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SITUATIONAL LEADERSHIP: PROBLEM SOLVING LEADERSHIP

FOR PROBLEM SOLVING POLICING

Richard J. De Paris, Ph.D.
______________________________________________________________________

Deeply rooted paradigms yield only with tenacious work, and then very begrudgingly.  As the 21st century approaches, policing continues the two decade transition from the traditional Professional Policing model to the Community Policing model.  And just as at the earliest inception, many agencies still experience the difficulty of this transition.  In fact, the law enforcement community engaged in many years of experimentation before realizing that Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving (COPPS) required strategic rather than programmatic implementation.  Nevertheless, despite greater comprehension of the general issues, effective implementation and sustenance of COPPS continues to present problems.  Although these problems are diverse, leadership at the supervisory level is among the most common and the most critical.  New organizational missions create expanded responsibilities for officers, accompanied by uncertainty and the need for new skills.  In turn, supervisors who were typically comfortable with a unidimensional leadership style are confronted with leading in an environment far more dynamic than that to which they are accustomed.  Leading in a vacuum is obsolete.  The more dynamic COPPS environment requires greater flexibility.  To be effective, supervisors must depart from their dominant leadership style and modify their behavior situationally, depending upon three elements: the leader, the follower, and the situation.  The Hersey-Blanchard Situational Leadership Model
 not only incorporates these contingencies, but provides an approach that uniquely integrates with those used in COPPS.  As such, it shows great promise for police agencies engaging in or contemplating Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving.

Organizational Structure: The New Order
Structure follows strategy, and leadership follows structure.  Therefore, understanding the new organizational structure required by COPPS is a prerequisite to appreciating the leadership issues.  Systems theory provides a useful framework for discussion.  As it applies to police organization, a basic principle is that open systems are influenced by their environment while closed systems are not.  Professional Model policing fundamentally operates as a closed system characterized by great organizational autonomy, a mission confined to law enforcement, and "professional" practitioners.
  As professionals, these agencies develop their own goals, institute their own methods, and deliver services on their own terms.  They decide what needs to be done and when.  The community is not invited into the policing process nor seen as necessary.  Working in this manner has significant structural implications.  Stable environments permit organizations to develop into bureaucracies characterized by an emphasis on control; tall hierarchies; an abundance of rules, regulations, and procedures; one-way communication; high division of labor and specialized tasks; centralized decision-making; and autocratic leadership.  Such organizations, metaphorically termed machine bureaucracies, are designed to consistently and efficiently deliver a particular product.  They can work in stable environments, but not in dynamic environments.  The reason is straightforward.  Once a machine bureaucracy focuses on a target, it can consistently hit it.  However, if the target moves, the machine bureaucracy will keep shooting where the target was, not where the target is.  Like an actual machine, it is designed to do but one thing.  It is inflexible and can not adjust.  

Where traditional policing operates as a closed system, COPPS operates as an open system.  Although still professionals, Community Policing agencies recognize the need to work with and through their client, the community.  Consequently, they subject themselves to a more dynamic climate with myriad demands.  A more flexible organic structure, one capable of adjusting to continually changing service demands, is required.  Organic organizations are marked by the minimization of bureaucratic characteristics, which produces greater flexibility.  In contrast to machine bureaucracies, organic organizations are characterized by flatter structures, two-way communication, participative/democratic leadership, fewer rules, more generalist job descriptions, and decentralized decision-making.  By shedding bureaucracy and forcing decision-making downward, the organization can adjust to a fluid environment and hit the target not only after it moves, but as it moves.

Management vs. Leadership
In the evolution from the bureaucratic to the organic, and from the Professional Model to the Community Model, management and leadership must be differentiated.  Management is concerned with the efficient utilization of department resources through, among others, the processes of planning, organizing, and controlling.  Leadership, and particularly organizational leadership, involves influencing followers toward the attainment of organizational goals.  As we consider the transition to COPPS, the critical distinction is that management focuses upon control while leadership focuses upon empowerment.

Resources should be managed; people should be led.  The distinction, however, is often blurred.  The result is that most police agencies are over-managed and under-led.  Decisions are made at the top and institutionalized as rules and regulations that prescribe -- and proscribe -- the behavior of police officers.  Thereafter, running the organization is a matter of enforcing the rules and doing things right.  Such rigidity complements bureaucratic structure and can be effective in a stable environment.  However, in a dynamic environment, organizations are confronted with changing circumstances that require quicker, more diverse responses.  Less restrictive means of directing employees must be employed.  To accommodate this, management emphasizing rules, regulations, and control is merged with leadership focused upon vision, values, trust, and accountability.  Doing the right thing takes its rightful place beside doing things right.

Leadership: Then and Now
Indisputably, effective organizational performance requires both management and leadership.  However, if police agencies are to successfully transition to COPPS, the typical bureaucratic over-reliance upon management must be moderated by the post-bureaucratic need for leadership.  This means that police leadership styles, those largely developed within a bureaucratic paradigm, must be modified and developed.  The traditional bureaucratic structure causes leaders to be leader-centric in their view of influencing the organization.  Traditional leadership theory reflects this perspective, focusing on leaders' traits, attitudes, and behaviors.  In contrast, post-bureaucratic leaders must be more follower-centric, focusing also upon follower ability and motivation.  

A brief discussion of leadership theory is necessary to demonstrate not only the need for change, but also the means for accomplishing it.  Leadership theory first focused on traits -- personal leader characteristics.  Theorists hypothesized that effective leaders possessed common characteristics and that the presence or absence of these characteristics could be used to predict performance.  Decades of research failed to support this hypothesis.  Although various combinations of positive traits were often associated with effective leadership, taken individually none were reliable predictors of success or failure.  Thereafter, research concerned itself with attitudinal and behavioral theory.  Collectively these theories took the view that there was one best way to lead, usually asserting the need for democracy, participation, a human relations approach, or a concern for both people and productivity.  Here too, a consistent relationship with effectiveness could not be established.  Thereafter, contingency theory emerged.  Unlike trait and behavioral theory, contingency theory viewed leadership as an interactive relationship involving the leader, follower, and situation.  Accordingly, to be consistently effective, the leader needs to assess the capacity of followers relative to the situation, determine the appropriate response, and modify his/her approach.  Therefore, the classical leadership view of:

L    F    (Leader influences Follower)  becomes  

F    L    (Follower influences Leader)  or ideally

F  (  L    (Follower and Leader engage in interactive influence)




Clearly, the open systems approach of contingency theory better integrates with the post-bureaucratic design required of COPPS than do either trait or attitudinal/behavioral theory.  Further, research has demonstrated the viability of this model.  However, despite its simple appearance, the change is substantial and concerns the most elemental aspect of leadership theory.  As always, execution is far more difficult than conceptualization.  The training and development implications are substantial.

Developing Leaders…and Followers

As depicted in the model, at different levels of the organization, different leadership skills are required.  Executive leadership -- leadership in which top management attempts to influence the organization as a whole -- primarily requires visionary and team ability so as to effectively communicate the organizational vision to the workforce.  Supervisory leadership -- leadership in which supervisors attempt to influence direct reports -- primarily requires supervisory and team skill so as to develop personnel and ensure operational effectiveness.  Yet a great deal of leadership training, including supervisory leadership, focuses on the visionary or conceptual arena.  The human relations dimension, and especially that which concerns itself with applied behavioral science, is inadequately addressed.  The result is that supervisors are too often taught what and why, but not how and when.  The mechanism for workplace application of leadership skills is missing.  Pragmatism must accompany philosophy.  Contingency theory in general, and the Hersey-Blanchard Situational Leadership model in particular, furnishes the link between the conceptual and the practical.

Situational Leadership
Situational Leadership advocates a follower-driven approach to leadership.  Rather than using a dominant style irrespective of the situation, the leader assesses the readiness of followers to perform in relation to a particular situation, then modifies his/her style to that which optimizes the probability of successful follower performance.  There is no "one best style."  Instead, leadership style is a function of the leader, follower, and situation.
 

The model works in this fashion.  First, the leader diagnoses follower readiness in relation to the immediate task.  Readiness is defined as the follower's ability and willingness to complete the job.  Ability is the knowledge, experience, and skill that the follower brings to the task.  Willingness is the extent to which the follower has the confidence, commitment, and motivation to accomplish the task.  As depicted in the model, four readiness levels are considered, R1 - R4.  R1 followers are unable and unwilling or insecure in relation to the performance of a particular task.  R2 followers are unable but willing or confident.  R3 followers are able but unwilling or insecure.  R4 followers are able and willing or confident.  
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 explanation.  In an organization, when an individual's readiness level changes, it can be either developmental or regressive.  As the individual develops and their readiness level increases, s/he will progress through various stages of confidence or insecurity as responsibilities grow.  So, in a typical developmental cycle, people will at times exhibit insecurity characteristics rather than unwillingness.  Conversely, employees are more likely to exhibit unwillingness in a regressive cycle due to the typically negative circumstances.  In any event, diagnosis of follower readiness is the most critical aspect of applying the model.

Once the readiness level is ascertained, the leader selects the appropriate leadership style.  Leadership style consists of two independent variables: task behavior and relationship behavior.  Task behavior is the extent to which the leader engages in defining roles and giving direction, i.e.: telling who, what, when, where, and how the task will be completed.  Relationship behavior is the extent to which the leader engages in two-way communication, listening, facilitating, and providing socio-emotional support.  The model provides four leadership styles S1 - S4.  S1 leaders are high task, low relationship; S2 leaders are high task, high relationship; S3 leaders are low task, high relationship; and S4 leaders are low task, low relationship.  Leadership style and follower readiness correspond directly.  R1 readiness suggests an S1 style; R2 suggests S2; R3 suggests S3; and R4 suggests S4.  By using the appropriate style, the leader optimizes the probability of successful performance by the follower.

The underlying logic of the model assists in its comprehension and application.  As this logic is described, note that the model is not used solely to complete individual tasks, but also to encourage employee development.  In essence, Situational Leadership principles increase follower readiness, thus allowing leaders to adopt less directive styles.  Let's look at how the model might be used to introduce COPPS to the typical agency at the operational level, one in which employee willingness and ability varies widely.

When a follower is unable and unwilling or insecure (R1), the leader must engage in directive, task behavior (S1).  The model refers to this style as "telling," but directing and guiding are also appropriate descriptors.  The follower's inability to do the job requires that the leader provide specific instruction and closely supervise performance.  At this point in development, a great deal of relationship behavior is unnecessary because confidence will best be built by improving technical skills.  In the transition to COPPS, R1 is likely to be exhibited by a notable portion of the workforce.  Initially, most will not possess the necessary skills.  Further, many will be either unwilling to change or insecure.  The "unwillings" represent the usual resistance to change that accompanies initiatives to modify organizational culture.  They will prove to be a continual challenge.  In general, "unwillings" may be more seasoned employees very comfortable in their ways and who see little need for change.  The confidence of the "insecures" will improve as they develop technical skills.  Consequently, they should adapt more easily.  Although R1 "insecures" will be distributed throughout the workforce, frequently they may be less tenured employees willing to try something new but unsure of how. 

R2 followers are unable, but willing or confident: the enthusiastic incompetent.  As the follower is still unable, the leader must continue to use high task behavior.  However, since the follower is now willing or confident, the leader should also engage in high relationship behavior (S2).  Appropriate style descriptors include "selling," explaining, clarifying, and persuading.  R2 is the natural progression from R1.  As follower skills improve, but still not to the competent level, confidence increases.  This is the time for positive reinforcement and encouragement so as to reward and encourage further development.  Employees usually arrive at the R2 level in one of two ways.  As ability improves, an R1 employee develops confidence and/or willingness, becoming an R2.  Employees may also adopt R2 immediately upon the introduction of COPPS.  They are unable to perform competently due to undeveloped technical skills but willing to accept the challenge of the new ideology.  

R3 followers are able, but unwilling or insecure.  Thus, the leader should use the S3 style, high relationship and low task.  Participating, collaborating, and encouraging describe the approach.  Followers arrive at the R3 level in two ways.  Either they have developed from an R2 and are now able but insecure, or regressed from an R4 and are now able but unwilling.  First, we will consider the developmental aspect.  The follower has achieved competence; s/he is able to do the job.  However, confidence has waned.  At first glance, this may seem unusual.  After all, as skills improve, so should confidence.  However, as followers develop, so do their roles and responsibilities.  Leaders reduce their directiveness and have the follower perform more independently.  Despite having the necessary technical skills, their new found autonomy creates uncertainty.  In this instance, S3 behavior is required of the leader.  In that the follower is now able to do the job, low task behavior is appropriate.  Nonetheless, high relationship behavior is still necessary to overcome the insecurity and rebuild confidence.  Employees engaged in their first individual Problem Solving project would likely be an R3 "insecure."

Employees in a regressive cycle would often be R3, able but unwilling.  They can arrive at this level for any number of reasons, some related to the COPPS implementation, some more routine such as burnout, disputes with their supervisor, or disciplinary action.  To respond effectively the supervisor needs to diagnose the cause of the regression.  That said, this discussion will be confined to the COPPS example.  The R3 "unwilling" is common with employees who once supported COPPS but whose commitment has diminished due to frustration.  While this is sometimes attributable to the lack of tangible success in initial Problem Solving efforts, it is often associated with organizational systems that interfere with the ability to engage in Problem Solving.  An abundance of R3s is symptomatic of agencies who have failed to adequately reconcile the proactive approach of Problem Solving with the reactive requirements of the Professional Model.  Those who superimpose one upon the other create a "no win" situation for employees who do not have the time to do both.  Inevitably, routine reactive work drives out non-routine proactive work.  Frustration and a loss of commitment results.

R4 followers are able and willing or confident.  Confidence has developed from working successfully without close supervision and receiving positive feedback.  The follower is ready to perform independently.  The leader can delegate and monitor.  As such, the leader should adopt S4 behavior, low task and low relationship.  Obviously, low relationship behavior is proper, but what about relationship behavior and positive strokes?  Interestingly, research demonstrates that as employees become expert in their field, they "self-actualize" and the need for independence is often stronger than the need for support.  Their most cherished reward is that which requires little effort from the leader: autonomy.

In all, to be effective and optimize performance, leaders need to match their style to that of the readiness level of the follower in a given situation.  Diagnostic skills and flexibility are essential.  To develop followers, leaders should begin with highly directive, task behavior which is gradually reduced until the follower is fully able to perform the job.  While this technical development occurs, the leader should first increase relationship behavior to build confidence, then reduce relationship behavior to encourage autonomy.

Knowledge, Attitude, and Behavior in Organizational Change
Obviously, successful organizational change requires an adjustment in the behavior of employees.  The only question is how best to induce behavioral change.  In general, two methods are available.  Leaders can use personal power to initiate a participative change cycle by increasing employee knowledge through training, believing that the desired change in attitude and behavior will naturally flow from understanding.  Alternatively, position power can be used to engage a directive change cycle.  In this approach, the leader directly affects employee behavior in
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the hope that knowledge and attitude will follow, thereby sustaining the behavioral change.  Both techniques have positive and negative aspects.  Participation can be effective in changing attitudes, but the anticipated modification in group behavior can require substantial time.  Further, if the organizational culture is highly resistant to change and employees are not compelled, the commitment required for new behavior may never result.  Therefore, although participative change is more inherently appealing, leaders may also need to utilize directive change.  When a leader believes that followers will support a new concept if "only I could get them to try it," or perceives the need to introduce behavioral change quickly, a directive approach may be warranted.  Despite these generalizations, organizational reality is that different employees respond in different ways.  Some require participation, others require directiveness.  Many police agencies make a significant error in COPPS implementation by using an exclusively participative approach.  The result is that institutionalization never occurs.  However, directive approaches are also problematic.  By default, a balanced approach is suggested.  A significant benefit of Situational Leadership is that it inherently incorporates a participative/directive balance by requiring leaders to adjust their style to the readiness of followers.  Consequently, an optimal change cycle is encouraged and many COPPS implementational problems are overcome.

Situational Leadership and Problem Solving
Although the concept is popularly referred to in one phrase, a discussion of Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving within the context of organizational theory requires that the two components be considered individually.  Community Oriented Policing is an emerging policing philosophy that is replacing Professional Model policing.  It is a strategic approach often developed participatively but formally introduced to the organization from the top in the form of vision, values, and mission.  These drive the need for the more flexible organic structure discussed earlier.  Problem Solving is more tactical in nature.  As such, it is usually practiced by those lower in the organization in the direct delivery of Community Policing services.  But just as developing the organization for Community Oriented Policing requires structural changes, developing the workforce for Problem Solving requires leadership changes.  The compatibility of the new structure and leadership style is essential.  Therein lies the distinctive value of Situational Leadership in COPPS.  Just as organic structure operationalizes Community Oriented Policing at the organizational level, Situational Leadership operationalizes Problem Solving at the workforce level.  In fact, Situational Leadership is Problem Solving for leaders.  Consider the prevailing Problem Solving approach used in policing, the SARA (scanning, analysis, response, assessment) model.

In Problem Solving, scanning refers to an environmental scan to identify problems.  Once a problem is identified, analysis is conducted to diagnosis the elements.  When diagnosis is completed, a response is developed and initiated.  Assessment(s) are then conducted to determine effectiveness and consider the need to reanalyze or modify the response.  The process continues until the matter is successfully resolved.  

Now consider the SARA model within the framework of Situational Leadership.  The supervisor scans his/her employees to identify developmental needs and/or to select an individual for an assignment.  When assigning the task, the supervisor analyzes the ability and willingness of the employee to determine the readiness level.  Thereafter, the supervisor responds to the readiness level by deciding upon the appropriate leadership style.  As the employee develops and/or the assignment progresses, the supervisor assesses the effectiveness of his/her response (the selected leadership style) and considers the need to reanalyze or modify the response.  The process continues until the employee is fully developed (R4) or the assignment is completed successfully.

Situational Leadership and Problem Solving use processes that are virtually identical.  This convergence produces many direct and indirect benefits in the transition to COPPS:

· Situational Leadership and Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving readily integrate; they are wholly compatible.

· By design, Situational Leadership not only improves Problem Solving performance in the present, it also develops employees for the future.

· Situational Leadership provides an inherently flexible change management process as both attitudinal and behavioral approaches are utilized.

· Future supervisors are developed.  By having used the SARA model in Problem Solving while officers, new supervisors possess skills readily applicable to the Situational Leadership style of the organization.  The critical transition to supervision is eased.

· Problem Solving will be better institutionalized because it is applied at multiple organizational levels.  In particular, supervisors are provided with a means to practice Problem Solving in highly relevant aspects of their work, thereby decreasing resistance to change at a critical organizational level.

· By adopting Situational Leadership as the prevailing leadership approach, organizations add another dimension to the common language and thinking created by the SARA model, further strengthening organizational norms.

Conclusion

One of the most meaningful challenges confronting modern police agencies is the introduction of Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving.  However, bureaucracy and its command and control leadership style present significant obstacles to successful implementation.  Sustained organizational change will only occur with organizational restructuring, new norms, enlightened leadership, and employee empowerment.  Many police agencies have tried to implement COPPS through visionary leadership and training the workforce in Problem Solving.  Although essential elements of the change process, most agencies have come to realize that institutionalization requires more.  Officers must not only be trained, but systematically developed in the workplace.  So too must the organization's leaders.  Situational Leadership accomplishes exactly that.  It is a natural ally of Problem Solving that addresses short term performance goals and induces long term development.  As such, progressive police agencies should consider it as a core strategy in their change efforts.
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