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ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Mindful police leadership: Opening essential 
new pathways to 21st-century police leadership 
and culture
Les Sylven*

INTRODUCTION

In 2023, Canadian police managers are facing a series of daunt-
ing new challenges. For example, no longer simply respon-
sible for performing their traditional federal, provincial, and 
municipal law enforcement mandates, today’s police leaders 
must ensure their organizations are also actively involved in 
meeting the evolving safety expectations of their communi-
ties. These expectations are high, even though the founda-
tions of many of these safety needs are not directly related  
to traditional police work and are embedded in increasingly 
complex social and public health problems, such as people 
experiencing homelessness, drug addiction, and mental health 
crises (Griffiths & Dubord, 2023; Taylor et al., 2022). 

Another new challenge for Canadian police managers is 
they are leading their organizations during a time of reduced 
positive perceptions of the police (Ruddell, 2022). This has been  

attributed to high-profile police-involved deaths in the United 
States and Canada, the role of the police during the global 
pandemic, and the findings from public inquiries that continue 
to identify the failures of the justice system for women and for 
Indigenous, racialized, and marginalized communities. The 
result is that, for many Canadians, relationships with the police 
in the early 21st century are strained, and police leaders must 
ensure re-building trust is a high organizational priority (Roach,  
2022; Royal Canadian Mounted Police, 2022; Wood, 2022).

A further significant challenge facing police managers 
exists inside their own organizations. In the past 5 years, 
much more has become known about the depth and breadth 
of trauma and stress carried by police employees and other 
public safety professionals (Carleton et al., 2018; Carleton et al.,  
2020; Heber et al., 2023; Papazoglou et al., 2021). Canadian 
police leaders are being urged to make the mental well-being 
of individuals in their workplaces a constant high priority 
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ABSTRACT

Canadian police managers are facing a series of daunting new challenges that will require significant personal resources 
to address. Growing research suggests mindfulness training, meditation, and other related contemplative practices appear 
to benefit leaders in other professions; however, little is known about how these practices may, or may not, be helpful for 
police leaders. This article contributes to this understanding by sharing results from an exploratory qualitative study that 
asked senior police leaders who self-identified as regular meditators to discuss how their practices might influence their 
leadership. Guided by a reflective thematic analysis approach and utilizing NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis Software, data 
from semi-structured interviews and focus groups with 11 Commissioned Officers from a large Canadian police service  
were analyzed for themes. Broadly organized by influence on job performance, relationships, and well-being, eight distinct 
themes were developed: enhanced calmness and self-control; better clarity and decision making; improved focus and effi-
ciency; enhanced presence with others; improved conflict resolution practices; greater compassion and empathy; reduced 
harmful stress; and enhanced resilience and work/life integration. These results begin to extend the literature on mindful 
leadership from other workplace contexts into the realm of police leadership and suggest that meditation and mindfulness 
are beneficial practices that may open new and essential pathways towards 21st century police leadership and culture.

Key Words Canadian police leadership challenges; meditation and contemplative practice; mindful leadership; reflexive 
thematic analysis.
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(Edwards, 2023; Jackson & Theroux, 2023; Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police, 2022; Thompson & Tam-Seto, 2023).

It follows that to effectively address these significant chal-
lenges, police managers must ensure they have the personal 
resources to perform their roles, foster positive relationships, 
and maintain their own well-being. Growing research sug-
gests that engaging in mindfulness training, meditation, and 
other contemplative practices can benefit leaders in non-police 
workplaces (Donaldson-Feilder et al., 2019; Urrila, 2022; Zhou 
et al., 2023). However, research that seeks to understand how 
these practices may, or may not, support Canadian police 
leaders has not been undertaken. 

The purpose of this article is to add to this understand-
ing by sharing results from an exploratory qualitative study 
that asked a cohort of Canadian police managers who self-
identified as regular meditators to discuss their meditation 
and leadership practices. Specifically, the primary research 
question guiding this inquiry was, “How might the practice 
of meditation influence the practice of leadership for some 
Canadian commissioned police officers?”

This article begins by canvassing recent research on 
mindfulness and meditation for leaders in other workplace 
settings. This is followed by a description of the definitions 
and methodology used in this study and a presentation of 
the key thematic results, with supporting quotes. A dis-
cussion of how this study’s results compare with the cited  
literature on mindful leadership, and the implications of 
the results when viewed alongside the challenges facing 
Canadian police leaders, follows. The article concludes 
with the study’s potential limitations and suggestions for 
future research.

Workplace Mindfulness and Mindful  
Leadership Research 
Recognizing a surge occurring in mindfulness research, 
Good et al. (2016) set out to systematically integrate findings 
from previous empirical studies to create a framework for 
workplace mindfulness research. Defining mindfulness as 
“receptive attention to and awareness of present events and 
experiences” (p. 117), they analyzed studies that explored 
mindfulness as a temporary mental state, an enduring dis-
positional trait, a type of practice such as meditation, and a 
specific training intervention or program. From this, they 
highlighted published evidence that mindfulness appears 
to positively influence cognition, emotion, behaviour, and 
physiology, which in turn can enhance workplace outcomes 
such as job performance, relationships, and well-being. None 
of the studies in their review occurred specifically within the 
context of police leadership.

Several years later, Donaldson-Feilder et al. (2019) con-
ducted a systematic literature review focused on mindful-
ness and meditation interventions for leaders. Analyzing 19 
empirical studies published between 2000 and 2015, they 
reported that mindfulness and meditation interventions may 
improve some aspects of a leader’s own well-being, resilience, 
and leadership capability. As with the analysis conducted by 
Good et al. (2016), none of the studies they reviewed occurred 
specifically within the context of police leadership.

One of the authors referenced by Donaldson-Feilder et al.  
(2019) was Janice Marturano (2015). She is the founder and 
director of the Institute for Mindful Leadership, and an early 

advocate for positioning mindfulness at the centre of effective 
leadership. Marturano has argued that regular mediation will 
develop mindful leaders who “embody leadership presence 
by cultivating focus, clarity, creativity, and compassion in the 
service of others” (p. 11). 

A more recent systematic review of the literature on 
mindfulness and leadership was conducted by Urrila (2022) 
who analyzed 30 empirical studies published from 2009 to 
2020. This review concluded that leader-specific mindfulness 
practice appeared to positively impact various leader devel-
opmental outcomes; some were considered essential, such 
as personal well-being and productivity, while others were 
considered transformative, such as positive relationships 
with others and inner growth. This review did not appear 
to include any studies specifically exploring leader-specific 
mindfulness practice for policing. 

A final example comes from a meta-analysis of leader 
mindfulness research conducted by Zhou et al. (2023), who 
drew upon Good et al.’s (2016) framework of workplace mind- 
fulness outcomes to quantitatively synthesize 46 articles 
published between 1998 and 2022. They concluded that evi-
dence appeared to support the positive influence of leader  
mindfulness on leader performance, relationships, and 
well-being, as well as the performance and well-being of the 
leaders’ followers. As with the three other systematic review 
studies, policing did not appear to be the specific workplace 
context in any research. 

Study Definitions
Although mindfulness training, meditation, and other con-
templative practices have existed as part of spiritual traditions 
for thousands of years, interest in the secular use of mindful-
ness for the workplace has grown exponentially in the past 
two decades (Bartlett et al., 2019; Donaldson-Feilder et al., 2019; 
Eby et al., 2019; Good et al., 2016; Urrila, 2022; Zhou et al., 2023). 
With this growth, researchers have identified the potential for 
misinformation due to the lack of definitional clarity in some 
mindfulness studies, and they recommend future research-
ers explicitly state which definitions are being relied upon 
(Shabaz & Parker, 2021; van Dam et al., 2018). Accordingly, the 
following conceptualizations of mindfulness, meditation, 
contemplative practice, and regular meditation practice were 
used in this study. 

Mindfulness
For the purposes of this study, mindfulness was defined 
as a state of consciousness characterized by “an enhanced 
attention to and awareness of current experience or pres-
ent reality” (Brown & Ryan, 2003, p. 822). It is understood  
that everyone possesses a basic ability to be mindful, and that 
mindfulness as a temporary mental state, and an enduring 
dispositional trait, can be enhanced by regularly engaging in 
mindfulness training such as meditation and other related 
contemplative practices (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Jamieson & 
Tuckey, 2017). 

Meditation
From the multiple definitions of meditation, Walsh and Shapiro’s  
(2006) definition is often used in psychological research  
(Breedvelt et al., 2019; Ganesan et al., 2022; Matko & Sedlmeier,  
2019) and was selected for this study. They stated that meditation  
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is “a family of self-regulation practices that focus on training 
attention and awareness in order to bring mental processes  
under greater voluntary control and thereby foster general 
mental well-being and development and/or specific capacities  
such as calm, clarity, and concentration” (pp. 228–229).

Regular Meditation Practice
With respect to what constitutes regular meditation practice, 
the definition from a phenomenological study exploring the 
influence of meditation on the leadership development of 
several managers was adopted (Frizzel et al., 2016). Regular 
meditation practice is understood as training at least three 
times per week, for at least 3 months. 

Contemplative Practice
Contemplative practice is often characterized more broadly 
than meditation practice. In this study, we drew upon Edwards 
et al.’s (2017) understanding of contemplative practice as “any 
activity undertaken regularly with the intention of quieting the 
mind and developing deep concentration, calm, and awareness 
of the present moment” (p. 1). For the purposes of this article, 
mindfulness training, mindfulness practice, and meditation 
are used interchangeably.

METHOD

As the aim of this study was to deeply explore the “how” 
and “why” of police leadership practice with a small num-
ber of participants, an exploratory qualitative methodology 
appeared to be a good fit (Yin, 2016; Klenke, 2016). More specifi-
cally, the methods of semi-structured interviewing, followed 
up with focus group discussions, were used to gather in-depth 
responses from participants. In this section, the details of this 
approach are outlined, including a description of the partici-
pant invitation, selection, and data collection processes. The  
specific data analysis method used in this study, reflexive 
thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2022b), is also briefly described.

Participant Invitation and Selection
On March 18, 2021, following written institutional approval 
from the University of Victoria Human Research Ethics 
Board and the police service’s Human Resources Research 
Board, an “Invitation to Participate” was emailed to all 605 
Commissioned Officers in the police service. Email recipients 
were asked to contact the author if they regularly practiced 
meditation and wished to confidentially participate in semi-
structured interviews and focus groups. A total of 13 individu-
als offered to participate. Eleven respondents met the study 
inclusion criteria of holding the rank of a Commissioned Offi-
cer and having a regular meditation practice of at least three 
times a week, for at least 3 months (Frizzel et al., 2016; Walsh 
& Shapiro, 2006) and were invited to participate in the study.

Data Collection
The semi-structured interviews occurred between April 9, 
2021, and June 24, 2021. All interviews were conducted and 
recorded on the Microsoft Teams video conferencing platform. 
The interviews were conversational in tone and often became 
deeply personal. The average interview length was 2 hours  
and 22 minutes. Participants were later invited to join online 
follow-up focus group interviews to discuss the full study’s 

preliminary findings. In total, three focus groups, which 
included eight of the eleven study participants, were hosted 
between June 15, 2022, and July 5, 2022.

Data Analysis Process 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis
Each transcript was reviewed in detail, denaturalized (Oliver 
et al., 2005), and loaded on NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis 
Software. Data analysis was then guided by a reflexive 
thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Braun 
et al., 2022a). A hallmark of this approach is the premise that 
a researcher’s subjectivity is a valuable analytic resource to be 
highlighted and used, not diminished or eliminated (Gough 
& Madill, 2012). 

RESULTS

One of the most significant overarching results was that every 
participant (n=11) perceived that meditation positively influ-
enced their practice of leadership in several ways. Drawing 
again on Good et al.’s (2016) conceptualization of the poten-
tial workplace outcomes of mindfulness, these perceptions 
were broadly organized into three categories: influence on 
job performance; influence on relationships; and influence 
on well-being. In total, eight themes were developed. In the  
following section, each theme is described and illustrated by 
selected quotes from the dataset. 

Influence on Job Performance
Participants in this study were assigned to a wide variety 
of roles and responsibilities in this large Canadian police 
service. Regardless of their assignment, the belief in the 
positive impact of meditation practice on their day-to-day 
job performance was held by all. Within this first broad 
category, three significant performance-related themes were 
developed: enhanced calmness and emotional self-control; 
better clarity and decision making; and improved focus 
and efficiency. 

Enhanced Calmness and Emotional Self-Control 
The ability to remain calm and maintain emotional self- 
control was identified by several participants as a signif-
icant performance-related challenge for Commissioned  
Officers, and they credited their meditation with enhancing 
this skill. One participant, using the metaphor of a circus 
performer, explained:

I find management is putting yourself constantly on a 
very tight rope, in difficult situations. There’s going to be 
an emotional component. There’s going to be anxiety, but 
you’re also doing it, like most acrobats in a circus, in front 
of a very large crowd. And the higher you are in manage-
ment and leadership, the more exposed you are. So that  
tight rope could lead to some very disastrous results if 
you’re not perfectly balanced. So, to me, meditation has  
influenced my leadership by keeping me balanced on 
that tight rope. 

Enhanced calmness due to meditation practice was also 
reported by those who felt they already possessed strong 

https://journalcswb.ca
https://twitter.com/JournalCSWB


MINDFUL POLICE LEADERSHIP, Sylven

160Journal of Community Safety and Well-Being, Vol 8(4), December 2023 | journalcswb.ca | @JournalCSWB

emotional control. One participant, who attributed this high 
level of self-control to a lengthy assignment as a member of a 
high-risk Emergency Response Team (ERT) explained:

My hair is never on fire. You know? I don’t lose control. 
As ERT members, […] we’ve been through the fires, and 
you’re able to deal with things calmly and never panic, 
but with meditation also comes that acceptance of what 
is. Something’s happened? Okay, well, let’s deal with it 
in a practical, sort of calm way.

Better Clarity and Decision Making
A second performance-related challenge raised by some par-
ticipants was the ability to make clear and correct decisions.  
Several officers credited meditation with improving this critical 
skill. As one participant explained: 

When I’m meditating is when I get those thoughts of 
“Wow! What about this?” As you know with meditation, 
sometimes your mind takes over, but it brings me down 
rabbit holes that I find I’m most creative, and I’m most 
accurate in my assessment of things.

The influence of meditation on decision making was 
particularly clear to one participant, who concluded, “I think 
at the end of the day, it comes down to […] you have a better 
ability to either make decisions, or to work through problems.” 
Linking directly to the practice of police leadership he added:

So, it will help you stay focused, and then it will help 
you make decisions. When all seems lost and you have to 
make those hard decisions, it helps focus you and you’ll 
find that clarity a little bit easier by doing it. Oh, and by 
the way, when you’re a leader, that’s what you need to 
be able to do, is find that clarity.

Improved Focus and Efficiency
A third performance-related challenge was the ability to 
maintain focus and efficiency while engaged in the many 
tasks required of Commissioned Officers. Meditation practice 
reportedly improved this critical skill for several participants. 
As one participant explained about her yoga practice: 

And as you know, being an Officer, there’s so much, 
there’s so much stuff going on in the head, at any given 
time […] So, if I can be efficient in my yoga practice, 
knowing that it is going to make me more efficient during 
my day and give me that clarity of mind, for me, it’s an 
investment of time that is well worth it.

This perception of enhanced efficiency was also echoed 
by another participant, who said, “So the fact that my medita-
tion practice and the yoga I do calms me, helps me be in the  
moment and not think too much about everything all the time, 
that helps me act more efficiently at work.” 

Influence on Relationships
Participants often mentioned how meditation enhanced 
the quality of their workplace relationships. Three themes 
developed in this broad category were: enhanced presence 

for others; improved conflict resolution practices; and greater 
compassion and empathy.

Enhanced Presence for Others
As described by participants, the workloads and demands 
placed on Commissioned Officers are significant. Yet, the 
importance of being fully present in the moment and undis-
tracted for others was also identified as a critically important 
relationship skill by some participants. As one participant 
stressed, “I remember a Police Chaplain telling me once that 
it’s about presence. Sometimes it’s not about words, it’s about 
presence. And being deliberately present. So, I think that’s 
one of the biggest challenges in police leadership these days.” 

The benefit of meditation practice for developing 
enhanced presence was shared by another participant, who 
explained, “The first thing that I would point to is […] the 
fact that if you have a practice of meditation, you have more 
of an awareness of self, and you’re more in the present.” 
Another participant placed similar importance on the con-
nection between presence, relationships, and the practice of 
meditation when he said, “So, I would tell you that’s probably 
where it helps me most with my leadership. Being as present 
as I can, in every moment, to ensure that I give my best to the 
people around me.”

Improved Conflict Resolution Practices
An additional relationship challenge mentioned by several 
participants was the ability to manage workplace conflict 
effectively. One participant noted that greater mindfulness 
derived from his meditation practice resulted in a shift in his 
approach to conflict resolution. He shared:

I’m finding now as a manager, particularly where I used to  
hate conflict, I was conflict avoidant, etc., I didn’t want  
to get into difficult conversations. Whereas now it’s like 
… I don’t want to say fun, it’s not fun. But it’s interesting. 
I use the mindfulness component of this as a practice, 
I’m curious about it. I’m curious about where the people 
are, and what they’re feeling, and why they’re feeling it.

Another participant described an incident that occurred 
during a recent external assignment to illustrate the role 
meditation plays for her in managing workplace conflict. 
She explained:

I practiced meditation every day while I was there, but 
also working with the [police agency], they asked […] 
“Where did you learn to get people together and have 
those hard conversations?” because unfortunately we 
had a situation that happened there. I said, “It’s just 
part of meditation, and being who you are.” And I truly 
believe that. They listened to me, and they said, “Can we 
bring you back?”

Greater Compassion and Empathy
A third way participants perceived that meditation influ-
enced their workplace relationships was by increasing their  
compassion and empathy. This compassion was for them-
selves, the people they are leading, and the community at large. 
For example, understanding the need for self-compassion was 
described by one participant in this way: 
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You know, it’s all well and good to stay on the diet when 
everything’s calm! (laughs) Whether it’s the diet, or 
contemplation, or meditation, it gets challenging when 
the pressures are on […] and that’s when you need it the 
most. So, just being kind to myself during those times, 
but also going “Hey, this would be a good time to do a 
walk or a meditation.”

One participant shared that he felt increased mindful-
ness and compassion is critical to regaining the public’s trust 
and to justly serve the most vulnerable in society:

I think in a time where public trust [in the police] is waver-
ing, in many ways… I think that the more mindful our  
officers are, the more compassionate[ly] they present 
to people, the more we will build and re-build trust, 
especially with our most vulnerable communities.

Influence on Well-Being
The final broad category drawn from the experiences of 
participants was how meditation influenced well-being. For 
several participants, this was the most important category, as 
they believed well-being was foundational to more than their 
careers. As one participant explained, “This is actually a tech-
nical skill that can be honed, that can be developed and [that] 
has a broad effect on every aspect of your life.” This broad 
category can be viewed through two themes: reduced harmful  
stress on the one hand and enhanced trauma resiliency and 
work/life integration on the other. 

Reduced Harmful Stress
Study participants frequently shared that operational and 
organizational workplace stress was significant in their work-
place and was an important reason for practicing meditation. 
As one Officer explained:

Every employee, of every rank, and every category within 
the [police service], is faced with tremendous pressure. 
Whether it be stress or emotional control, I think provid-
ing our employees with useful tools like meditation will 
allow us to be the best person we can be in those moments 
when the communities really need us.

The same participant went on to comment on the orga-
nizational benefits of reducing stress through meditation, 
including reducing the amount of employees off-duty sick 
(ODS) and decreasing the frequency of poor leadership caused 
by excessive stress:

I think it’s going to have an impact [on] stress man-
agement when it comes to ODS prevention, but also  
preventing regrettable incidents where our members 
get overstressed… or even when leaders get over-
whelmed by pressures and by stress, and probably 
[don’t] react the way they would have wanted to in a  
difficult situation. 

Enhanced Trauma Resiliency and Work/Life Integration
The need to develop and enhance personal resilience was also 
frequently raised by participants. As one participant explained:

This is all intertwined with resiliency and looking after 
yourself, self-maintenance, all the rest of it. We give our 
people a huge amount of tools to do their job, but if we 
introduced meditation at an entry-level stage, we would 
have one resilient population in terms of dealing with 
stress, not only with police work but the rest of the things 
that we deal with in society, right?

The need for resiliency was also viewed as essential for 
successful work/life integration. One participant explained 
the importance of this by rhetorically framing a series of 
questions to other police officers:

Another thing I would say as a selling point to members 
is this, “Hey, do you want to stay married? Do you want 
a successful relationship? Do you want your kids to like 
you? Do you want to have friends? You know, do you want 
to get along well with people? Do you want to be able to 
sleep at night? Well, this is part of what you’re going 
to need to do. Start building your resiliency practices so 
that you don’t wind up being another story.”

DISCUSSION

In this section, the study results are compared with the pre-
viously described literature on meditation and mindfulness 
practice for leaders in other workplaces. The study results 
are then examined alongside the three real-world challenges 
facing Canadian police managers introduced at the begin-
ning of this paper. The section concludes with the potential 
limitations of this study and suggestions for future research.

Reviewed Literature and the Study Results
When compared with the reviewed mindful leadership 
literature (Donaldson-Feilder et al., 2019; Marturano, 2015; 
Urrila, 2022; Zhou et al., 2023), the eight themes developed in 
this study are consistent with many of the previous findings 
(see Table I). For example, Donaldson-Feilder et al. concluded 
that mindfulness and meditation interventions may improve 
some aspects of leader well-being, resilience, and leadership 
capability. In this study, the themes of reduced harmful 
stress, enhanced trauma resilience and work/life integration, 
enhanced calmness and self-control, and improved conflict 
resolution practices align with Donaldson-Feilder et al.’s 
findings from non-police workplaces. 

Urrila (2022) identified that leader-specific mindfulness 
practice appeared to positively impact essential leader devel-
opment outcomes, such as personal well-being and productiv-
ity, and transformative leader development outcomes, such 
as forging positive relationships and inner growth. Themes 
developed in the current study that aligned with essential 
leader development outcomes included enhanced trauma 
resilience and improved focus and efficiency. Study themes 
associated with transformative leader development outcomes 
included enhanced presence for others, improved conflict 
resolution practices, greater work/life integration, and greater 
compassion and empathy. 

Zhou et al. (2023) concluded that leader mindfulness 
appears to have a positive influence on leader performance, 
relationships, and well-being as well as the performance and 
well-being of the leader’s followers. In this study, the themes 
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of enhanced calmness and emotional self-control, better 
clarity and decision making, improved conflict resolution 
practices, and reduced harmful stress align with the findings 
of Zhou et al.—although data on how these practices directly 
influenced followers’ performance and well-being was not 
collected in the present study. 

It is in the writing of Marturano (2015), however, that 
the closest connections can be made with many of the 
findings of this study. Her definition of a mindful leader as  
someone who “embodies leadership presence by cultivat- 
ing focus, clarity, creativity, and compassion in the service 
of others” (p. 11) is closely aligned with the study’s themes of 
enhanced presence for others, improved focus and efficiency, 
better clarity and decision making, and greater compassion 
and empathy. 

In summary, the mindful leadership literature referenced 
from outside of policing suggested that mindfulness and med-
itation practice may have a positive influence on the practice 
of leadership. In this study, the themes developed indicated 
this may also be the case for some Canadian commissioned 
police officers. Therefore, it is argued that this study begins 
to extend the findings from the referenced literature into the 
context of mindful police leadership.

Police Leadership Challenges and the Study Results
When viewed alongside the policing challenges described 
at the outset of this article—specifically, meeting commu-
nity safety needs and traditional law enforcement, strength- 
ening public trust in policing, and prioritizing the well- 
being of police professionals—the themes developed in this  
study suggest practicing meditation and mindfulness will 
benefit Canadian police leaders as they address these new 
responsibilities (see Table II).

Meeting Community Safety Needs and Traditional 
Law Enforcement
In 2023, Canadian police leaders are expected to ensure that 
their organizations are focused as much on meeting com-
munity safety needs as they are on meeting their traditional 
law enforcement mandates. This has not always been the case, 
as Griffiths and Dubord (2023) write:

In Canada, there has been a significant shift in the role of 
police influenced by the changing public safety, social, 
health and economic landscape. Current discourse 
suggests that police have a more prominent role in the 
context of broader community safety and well-being. This 
is especially true, with much of the day-to-day policing  
activities revolving around social and public health 
problems—or those committing “social crimes” due to 
health and social reasons. (p. 19)

At the heart of this challenge is the need for current and 
future police officers to embrace even greater collaboration 
with others working in social and public health organizations 
and to hold a new vision of what it means to be a police leader. 
As Taylor et al. (2022) explain:

Policing today and in the years ahead must be as much 
about public health as it is about enforcing the law. And 
with this change in mission, also changed are the requisite 
character, skills, knowledge, and attitudes for those who 
are to be invested with unique powers and state authorities 
and to effectively lead a police organization today. (p. 102)

Many of the themes developed in the present study 
support the necessary character, skills, and attitudes needed 

TABLE I Comparison of study themes with cited mindful leadership 
literature

Study Themes Mindful Leadership Literature

Job Performance

Enhanced calmness and 
emotional self-control

Donaldson-Fielder et al. (2019)

Better clarity and decision 
making

Zhou et al. (2022), Marturano 
(2015)

Improved focus and efficiency Urrila (2022), Marturano (2015)

Relationships

Enhanced presence for others Urrila (2022), Marturano (2015)

Improved conflict resolution 
practices

Donaldson-Fielder et al. (2019), 
Zhou et al. (2022)

Greater compassion and 
empathy

Urrila (2022), Marturano (2015)

Well-Being

Reduced harmful stress Donaldson-Fielder et al. (2019), 
Zhou et al. (2022)

Enhanced trauma resiliency 
and work/life integration

Donaldson-Fielder et al. (2019), 
Urrila (2022)

TABLE II Comparison of study themes with identified police leadership 
challenges

Study Themes Canadian Police  
Leadership Challenges

Job Performance

Enhanced calmness and 
emotional self-control

Community safety, workplace 
well-being

Better clarity and decision 
making

Community safety, strengthening 
public trust

Improved focus and efficiency Community safety

Relationships

Enhanced presence for others Community safety, strengthening 
public trust, workplace well-being

Improved conflict resolution 
practices

Rebuilding public trust, workplace 
well-being

Greater compassion and 
empathy

Community safety, strengthening 
public trust, workplace well-being

Well-Being

Reduced harmful stress Workplace well-being

Enhanced trauma resiliency 
and work/life integration

Workplace well-being
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in this new vision of a Canadian police leader. Even further, it 
is argued that the reported outcomes of meditation and mind-
fulness practice appear to open new and essential pathways 
to 21st century police leadership and culture. For example, 
enhanced calmness, emotional self-control, and being pres-
ent for others are essential characteristics for collaboration. 
Similarly, clarity in decision making, maintaining focus, and 
working efficiently are vital skills for police leaders when 
managing competing law enforcement and community safety 
demands. Enhanced compassion and empathy for the com-
munity is also an attitude that is foundational to the vision 
of a modern collaborative police leader held by Taylor et al. 
(2022) and was specifically highlighted by study participants. 
Taken together, these themes suggest that the practice of 
mindfulness and meditation will benefit Canadian leaders 
as they work to ensure their organizations meet community 
safety needs and traditional law enforcement mandates.

Strengthening Public Trust in Policing
For many Canadians, trust, confidence, and support for their 
local police organizations were consistently positive between 
the years 2000 and 2019. After 2020, however, positive percep-
tions of the police dropped sharply in Canada, as well as in 
the United States and the United Kingdom (Ruddell, 2022). 
Based on an analysis of Canadian public safety surveys, 
Ruddell concluded:

The death of George Floyd in police custody appears to 
be the primary driver in this loss of the public’s trust and 
confidence. A secondary reason for this decrease may be 
a growing antipathy towards all government institutions 
after the onset of the pandemic and making the police 
responsible for enforcing regulations that a significant 
proportion of the public perceives as illegitimate. (p. 51) 

A deeper view of this change, however, is that Canada’s 
colonial and patriarchal past cemented a systemically rac-
ist justice system that has overpoliced and under-protected 
women, Indigenous, racialized, and marginalized communi-
ties for decades (Roach, 2022). Strengthening public trust will 
not be a quick fix. The outcomes of regular meditation practice 
identified in this study are critical for leaders to possess if they 
hope to build greater public trust with their communities in 
the 21st century. 

Prioritizing the Well-Being of Police Professionals
It is within the challenge of prioritizing the well-being of  
individuals inside police organizations that mindfulness 
practice may have the most to offer. It has been argued that the 
profession of policing is experiencing a global mental health 
and wellness crisis (Edwards, 2023). Although police work 
has always been understood as stressful, dangerous, and 
likely traumatizing, when coupled with a stoic organizational 
culture that can devalue seeking help, the frequency of post-
traumatic stress disorder and other mental illnesses inside 
police agencies and other Canadian public safety professions 
has become staggering (Carleton et al., 2018; Carleton et al., 
2020; Heber et al., 2023; Papazoglou et al., 2021). 

It is not an exaggeration to say that addressing the well-
being challenge is critical to the future of Canadian policing 
and community safety. As Jackson and Theroux (2023) explain:

The mental health and wellness of the workforce is not 
a sector-specific issue; it is a human issue—one facing 
every single police service in Canada and, indeed, glob-
ally […] We recognize that you cannot have safe, healthy, 
and resilient communities without a safe, healthy, and 
resilient police workforce. Full stop. (p. S4)

The attitudes and behaviours that police leaders dem-
onstrate inside their organizations has been highlighted as 
essential to resolving this challenge. As Edwards (2023) argues:

Police leaders can no longer afford to be passive partici-
pants in the declining mental health of those men and 
women who put service before self […] consciously or not, 
they play a pivotal role in creating the type of environ-
ment that either promotes or erodes mental and emotional  
safety. (pp. S50–S51)

Based on this study, engaging in meditation and mind-
fulness practices may benefit police leaders as they work to 
create psychologically safer police organizations. For exam-
ple, enhanced leader presence would increase an employee’s 
sense of being heard and valued. Similarly, improved conflict 
resolution practices could result in employees feeling less 
stress when workplace disagreements arise. 

The experiences of study participants also indicated that 
leaders who engage in mindfulness practice will support 
their own well-being. All police leaders begin as frontline 
police officers. When they are eventually assigned leadership 
responsibilities, they will be influenced by their own history 
of traumatic and difficult experiences. Having the ability 
to enhance their own calmness and emotional self-control, 
reduce their harmful stress, and enhance their trauma resil-
iency and work/life integration through mindfulness practice 
is vital for police leaders’ own well-being and is essential if 
they are to play a role in the well-being of others. 

Study Limitations and Suggested Areas for  
Future Research
This study extends the referenced literature on mindful lead-
ership into the realm of police leadership. It also suggests that 
mindfulness and meditation practice will benefit Canadian 
police leaders as they address their most significant leader-
ship challenges. There are, however, several study limitations 
and areas for future research that require highlighting.

Most notably, only Commissioned Officers who believed 
meditation positively influenced their practice of police leader-
ship participated in this study. It is possible that other Com-
missioned Officers, who have practiced meditation and found 
it had no influence on their leadership practice, chose not to 
participate in the study. Even further, several studies have 
concluded that the practice of meditation and mindfulness 
may be challenging, difficult, and even distressing for some 
individuals (Lindahl et al., 2017, Britton et al., 2021). However, 
these perceptions did not appear in this study. 

A suggestion for future research, then, is a brief confiden-
tial online survey that explores this study’s results with all  
Commissioned Officers from this police agency. This survey 
would require significantly less investment of participant 
time and could provide an opportunity for individuals who 
practice meditation but do not feel it positively influences their 
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leadership practice, or who have had adverse experiences with 
the practice of meditation, to add their voices to the discussion. 

Further, the participant inclusion criteria for this study 
were Commissioned Officers with a regular practice of medita-
tion (Frizzel et al., 2016; Walsh & Shapiro, 2006). As the percent-
age of Commissioned Officers in this police agency accounts 
for approximately 10% of all police officers in formal leader-
ship roles, expanding the study to include Non-Commissioned 
Officers and other non-sworn police leaders would deepen  
the understanding of how meditation practice may influence the  
practice of leadership at different ranks in the police organization.

Finally, this study sought to understand how medita-
tion and mindfulness practice might influence the practice of 
leadership from the perspective of the leaders. As Zhou et al. 
(2023) report, leader mindfulness appears to also influence 
the performance and well-being of the leaders’ followers. 
Future research within the context of policing that examines 
the perceptions of the peers, followers, supervisors, and com-
munity members who regularly engage with a police leader 
who regularly practices meditation is a necessary next step.

CONCLUSION

The challenges facing Canadian police managers in the early 
21st century will require them to possess significant personal 
resources. Research into mindfulness training and meditation 
has suggested that these practices can benefit leaders in other 
workplace contexts; however, until this study, little was known 
about how these mental practices might benefit police leaders. 
Results from this study begin to extend the cited literature on 
mindful leadership from other workplace contexts into the 
realm of police leadership. 

Further, based on the discussions that occurred with 
these police leaders, adopting a mindfulness or meditation 
practice may benefit Canadian police leaders as they address 
the challenges of meeting community safety needs, strength-
ening public trust, and prioritizing the well-being of police 
professionals. By doing so, it is possible that meditation and 
mindfulness practice may open new and essential pathways 
to 21st century police leadership. Although this study has 
limitations and further research is warranted, it does suggest 
that developing a regular meditation practice is something 
that all current and future Canadian police leaders should 
begin to contemplate.
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