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EǆploriŶg the ŵeaŶiŶgs of ͚ǀoluŶteer͛ 
within policing culture and leadership
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Presentation to the Voluntary Sector and 
Volunteering Research Conference 2016



The Special Constabulary

• There are approximately 16,000 Special Constables in England and 
Wales, and a further 7,000 Police Support Volunteers. 

• Typically, Special Constables complete between 4 and 16 hours per 
week (Gaston and Alexander, 2001), with the main activities being 
community patrol, traffic and policing special events. More recently, 
some forces have begun to explore specialist Specials, working in cyber 
crime, safeguarding etc. 

• Special Constable role as a ‘training ground’ for becoming a regular full-
time officer (Pepper, 2014), having implications for the nature of training 
programmes, and the necessity of moving beyond the ‘hobby bobby’ 
stereotype (Bennett, 2010) 

• Crucial to note that recruitment, training, operational deployment and 
management varies geographically, with relatively limited sharing of 
good practice



Why is our focus on police volunteering?
• Bullock and Leeney (2014) note, the Special Constabulary has 

been a part of the extended policing family for some time, but 

more recently has been given new impetus; 

• A discourse of expansion in volunteerism is a dominant feature in 

many police forces across England and Wales, and within 

national policy. 

• In aŶ age of ͚doiŶg ŵore for less ,͛ the ŵeaŶiŶgs of ďeiŶg a 
volunteer and/or a Special are being reconstituted;

• July 2016: National Strategy for Citizens in Policing.

• BUT:

• Limited research-base and research activity

• Limited data, basic gaps in knowledge 



Approach

• Completed primary research in two sites and ongoing in another 

2 sites

• Interviews with both Police Force staff and Office of the Police 

and Crime Commissioner staff (completed and analysed 25 

interviews)

• Interviews last between 45-60 minutes covering the following 

topics:

• Formal strategy and vision;

• Organisational change;

• Operational implementation and effectiveness;

• Meanings associated with volunteers and Specials;

• Leadership;

• Future.



Need for a dynamic & individualistic approach
• ͚SiŶgular͛ pathǁaǇ for SpeĐials to eŶter aŶd progress ǁithiŶ the 

Special Constabulary, based on traditional conceptualisations;

• Police was failing to understand and recognise individual skills;

• Organisational leaders expressed a desire to better define and 

articulate distinct pathways for people to become a Special 

CoŶstaďle, ĐreatiŶg iŶ effeĐt differeŶt ͚tǇpes͛ of SpeĐial CoŶstaďle.

…ǁe aƌe Ŷot thiŶkiŶg lateƌally eŶough as aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ to say ǁhat ǁe ǁaŶt ouƌ 
Specials to be doing and properly tasking them and giving them the skills to do 

those joďs.  We͛ǀe ŵade a ĐhaŶge though, you ǁould Ŷeǀeƌ haǀe got a SpeĐial 
Constable working in a specialised crime unit, like here, you know, a couple of 

years ago. 



Tradition in a time of change
• The tradition and history of the Special Constabulary within the 

force is understood as a recognised barrier as well as the 

behaviours and attitudes of influential staff working in the police;

• Thinking and practices within the Constabulary are changing, but 

there remain damaging behaviours, practices and views which 

need to be addressed and challenged.

…ǁe ǁeƌe alǁays Ƌuite shoĐked ǁheŶ ǁe spoke to [Ŷaŵe of seŶioƌ offiĐeƌ]… ǁho 
ofteŶ ƌefeƌs to SpeĐial CoŶstaďles as ĐaŶŶoŶ foddeƌ.  AŶd ǁe͛ǀe said to hiŵ aĐtually 
face-to-faĐe that ǁe thiŶk that͛s a ƌeally uŶhelpful ǁay of ĐhaƌaĐteƌisiŶg SpeĐial 
Constabulary and we sincerely hope that they themselves haven't heard them 

ďeiŶg ƌefeƌƌed to as that ͚Đause I͛ŵ suƌe they pƌoďaďly ǁouldŶ't ǁaŶt to ǀoluŶteeƌ 
foƌ [Ŷaŵe] CoŶstaďulaƌy had they kŶoǁ that that͛s ǁhat they ƌ͛e Đalled.



Authenticity

• Tensions assoĐiated to the sǇŵďols of ͚the uŶiforŵ͛ aŶd 
͚ǁarraŶt Đard ,͛ ǁhiĐh positioŶ SpeĐials as lacking authenticity in 

their position as a holder of The Office of Constable;

• The posting of a small number of Specials into areas 

traditionally seen as being the domains of Regulars exclusively 

was symbolic of positive change.

͚You ĐaŶ't ƌely oŶ theŵ .͛  AŶd this is the issue, you ŵust Ŷeǀeƌ ƌely oŶ the SpeĐial 
ďeĐause ǁe doŶ't ƌely oŶ ǀoluŶteeƌs.  They ƌ͛e a ŶiĐe to haǀe, you kŶoǁ, that͛s the 
language that gets used. 

So ǁe͛ǀe Ŷoǁ got SpeĐial CoŶstaďles that aƌe full-tiŵe ǁith tƌaffiĐ… they ƌ͛e eǀeŶ 
ǁeaƌiŶg ǁhite hats… the faĐt ǁe ƌ͛e alloǁiŶg theŵ to ǁeaƌ ǁhite hats aŶd ďe 
giǀeŶ skills that a tƌaffiĐ offiĐeƌ has, that͛s syŵďoliĐ aƌouŶd hoǁ faƌ ǁe͛ǀe 
moved. 



Importance of value, recognition and reward

• Importance of recognition, reward, training and development was 

perceived but relatively small developments had taken place;

• Whilst integration promotes viewing Specials as the same as 

Regulars, managers must recognise the need for a different 

approach and style to traditional management; 

• Those given responsibility for Specials have a duty of care which 

ĐaŶŶot ǁait uŶtil ͚the Ŷeǆt tiŵe I see theŵ ,͛ espeĐiallǇ folloǁiŶg 
traumatic events as part of their volunteer role.

…ǁheƌe theƌe͛s deďƌiefs, [Specials] ǁouldŶ͛t ďe paƌt of the deďƌief, as iŶ theiƌ peƌĐeptioŶ of 
ǁhat ǁeŶt ƌight, ǁhat ǁeŶt ǁƌoŶg, theiƌ iŶdiǀidual iŵpaĐt, aŶd it͛s ǀeƌy easy, if you aŶd I 
ǁeƌe ǁoƌkiŶg oŶ the saŵe teaŵ, I ĐaŶ see you thƌee days lateƌ aŶd I ĐaŶ see if you ƌ͛e still 
affeĐted ďy soŵethiŶg oƌ otheƌǁise.  As a SpeĐial CoŶstaďle, you͛ǀe goŶe ďaĐk to youƌ day 
joď, etĐ. aŶd it ĐaŶ easily get foƌgotteŶ aďout… 



Volunteering vs. volunteering in the police

• The importance of the role and identity of the police officer was 

interpreted as being significantly different to that of a volunteer;

• A key aspect within the analysis was the extent to which to force 

could exhort power and control over volunteers (i.e. volunteers 

doing what they want, when they want etc.); 

• The offer to volunteers to contribute within policing needed to be 

clearer about what the role actually was and its position within 

the essence of policing.

They ƌ͛e OffiĐe holdeƌs, theƌefoƌe ǁe Ŷeed to eŶsuƌe that, as OffiĐe holdeƌs, aŶd as 
ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀes aŶd as ǁaƌƌaŶted offiĐeƌs, ǁhiĐh they aƌe, ǁe ƌ͛e aďle to deploy theŵ ǁheƌe 
ǁe ŵost Ŷeed to at tiŵes that ŵost suit us.  AŶd I thiŶk ǁe ƌ͛e Ŷot ďeiŶg Đleaƌ eŶough aďout 
that at the very start of this.  If you want to volunteer, volunteer. 



Conclusions
• This is an important moment in time for the agenda of volunteering in policing, 

especially the case given the upcoming Policing and Crime Bill 2016

• Traditional organisational thinking and structures are limiting the scope of 

volunteering in policing and indeed restricting the nature of contributions 

volunteers can make by obfuscating their wider skills and abilities

• Specials may be volunteers but they are not amateurs and they are doing 

important and challenging things. A culture of expectation goes hand in hand 

with one of professionalism, and policing should not be scared to set high 

expectations of volunteers, as it is a sign that the police value them and the 

work that they are doing (Britton and Callender, 2016)

• Whilst there is much enthusiasm within forces and PCCs, as well as the 

National Survey for Specials and volunteers showing an appetite for volunteers 

to be more central to the core business of policing, it is critical to establish 

mechanisms to capture this value and these activities.
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