense that those questioned 

were individuals still in a promoted role, and for 

those who have not found it a good experience 

they are more likely to have left. Nevertheless, 

virtually all those promoted Specials responding 

to the survey said it had been a good 

experience, with a third strongly agreeing.  

 

Consistent with that picture, a large majority of 

Specials in promoted roles would recommend 

seeking promotion to other Special Constables. 

 

Attraction to the role  

Many forces experience some challenges in 

attracting Specials to take on leadership roles, 

particularly the initial step to S/Sergeant. 

Primary factors discussed by Specials are: 

- Work-life balance, and perceptions that 

Special leadership roles require a lot of 

hours of service to fulfil; 

- Worries about not being able to 

undertake as much front-line policing 

due to time being taken up by 

supervisory duties and meetings; 

- Feeling that they experience enough 

ΨǇŀǇŜǊǿƻǊƪΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƭƛƴŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ 

their day jobs. 

ñOne of the challenges I sense is if you 
become a Special Sergeant, you can, you 
know as you say the role is administrative, 
you can end up doing a lot of the 
administrative people management and 
less and less of the policing.ò (Special 
Constable) 
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In some forces, particularly where recent 

recruitment volumes have been relatively high, 

there is a significant pinch-point in the Specials 

supervisory model in respect of S/Sergeants. 

This is created by three intertwined factors: a 

young-in-service cohort provides fewer suitably 

qualified candidates for S/Sergeant roles; a 

young-in-service cohort creates a greater 

demand for the work of S/Sergeants; and that 

greater demand tends to skew S/Sergeant roles 

to support, supervision and assessment of new 

non-independent Specials, which can make the 

role less appealing to some. 

ñWith so many trainees, the people to 
promote just ainôt there and those that are, 
none of them wants to be a supervisor, 
theyôre quite happy doing what theyôre 
doing, working on response, doing 
neighbourhood work, whatever they get 
involved with and itôs not good 
pressurising people to do it because more 
often than not, they donôt work out. So 
yes, we definitely are short of supervisors. 
But not everyone wants to take on the 
responsibilities that the force expects 
them to.ò (Special Superintendent) 

Sitting alongside the generally positive 

experiences reflected by those in supervisory 

roles, for those not in them, they are often seen 

as unattractive. This contradiction may reflect, 

to some degree, limited understandings of what 

is involved. 

ñThe management side is a lot of 
responsibility and very little reward or 
recognition for it.ò (Special Constable) 

Appointment to role  

Forces vary widely in the degree of, and quality 

of, processes relating to promotion, clarity of 

role design and of expectation. 

Many forces present some very basic gaps in 

terms of role design and communication of 

expectation. 

ñIf there was any clarity what theyôre 
looking for in a special sergeant, 
inspector, superintendent, then the force 
would do a lot better in finding the right 
people to fill those roles.ò (Special 
Sergeant) 

The national surveys show a majority of 

promoted Specials have a role description which 

reflects the role that they are in; albeit one in 

five disagreed that was the case. 

 

The national survey responses also suggest most 

promoted Specials feel that the process of their 

appoiƴǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǊƻƭŜ ǿŀǎ ΨƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƛǊΩΤ ŀƭōŜƛǘ 

one in eight do not. 
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Nevertheless, in some forces, there remain 

concerns from some Specials as to what they 

perceive as poorly managed and biased 

appointment processes.  

ñWho you know, who is friends with who. 
Itôs very unprofessional in my opinion.ò 
(Special Sergeant) 

In many more force settings, there are 

reflections that whilst processes have improved, 

there has been a history of appointments that 

have been less professionally managed. 

ñItôs a lot more professional now but in the 
past it was almost like, you know, who 
wants the job now kind of thing.ò (Special 
Chief Inspector) 

A key challenge ς again not by any means in all 

force contexts, but certainly in a number ς is a 

failure to effectively induct and communicate 

new supervisors as to the nature and 

expectations of their promoted role. 

ñSometimes it feels like itôs, hey youôre 
promoted now, good luck. Youôre a 
Sergeant now, youôre an Inspector now, 
Iôm not gonna tell you what thatôs about 
but sure youôll work it out quick enough.ò 
(Special Inspector) 

Statistically, the national survey suggests most 

supervisors feel that their role was well 

explained to them before being promoted. 

However, almost one in five promoted Specials 

disagree that this was the case. 

 

 

Management and support in the 

role  

The picture seems highly variable as to the 

support available to Specials supervisors. At 

best, there appear to be models of structured 

induction, managed probationary period with 

competency sign off, systematic appraisal, and 

clear specification for competencies. At the 

other end of the spectrum, none of those 

aspects are in place.   

Development of leaders  

In respect of training and development for 

Specials leaders, several senior Specials felt that 

the key question was more one of recognising 

and building on existing skills and experience. 

ñFor many of our leaders, it isnôt about 
developing new skills and experience, we 
already bring all that. It is about 
recognition, and making good use, of the 
enormous skill sets we bring into 
policing.ò (Special Chief Inspector) 

For some, there is recognition that capturing 

and understanding skills is challenging in itself, 

as well as seeing cultural barriers to doing so in 

policing, particularly where such skills have been 
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gained and accredited outside of the police 

force. 

ñWeôre not good enough at that.  And 
weôre also not good enough at 
recognising day job skills.  But itôs a 
difficult area to cover because itôs such a 
wide ranging set of skills. As well as it not 
being in the police culture, policing 
doesnôt do skills that have not been grown 
and signed off within the force.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

For some, there is a frustration that they feel 

policing always looks towards the Specials in 

terms of perceived deficits and inferiority to 

regulars; whereas, in their view, promoted 

Specials often have supervisory and leadership 

skills and experience far beyond their regular 

supervisory colleagues. 

ñThe gulf in class between my Special 
Sergeants and their regular Sergeant 
counterparts, honestly, enormous. Most of 
my [Special] Sergeants have years of 
experience of managing people. Many of 
the regs supervision are two years in and 
have no people management experience 
or life experience at allò (Special Chief 
Inspector) 

Having said that, many Specials perceive deficits 

in the training and development provided by 

forces to Specials leaders. 

Whilst a majority of Specials leaders feel they 

have received from their force the training they 

need, slightly over a third do not. This would 

appear to represent a significant strategic gap in 

training and development provision. One in ten 

ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

have received the training that they need to 

undertake their role.  

 

This strategic gap in training and development 

support is echoed in the qualitative research 

interviews with Specials leaders. 

ñSo the current training [for Special 
Constabulary leaders] is minimal. The first 
line Supervisor training is pants in [their 
force] certainly. In some Forces it is 
better. A very uneven picture.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

Ambition for future promotion  

A majority of Specials are either unsure, or say 

that they do not wish to seek further 

promotion. There are many reasons why 

Specials may not wish to seek further 

promotion, many of which are neither negative 

or indicative of a problem for Special 

Constabularies. Nevertheless, such figures for 

aspirations of further promotion do present 

some strategic challenges to achieving effective 

succession of future senior leaders. 
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A slight majority of promoted Specials 

interested in further promotion feel either 

unsure or negative about receiving support for 

their future aspirations of being promoted. 

Whilst this should not be exaggerated as a 

problem, and half of Specials do feel they would 

be supported, it points to a potential strategic 

gap in support for leadership pathways and 

careers in the Special Constabulary. 

 

Relationships with Regular  officers 

and supervisors  

The responses to the national survey suggest 

that most Special leaders feel regular officers 

are supportive of them in their role; albeit one 

in five Special leaders disagree. 

 

Best practice reflects: 

- Clarity of role for regular supervision and 

Specials supervision, written down, 

understood and agreed; 

- Culture amongst regular officers and 

regular supervisors which is supportive 

and appreciative of Specials supervisors; 

- Opportunities for regular and Special 

supervision to work together, e.g. on 

operations or projects; 

- Integrated leadership teams, enabling 

and encouraging of Special leaders 

contribution; 

- Empowerment of Specials leaders to 

lead on aspects of force policy or 

practice, at all levels in the organisation; 

- Opportunities to train together; 

- Opportunities for coaching and 

mentoring (in both directions, so regular 

supervisors coaching/mentoring, and 

vice versa). 

At the other end of the spectrum, poor practice 

tends to reflect: 

- Cultures which do not engage with 

Specials leaders more broadly within 

management teams; 

- Regular cultures which emphasise that 

Special Constabulary leaders carry no 

formal authority, formal rank, status or 

significance in the wider leadership of 

the force; 

- Lack of clarity over roles; 

- A tendency for Special and regular 

supervision to sit separately, lack 

communication, and criticise one 

another for gaps in the overall 

supervisory model for Specials. 
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Regular leaders have a strong role to play in 

ΨǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƴŜΩ ŦƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

regular and Specials leaders play out.  

The style of engagement of Specials leaders can 

also be a critical factor in the success of 

relationships.  

The d emanding nature of 

supervisory role s and time 

pressures  

A major challenge for promoted Specials is the 

time demand of the role. 

 

 

 

hǾŜǊ ŀ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ 

ŀƎǊŜŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛs very demanding 

of their time. 

ñI know Inspectors who have younger 
children and thereôs a hell of a lot for them 
to do, I know they send emails late into 
the night because thatôs the only free 
moment, thatôs when theyôve dealt with 
the kids.ò (Special Sergeant) 

 
ñThere are two choices. This is your life 
and it dominates over everything else in 
your life. Or you havenôt got time to do it. 
In my opinion, thatôs down to poor role 
design, an absence of clear expectations, 
no supervision. No experience of 
managing volunteers well for the force. 
Itôs a real shame, because for most people 
in the end they canôt put in everything of 
themselves forever, and they burn out, 
they move on, and we lose some 
incredible people.ò (Special Inspector) 

Perhaps reinforcing one of the barriers 

(identified earlier) to attraction into leadership 

roles, a majority of Specials leaders say that the 

other requirements of their role make it difficult 

for them to perform front-line duties as much as 

they would like to. 
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Feelings of limited óvoiceô and 

influence  

Given their positions in leadership roles within 

the Special Constabulary, it is perhaps a 

surprising finding of the national survey that 

almost half of Specials leaders do not feel that 

they can influence the future of the Special 

Constabulary. hƴŜ ƛƴ ǎŜǾŜƴ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜǎΩ 

that they can influence. 

 

Perhaps less surprising, but still strategically 

challenging, a majority of Specials leaders do 

not feel that they can influence the future 

direction of the service. 

 

 

Linking to some degree with those two findings, 

well over a third of Special leaders disagree that 

their ideas are listened to. Taken collectively, 

this suggests that Specials leaders feel that they 

ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ΨǾƻƛŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΤ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

in a leadership role, but that their leadership is 

ƴƻǘ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ƻǊ 

shape change ς not only within the wider 

service, but also within the Special Constabulary 

itself. 

 

For some Special leaders, this picture goes 

beyond a feeling of not being listened to, 

towards a broader and deeper culture of being 

actively resisted in terms of exercising a 

leadership role.  

ñEnded up starting my own Anti-Social 
Behaviour unit, way before anti-social 
behaviour was something on the agenda 
for government. Had fantastic successes. 
Got stopped because we were too 
successful.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

 

ñI call these people ódementorsô.  If you 
watch Harry Potter there is this black 
entity called a dementor and it sucks all 
the life blood and energy out of you.  By 
standing near themé I met quite a few of 
those people. In fact, every police force 
has them.  They sometimes hide in the 
shadows but you know when you are near 
one because you feel that you are hated 
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as a Special or volunteer.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

Perceptions of the dynamics of the 

Special Constabulary leadership 

team  

Looking across the national survey responses, a 

majority of Specials leaders agree that their 

leadership team works well together. However, 

a third of Specials leaders do not; and a 

concerning one-sixth ƻŦ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ 

disŀƎǊŜŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǘŜŀƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǊƪǎ 

well together. 

 

Where Special leaders are not felt to work well 

as a team, often there is a perceived ΨƎŀǇΩ ƻǊ 

ΨŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎΣ 

and those in front-line supervisory roles. Other 

characteristics of such teams include a lack of 

opportunities to meet, poorly managed 

meetings, and a lack of engagement and 

opportunities to contribute and to shape 

strategy and direction. Such contexts also often 

have dynamics relating to personalities, in 

particular a perception that individuals at senior 

ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀǊŜ ΨōƭƻŎƪŜǊǎΩ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  

Where teams are more successful, cohesive and 

positive, they are characterised by: 

- Opportunities to engage and contribute 

at all ranks across the team; 

- Linked to that, plenty of opportunities to 

lead, operationally, developmentally, 

and strategically, with a delegated and 

enabling style of leadership; 

- Effective meeting structures, coupled 

with effective communications more 

broadly; 

- Senior Special leaders who are 

interested in, and in touch with, the 

front-line. 

Team dynamics present a particular challenge at 

times in respect of diversity and difference. The 

majority of Specials leadership teams are 

primarily, and in some cases exclusively at 

senior level, male and white.  

 



 

  

Leadership models and 

structures  
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Introduction  

Ranks and leadership roles held by volunteer 

Specials within Special Constabularies have a 

long history. A recent survey of police forces 

identified that there were 1,668 Specials at the 

rank of Special Sergeant or above, meaning that 

14.7% of Specials are in a promoted rank. That 

proportion is up from an estimated 12.0% 

(estimated from incomplete data, which was 

missing seven forces) in 2016. 

This chapter summarises current models and 

structures for rank arrangements in all 44 

(including BTP) Special Constabularies across 

England and Wales. The chapter then discusses 

the function of ranks, engages with current 

ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴŎȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ regular ranks, 

discusses the effectiveness of the 

implementation and management of rank 

arrangements, and identifies challenges in 

respect of diversity and gender. 

Overall, as set out across this chapter, what is 

striking about the current picture of rank 

arrangements in the Special Constabulary is: 

- The range and variability of different 

rank models; 

- Lack of national guidance and steer, 

coupled with a lack of consensus about 

the future direction that rank 

arrangements should take; 

- Serious challenges in respect of 

problems in effectively managing and 

executing rank arrangements, and in 

terms of the diversity of those in 

promoted roles. 

Special Constabulary rank 

structures across forces  

42 of the 44 Special Constabularies across 

England and Wales currently have rank 

arrangements, the exceptions being Sussex and 

Northumbria. Of those, 41 use rank titles 

consistent with those used in the regular service 

(Special Sergeant, Special Inspector, etc.), the 

exception being West Yorkshire which maintains 

ŀ Ψ{ŜŎǘƛƻƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ{ŜƴƛƻǊ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊΩ 

nomenclature. 

The numbers at each rank are summarised in 

the table below. 

Rank Number % of all Specials 

S/Constable 9,674 85.3 

S/Sergeant 1,026 9.0 

S/Inspector 455 4.0 

S/Chief Inspector 101 0.9 

S/Supt 40 0.4 

S/Chief Supt 1 0.0 

Asst. or Deputy Chief 14 0.1 

Special Chief Officer 31 0.3 

In terms of supervisory ratios, in the above 

figures there is one S/Sergeant for every 9.4 

S/Constable ranked officers. There is one 

S/Inspector for every 2.3 S/Sergeant. There are 

86 Specials ranked at S/Superintendent or 

above, amounting to 0.8% of all Specials. 

Caution should be taken in comparing such 

ǊŀǘƛƻǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǎǇŀƴǎ ƻŦ 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ regular service and 

Specials. For a host of reasons, the comparison 

is of two quite different contexts. Nevertheless, 

for interest and some context, comparative 

figures are summarised in the table below. 
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  Regulars Specials 

Number of Constables 
per Sergeant 

5.2 9.4 

Number of Sergeants 
per Inspector 

3.3 2.3 

Percentage in promoted 
role 

22.1% 14.7% 

Percentage at rank of 
Superintendent or 
above 

1.1% 0.8% 

There is significant variation in the models and 

scales of rank structures across Special 

Constabularies. The proportion of Specials 

promoted, across the 42 forces with rank 

arrangements, varies from 7.5% to 32.5%. That 

proportion of promoted Specials is shown for 

the 42 Special Constabularies with rank 

structures in the graph below. It reflects that 

the national average of 14.8% is of limited use in 

summarising the national picture, given the 

sheer scale of variation in individual forces. 

As with the numbers of promoted Specials, the 

ratio of Special Sergeant to Special Constable 

varies very widely across different police forces. 

 

A sizeable number of police forces have been 

undertaking reviews or other similar exercises 

to consider their current arrangements in 

respect of Special Constabulary ranks. There 

have been more than ten such reviews in forces 

over the past year. However, there has been 

littl e coordination or communication across 

these processes. As such, the reviewing of 

models in individual forces is unlikely to drive 



 

 

37  

Leadership models and structures  

much, if any, convergence across the national 

picture.  

The outcomes of these reviews have taken local 

arrangements in widely differing directions, 

some establishing volunteer Special Chief 

Officers or adding ranks, others removing such 

roles and ranks. Many reviews seem to be led by 

a regular officer or by police staff and very few 

by Specials leaders themselves. Often the 

review lead has had little direct prior experience 

of the Special Constabulary. Often such reviews 

appear to have had little cognisance of similar 

processes, even where they have been recently 

completed in neighbouring forces. In many 

cases, reviews appear to have been prompted 

by issues and concerns relating to personalities, 

style and relationships within existing senior 

Specials teams. Some restructures have 

arguably been utilised to remove senior ranked 

individual Specials who were seen as 

problematic, as much as they were concerned 

with a more strategic, reasoned or broader 

development of a leadership model or strategy. 

Despite this sizeable scale of investment in 

recent review work, or (as reflected above) in 

part because of it, the 42 police forces which 

have rank arrangements in their Special 

Constabularies display a very wide variety of 

different models. One aspect of variation is in 

terms of the number of different ranks. In 

summary, the national picture currently looks as 

follows: 

- 31 Special Constabularies have a rank 

structure which includes having a 

volunteer Special Chief Officer role; 

- Of those 31, 17 forces have Specials at 

most ranks, including at least some 

officers in S/Superintendent or Assistant 

Chief roles; 

- Of those 31, 12 forces have ranks up to 

S/Chief Inspector, and then a Chief 

Officer role; 

- For the remainder of the 31: 2 forces, 

have Specials up to the rank of Inspector 

and then a Special Chief Officer role; 

- 4 forces only have ranks up to Inspector; 

- 2 forces only have ranks up to Chief 

Inspector; 

- 3 forces have ranks up to 

S/Superintendent, but do not have a 

Special Chief Officer role. In two of these 

forces (Hampshire and Wiltshire), there 

is a S/Superintendent role which in 

effect functions similarly to the Special 

Chief Officer role; 

- 1 force has a spread of ranks up to 

Assistant Chief level, but there is a 

regular Superintendent as head of the 

Special Constabulary; 

- 1 force has a spread of ranks up to 

Assistant Chief level, and a vacancy for 

Chief Officer. 

Whilst there has, as reflected above, been little 

coherence in recent developments in leadership 

rank arrangements and structures, it is possible 

to identify three broad patterns across recent 

changes: 

- A reduction in volunteer Special Chief 

Officer roles, typically replaced by a 

regular officer fulfilling a ΨƘŜŀŘ ƻŦΩ 

Special Constabulary responsibility; 

- An increase in the number of forces who 

have thinned or removed their more 

senior ranked Specials (e.g. reducing or 

eliminating roles above S/Chief 
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Inspector, and in some cases above 

S/Inspector); 

- Linked to the above two trends, a 

tendency for strategy and senior 

leadership responsibilities to be 

exercised increasingly by police staff or 

by regulars, rather than by Specials; 

- A shift in several forces of insignia 

towards a consistency with regular 

ranks. 

Overall, a huge degree of variation across forces 

can be seen. It is no exaggeration to say that 

every Special Constabulary rank arrangement is 

different in some way to every other force. 

Equivalent arrangements in the regular service, 

whilst allowing some local discretion in design, 

are in effect consistently structured, are 

regulated nationally, and have been for many 

years. The lack of systematic national 

consideration and focus over many years is 

evident, and is reflected in the significant 

investments made at the local level to review 

and reform models and rank structures to 

improve Specials leadership at force level. 

Ambiguity of seniority and authority  

One core contested aspect in relation to Special 

Constabulary leaders concerns the seniority and 

authority of Specials ranks. There are elements 

of a quite pervasive culture in policing that 

support one or more of the following 

statements as being true: 

- All regularǎ ΨƻǳǘǊŀƴƪΩ ŀƭƭ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎΣ 

regardless of the rank of the Special 

Constable; 

- Specials are not able to command 

regulars; 

- {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ΨǊŜŀƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

whatever the rank of a Special, it is a title 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƭŜƎŀƭƭȅΩ ǘƘŜȅ 

remain at constable rank. 

Such views are not universal, but they appear 

widely shared. In producing this report no legal 

view has been sought as to the legal substance 

or veracity (or otherwise), in terms of current 

police regulations and legislation, of any of 

these claims. In terms of debates on the issue, 

both those supporting and those discounting 

such positions claim that there is a legal basis in 

support of their opinions. 

Clearly a widespread cultural positioning across 

policing that somehow Specials ranks are not 

ΨǊŜŀƭΩΣ ŀǊŜ ΨǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƴƻ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ - 

whatever legal basis or otherwise there may be 

for such views ς risks being fundamentally 

diminishing and undermining. It also appears to 

be quite old-fashioned, instinctively devaluing 

volunteers and contrasting unfavourably with 

other sectors. For example, in military reserve 

contexts, where there are very much more 

progressive views towards an equivalency of 

status of volunteers of rank. 

Such a culture towards Special ranks, whilst 

typically having its origins in questions of formal 

command, also casts a larger shadow across 

wider aspects of authority, seniority and scope 

of responsibility of volunteer Specials leaders.  

This perhaps is most visible in respect of more 

senior roles. Questions of seniority, authority 

and scope in modern policing organisations - 

where there is a broad spectrum of ranked 

regulars, senior police staff positions, and the 

like, all working together - are much more 

complex and nuanced than simply questions of 
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formal rank and line of command. A senior 

police staff member, perhaps in a chief officer 

role, clearly carries direct authority and 

leadership across others in the organisations, 

with a commensurate senior organisational 

status, despite no sense of formal command 

chain through rank. There is an argument that 

the ambiguity over the status, aƴŘ ΨǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΩΣ ƻŦ 

Special leader role and authority, whilst 

originating in formal ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŀƴƪΩ and 

command, ultimately shows more broadly 

through into a wider questioning of position and 

authority within the organisation more 

generally. Questioning whether Specials really 

lead areas they have responsibility for. 

The review processes of rank and leadership 

structures discussed in the section above is an 

interesting case in point, to consider the 

positionality of senior Specials leaders. Despite 

the number of such reviews across forces, it is 

difficult to point to one which was either 

commissioned by or led by the senior Specials 

team, rather than by regular officers or police 

staff. Several of those recent reviews have 

decided to abolish senior Specials ranks, and to 

shift those roles and responsibilities to police 

staff or regular officers. 

Such issues of culture - power imbalance, 

inferior status and lesser authority - seem to sit 

at the core of future challenges about Specials 

leadership. There are obvious cultural 

challenges in negotiating the role and status of 

part-time, volunteer leaders, who are, in 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊǎΩ within wider 

leadership models in policing. Such issues seem 

deeply cultural and yet go largely both 

unnoticed and unchallenged. The picture varies 

widely across forces, and there are some 

examples to the contrary, but in many forces a 

reality of senior Specials teams exercising the 

true senior leadership of the Special 

Constabulary still feels a long way off. 

Equivalency with regular  ranks  

There appears to be a consensus about wishing 

to see some convergence of how regular and 

Special ranks operate. There are a range of 

opinions in terms of how far such convergence 

evolves towards a full equivalency or inter-

operability of roles, i.e. a S/Sergeant and regular 

Sergeant, S/Inspector and regular Inspector, 

etc., in effect being trained and operating in an 

interchangeable manner. 

 

As reflected in the graph above, a majority of 

Specials would like to see some movement 

ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ψŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴŎȅΩ ƻŦ ǊŀƴƪǎΤ ŀƭōŜƛǘ ŀ 

quarter also disagree. 

For some Special leaders, the ultimate 

destination for the development of Specials 

ranks would be to emulate completely, or at 

least in all practical ways, the ranks of regulars. 

ñLike the military, a rank is a rank, the 
same training, qualification, expectation, 
status.ò (Special Chief Officer) 
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For others, the idea of Special ranks developing 

to become inter-operable and equivalent in 

ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ Ψŀ ǇƛǇŜŘǊŜŀƳΩΣ 

at least for a large majority of Special 

supervisors who would not have the time to 

gain and maintain such qualifications, skills and 

experience. 

ñI canôt see a time when most Specials will 
be able to do enough hours in the week to 
have the space to build the experience 
and do the preparation and revision to do 
a sergeant exam and then beyond that, to 
keep current and effective and all the 
ongoing build of experience to do an 
equivalent job.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

Such views typically see gaining that sense of 

full operational rank equivalency as being 

something a smaller proportion of Specials with 

the time and dedication to do so may wish to 

pursue, and they should not be precluded from 

doing so, but also apply a pragmatism that 

achieving a full sense of operational equivalency 

across all Specials is not feasible. 

ñIn the City of London theyôre doing quite 
a lot of training for Sergeants, Inspectors 
where they make them take the OSPRE 
exams for Regulars.  I think thatôs a great 
thing to do. I think thereôs a bunch of 
Specials that would want to do this. But it 
is also limited to people that have got time 
to do it.  So Special Constables who donôt 
have time to do that training would then 
automatically be excluded from becoming 
a Sergeant Inspector when actually they 
could be good leaders.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

However, whilst such views caution against 

ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŦǳƭƭ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴŎȅΩΣ Ƴƻǎǘ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ 

want to see clearer standards, and within that 

to mirror substantial elements of regular rank 

profiles. 

ñI can see a time when we have a clearer 
standard. There is a process, it sets a bar. 
It is probably different to regs, to OSPRE, 
but some of it can and should be the 
same. ò (Special Chief Officer) 

Such thinking, even if it does stop short of the 

more purist position of full equivalency, would 

still support seeking to build a substantial 

proportion of operational qualification and 

operating into Specials ranks across from their 

regular rank counterparts. 

ñEverything being exactly the same is a 
pipedream. What about 70%, 80%? Even 
50% or 60%. To create an operational 
substance, gravity, capability to the role. 
Without operational role and that front-line 
purpose and credibility our ranks shrink 
to being welfare, attendance, liaison, I 
think they should be more than that, they 
should be operationally capable, or we 
shouldnôt have them at all, or at least 
shouldnôt call them ranks, as that implies 
something about an operational chain of 
command.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

There were views expressed that it is important 

not just to frame Special leaders in terms of a 

progression towards equivalency with their 

regular counterparts, but also to recognise 

those elements of the role which are distinct. In 

particular supporting and managing volunteers, 

and (for more senior ranks) running a volunteer 

organisation. These elements call for different 

role descriptions and skills sets to regular 

counterpart ranks. 

Notwithstanding these future views about role 

equivalency and operational capability, there 

are many within the Special Constabulary who 

have concerns with the current situation. In 

basic terms, this is seen by them as the ti tling 

regular and Specials ranks the same, despite 

those ranks functioning differently, being 

differently capable, and having a very different 
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ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƳǳŘŘƭŜΩ 

ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǊƛǎƪΩΦ 

ñI think calling our people the same thing 
when theyôre obviously not the same thing 
just isnôt good. No idea why we do that. I 
preferred the distinct language of Section 
Officers.ò (Special Constable) 

 

ñI think many Regulars hate seeing 
someone trump around their station 
pretending to be a Chief Inspector or 
whatever, when theyôre not. I feel itôs like 
an insult to the Regular supervision, 
whoôve passed exams, have specific 
powers, carry massive operational 
responsibilities their Specials equivalents 
just donôt. The ranks to me are important 
but they are not equivalent in that way to 
the regs. Pretending they are does us no 
favours.ò (Special Constable) 

 
ñI donôt think it helps having two different 
types of Inspector, and all that. Our 
leaders should be called something 
different. Still show theyôre senior, but not 
that theyôre Superintendent whatever. I 
heard the story of a senior Special who 
turned up at an incident, and some there 
thought heôd be taking over command of 
it. There are risks in the model of ranks we 
currently have, some real confusion for 
everybody.ò (Special Constable) 

Replacing Special supervisors with 

regular  supervision  

Most Specials support maintaining Specials 

ranks. However, many would like to see regular 

ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŀ ΨōƛƎƎŜǊ ǊƻƭŜΩΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ 

Specials typically frame this argument in terms 

of achieving better integration into regular 

teams. It appears such views are more prevalent 

amongst newer in service, regular-pathway 

Specials, who broadly tend to identify more with 

the regular service and less with the Special 

Constabulary. 

ñDo away with the hierarchy thatôs for the 
Specials and integrate them into the 
Regular workforce.ò (Special Constable) 

 
ñI certainly think we could make more use 
of Regular Sergeants to supervise 
Specials and to sort of allocate tutors, call 
them in for duties, with the assistance of a 
Regular, of a Special Sergeant, the two 
types of Sergeant could work together, I 
think, a lot more.ò (Special Constable) 

 

ñIôm just not sure that the senior 
management for the Specials is 
integrating as well as they should with the 
Regulars.  I think if the Specials were 
managed by the Regulars, Inspectors and 
so on, there would be a lot more 
integration, there would be much more 
use made of them.ò (Special Constable) 

Having said that, some are sceptical of moves 

towards a greater regular role in supervision, 

feeling that regulars tend to be very busy, have 

a large number of competing demands, bring 

variable levels of interest and support towards 

Specials, and bring varying levels of skill and 

understanding in respect of volunteers. 

I know some places have done away with 
it, and itôs been a disaster.ò (Special 
Constable) 

 
ñI think the [Specials] rank structure 
provides so much, but that isnôt always 
seen by everyone. Weôd quickly miss it if it 
wasnôt there. Itôs low visibility but high 
importance and impact, in my opinion.ò 
(Special Constable) 

 

ñSome will say just do away with it, but 
Specials supervisors do so much to fix 
problems, organise things, support 
people, welfare.ò (Special Constable) 
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Design and execution of rank 

struc tures  

There appears to be a mixed picture of the 

effectiveness of design and delivery of Specials 

rank arrangements. In some forces, substantial 

progress has been made to develop properly 

structured, and rigorously managed approaches. 

In others, it is clear that gaps in basic design and 

management remain. 

For some leaders in the Special Constabulary, 

ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨōŀǎƛŎǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǿŀǎ 

the most important aspect that needed 

addressing. 

ñThat absence of basic process, itôs 
lamentable. People get promoted, not 
always the right people, but the main thing 
is then theyôre not supported, theyôre not 
trained, theyôre not even told what is 
expected of them. If theyôre failing in the 
role, theyôre typically not told that either.ò 
(Special Chief Inspector) 

 
ñI was promoted to sergeant, absolutely 
no guidance or support or anything. If 
there was anything on paper about the 
role, I never saw it. To this day I have no 
idea, to answer your question, if any of 
our roles, including my current one, have 
a role description.ò (Special Inspector) 

Such perceived gaps in design, standards, 

structure and process included a range of 

elements spanning recruitment, induction, 

supervision, performance and training. 

Particularly foregrounded by many Specials 

leaders were perceptions that training 

represented a particular gap. 

ñWe want to aspire to better support 
Specials leadersé We donôt give any of 
our supervisors, we donôt give them any 
training at all as a supervisor. They get 
promoted, theyôre expected to go on and 

do something, and there is no training 
whatsoever. If you said to lots of them 
whatôs a major incident, they wouldnôt 
know, or if you asked what would you do 
in these circumstances. We donôt put in 
place any of that but some of it can and 
should be.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

Alongside training, recruitment was the other 

key area that Specials leaders felt was neglected 

in terms of process and achieving the desired 

robust, structured approach. In some cases, 

there was the right process in place, but 

challenges to achieving the process being seen 

ŀǎ ΨǊŜŀƭΩΣ ƻǊ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǘŀƪŜƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΩΦ 

ñA new posting of Special Sergeant would 
have to be advertised. Usually there would 
be an interview. I donôt know if the 
interviews have got any better, but I can 
remember being on a panel and the 
regular senior officer [also on the panel] 
said, and said to me who was there as a 
Special myself, ówe donôt need to worry 
about this one, we can just get through it 
notionally, theyôre only a Special, we just 
need to write the answers in but sheôll 
passô, and I thought well thatôs what weôre 
accepting, and I didnôt feel in a position to 
be able to change that.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

One specific challenge to achieving effective and 

robust processes across rank arrangements was 

the challenge of attracting Specials to take on 

promoted roles. This absence of willing 

volunteers for roles was seen as either leading 

to the appointment of less suitable or 

experienced individuals, or to the creation of 

ΨǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀŎǘƛƴƎΩ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻver 

prolonged periods of time. 

ñQuite often we hear Sergeants, well 
nobody told me that was my job.  Well 
they need to be made clear before they 
take the job on, what the job is.  But itôs 
finding suitable, interested people in the 
first place and there arenôt that many 
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around at the moment.ò (Special 
Inspector) 

 

ñWe put stop gaps in all the time. Until we 
can grow somebody who wants that 
responsibility, we have a gap. We either 
fill that gap, perhaps not with quite the 
right person or we live with having a gap. 
Perhaps wrongly we often do the former, I 
think.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

In some cases and contexts, there were views 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΩ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ 

in part a mechanism for circumventing a more 

robust and transparent recruitment process. 

ñJobs for the boys. Jobs for their mates. 
There was one went from sergeant to 
temporary chief inspector in a year, he 
played football with the superintendent.ò 
(Special Inspector) 

 
ñJobs for mates. They get round the 
process by making everything acting, then 
after a while it quietly becomes full. Or if 
someone has acted for three years theyôre 
a shoe-in anyway.ò (Special Inspector) 

Having identified such issues, it should also be 

reflected that many Specials felt that there had 

been a lot of progress from their perspectives of 

moving on from poor past processes and 

behaviours. 

ñItôs not like the bad old days. Now every 
post is advertised, there is a board, 
thereôs a process. Involving senior regs 
and HR as well as our leaders. Itôs much 
better than it was.ò (Special Inspector) 

Gender and leadership  

Data about demographics across Special 

Constables is difficult to obtain from forces, due 

to poor data collection processes, unreliable 

datasets (many are out of date) and resource 

limitations to export and clean datasets for 

sharing. Data relating to gender has been 

collected to inform this report, however data 

relating to ethnicity was not available at this 

time. This will be a priority for further analytical 

work.  

Data across the Special Constabulary reflects 

that female Specials are significantly under-

represented in promoted ranks. The gender 

balance at different ranks, across all Special 

Constabularies in England and Wales, is 

summarised in the table and graph below. 

% for each rank Male Female 

S/Constable 69.3 30.7 

S/Sergeant 84.5 15.5 

S/Inspector 87.3 12.7 

S/Chief Inspector 87.4 12.6 

S/Supt & above 88.0 12.0 

Looking at trends in female representation in 

promoted ranks, the pattern of change over the 

past three years presents a mixed picture. There 

has been some increase in the proportion of 

females (albeit from a very low base) in the 

highest ranks of S/Superintendent and above. 

The proportion of female S/Sergeants has 
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remained the same, and proportions of female 

S/Inspectors and S/Chief Inspectors have both 

fallen. 

% Female by rank 2016 2019 

S/Constable 31.3 30.7 

S/Sergeant 15.6 15.5 

S/Inspector 16.1 12.7 

S/Chief Inspector 16.6 12.6 

S/Supt & above 8.8 12.0 

Female representation at rank is greater for 

regulars than it is in the Special Constabulary. 

 

% Female by rank Regulars Specials 

Constable 31.4 30.7 

Sergeant 22.6 15.5 

Inspector 23.0 12.7 

Chief Inspector 24.8 12.6 

Supt & above 25.2 12.0 

Alongside this statistical picture, many Special 

leaders recognise the importance and the scale 

of challenge in achieving a more equitable 

engagement of female Specials within 

leadership teams. 

ñNearly half of our Special Constables are 
female. Nearly all our sergeants and 
inspectors are male. Is that a problem? 
You bet it is. Look at who leaves the 
service most, itôs our female officers.ò 
(Special Inspector) 

For some female Specials who are in promoted 

ranks, there was a sense of continuing 

challenges, including operating with some 

elements of a masculine culture and the 

ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ΨōŜƛƴƎ the only woman in the 

ǊƻƻƳΩΦ 

ñI look up that leadership, right up to the 
top, itôs mené do I have it, that fight in 
me, one woman in that room of men?... 
yes, thereôs still banter, yes, 21st century 
and section meetings I make coffees, yes I 
have been asked out by a senior Special, 
two of them as it happensò (Special 
Sergeant) 

 

ñDo I think itôs a sexist organisation [the 
Special Constabulary]? Yes, sometimes I 
think it is.ò (Special Sergeant) 

Female leaders in the Specials generally talked 

of seeking a balance. On the one hand, of not 

wanting to be viewed in terms of their gender. 

On the other, of feeling that there are 

dimensions of what females typically bring to 
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leadership environments that are distinctive to 

females and add value. 

ñI donôt think of gender very often. I can 
see when people look at me differently, 
they might expect some different things 
from me. But Iôve never looked at it that 
way. Iôm a female superintendent, get over 
it.ò (Special Superintendent) 

 
ñThereôs differences. Not getting into 
stereotypes, but women do bring different 
skills, different ways of thinking 
sometimes to men.ò (Special Inspector) 

A number of Specials leaders reflect the 

particular challenge of shifting the position in 

respect of gender engagement at rank. They 

highlight this as being a difficult issue for 

predominantly male leadership teams to make 

progress on, and also the sense of an absence of 

ŀ ΨǇƛǇŜƭƛƴŜΩ ƻŦ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ 

and progress in time to occupy more senior and 

strategic leadership roles in the future. 

ñIs there a connection made between 
being a man and being a leader? I think 
thatôs true across the whole of everything, 
not just Specials. It is difficult when every 
leader is a man, to effect that change. If 
weôre not careful, there arenôt women 
coming through [the ranks]. If thereôs no, 
or hardly any, of us as sergeants and 
inspectors now, itôs not gonna magically 
happen we have a female chief officer in 
five years, is it?ò (Special Inspector) 

Some leaders challenge what they see as a 

gradual, evolutionary progression of the issue of 

female engagement in Specials leadership and 

look towards something more pro-active and 

perhaps more revolutionary, to create the 

required step-change from the current position. 

ñI do look across the men leading the 
Special Constabulary, and I obviously 
include myself within this, within that, and 

I do ask myself, how equipped we, all us 
men of [a] certain age, are going to be to 
change it. It needs mixing up, the parallel I 
look for is in political parties, with quotas 
of MPs, female only shortlists. Not that 
long ago all legislatures around the world 
were men, now some are majority female, 
in most western countries it has begun to 
look different. It can change, but Iôm not 
sure it ever can or will change gradually, it 
needs that jolt of lightning through it, like 
what those political parties have done, or 
weôre going to still be having this 
conversation, about us all being men, in 
ten or twenty or more yearsô time. I look 
down into my rank structure, and how 
does it look at present, the succession, 
my successor, and itôs all men.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

For some at senior level, there was an ambition 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƴǎǘŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ΨŦƻǊƎŜ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŀǘƘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƭŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅΩ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

and gender, but only if it were able to move 

beyond current challenges and establish a 

stronger and more progressive position. Once 

again, the challenge is seen to be the absence of 

diversity of current leaders, in terms of being a 

barrier to achieving change in the future. 

Overall, there is recognition of the need for 

change in the gender profile of the Special 

Constabulary, but also some realism that such 

change has not been achieved over many years 

now, and that to achieve it will require 

something different to what has been tried 

before. 
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Introduction  

This chapter of the report focuses on the senior, 

strategic leadership of the Special Constabulary, 

particularly the role of Special Chief Officer. A 

majority of police forces across the country have 

a Special Chief Officer role, which is the most 

senior ranked Special in the force with a lead, 

strategic role in respect of the Special 

Constabulary. There is a very wide variation in 

role design and in how Special Chief Officers 

operate in different force contexts. 

Presently, 31 of the 44 Special Constabularies 

have a Special Chief Officer role. Of the 13 that 

do not have a Special Chief Officer: 

- one force has a vacancy in role for Chief 

Officer; 

- two forces have Special Superintendent 

ranked leadership roles, which largely 

reflect the role of Special Constabulary 

Chief Officer; 

- one force, Sussex, has a Special 

Constable as Head of the Special 

Constabulary but this is not a formally 

ranked position (as the force does not 

presently have ranks in its Special 

Constabulary); 

- the other nine forces have alternative 

models of senior leadership involving a 

role other than a volunteer Special 

Constable leading the Special 

Constabulary, in most cases a senior 

ranked regular officer.  

There has been a decrease in the number of 

forces with a Special Chief Officer role over the 

past 2-3 years, with 36 forces having such a role 

in 2016. 

This chapter of the report primarily draws from 

one-to-one research interviews conducted with 

twenty-four Special Chief Officers from forces 

across England and Wales. What is presented 

here only represents a brief summary of key 

themes from those research interviews; the 

findings of that research project will also be 

reported in more detail in other products 

beyond this summary chapter. This research 

represents the most comprehensive qualitative 

research study of volunteer Special 

Constabulary senior leadership ever 

undertaken. 

Inevitably research of this nature will emphasise 

challenges and areas for development and 

improvement. It is important to balance that by 

reflecting also upon the quality, contribution 

and commitment of those who volunteer such a 

great deal of their time in such senior and 

demanding roles. 

Strategic direction and challenge  

A majority of the Special Chief Officers 

interviewed reflected that they saw the current 

point in time as being a particularly significant 

and challenging one for the Special 

Constabulary. In many cases this was framed as 

ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ΨŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

Constables, with concerns for the future viability 

of the model of Special Constables unless there 

is fundamental strategic repositioning of 

contribution, role and capability. 

ñIf this isnôt a crisis for the Special 
Constabulary, I am at a loss knowing what 
would constitute one. I could see us not 
having one [a Special Constabulary] 
within five, ten years, and you know that 
might very well be what some of them 
want.ò (Special Chief Officer) 
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Lƴ ōǊƻŀŘ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

for the Special Constabulary was framed as 

manifesting in three interconnecting ways: 

- A sharp reduction in numbers, and 

associated hours served and capability 

(albeit most Special Chiefs were also 

anxious not to focus unduly on the 

ΨƴǳƳōŜǊǎΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

impact); 

- Significant perceived problems of 

efficiency and effectiveness which they 

saw as eroding the viability of the 

Specials model; particularly in respect of 

retention, a lack of consistency of 

standards and professionalism, and 

problems of culture, integration and 

deployment;  

- A sense that policing is changing, but 

that the Special Constabulary is not 

changing sufficiently to ΨƪŜŜǇ ǳǇΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 

ΨŀŘŀǇǘΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ 

of overarching strategy and direction. 

Some Chiefs think a fundamental strategic 

review is required. This reflected frustrations at 

what was perceived as the slow pace and 

limited scale of reform. For some Special Chiefs, 

current reform efforts were seen to be tactical 

and tentative at a time when they would like 

instead to see a more strategic and bold agenda 

of change. 

Itôs important not to waste a good crisis, 
maybe this is our moment to seize the 
future, the Phoenix principle, you know, 
destroy to rebuild. So, maybe not burn it 
to the ground, but be prepared to dig right 
back to first base and do some major 
surgery. All I see at national level is lip 
service and tinkerers, not real change.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 

For those who wished to see a review of the 

Special Constabulary, some framed it as being 

ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ Ψwƻȅŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩ ŦƻǊ 

policing; as an opportunity for a fundamental, 

root and branch assessment of the current state 

of the Special Constabulary, with the 

opportunity to make bold and fundamental 

recommendations for change.  

ñWhat we need is the Royal Commission 
for the Special Constabulary, we need root 
and branch reform. There is so much to 
learn from the military, and from how they 
do this over in policing in the States, from 
the lifeboats. I donôt think policing is able 
to think that way, think sufficiently 
differently, on its own. It needs fresh 
people from outside, so yes, a Royal 
Commission, that would bring in those 
new heads.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

 
ñSo, I think there needs to be a 
fundamental review, legislatively, as to 
what our role, our responsibility is in the 
future.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

A phrase commonly used across interviews was 

ΨŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

Chief Officers feeling that this was something 

that was generally lacking. This was both 

specifically in respect of the Special 

Constabulary, but also more broadly across 

policing. For some Chiefs, they felt that policing 

ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿŀǎ ΨǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴΩΣ ΨōƭŀƴŘΩΣ 

ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩΣ ΨǾŀƴƛƭƭŀΩΣ ŀǘ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ 

in ability or will to genuinely, radically change 

operationally or organisationally. One Special 

Chief talked of seeing the Special Constabulary 

ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩΣ 

but felt frustrated that regular officer senior 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀǿ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƛŘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǳƴƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΩΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƘƛŜŦǎ ǎŀǿ 

themselves personally as being a source of 

ΨŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ 
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experience and styles of operating they felt they 

were bringing as outsiders into policing. 

ñPolicing isnôt good at disruptive change. 
To be honest I think they see me just as 
disruptive, well I know they do, perhaps 
thatôs what I am, a thorn in the side. If it 
doesnôt change radically, I do think that 
itôs going to die.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

This sort of strategic and bold thinking and 

change was viewed by Special Chiefs as being 

challenging organisationally and culturally; as 

being a major step beyond the styles of strategic 

leadership currently exercised in policing more 

broadly. 

ñWe talked about change is changing - 
that kind of change is, today I think is still 
a step too far.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǿŀǎ ΨǘƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ 

ƭŜǘ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƛǘΩΤ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛŘ 

not provide a context in which Special Constable 

leaders were enabled or encouraged to be bold 

or innovative, despite the Special Chiefs 

themselves feeling that this was essential for 

future growth and development. 

ñWe try to push the boundaries with 
things like ï PSU was one of the first 
things I did when I became Chief 
Officeré éAnd straight away a Regular 
Superintendent who I get on with really 
well, said to me ñYouôre off your rocker.ò  
He said, ñIf you're going to try and do that 
you are heading for a fall straight away. 
Don't do it. They will never let you do that 
in this force.òò (Special Chief Officer) 

There was a recognition of the challenge of 

achievƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǘƻ 

ΨōƻǘǘƻƳΩ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

Constabularies. This included ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎǘƛŎƪȅ 

ƳƛŘŘƭŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ 

was that Special Chiefs sometimes were able to 

work effectively at senior level for change, and 

also that the Special Constabulary was making 

progress in terms of development and 

relationships on the front-line, but that there 

was a body of middle-ranking regular officers 

ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ΨŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜΩΣ ΨǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨōƭƻŎƪŜǊǎΩΦ  

ñYou actually need to put what is said into 
practice and I think, on occasions, it gets 
lost in translation.  Similar to [this Chief 
Officerôs work context], we at the top end 
may be very supportive of a collaboration 
idea or whatever.  The only problem is that 
once it starts going down the chain, it 
either gets lost in translation or it just 
plain gets lost.  And I think itôs that 
understanding really that Special 
Constables can provide real value to the 
Regular Force.  It can provide real 
specialist value to the Force because a lot 
of my Officers, same throughout the 
country, have got very specific skill sets 
within their profession and I think it needs 
to be realised from the top to the bottom 
that we can serve together and add value, 
instead of people feeling threatened.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 

For some Special Chiefs, the issue of the 

strategic future of the Special Constabulary has 

been neglected. They raised deeper questions 

of, in effect, whether anyone is exercising 

national strategic leadership in respect of the 

Special Constabulary. 

ñIt seems to me that these truly are such 
troubling times for the Special 
Constabulary. The years of neglect, 
locally, nationally, strategically in 
Government, by the NPIA and then the 
College, they are catching up with us all. 
Policing has been asleep at the wheel. As I 
see it, the problem is that nobody is 
running it. In fact, letôs not say asleep at 
the wheel, the Special Constabulary, 
nationally, itôs driverless, rudderless in a 
stormy sea. The Regular Chiefs, NPCC, 
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would never let us Specials Chiefs do that, 
let us run it, but theyôve not been taking it 
on themselves either.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

In broad terms, the strategic aspirations for the 

future of the Special Constabulary, reflected 

across the Special Chief Officer interviews, point 

to four main areas of development: 

- Enthusiasm to explore new roles, expand 

contribution and better focus 

contribution on key strategic policing 

gaps and challenges; 

- A desire to professionalise, and to build 

credibility, capability and consistency; 

- Interest in exploring different models, 

including learning from military 

ΨǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΤ  

- Seeking a more prioritised, valued, 

integrated and resourced model for the 

Special Constabulary. 

For many Special Chiefs, the Special 

ConǎǘŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀƴ ΨǳƴŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘ 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

Specials as only being limited by culture and 

imagination. 

ñWhat are we waiting for? Strategically? 
Weôre only limited by our imaginations, 
our courage, and our culture. Policing 
resists change, WPCs, PCSOs, radios, 
throughout its long history. Every time, 
over time, it then comes to accept and 
eventually then to champion those things. 
The specialists, the cyber geeks, Specials 
in white hats [specialist roads policing], 
Special detectives, like all those things 
that have gone before, itôs just another 
change.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

There were frustrations about lack of systematic 

planning and structured strategic analysis. For 

someΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǾŜǊȅ 

pƻƻǊ ŀǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ 

planning was undertaken in very different and 

more structured, data-based, professionalised 

ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŘŀȅ ƧƻōΩ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΦ ! ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Special Chiefs were bringing contexts in those 

ΨŘŀȅ ƧƻōǎΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘey are strategic consultants, 

senior executives or involved in other ways in 

corporate strategy. They sometimes found that 

those skill-sets were not appreciated or engaged 

with in their policing leadership roles. 

ñApply some science, some business 
strategy to it all. Needs. Gaps. Capability.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 

 

ñThe police write lots of strategies but 
they donôt even know what a strategy is. 
What a plan should look like.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

For a number of the Special Chiefs, fundamental 

to the future strategic direction of the Special 

Constabulary were issues of professionalism and 

credibility. 

ñIt all boils down, in its fundamentals, to a 
credibility. If we can professionalise, shift 
the perceptions of who Specials are and 
what they can do, that is then the critical 
foundations upon which we then influence 
and shift and build something genuinely 
new and very different.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

For others, the need was to be more radical and 

to create something genuinely new and 

different. Central to such considerations was the 

ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǇƻƭƛŎŜ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜΩΦ 

ñItôs time to rip up the rule book and for us 
to do something new. A policing reserve, 
not a Special Constabulary.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

Overall, a sentiment across the interviews was a 

desire ǘƻ ΨƎŜǘ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ 
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ambition and direction of the Special 

Constabulary. For many it was felt that the 

Special Constabulary was something of a 

Cinderella element within policing, an aspect of 

the organisation which had not benefited much 

from attention or resource over a prolonged 

period of time, and that because of this the 

potential risked being lost. 

ñI think the difficulty you have still got is 
that there is a small budget for Special 
Constabulary and we are on occasion not 
seen as integral. If we are going to do this, 
we should be serious about doing it well. 
You get out what you put in, and in recent 
years that hasnôt been very much.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 

 

Interpretations of the Special Chief 

Officer role  

The current picture of the senior leadership of 

the Special Constabulary is a complex and 

confused one, with a wide range of different 

models across force contexts. The role of Special 

Chief Officer has grown and evolved over many 

years, with relatively little steer or guidance, 

and often with little or no sharing of learning 

across force contexts. There is no system in 

place to advise nationally on Chief Officer roles 

or appointments, or to share best practice, 

albeit such support and coordination does occur 

on a more ad hoc basis, for example through the 

support of the Association of Special 

Constabulary Officers. 

There is a sense of development in constructs of 

the role; many Special Chiefs saw themselves as 

having a stronger and more pro-active approach 

to their leadership than they perceived had 

been the case with their predecessors.  

ñMy predecessor... in reality he used to 
pop into headquarters about once a week 
and he used to go and see the Specials 
coordinator to say óis there anything you 
need be to doô, and that was the sum 
total. ò (Special Chief Officer) 

The focus for most Chiefs was on being there to 

support and to represent the Specials in their 

force. Special Chiefs often saw this as something 

they were uniquely well situated to do, and that 

they and they alone were dedicated to that role, 

rather than it sitting alongside a number of 

other competing priorities. 

ñThat phrase that leaders eat last. It is 
about that focus on supporting 
volunteers. We have the luxury, because it 
is our raison dôetre, of supporting 
volunteers, if youôre a regular 
superintendent then supporting 
volunteers is still there but only as one 
small part of your role, and actually itôs 
not seen as that important alongside 
everything else.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

Alongside this prioritised element of visibly 

leading Specials, several Special Chiefs framed 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŎƘŀƴƎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ within 

ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ΨǎǘȅƭŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ 

ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƴǎǘŀōǳƭŀǊȅΦ {ǳŎƘ 

ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩΣ 

ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ 

ñWe talk about policing culture, and we 
talk about organisational culture, well 
thereôs a culture in volunteering as well, 
especially sometimes around this specific 
of police constable volunteers. Thatôs 
what weôre up against still, an archaic, old 
club mentality, thatôs the cultural shift I 
wanted to make, move away from that, 
further professionalise.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

Some framed their role more broadly in terms 

ƻŦ ΨŎƘŀƴƎŜΩΣ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ Ŏŀǘŀƭȅǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ 
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agitators for change more broadly across 

organisational reform and management 

approaches in policing. This connects with 

frustrations about the style, as it was perceived, 

of some regular officer leaders. 

ñI think you need to be a diplomat, and Iôm 
more of a disrupter than a diplomat. But I 
think disruption is really good today in 
policing. Policing arenôt ready for that, but 
the dementors in the organisation, some 
of the middle management, old dinosaurs, 
silverbacks that exist need disruption, 
they need to - well they need to go.  Itôs 
really simple because theyôre the ones 
that are holding back the force from 
proper effective change to get anywhere.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 

Whilst Special Chiefs had, inevitably, different 

takes on their approach to their roles, there was 

a very strong caucus of support for greater 

consistency and coordination nationally. For 

many, the current lack of definition or 

recognition of the role at national level seriously 

undermines its status and credibility. 

ñAs long as everywhere is different, itôs all 
splintered forty however many times, 
weôre never going to get anywhere. Divide 
and rule, as they say.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

 

ñI think if we want professionalisation of 
not only this Chief Officer role but ranks in 
general, the balance to that is we are 
going to have to accept that you also need 
consistency. Itôs impossible to progress 
together and to walk down forty four 
different paths at the same time.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

There were desires to maintain the benefits of 

local discretion, and recognition that Special 

Chief Officer roles logically would continue to 

have some differences in terms of their 

dimensions and execution to fit local 

ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ΨŦǊŜŜ ŦƻǊ 

ŀƭƭΩ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ΨǳƴƘŜŀƭǘƘȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŀǎ 

beƛƴƎ ΨŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ 

ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩΤ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ Ψŀǘ ŀ ǿƘƛƳΩ 

undermined, in broader terms, all Special Chiefs 

nationally across forces. 

ñLocal discretion matters, but it matters 
less than national standards and 
consistency.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

There was optimism that there may be a 

growing enthusiasm at national level, both to 

support a national recognition of the role, and 

to produce guidance and support for the role. 

However, there were misgivings about the 

degree to which Chief Constables would be 

welcoming of, or accepting towards, a stronger, 

more directive framework of national standards 

and guidance and commensurate loss of local 

discretion. 

ñI do think, from conversations I have had, 
I think that the current NPCC portfolio [the 
national Specials portfolio] sees the need 
for greater regulation, standardisation [of 
Specials ranks], but I donôt see them 
standing up to the Chiefs [Chief 
Constables], who always want to do it 
their own way.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

In terms of role design, it was recognised that 

the role is currently very demanding of time and 

commitment. This is felt to limit the individuals 

who are able to put themselves forward for 

such roles, and many Special Chiefs talked about 

how they were fortunate that their work and 

their personal circumstances allowed them a 

great deal of flexibility. 

ñWhen I think of the twenty five hours a 
week, on average, I need to put into this. 
Everything has changed completely, 
wholly different role weôre dealing with. I 
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donôt know how many people [could 
commit to the time requirement of the 
role]. I am lucky with the flexibility my 
work allows me.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

When asked what motivated them to apply for, 

and then to continue in, the Special Chief Officer 

role, Special Chiefs tended towards two primary 

areas of motivation: 

- A personal desire to support Specials; 

- Being driven by the sense of a need for 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΩ. 

ñIf it was easy I donôt think Iôd still be here. 
Itôs the scale of challenge that keeps me 
here.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

Value of role  

Special Chief Officers feel that they bring 

significant skills and experience from outside of 

policing both to their role and into the wider 

executive context of policing. They also 

highlighted the stability of appointment of most 

Special Chiefs, who tend to serve much longer in 

role than regular leads of the Special 

Constabulary, which provides valuable 

continuity. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ Ψ{ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ 

leadiƴƎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎΩΣ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

leadership and thoroughly understanding the 

context and nature of the role.  

ñWhy have this role, my role? I am a 
volunteer. I am a police constable who is 
still on the front-line. If itôs a regular 
officer, or if it is a police staff role, which 
heads the SC, they arenôt one and perhaps 
arenôt either of those things.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

 
ñIt is that aspect that I am what they are. I 
am a Special Constable. I like to think 

people see me and trust me because I am 
an SC. I am not sure the same can ever be 
the case if itôs just the latest assignment 
for the next few months for a regular 
Inspector, however committed they are, 
and in fairness thatôs not always very 
committed, they always have one eye on 
what next...ò (Special Chief Officer) 

 

ñThat authenticity, that understanding, 
which if you havenôt worn this uniform as 
a volunteer, I do think it is very difficult to 
replicate that.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

Although they feel that their forces are often 

unaware or under-appreciative of what they 

bring from their external experience into the 

police service, Special Chiefs feel that they bring 

a great deal of skills, experience and strategic 

perspective that is of real value, and provides 

useful additionality to the skill sets and 

experience within the organisation. 

ñPutting modesty aside, I bring a whole 
list of qualities to this role. I have been, I 
am, a Special myself. I have two decades 
at executive-level, top leadership teams, 
businesses many times larger [than this 
police force]... I bring some of that 
expertise into this police force which it 
doesnôt have and, again modesty 
notwithstanding, which it badly needs.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 

 
ñé. I did an MBA at Cranfield and spent 14 
years as a management consultant.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 

 

ñI'm a manager for a national construction 
firm. Iôve been responsible for delivery, 
circa nearly £10 million of work.  I lead a 
team of managers, which I do in the 
Specials. [In my day job] I need to 
implement different ways of working, 
implement change and get peopleôs buy-
in, which I do in the Specials as well.ò 
(Special Chief Officer) 
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Ψ/ƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ 

important qualities in the leadership of the 

Special Constabulary, and Special Chiefs felt that 

they were effectively providing both of those 

things. In many of the interviews, they 

ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƘǳǊƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƘƻǊǘ-ǘŜǊƳƛǎƳΩ 

that they saw in regular officer rank 

assignments, and that promotion processes and 

personal advancement were foregrounded 

before stability in regular rank appointments.  

ñA stability, thatôs what we bring. I am 
onto my fourth chief constable, lost count 
of how many leads we have had at 
[regular] Chief Inspector level.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

 

ñI doubt if many people take notice but I 
am the most experienced, I am the 
longest-serving member of our chief 
officer team.ò (Special Chief Officer) 

 
ñContinuity, in a service where there is 
almost constant change.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

Akin to the development of more specialist 

roles, training and contribution for Specials, 

Special Chief Officers felt that the visibility of 

Specials operating at a senior, strategic and 

respected level within the organisation 

enhanced the overall positioning and status of 

the Specials as a whole, as well as carrying a 

sense of aspiration of future opportunities for 

some Specials who would be interested in 

occupying such roles in the future. 

ñAny ranks, leadership structure, it is 
partly about aspiration, about younger 
Specials who might aspire to be in these 
kinds of roles in the future. Something to 
aim for and to achieve.ò (Special Chief 
Officer) 

Appointment, tenure and 

succession  

As with all aspects of Specials leadership, there 

is little if any consistency in the appointment 

processes, and related management of tenure 

and succession, for Special Chief Officer roles.  

In all cases of those Special Chief Officers 

engaged in this research, there had been a 

formal process of appointment, albeit these 

ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜΩ 

they were, and in some cases were perhaps 

ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅΩΦ  

In some cases, which appears to be an element 

of best practice, the appointment mirrored 

those of other Chief Officers in the force. The 

direct involvement of the Chief Constable in 

selection processes was also seen as effective in 

symbolising the importance of the role and 

ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ΨǊƛƎƘǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

new appointee. 

In some cases the appointment was also opened 

to serving Specials from other forces, and 

occasionally also to individuals who were not 

ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎ ōǳǘ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǊŜŎǘ 

ŜƴǘǊŀƴǘǎΩΦ The opening up of processes is 

considered best practice, as it helps to widen 

senior and strategic leadership progression 

opportunities for Specials, as well as helping to 

import fresh thinking and learning at strategic 

levels across force boundaries.  

The impact of ΨŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŜƴǘǊȅΩ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ is still 

unclear ς there are advantages in broadening 

the reach of skills and experience and in 

opening up to innovators and very different 

thinking. However, there are challenges in terms 

of direct entrants building up their experience, 
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credibility and authenticity as a volunteer 

constable. 

Many Special Chiefs feel that they, and the 

police service as a whole, need to do much 

more to support effective succession planning 

into senior Specials roles.  

ñSo Iôve seen a whole bunch of Senior 
Chief Officers come and go.  Some got 
there because they wanted the braid on 
their shoulder.  Some got there because 
they were the last one standing.ò (Special 
Chief Officer) 

Many Special Chiefs reflected that there was 

nothing structured or systematically in place to 

identify and develop future senior leaders. 

Some also reflected that they could not see 

where, within their current ranks, were the 

strategic leaders of the future. There is merit in 

thinking more holistically about succession in 

Specials leadership, of which this aspect of 

ΨƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇΩ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƪŜȅ 

component. 

Tenure and related issues of opportunity at 

senior level present challenges. As reflected 

earlier in this report, there are perceived to be 

advantages in the stability of longer-serving 

senior Specials, contrasted against what is a 

Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ΨŎƘǳǊƴΩ ƻŦ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻǎ ŦƻǊ regular senior 

ranked officers. However, that stability can also 

freeze out opportunities for new people, 

approaches and thinking, and create a ceiling for 

progression. In some contexts, progression in 

the Special Constabulary at senior level is, as 

one Chief Officer put it somewhat flippantly, 

Ψlike waiting for the Pope to dieΩ. There were 

some concerns that the pattern of Special Chiefs 

serving often for a decade or longer could 

sometimes result in senior leadership becoming 

ΨǎǘŀƭŜΩ. 

Some forces are operating a model of fixed-

term tenure for Special Chief Officer roles; 

typically of three years or five years, and 

typically with opportunity (with formal process) 

for one period of extension. Such a model 

appears to have significant merit. It was 

identified by some that such models produce a 

challenge of what fixed-tenure Special Chiefs do 

after their period as Chief Officer is over, and in 

essence how to retain them in other roles. For 

some Chiefs, no doubt this will not personally 

present a problem and they will be happy to 

return to lower-ranked roles in the Specials. 

However, for others there is a risk of such 

arrangements triggering the departure of 

talented individuals who still have a great deal 

to give. Some of the options discussed later in 

this report, in the next chapter on the national 

context, may provide answers for some such 

individuals, in terms of options to consider 

building more regional and national 

opportunities for Specials leaders. 

Working with and ófitting inô with 

other óCitizens in Policingô roles 

Whilst the picture has a lot of variability, with 

some police forces losing police staff resourcing 

for supporting Specials and volunteers, on the 

whole recent years have seen an increase in 

both police staff and regular officer roles 

supporting Specials, and in many forces a 

coming together of such roles under the new 

ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ƻŦ Ψ/ƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƛƴ tƻƭƛŎƛƴƎΩΦ  

Special Chief Officers welcome this injection of 

increased resource and support where it has 

taken place, but also tend to have experienced 

some difficulties in how their own roles have 

fitted with the formations of these broader CiP 

teams. 




