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Justice Committee 

Post-legislative scrutiny of the Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 2012 

Written submission from the Scottish Institute for Policing Research, ScotCen 
Social Research and What Works Scotland 

Context 

In 2014 the Scottish Government commissioned a four year evaluation of police and fire 
reform in Scotland and this work began in February 2015 undertaken by a consortium of 
researchers drawn from the Scottish Institute for Policing Research (SIPR), ScotCen 
Social Research and What Works Scotland.  
 
The three main aims of the evaluation specified by the Scottish Government are to:  
 

1. Assess the extent to which the three aims of police and fire reform appear to 
have been met (reduced duplication, greater access to specialist expertise, and 
strengthening connections with communities); 

2. Identify lessons from the implementation of reform that might inform the process 
of future public service reform;  

3. Evaluate the  impacts of the reforms on the justice system and the wider public 
sector 

The evaluation is now in the fourth and final year and is due to complete in February 
2019. The following document will draw on the findings from the published reports from 
years 1-3 of the evaluation (see Annex 1 for a link to each report). Annex 2 provides a 
bibliography of academic articles relating to police reform in Scotland.  

It should also be noted that Scotland is not alone in undertaking major structural reform 
of policing.  Over the last 10 years, Denmark, Finland, Norway, the Netherlands and 
Sweden have all embarked on significant re-organisation of their police forces, typically 
involving the merging of police districts to create more centralized structures. As part of 
the evaluation of police and fire reform in Scotland, an international network of 
researchers and practitioners involved with reform has been established, creating 
significant opportunities for international learning and knowledge exchange. 

Police service 

1. In your view, what have been the consequences of the 2012 Act for the police 
service? Please set out your views on (a) any benefits and (b) any negative 
consequences of the 2012 Act for the police service. 
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(a) Benefits 

The evaluation has found plausible and credible evidence of progress being made 
towards the three long terms aims of reform but the picture is complex.  There is strong 
evidence of the establishment of new structures and processes designed to enhance 
efficiency, effectiveness and engagement with communities.  Specific benefits include: 

 Aspects of local service provision have been enhanced in ways which would 
have been difficult to achieve without reform, particularly in terms of maintaining 
‘business as usual’ when faced with spikes in demand associated with major 
investigations or responding to major incidents; 

 The removal of legacy boundaries has led to improvements in accessing national 
capacity and specialist expertise, with responses to major incidents and the 
quality of investigations both being enhanced and the capacity to maintain  local 
level service provision during periods of high demand also being improved.  The 
establishment of specialist units bring high levels of expertise to deal with 
complex incidents, such as high risk missing persons and homicides. 

 Informed by the Policing 2026 vision, there is evidence of growing momentum 
around a stronger focus on localism, preventative activity, partnership working 
and innovation.  Partner organisations are positive about the strategic importance 
now given to partnership activity and the presence of senior officers at local 
meetings. 

(b) Negative consequences 

The evaluation has highlighted a range of challenges associated with reform.  These 
include: 

• An  imbalance between centralisation and localism: there have been concerns 
since the outset of reform about the ability of local communities and, in particular, 
local scrutiny committees, to discuss and challenge decisions taken nationally 
that impact locally (as exemplified by debates around the arming of officers and 
the increased use of stop and search).  Furthermore, the speed at which 
decisions were taken by Police Scotland in the early stages of reform led to a 
poor assessment of Police Scotland’s approach to engagement; 

• The cumulative consequences of decisions taken at a national level to 
restructure and refocus the organisation have had several unintended 
consequences for local policing: In particular the redeployment of officers to 
specialist teams, reductions in civilian staff and restructuring of resource 
provision and geographical responsibilities  have resulted in concerns among 
local officers, shared by the public and local councillors, that resources are 
increasingly stretched relative to demand and a strong perceptions of those 
involved in the routine delivery of local services  that they are operating with 
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diminishing resources, that work to strengthen connections with communities 
was often hampered by other organisational pressures; 

• Insufficient attention given to the cultural aspects of reform and the ‘Policing 
Principles’ set out in the Reform Act: while much of the focus during the reform 
has been on structural changes to ‘back office’ functions and service delivery, the 
process of reform also involves significant cultural adaptations.  The vision, 
values, ideas and practices which are the basis of organisational culture take 
much longer to establish than administrative structure and processes.  Although 
aspects of the vision and values of Police Scotland are now being addressed 
(particularly through the Policing 2026 document), in the early  phases of reform 
there was evidence that a dominant approach to policing, centred around 
enforcement and rigid performance management practices, was rolled out across 
the organisation.  In addition the ‘Policing Principles’ set out in the Reform Act, 
which focus on issues of well-being, collaboration, harm reduction, and local 
engagement, were also given less priority in the early phases of reform. 

• A strong perception among frontline officers of poor internal communication: This 
has been manifest in a number of different ways, including confusion about 
status of targets, the desire among local officers to understand not just the ‘what’ 
and ‘how’ of organisational change but also the ‘why’, and the lack of clarity 
around career development and training opportunities for local officers in the new 
national organisation, contributing to low morale.  There was also a wish for more 
open and honest communication around the challenges of implementing reform.  

2. Have the policy intentions of the 2012 Act in relation to the police service been 
met? 

 Progress towards achieving the policy intentions of the 2012 Act is uneven.  Of 
the 3 strategic aims of reform, that relating to more equal access to national 
capacity and specialist expertise has the strongest evidence of progress being 
made to achieve this. Progress has also been achieved in terms of reduced 
duplication but while local service delivery has been maintained there is a strong 
sense among local officers of diminishing local resources are increasingly 
stretched relative to demand.  

 The third policy intention regarding strengthening connections with local 
communities remains an area where progress is still required.  Evidence from 
both the Scottish Social Attitudes Survey and the Scottish Crime and Justice 
Survey has indicated declining levels of public confidence in local policing.  The 
case study evidence from the analysis of 4 communities across Scotland found a 
more mixed picture.  In all 4 areas, the public and local councillors were generally 
very positive about their interactions with local policing teams, particularly in rural 
areas.  Nevertheless, local officers, councillors, third sector organisations and the 
public were aware that community engagement and locally based joint initiatives 
were under pressures from other demands on policing.  Dissatisfaction with the 
use of the 101 number was expressed by some members of the public as well as 
the closure and limited opening times of some police stations.  With respect to 
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partnership working, there was clear evidence that this was viewed positively by 
police, councillors, council staff and third sector organisations, and that it was of 
strategic importance and well supported by the attendance of senior officers at 
partnership meetings. 

 The realisation of the ‘Principles of Policing’ set out in the 2012 Act remains a 
work in progress.  In the initial stages of reform, there was little evidence that the 
Principles strongly informed the policy and practice of policing but with the 
publication of Policing 2026 that a more visible and strategic commitment to 
these principles has emerged.  Police Scotland is developing a discourse around 
the transformation of service delivery focused around key pillars of Prevention, 
Protection, Localism, Innovation and Knowledge. 

Fire and rescue service 

3. In your view, what have been the consequences of the 2012 Act for the fire and 
rescue service? Please set out your views on (a) any benefits and (b) any negative 
consequences of the 2012 Act for the fire and rescue service. 

(a) Benefits 

As with Police Scotland, there is plausible and credible evidence of progress being 
made towards to long term aims of reform. The evaluation has highlighted several 
significant benefits 

 The level of local service has been sustained since reform, despite reduced 
budgets, and aspects of the service have been enhanced in ways which could 
not have happened without reform; 

 With respect to more equal access to specialist expertise and national capacity, 
the removal of legacy boundaries has improved responses to major incidents and 
maintaining ‘business as usual’ in local areas during periods of high demand; 

 Local scrutiny and partnership activities are working well and reform has 
facilitated a strong, nationally coordinated focus on prevention, partly because of 
the capacity that now exists nationally to deal with high risk, low frequency 
incidents; 

 In local area firefighters, councillors, council staff, community organisations and 
the public are positive about the contribution fire and rescue make to community 
well-being and how prevention is now a key part of the firefighters role.  
Partnership working is also viewed positively by all groups involved.   

 (b) Negative consequences 

 Local firefighters  reported feeling stretched as a result of declining numbers of 
administrative staff and had concerns regarding the centralisation of support 
services, poor IT and their ability to access some equipment. 
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 Some concerns were expressed regarding the logistics of engaging specialist 
teams and the risks of de-skilling local firefighters because of a reliance on 
specialists from out with local areas. 

 Internal communication has been perceived by local firefighters as an issue 
requiring attention with concerns that in the national organisation it takes longer 
to find out information and to know who to contact, that the volume of information 
‘pushed out’ to local areas is too high, and the organisation is more hierarchical 
than the legacy services. 

4. Have the policy intentions of the 2012 Act in relation to the fire and rescue service 
been met? 

 As indicated in response to Q3a, there is plausible and credible evidence of 
progress being made by SFRS towards achieving the three long-term aims of 
reform.  There has been reduced duplication and rationalisation of service 
provision and the removal of legacy boundaries has made it easier to access 
specialist expertise and national capacity.  Progress has also been made in 
determining the most equitable and appropriate geographical location of assets 
in the context of variable risk profiles of different areas and the changing 
demands on the service as a whole. 

 SFRS see themselves as having largely completed the integration and 
consolidation phase of the reform journey and that the organisation now ‘looks 
and feels like a national service’.  The focus is now on transformation, which is 
partly  being articulated through the 2016 SFRS Framework, and through 
addressing the need to consider the future roles and expectations of firefighters 
in a context where an emphasis of reactive activity is increasingly being 
displaced by a focus on prevention and a broad concern with health, safety and 
well-being of vulnerable populations. 

Other issues 

5. Are there any other issues you would like to raise in connection with the operation of 
the 2012 Act? 
 
Over the course of the evaluation process, several strategic conclusions and 
recommendations have been made relating to both Police Scotland and SFRS: 

 The complexity of the task of integrating the legacy organisations has been 

underestimated and the timescales for realising the benefits of reform have 

been unrealistic.  The experience of Scotland, like other countries, has 

highlighted the ways in which reform is a journey involving phases of 

‘integration’, ‘consolidation’ and ‘transformation’ and while the first two phases 

are now nearing completion, the transformational stage is only just beginning 

which means there needs to be careful management of public and workforce 

expectation about the time needed to bring about transformational change; 
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 Additional knowledge, skills and expertise are required to bring about the 

scale of organisational changes needed by reform which complement the 

professional experience of practitioners but which offer specialist expertise in 

areas of strategic importance, including financial planning, ICT, 

communications, and project management; 

 Change of this complexity and scale requires a strong commitment to 

evaluation and to services being  ‘learning organisations’ in which critical 

reflection on ‘what works’ (and what doesn’t) is encouraged along with a 

theory of change which sets out the causal connections between pre-

conditions needed to achieve long-term outcomes; 

 Different views were articulated regarding the leadership qualities required to 

achieve the aims of reform.  Some thought that a very directive approach was 

needed initially to achieve change in the timescale required, with a different 

style orientated towards collaboration and engagement required at later 

stages of the process.  Others believed that communication and relationship 

building were key qualities required for effective leadership from the outset of 

reform. 

 Effective  internal communication between leadership and wider workforce: 

officers want to know not just the ‘What’ and ‘How’ of organisational change 

but also the ‘Why’ 

 The relationship between centralism and localism needs to be regularly 

reviewed so that an appropriate balance is struck between the centralization 

of decision-making and the need for local flexibility and discretion, and 

ensuring that the cumulative impacts of decisions taken centrally are 

assessed in terms of their impacts locally. 

 

Professor Nick Fyfe 
Scottish Institute for Policing Research and University of Dundee 
24 May 2018 
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Annex 1 

Police and Fire Reform in Scotland reports 

Year 1 

National key informants report http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00502138.pdf  

Evidence review http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00502122.pdf  

Year 2 

Local geographical case studies http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00523031.pdf 

Evidence review and perspectives from four case study areas 
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00523139.pdf 

Year 3 

Thematic Case Study – Partnership, Innovation and Prevention 
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0053/00530947.pdf 

 

Annex 2 

Bibliography of academic articles relating to police reform in Scotland 

Edwards, A., Chambers, S., Fyfe, N.R. and Henry, A. (2017). ‘Metropolitan policing 
agendas in Britain: divergent tendencies in a fragmenting state?’, in Devroe, E,  
Edwards, A and Ponsaers, P. (eds) (2017) Policing European Metropolises: The Politics 
of Security in City-Regions (Routledge, London), 201-228. 
 
Fyfe, N.R. (2014) ‘A different and divergent trajectory? Reforming the structure, 
governance and narrative of policing in Scotland’, in J. Brown (ed) (2014). The Future of 
Policing: papers prepared for the Stevens Independent Commission into the Future of 
Policing in England and Wales (Routledge: London). Pp. 493-506. 
 
Fyfe, N.R. (2015). ‘Policing Scotland post-reform: a new politics of policing and a 
shifting culture of control’, in Croall, H., Mooney, G. and Munro, M. (eds) (2015) Criminal 
Justice and Society in Scotland: critical perspectives (London, Routledge). Pp167-181 
 
Fyfe, N.R. (2017). ‘The changing ecology and equity of policing: reconfiguring police 
organisational boundaries in an era of police reform, in Fyfe, N.,Gundhus, H. and Ronn, 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00502138.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00502122.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00523031.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00523139.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0053/00530947.pdf
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K (eds) (2017). Moral Issues in Intelligence-Led Policing (Routledge, London), pp 246-
61 
 
Fyfe, N.R. et al. (2018). ‘Local policing during an era of reform: Police Scotland, 
narratives of localism and perceptions from the ‘frontline’, Policing: a journal of policy 
and practice (in press) 
 
Fyfe, N.R, Gundhus, H and Ronn, K. (2017). ‘Intelligence-led Policing: an introduction’ 
in Fyfe, N, Gundhus, H. and Ronn, K (eds) (2017) Moral Issues in Intelligence-Led 
Policing (Routledge, London). Pp1-22. 
 
Fyfe, N.R and Henry, A. (2014). ‘Negotiating divergent tides of police reform within the 
United Kingdom’ in Devroe, E, Ponsaers, P, Moor, LG, Greene, J, Skinns, L, Bisschop, 
L, Verhage, A and Bacon, M (eds). (2014). Tides and currents in police theories. Issue 
25; Issues 2012-2014 
 
Fyfe, N.R. and Richardson, N. (2018).  ‘Police reform, research and the uses of expert 
knowledge’, European Journal of Police Studies (in press) 
 
Fyfe, N.R. and Scott, K. (2013). ‘In search of sustainable policing: police reform in 
Scotland’, In Fyfe, N.R., Terpstra, J. and Tops, P. (eds) (2013). Centralizing forces? 
Comparative perspectives on contemporary police reform in northern and western 
Europe (Boom Legal Publishers Eleven: The Hague). Pp. 119-136. 

Hail, Y. (2017) Local policing in transition: Examining the impacts and implications of 
police reform in Scotland. SIPR Research Summary No: 25 
http://www.sipr.ac.uk/downloads/Research_Summaries/Research_Summary_25.pdf  
 
Malik, A. (2017) Steering from the centre: The Scottish Police Authority and police 
governance in Scotland SIPR Research Summary No: 28 
http://www.sipr.ac.uk/downloads/Research_Summaries/Research_Summary_28.pdf  
Mendel, J., Fyfe, N., and den Heyer, G. (2018). ‘Does police force size matter? A review 
of the evidence regarding restructuring police organisations’. Police, Practice and 
Research: an international journal, 18(1) Pp 3-24. 
 
Moggre, M., den Boer, M., and Fyfe, N.R. (2017). ‘Police leadership in times of 
transition’, Policing: a journal of policy and practice. 
 
Scott, KB. (2012).  A single police force for Scotland: The legislative framework. 
Policing: A Journal of Policy and Practice, Volume 7, Issue 2, 1 June 2013, Pp 135–141 
https://academic.oup.com/policing/article-
abstract/7/2/135/1572742?redirectedFrom=fulltext  
 
Terpstra, J. and Fyfe, N.R. (2013). ‘Introduction: a transformative moment in policing’, in 
FYFE, N.R., Terpstra, J. and Tops, P. (eds) (2013). Centralizing forces? Comparative 
perspectives on contemporary police reform in northern and western Europe (Boom 
Legal Publishers Eleven: The Hague). Pp 1- 22. 
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