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ABSTRACT

The setting of policing exposes its officers to a host of negative health outcomes physiologically, psychologically, and spiritu-
ally. Policing mindsets around accessing mental health are far from fixing the epidemic of its mental health crisis or being
able to sustain a healthy workforce. Policing is losing the battle with a misguided and a scientifically misinformed war on
drugs. Canadian legislators are shifting mindsets from decriminalizing substance use towards applying a public health
lens to the mycelium underlying its root causes. So too should its peace officers—not just to restore peace in society—but
also in their own minds and in their dysregulated nervous systems by synergizing psilocybin’s neural benefits with
mindfulness-based psychotherapy. Western science’s exploration into the healing magic of mushrooms and mindfulness
isinitsinfancy compared with the centuries of wisdom from both Indigenous science and eastern contemplative traditions.
Not only does their fusion amplify hope for those suffering but perhaps it offers a scientific key to the neurogenesis of
resilience. This is a pracademic trip driven by a retired and now reformed agent from Canada’s War on Drugs.

Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds

I wasborn the same year as the War on Drugs (Richard Nixon
Foundation, 1971) and my older sister, the year that the Beatles
recorded Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds—believed by some to
be an LSD acronym (Dyck, 2007; Shirbon, 2015). Throughout
the 1970s, my older brother and I played John and Poncho riding
the mean streets of our hometown with hockey cards in the
spokes of our moto-cross bicycles (Rosner, 1977). In addition
to re-enacting CHiPs, we dive-bombed the rec room furniture
playing SW.AT.s theme song on our 8-track boom box, and
once we slid over the hood of our grandma’s replica Starsky
and Hutch Gran Torino (Hamner & Husky, 1975; Blinn, 1975).
Much like these original television series’ new era do-overs,
psychedelics are also experiencing a resurrection. I grew up to
become a police officer working in surveillance, dealing with
gangs, and enforcing the War on Drugs. Dysregulation, empa-
thetic distress, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
ended my professional War on Drugs career early after two
decades and served as aliminal portal to mindfulness, mind-
body science, and advocating for plant medicine. Drug enforcer
to drug dealer. Well, not exactly—but pretty darn close. I prac-
tice in mindfulness-based and psychedelic-assisted therapies
with those I'm privileged to serve on the sunset side of the
blue line. What a trip! Now how the heck did that happen?
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The Systemic Problem with Drugs

The political agenda of the War on Drugs targeted the recre-
ational use of drugs, but for decades, it also stalled the clini-
cal research into the healing potential of novel drugs for a
multitude of psychological afflictions crippling society (Nutt
etal.,, 2013). Sadly, the biggest impact of the War on Drugs
was marginalizing the marginalized even further (Botschner
etal, 2023). And it still is. The purpose of this narrative is to
introduce the science of a synergistic effect between mind-
fulness-based interventions (MBI) and psilocybin-assisted
therapy (PAT)—for Canadian police populations, for their
leadership, and for their governance. Its purpose is not an
exhaustive review, nor a deep dive into the neuroscience—but
abridging of two novel, evidence-based, and logistically fea-
sible interventions potentiating hope and healing in policing’s
mental health epidemic. It also requires a shift in mindset.

This is Not Your Brain on Drugs

As a teenager  was bombarded with commercials about an
egg frying on a buttery pan—a public service fear campaign
directed at youth to demonstrate the devastatingly permanent
effects of using drugs such as LSD (Pytka, 1986). The myth
was further perpetuated by my police academy training and
strongly reinforced by my police culture’s demonizing view
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of drug users. Interestingly, neither my police academy train-
ing nor my police culture were informed by science—or a
training day with a pharmacologist. That came a year and
ahalf after I retired, and its effects are still mind-manifesting
today (Osmond, 1957; Kaplan, 2016). If you surveyed police
officers to list the pharmacological safety profiles of several
substances from least harmful to the most, how might they
sequence these: psilocybin (magic mushrooms); LSD; MDMA
(ecstasy); ketamine; cannabis; tobacco; cocaine; heroin; and
alcohol? Would it be surprising that tobacco is nearly on par
with cocaine at the higher end of the harm scale (Nutt et al.,
2010)? How about that LSD is significantly less harmful than
heroin (Nutt et al., 2010)? Or—that LSD is effective in treating
substance-use disorders (Dyck, 2007; Dyck, 2012; Fuentes
etal, 2020; Winkelman, 2014)? In the police culture I worked
in, we tailgated after shift using alcohol, dark humour, and
othering to maladaptively diffuse the day. [For reference, the
substances listed above are ordered from the least to the most
harmful (Nuttetal, 2010).] After a day of agenting the War on
Drugs agenda, we socialized by drinking the #1 harmful sub-
stance on the list—and it was legal. Imagine the backlash if we
used the least harmful and illegal one... magic mushrooms?
Unfortunately, our maladaptive behaviour didn’t diffuse or
flush the toxins from our psycho-physiological systems, it just
created heavy sediment. Which segues nicely into a trauma-
relevant, evidence-informed discussion about mindfulness
and magic mushrooms instead of alcohol to metabolize the
harm police officers experience during their careers. Optimiz-
ing their mental health promotes better decision-making in
crisis situations, and it makes them healthier humans when
they return to their families and to their communities, thus
reducing harm for both the police and the public they serve.

This is Your Brain

The brain is a complex network of neural pathways and brain
regions. Two of those networks are relevant and helpful in
a discussion about how trauma, mindfulness, and magic
mushrooms intersect. The breadth of research on neurosci-
ence, mindfulness, and psychedelics is exploding, with each
its own complexity. Metaphors can be helpful tools in sim-
plifying and understanding this complexity, and in bridging
the alignment between them. Imagine a driver choosing a
high-performance sports car transmission profile. Do they
choose an automatic one or a manual one? For fuel economy,
to maximize engine performance, and to regulate power
purposefully and sustainably they likely choose a manual
transmission. It's no different with the brain’s engine and the
fuel that enters it as experience. In the brain’s engine system,
the brain region called the Task Positive Network (TPN) is
like a gas pedal. It’s the place where brain functions like
attention, awareness, and interoception live. The brain region
called the Default Mode Network (DMN) is akin to its brak-
ing system and it’s where functions like mind-wandering,
self-referential thinking, and rumination live. The TPN and
the DMN are mostly alternating systems and generally nega-
tively correlated (Di & Biswal, 2014; Fox et al., 2005; Fox et al.,
2009). When task-oriented, the TPN is active, and the DMN
is dampened and vice-versa. Connectivity issues within and
between these networks correlate with many brain challenges
such as autism, depression, and schizophrenia (Daniels et al.,
2010). Brain imaging in patients with PTSD demonstrates
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the difficulty in switching between the TPN and DMN and
reduced connectivity in the DMN (Daniels et al., 2010).
Reduced DMN connectivity is also associated with combat
exposure to trauma—even absent a PTSD diagnosis (DiGangi
et al.,, 2016). An optimized brain fluidly shifts and balances
between these brain regions without grinding its gears, burn-
ing its fuel, or wearing out its brake pads. An optimized brain
is psychologically flexible.

This is Your Brain on Trauma

The brain is affected by trauma, and it impacts each person
individually according to their epigenetic, physiological, and
psychological circumstance, influenced by both internal
and external environments (set and setting). But despite
trauma, the brain is also resilient and incredibly plastic
(Bremner, 2006; Merzenich et al., 2014). Emerging research is
mapping both trauma and resilience signatures in the brain,
guiding interventions to target regions involved such as
DMN connectivity (Zhu et al.,, 2022). Post-traumatic growth
(PTG) happens after trauma not before. Grit develops at the
tension of passion with perseverance, not in a resistance-free
environment (Duckworth et al., 2007). This is not a treatise
to rationalize discrimination against those with lived expe-
rience in suffering because they might develop PTSD. The
intention is to create salutogenic structures and interventions,
both preventive and therapeutic, to maximize thriving and
healing regardless of the environment but especially for when
operational stress injuries (OSIs) occur. Because it’s not a
question of if OSIs will occur in the span of a policing career,
it’s a matter of when (Goerling, personal communication,
November 12, 2016).

The body keeps score, even if the mind is unaware (van der
Kolk, 2014). By the time a police officer’s brain enters polic-
ing, it arrives with a history of experiences and live-wired
neural circuitry. A person can store trauma epigenetically,
be impacted by adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), or
be imprinted through some other developmental experience
(Bremner, 2006; Roth et al., 2022; Yehuda, & Lehrner, 2018). And
each of these, or their accumulation, can prime OSIs given the
right setting, and especially when the operational system is
rife with trauma. Roth et al. (2022) examined ACEs within
a Canadian and American public safety personnel (PSP)
population and found possible mechanisms, such as moral
injury and difficulties with emotional regulation, relating
to adverse mental health conditions after trauma exposure.
Similarly, Papazoglou et al. (2020) found that moral injury was
predictive of PTSD in a police sample. Regardless of these
prior experiences, the policing environment adds chronic
operational and organizational stressors, high exposure to
trauma and suffering, maladaptive coping, and a culture of
mental health stigma risking subjecting its officers to a host
of negative health outcomes (Carleton et al., 2017; Carleton
et al., 2020; Grupe, 2023; Lentz et al., 2022; Ricciardelli et al.,
2018; Stevenson, 2022; Violanti et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2016).
Not surprisingly, this allostatic load creates unwell officers
who make unwise decisions, resulting in damage to their
communities, to their families, and to their brains.

This Is Your Brain on Mindfulness
Mindfulness is the brain’s metaphorical gear shift. A vehicle
can slow down by applying pressure on the brakes, or without
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its braking system simply by using its gears. Agency is the
power to manage the engine system manually as needed, to
fluidly toggle between acceleration (TPN) and deceleration
(DMN), depending on road conditions, and to optimize peak
engine performance, maximizing its resources. The efficacy
of MBIs to positively impact Canadian police officer well-
being is becoming well established in research (Stevenson,
2022). Acting on the evidence, which includes reducing
aggression, alcohol use, and working memory degradation
while improving psychological flexibility, resilience, sleep
quality, emotional regulation, and distress tolerance, is long
overdue (Christopher et al., 2016; Christopher et al., 2018;
Christopher et al., 2020; Fitzhugh et al., 2019; Fleischmann
etal., 2021; Grupe et al., 2021; Jha et al., 2020; Kaplan et al.,
2020; Sylven, 2023). Further, MBIs are shown to both increase
grey matter plasticity in executive function brain regions
and strengthen connectivity in the DMN (Kral et al., 2022;
Tang et al., 2020; Sezer et al., 2022). In MBIs, mindset is a key
psycho-educational and experiential learning component
which begins with the skill development of making the
implicit explicit. “Until you make the unconscious conscious,
it will direct your life and you will call it fate (Jung, n.d.).”
In noticing sensations, emotions, thoughts, and behaviours—
the implicit becomes explicit and a person is empowered to
respond to stimulus, instead of habitually reacting to it. This
builds not only agency but self-efficacy. Learning and build-
ing psychological flexibility is foundational in efficacious
MBIs such as mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR)
and mindfulness-based resilience training (MBRT), as well
as psycho-therapeutic modalities such as acceptance and
commitment therapy (ACT), dialectical behavioural therapy
(DBT), and mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT)
(Boyd et al., 2018; Christopher et al., 2016; Gloster et al., 2020;
Grossman et al., 2004; Linehan et al., 1991).

This Is Your Brain on Mushrooms

Suggesting police officers use psilocybin is not in the context
of recreational use or after-shift tailgating. Set and setting
are core components of safe and effective PAT protocols
administered by supportive, interdisciplinary teams of
regulated health practitioners (Carhart-Harris & Goodwin,
2017; Carhart-Harris et al., 2018; Griffiths et al., 2016; Griffiths
etal., 2018; Krediet et al., 2020; MacCallum et al., 2022). The
set relates to mindset and the setting refers to the therapeutic
environment. The assertion is to use psilocybin as a medicinal
agent to treat and to mitigate the overexposure to trauma
and suffering police officers experience throughout their
careers—and to catalyze neuroplasticity and optimized
brain functioning in conjunction with mindfulness-based
therapeutic interventions.

There is a resurgence in psilocybin clinical research,
and its effects are described as a reset mechanism within the
brain (Carhart-Harris et al., 2017). Psilocybin’s therapeutic use
spans hundreds if not thousands of years within Indigenous
medicinal practices and it is characterized by low toxicity as
well as low abuse potential within western biomedical sys-
tems (Carhart-Harris & Goodwin, 2017; Johnson & Griffiths,
2017; Krediet et al, 2020). Psilocybin is found in over 100 species
of mushrooms and works as a serotonin agonist on some of
the brain’s receptors, positively influencing behaviour when
paired with psychotherapeutic interventions (Johnson &
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Griffiths, 2017). The use of neural imaging is illuminating
psilocybin’s effect beyond psychometric measures, showing
reduced DMN recruitment and increased global functional
connectivity of executive function brain networks (Daws et
al.,, 2022). In keeping with the automotive metaphor, psilo-
cybin is like fuel injector cleaner helping remove harmful
deposits and sediment interfering with the combustion
system of a brain’s engine performance. Early classic psyche-
delic research in the 1950s and 1960s produced hundreds of
scientific publications, involving thousands of patients, exam-
ining psychedelics’ positive impacts with a variety of psycho-
logical conditions, including trauma, but was halted due to
psychedelics’ scheduling as controlled substances (Griffiths
etal, 2016; Krediet et al., 2020). These mid-century research
methods were not as rigorous as in the current psychedelic
renaissance, but their findings are similar. In their review,
Ziff et al. (2022) assessed the safety and the potential of PAT
for treating substance use, depression, and mood disorders
(in end-of-life populations) and found it efficacious. These
are similar comorbidities to those in PTSD’s profile. Recent
psilocybin research relating to depression, substance use,
anxiety, and obsessive-compulsive disorder led to its Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) breakthrough designation
for depression (Krediet et al., 2020). Psilocybin research
demonstrates reduced amygdala reactivity while enhancing
mindfulness, creativity, empathy, insight, connectedness, and
acceptance—all critical mechanisms in developing psycho-
logical flexibility—Dbut also for its therapeutic potential in
treating PTSD (Krediet et al., 2020). In evaluating psilocybin
use, researchers found it produced mystical experiences that
involved a profound sense of spiritual meaning (Griffiths et
al., 2006). University of British Columbia researchers conduct-
ing an online survey of self-selected micro-dosers (1=8703)
found that, across gender, micro-dosing correlated with
lower reporting of both depression and anxiety (Rootman
etal, 2021). In 85% of their sample, psilocybin was reported
by respondents as the substance used. Griffiths et al. (2016)
similarly found sustained effects in lowering depression
and anxiety in those with end-of-life distress, while dem-
onstrating increases in optimism, acceptance, and quality
of life—which were sustained 6 months post-treatment. In
depression, PAT is demonstrating substantial and sustained
effects lasting up to 12 months post-treatment (Carhart-Harris
etal., 2017; Carhart-Harris et al., 2018; Gukasyan et al., 2022).
Davis et al. (2023) propose a study protocol for psilocybin’s
use with PTSD-diagnosed veterans, and Canadian companies
Apex and Halucinex are conducting clinical trials examining
PAT with PTSD in military veterans and treatment-resistant
PTSD (Apex Labs, 2023; NIH, 2022).

This Is Your Bionic Brain

It won't cost the public healthcare system $6 million to build
—or rebuild—a bionic brain, nor does it need to be Steve
Austin’s (Caiden, 1970). The per participant cost to cultivate
ametta-human in a group-based PAT (including introductory
mindfulness skills) in Canada is approximately $2800 (Roots
to Thrive, 2023). And its intervention is weeks-long not years.
A culturally-informed, evidence-based MBI such as MBRT,
combined with PAT offers the potential of an accelerated, sus-
tained, and economically viable psychotherapeutic option to
stem the tidal wave of mental unwellness in Canadian police
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populations. Griffiths et al., (2018) examined the synergy of a
secular MBI with PAT using a double-blind design, showing
enduring changes but also “robust interactive positive effects”
between dosing of psilocybin with added meditation practice
supports (p. 67). In an experienced population of meditators,
Smigielski et al. (2019) found psilocybin enhanced the depth
of meditation and noted greater positive effect in psychosocial
functioning 4-months post-MBI in the psilocybin group com-
pared with the placebo (2019). Mindfulness-based interven-
tions and PAT are complementary, correlate to increased trait
mindfulness, and demonstrate that fusing the neurogenic
and anxiolytic benefits of MBIs with PATs amplifies their
impacts (Eleftheriou & Thomas, 2021). This creates traction for
its human drivers, but also cleaner operating systems using
plant-based fuels already formatted to work with human
neural receptors. Mixing PAT with an MBI is like adding a
non-toxic, environmentally friendly, dilithium crystal warp
drive to your brain’s combustion system (Star Trek, 2023). Said
differently, it’s “cerebral harmony” (Alvarez de Lorenzana,
2023, 19:19). Practicing mindfulness and PAT increases both
psychological flexibility and ego dissolution, contributing to
changes in neurophysiology, connectedness, and meaning
making (Hendricks, 2018). It’s a magic-making mindset.

Future Directions

A significant barrier for police officers in accessing mental
health support is their own culture. The attitudes of the War
on Drugs mindset still strongly permeate this culture, as
does mental health stigma. The psychedelic renaissance is
inits infancy, and there is no published research involving
Canadian police officers and PAT... yet. This void does not
mean a lack of evidence. Since psilocybin is a controlled sub-
stance in Canada, its access is either through the unregulated
underground or through Health Canada exemption typically
for end-of-life distress.

Although its implementation has been delayed, the Cana-
dian government amended legislation authorizing medical
assistance in dying (MAID) for those with prolonged and
treatment-resistant mental health conditions. Accessing plant
medicines such as psilocybin for the same afflictions is still
very tightly restricted (DOJ, 2023). Those at the frontlines of
Canada’s health system are pushing back against this barrier
as doctors, nurses, and therapists are filing for emergency
Health Canada special access to allow this novel treatment
(Fraser, 2023). Wider availability could help buffer the epi-
demic of mental health crises in this country. The Canadian
Association of Chiefs of Police (CACP) recommends a public
health perspective in decriminalizing personal possession
for civilian Canadian citizens (CACP, 2020). This same public
health perspective needs to be applied to its own member-
ship—in both training and availability of varied psycho-
logical support systems. Police governance must take greater
action not only in normalizing access to mental health sup-
ports but in mitigating its operational and cultural barriers.
Leaders must better inform themselves and their members
onnovel, evidence-based treatments such as meditation and
psychedelics, as their members are at significantly higher
risk for developing negative mental health conditions than
civilian Canadians (Carleton et al., 2017; Lentz et al., 2022).
Synergizing the evidence-based magic of mindfulness with
efficacious psycho-therapeutic interventions using psilocybin
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potentiates peace, ending an outdated war on drugs for all
populations involved.
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