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ABSTRACT

Canadian police organizations are under significant pressure to enhance the health and wellness of their employees. Grow-
ing research suggests that training in meditation and mindfulness can contribute to the well-being of police personnel and 
may even be a catalyst for police reform. Limited research, however, has been conducted that seeks to understand how 
these practices should be introduced into Canadian police organizations. This article contributes to this understanding 
by sharing results from an exploratory study that asked 11 Commissioned Officers, who regularly practice meditation, to 
identify the key factors that should be considered when introducing mindfulness practice into their large Canadian police 
service. Using semi-structured interviews and focus groups, and guided by a reflexive thematic analysis approach, six 
themes were developed. These can be viewed as both barriers (invincibility and stigma; overworked and overstressed; 
and checkbox cynicism) and bridges (credible champions; the whole person perspective; and the philosophy of servant 
leadership) to the successful introduction of meditation and mindfulness practices into Canadian police organizations. 
This study advances the literature on introducing mindfulness to policing as it is one of the first to focus on the percep-
tions of mindfulness practicing Commissioned Police Officers. It also offers practical suggestions for police leaders, and 
leaders from other public safety professions, to consider when contemplating the introduction of these mental practices 
into their organizations.

Key Words Canadian police leadership; police employee well-being; introducing mindfulness to policing; servant 
leadership.

INTRODUCTION

In 2023, Canadian police organizations were under sig-
nificant pressure to improve the health and well-being of 
their employees (Edwards, 2023; Jackson & Theroux, 2023; 
Thompson & Tam-Seto, 2023). This call to action has grown 
stronger over the past 5 years as emerging research has led 
to a better understanding of the depth and breadth of trauma 
and stress carried by police and other public safety profes-
sionals (Carleton et al., 2018; Heber et al., 2023; Papazoglou 
et al., 2021; Ricciardelli et al., 2018).

A variety of interconnected occupational factors are 
reportedly driving this crisis in wellness. For example, Ric-
ciardelli and Johnston (2022) identified chronic workload and 
burnout, work-life imbalance, poor perceptions of leadership, 

and the stigma associated with seeking mental health treat-
ment as major contributors. Similarly, Reid (2023) highlighted 
staff shortages, low morale, high levels of fatigue, and the 
existential threat to Canadian policing due to diminished 
public trust as driving factors. Regardless of the reasons, 
it is a serious problem that extends beyond policing, and 
directly impacts Canadian society. As Jackson and Theroux 
(2023) explained:

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)
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Identifying which evidence-based programs should 
be introduced to build a safe, healthy, and resilient police 
workforce is up for discussion. In February 2023, the Journal 
of Community Safety and Well-Being published a special 
issue that focused on ideas from around the world to pro-
mote first responder wellness (Taylor, 2023). Topics in the 
issue included: leadership interventions for alcohol abuse in 
police and public safety organizations (Rinkoff, 2023); peer-
led workplace reintegration programs following significant 
injury or illness (Jones et al., 2023); mental health stigma and 
help-seeking intentions in police employees (Grupe, 2023); 
and the use of meditation and other contemplative practices 
by some Canadian police officers (Sylven, 2023a).

This study relates to the last topic, and was part of a 
broader research project that examined the practice of medi-
tation and police leadership. More specifically, the current 
study explores the introduction of meditation and mindful-
ness training into Canadian police organizations. Much like 
the growing interest in mindfulness for other professions 
(Dhiman, 2021; Reina et al., 2022; Urrila, 2022b), interest in 
mindfulness for the well-being of police employees is also 
on the rise (Fleischmann et al., 2022; Stevenson, 2022; Sylven, 
2023b; Withrow et al., 2023). However, a gap currently exists in 
the research literature on how best to introduce these mental 
practices into Canadian police organizations.

The purpose of this article is to advance the literature by 
sharing results from an exploratory qualitative study which 
asked 11 Canadian police managers, who self-identified as 
regular meditation practitioners, how mindfulness train-
ing should be introduced into policing. More precisely, the 
research question guiding this article was, “What organi-
zational factors should be considered when introducing 
mindfulness practice into a large Canadian police agency?”

The article begins by identifying the definitions of mind-
fulness and meditation that guided this study. A review of the 
selected empirical research on mindfulness and meditation 
training for policing is then provided, as well as a description 
of the methodology employed in the current study. Next, the 
themes are presented, which are supported by selected quotes 
from the study participants. A discussion then follows in 
which each theme is examined against aspects of the selected 
literature. The practical implications of each theme, as well as 
suggested areas for future research and potential limitations 
of this study, are also considered.

Study Definitions
Mindfulness training and meditation practice have been 
components of religious traditions for thousands of years; 
however, interest in the secular use of mindfulness has grown 
exponentially in the past three decades (Bartlett et al., 2019; 
Donaldson-Feilder et al., 2019; Eby et al., 2019; Good et al., 
2016). With this growth, researchers have highlighted the 
importance of definitional clarity in mindfulness studies 
(Shabaz & Parker, 2021; van Dam et al., 2018). Accordingly, 
the following definitions of mindfulness, meditation, and 
regular meditation practice were used in this study.

Mindfulness
For this study, mindfulness was defined as a state of con-
sciousness characterized by “an enhanced attention to and 
awareness of current experience or present reality” (Brown & 

Ryan, 2003, p. 822). Although it is understood that everyone 
possesses a basic ability to be mindful, it is also understood 
that mindfulness as a temporary mental state, and an endur-
ing dispositional trait, can be strengthened by regularly 
engaging in mindfulness training such as meditation and 
other related contemplative practices (Brown & Ryan, 2003; 
Jamieson & Tuckey, 2017).

Meditation
From the multiple available definitions of meditation, Walsh 
and Shapiro’s (2006) definition was selected for this study. 
They proposed meditation 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 prac-
tice, the definition from a previous phenomenological study 
exploring the influence of meditation on the leadership 
development of managers was adopted (Frizzell et al., 2016). 
They defined regular meditation practice as training at least 
three times per week, for at least 3 months. For the purposes 
of this article, mindfulness training, mindfulness practice, 
and meditation are used interchangeably.

Selected Empirical Research on Mindfulness and 
Meditation for Policing
Research into the health and wellness outcomes of mind-
fulness training for police employees has progressed 
significantly in the past 5 years (Fleischmann et al., 2022; 
Stevenson, 2022; Withrow et al., 2023). For example, early 
pilot and feasibility studies were conducted which involved 
police participation in mindfulness-based intervention train-
ing programs. These studies reported reduced aggression, 
burnout, and sleep disturbances in these police officers, as 
well as increased dispositional trait mindfulness, resilience, 
and emotional regulation (Bergman et al., 2016; Christopher 
et al., 2016; Eddy et al., 2021; Kaplan et al., 2017).

More recently, wait-listed randomized control trial 
(RCT) studies of mindfulness-based training interventions 
for police employees have been carried out internationally. 
These include studies with Brazilian police officers (Trombka 
et al., 2021), United Kingdom police professionals (Fitzhugh 
et al., 2023), and police officers working in the United States 
(Grupe et al., 2021a). Collectively, the findings from these 
RCTs suggest greater improvements in the quality of life and 
well-being for police employees who underwent a mindful-
ness training intervention than those participants who were 
assigned to a wait-listed control group.

However, information and research on how best to 
introduce mindfulness and meditation training into police 
organizations are limited. It is understood these practices 
were initially introduced by several police organizations in 
the U.S. to improve the mental wellness and performance 
of their employees (Effron, 2017; Kelly, 2017). Later, several 
mindfulness-based mind fitness training programs, tailor-
made for policing, were developed and introduced to more 
police agencies (Zielinska, 2019). Recently, the International 
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Association of Chiefs of Police (2022) created a mindfulness 
toolkit for law enforcement officers with examples of medita-
tion practices for officers to do on their own time.

Grupe et al. (2021b), in the book Interventions, Training, 
and Technologies for Improved Police Well-Being and Performance, 
provided suggestions for introducing mindfulness training 
to police organizations. These included the following: finding 
internal mindfulness champions; introducing a variety of 
voluntary mindfulness practices; taking a trauma-informed 
approach; and making a long-term commitment to the overall 
wellness of police employees.

In addition to the health and well-being benefits of 
mindfulness for police employees, Grupe et al. (2021b) also 
posited about the potential long-term benefits of mindfulness 
practice as a catalyst for police reform. They argued mindful-
ness practice “can contribute to widespread cultural changes 
in the policing institution that are needed to reimagine the 
profession, save lives, and bring greater justice to communi-
ties that have historically been marginalized by the criminal 
justice system” (p. 127). They also cautioned that, “To realize 
this ambitious and transformative vision, it is critical to think 
deeply and carefully about how these practices are adapted, 
introduced, and delivered to police officers” (p. 128).

In summary, it is clear that evidence supporting the 
effectiveness of mindfulness training for police officers is 
growing. It is also clear that more research is needed that 
explores how best to introduce mindfulness training into 
Canadian policing to improve the wellness of employees and 
potentially become a catalyst for police reform.

METHOD

The current study sought to answer the research question 
“What organizational factors should be considered when 
introducing mindfulness practice into a large Canadian police 
agency?” To do so, an exploratory qualitative methodology 
(Yin, 2016; Klenke, 2016) was used to gather and interpret the 
perceptions of a cohort of Commissioned Police Officers who 
regularly practiced mindfulness.

More specifically, semi-structured interviews with 
individual participants, followed by focus group discussions 
were the two methods used to generate data. In this section, 
a brief description of the participant invitation, selection, 
demographics, and data collection processes are outlined. A 
description of the data analysis method used in this study, 
reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) (Braun et al., 2022b), is also 
presented.

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 Commis-
sioned Officers in a large Canadian police service. This strata 
of experienced police officers was selected as they typically 
hold managerial positions and have obtained senior officer 
status from the rank of Inspector to Chief or Commissioner 
(Statistics Canada, 2023).

In the study invitation, recipients were asked to contact 
the author if they were a Commissioned Officer who regularly 
practiced meditation and wished to confidentially discuss 

their meditation and leadership practices in semi-structured 
interviews and focus groups. A total of 13 individuals con-
tacted the author and offered to participate. Eleven respon-
dents met the study inclusion criteria of holding the rank 
of Commissioned Officer and having a regular meditation 
practice of at least three times a week for at least 3 months 
(Frizzell et al., 2016; Walsh & Shapiro, 2006).

Demographics of Study Participants (n = 11)
The age range of study participants was 45 to 57 years, with 
a mean age of 49.6 years. Participants self-identified their 
gender as either male (6) or female (5). Race or ethnicity were 
reported as White (8), Metis (1), South Asian (1), and Black (1).

Length of service in the police agency varied between 19 
and 30 years, with a mean of 24.5 years. Participants reported 
they had been in formal leadership roles (defined as their first 
promotion in rank) between 10 and 21 years, with a mean of 
15.5 years. The ranks of participants were almost exclusively 
Inspectors (10), with one Superintendent.

Finally, study participants were serving in a wide variety 
of roles including: Unit Commander (2), District Commander 
(2), Operational Support (2), Major Crimes Section (1), Work-
place Health and Wellness (1), Integrated Proceeds of Crime 
Unit (1), Integrated National Security Enforcement Team (1), 
and Executive Officer to a senior executive (1).

Data Collection
Data were collected using two methods: semi-structured 
interviews and focus group discussions. Combining semi-
structured interviews with focus group discussions can be an 
effective approach to conducting qualitative research (Long-
hurst & Johnston, 2023; Yin, 2016). Furthermore, doing so in a 
sequential process may enhance the richness of the data and 
add to the trustworthiness of the results (Lambert & Loiselle, 
2008). In the current study, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted first. After the interview data underwent analy-
sis, each participant was invited back to join an online focus 
group to discuss the preliminary results. This focus group 
step resulted in additional data being generated that were 
used to answer the research question.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted between 
April 9, 2021, and June 24, 2021. These were conducted in 
English and recorded on the Microsoft Teams video con-
ferencing platform. Each interview was conversational in 
tone and often became deeply personal. For the purposes of 
the current study, the guiding interview question used was 
simply, “What might be some of the challenges of introducing 
meditation into policing?”

Eight of the eleven Commissioned Officers also chose 
to participate in one of the three focus groups which were 
conducted on Microsoft Teams between June 15, 2022, and 
July 5, 2022. The guiding question used in the focus group 
stage was “What are your thoughts on the preliminary results 
from the interviews?”

Data Analysis Process
The version of data analysis followed in this study was RTA 
as envisioned by Braun and Clarke (2019) and Braun et al. 
(2022a). RTA has been described as a qualitative approach 
that avoids any positivistic notions of data interpretation 
(Byrne, 2021). A hallmark of the approach is the premise that 
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a researcher’s subjectivity is a valuable analytic resource to 
be highlighted, not diminished (Gough & Madill, 2012). This 
approach toward researcher subjectivity seemed important, 
as the author was also a Commissioned Canadian Police 
Officer who has practiced mindfulness and meditation for 
over 30 years.

Braun et al. (2022b) identified six iterative phases of RTA, 
each of which were adhered to in this study. These were famil-
iarization with the entire data set (i.e., the semi-structured 
interviews and focus groups final transcripts); coding the 
smallest units of data related to the research question; initial 
theme generation by clustering codes into meaningful pat-
terns; reviewing and developing the initial themes; further 
refining, defining, and naming the themes; and producing 
the research report.

RESULTS

In total, six themes were developed that the author believed 
best answered the research question, “What organizational 
factors should be considered when introducing mindfulness 
practice into a large Canadian police agency?” Although each 
theme is distinct, some similarities are shared across some 
themes. Accordingly, these themes can be conceptualized 
as three barriers (invincibility and stigma; overwork and 
overstress; and checkbox cynicism) and three corresponding 
bridges (credible champions; the whole person perspective; 
and the philosophy of servant leadership). Each theme is 
described below and supported by quotes from study par-
ticipants.

The Barrier of Invincibility and Stigma
The first theme addresses a potential barrier that invincibility 
and mental toughness are highly valued in this police orga-
nization, while mental health struggles are often ignored or 
stigmatized. As one participant explained in a troubling story:

I had a group of people working for me and we investi-
gated a horrendous fatal motor vehicle accident where 
three kids were killed. I ended up at the scene and it was 
probably the worst I’d ever seen. I remember coming 
back to the office, and at that time I was reporting to an 
Inspector, and I said, “I want to do a critical stress debrief 
with a mental health professional with these people.” 
And he said, “No! Don’t give them a fucking excuse to 
get off work!” I did it anyway.

This theme was also developed from the words of a 
participant who argued, “As adrenaline junkies and macho 
people, meditation is a big barrier because the mindfulness 
side of things contradicts all of that and takes people to a place 
that they don’t want to be.” As another participant shared, 
the stigma associated with mental health challenges also 
exists at high levels of formal leadership in this organiza-
tion, which could be a further barrier to the introduction of 
mindfulness practice:

I think this really is tied into mental health stigma. I had 
an officer who I worked with, she’s my boss actually, 
and we had conversations about her mental health, and 
she said, “If I open that door, I’m not sure I can close it.”

The same participant added that admitting struggles 
with mental health is particularly difficult in specialized sec-
tions such as organized crime, national security, or homicide 
investigation units. He explained, “People are fearful of two 
things. One, if I open this floodgate I’m going to be destroyed. 
Two, I’m going to be delegitimized and people aren’t going 
to trust me anymore and I’m going to be ruined.”

The Barrier of Overworked and Overstressed
A second barrier theme was that all employees are over-
worked and overstressed in this organization. As one par-
ticipant explained:

I think there’s a risk of introducing meditation in a way 
where the police officers are saying, “You say you care 
about my wellness, yet you’re working me like a dog. You 
only want me to be well so I can keep working, because 
right now I’m so close to breaking.”

Similarly, another individual commented on the heavy 
workload in their workplace as a barrier to meditation prac-
tice, in a very literal sense:

At least here, in terms of the challenges of introducing 
meditation, one is like, “How am I going to meditate 
when I’m rushing from call to call to call?” […] I just 
wonder about how to really introduce meditation when 
we’re in such a state.

Another participant identified the lack of trust between 
ranks in the organization, brought on by the heavy work-
load, as a barrier to introducing mindfulness practice. They 
explained, “My concern is that there seems to be some trust 
elements that are challenging right now organizationally. 
Introducing meditation may have to overcome resistance at 
that level.”

The Barrier of Checkbox Cynicism
A final barrier to successfully introducing mindfulness 
training was based on the organization’s track record with 
previous new initiatives. More specifically, some participants 
worried that the organization would create a mandatory 
online, one-time, mindfulness training course. This would 
be viewed cynically as just another checkbox that every 
employee must tick for the employer’s benefit. As one par-
ticipant bluntly explained:

If this turns into some mandatory online course, people 
will just go straight to the exam and bullshit their way 
through it. There are so many courses like this in the 
police service where it’s like “Oh checklist, checklist, 
okay yah, did it, did it, check, check.” But this is so 
important, and I want people to be serious about it. If 
they’re not going to be serious, don’t bother. Don’t bother.

Another participant bluntly shared his concern with 
the consequences of a checkbox approach to introducing 
meditation:

Well, the way this police service will probably imple-
ment meditation is they’ll send you an email and say 
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“Hey, go do this course” and no one’s going to read the 
stupid thing. So, one of my main issues is that if we put 
something in place, it cannot be just a ticking the box 
kind of thing.

Another participant simply said, “I just don’t think this 
should be an online course. I think it should be led by a 
practitioner or someone who really knows what meditation 
is and someone who understands the police world too”, while 
another participant explained:

If we’re going to be serious about this, it can’t be seen 
as a fad, we don’t want meditation and mindfulness to 
be the new Keto diet. Meaning that everybody’s heard 
about it, everybody’s tried it for about 2 weeks, and then 
they move on.

The Bridge of Credible Champions
The remaining three themes can be viewed as supportive 
bridges to the successful introduction of mindfulness practice. 
The first bridge leveraged the value placed on professional 
and personal credibility within policing. As one participant 
explained:

To me, people who champion meditation and mind-
fulness need to be true legitimate champions that are 
viewed as people who are credible in their positions. I 
think that would show people you can still succeed in 
high-performance, high-level things, and still be part 
of this.

One participant who spoke of the importance of using 
credible mindfulness champions, also stressed the need for 
the organization to defer to these experienced practitioners:

You need people who are high performers to say, “Yah 
I’m not just talking about this, I do this. I’m here, and 
I’m in this position.” So, it has to be led by the right 
people, people who have experience. And sometimes 
the organization just goes and picks anyone. They 
need to listen to the people who have the experience 
to advise them.

Finally, the importance of credible mindfulness cham-
pions who are male, and also White, was brought up during 
a focus group by a participant who is neither of these. She 
explained:

I’m going to try to, I want to be diplomatically correct, 
ok? I’m quite happy to see two White males here, and I’ll 
tell you why. Because of my background, people are like, 
“You? You are a police officer?” So, although sad to say, 
I think it gives a lot of credibility to meditation to have 
many White male practitioners. Because unfortunately, 
when you look at things, they are regarded as the people 
that have the solutions.

The Bridge of the Whole Person Perspective
A second thematic bridge is to plainly communicate the posi-
tive benefits of meditation practice for the whole person, not 
just as an employee. As one participant explained:

As police officers, we’re often very analytical. The whole, 
“What’s in it for me?” and “How will I personally benefit 
from it?” and “If I’m going to invest time in this, what 
is it going to give me?” I think that that has to be made 
clear. It can’t be just theoretical.

A similar perception was shared by another participant 
who argued for communicating about mindfulness training 
clearly and pragmatically:

Make the links for people, like actually spell it out for 
them. Even to the community, “We are giving our people 
these tools to help them do things. And these things 
relate to a better home life, and by relating to a better 
home life, they also relate to a better workplace.”

The same participant suggested simply telling others, 
“What we want to do is better tool and equip our employees 
to survive the harshness of police work, but also the pres-
sures of everyday life, both within their personal life and 
everything else.”

Finally, another participant suggested explaining to 
police officers, “This is a technical skill that can be honed, that 
can be developed and has broad effect on every aspect of your 
life.”, while another shared, “We know this is going to help 
our people be better. They’re going to be healthier. They’re 
going to do better in retirement. They’re going to do better 
at dealing with the stressors that we expect them to handle.”

The Bridge of the Philosophy of Servant Leadership
The final theme was to introduce mindfulness training as a 
component of a larger leadership framework. In particular, 
the philosophy of servant leadership, with its focus on lead-
ers first striving to meet the highest order needs of their 
followers (Greenleaf, 1997/2002), was specifically mentioned 
by multiple study participants, including one who stated, 
“Servant leadership is a great way to explain our ideals in 
police leadership.”

Within the context of introducing mindfulness training, 
the philosophy of servant leadership would first prioritize the 
needs of employees. For example, training in a wide variety 
of meditation techniques would be offered, and numerous 
opportunities to revisit mindfulness training would be 
provided throughout a policing career. As one participant 
explained:

I think a broad range of meditation options that are 
going to be as individualized as the people that are 
participating is necessary. That would be my sugges-
tion. The approach needs to be as broad as possible, to 
be inclusive as we can.

Several participants reflected on initially introducing 
mindfulness during basic police training. As one participant 
explained:

The police academy is a great place to start. We’ve always 
tried to give tools and set a certain mindset to assist our 
police officers and prepare them for the harshness that 
is going to come. The challenge of introducing it at the 
police academy is that people don’t yet really understand 
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just how hard it’s going to be out there in the field. But 
this is something that should still be taught at the police 
academy.

Referring to meeting the needs of police officers later in 
their careers, several participants argued that mindfulness 
training and practice should be adaptable. As one participant 
explained:

The analogy I draw is this. Did I become a proficient 
shooter at the police academy? Yes. Did I become a 
really good shooter later when I was on the Emergency 
Response Team? Yes. So, there has to be a process where 
you’re introduced to it, but then there’s continuous 
learning throughout your career where it’s buttressed 
or backstopped or adjusted based on change in practices 
and changes in learning needs.

DISCUSSION

In this section, the barrier and bridge themes are analyzed 
in relation to what is currently reported in the academic lit-
erature. The practical implications of these themes for police 
organizations, as well as suggested areas for future research, 
and potential limitations of this study, are also included.

The Barrier of Invincibility and Stigma
The theme of invincibility and stigma appeared often in the 
perceptions of participants. Working as a public safety pro-
fessional, participants argued, requires effective resilience, 
coping, and sensemaking strategies. The mindset that I will 
not waiver, stumble, or fail, is instilled from the earliest 
moments of basic training, reinforced organizationally by co-
workers and supervisors, and celebrated by the community 
in public award ceremonies (British Columbia Public Safety 
and Solicitor General, 2023).

It is possible that this mindset of invincibility helps 
officers engage with the trauma and danger inherent in their 
work. However, as study participants shared, there are occa-
sions when a mindset of invincibility it is not effective and 
may lead to poor decisions and behaviours. More empirical 
evidence is needed to establish with any certainty that an 
untempered mindset of invincibility leads to police officer 
misconduct.

What appears more certain in this theme is that a culture 
of invincibility can reduce the expression of vulnerability and 
self-reflection. As reported by study participants, the absence 
of vulnerability in policing leads to stigma when seeking 
mental health support or engaging in activities that support 
mental well-being. This supports research by Grupe (2023) 
who concluded that perceived stigma reduced help-seeking 
intentions due to “Police employees’ beliefs about what oth-
ers might think if they sought out mental health support” 
(p. S36). This stigma could be a significant barrier for police 
officers who may want to participate in mindfulness practice 
to enhance their mental wellness.

The Barrier of Overworked and Overstressed
The second theme of public safety professionals feeling over-
worked and overstressed is well documented in the literature 
(Carleton et al., 2018; Ricciardelli & Johnston, 2022; Ricciardelli 

et al., 2018). What was unexpected was some participants’ con-
cerns that mindfulness training will be perceived simply as a 
tool to make overloaded police employees work even harder.

Reflecting on this further, it could be argued that what 
lies underneath this concern are police officers’ feelings of 
being unsupported by their supervisors and leaders. This 
is consistent with the findings of Carleton et al. (2020), who 
reported that many Canadian public safety personnel feel 
a lack of organizational support. The outcome of not feel-
ing properly supported could result in some police officers 
feeling suspicious or resistant to the idea of participating 
in mindfulness training. This is a practical implication that 
police leaders should consider.

The Barrier of Checkbox Cynicism
The third barrier theme points to another challenge. It can 
be argued that this theme may be rooted in the power struc-
ture of police organizations. For example, police agencies in 
Canada are paramilitary organizations with clearly defined 
ranks and lines of authority. Although rank structure and 
insignia help to quickly identify key decision makers during 
high-risk incidents, it can also enhance deference to author-
ity in more complex, non-urgent situations (Herrington & 
Colvin, 2016). These non-urgent situations could include the 
successful development and introduction of new organiza-
tional programs or initiatives such as mindfulness training.

Based on the comments of study participants, they were 
concerned that introducing a new initiative, particularly 
mindfulness, will not be successful if it is implemented solely 
from the top-down, or if it is seen as another publicized metric 
to advance the organization’s reputation in the community. 
Similarly, Grupe et al. (2021b) expressed that introducing 
mindfulness training as a one-time course or program would 
result in perceptions that it was yet another example of their 
organization “checking off a box to meet public demands” 
(p. 130). The theme of checkbox cynicism appears to support 
these findings and is a challenge police organizations should 
also consider.

The Bridge of Credible Champions
The importance of credible champions was also identified by 
Grupe et al. (2021b) in their experience introducing mindful-
ness to a U.S. police agency. They wrote, “It is critical to iden-
tify internal champions in a variety of roles, whose support 
and enthusiasm for this training is necessary for long-term 
success” (p. 141). They also acknowledged the special role 
of credible police leaders, writing “We have been fortunate 
to identify several champions for this work in department 
leadership whose authority and decision-making ability is 
needed to support future training opportunities and integrate 
this training into the fabric of the department” (pp. 141–142). 
It is argued that the results from this study extend the find-
ings of Grupe et al. from the U.S. policing context, into the 
Canadian policing context.

Furthermore, one participant’s suggestion that identify-
ing credible meditation champions who are White males was 
unique. In the colonially rooted, hyper-masculine profession 
of Canadian policing, the current critical discourse identifies 
White male toxic hegemony as one of the most significant 
drivers of police organizational dysfunction (Pamminger, 
2022; Roach, 2022; Silden, 2023). Showcasing White male 
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police leaders who practice meditation as exemplars for 
organizational change might seem paradoxical.

However, as the dominant demographic in Canadian 
policing (Statistics Canada, 2022), it is logical that this group 
could hold significant influence over the successful introduc-
tion of any change or new program. Therefore, intentionally 
seeking out and highlighting individuals from the dominant 
demographic could be important. Nevertheless, additional 
empirical research is needed to understand how, and exactly 
which, credible champions should be fostered.

The Bridge of the Whole Person Perspective
This theme can be viewed as a bridge to the barrier of over-
worked and overstressed police officers. More specifically, 
the concern that mindfulness training is only being intro-
duced to make employees work harder may be assuaged by 
embracing the whole person perspective. The importance 
of the whole person perspective is found in other literature 
on police leadership. For example, Smith (2009) conducted 
research with training officers from U.K. police agencies 
and concluded that, “the negative aspects of operational 
police culture may stem from officers not being recognized 
and valued as whole people” (p. 7). Similarly, Smith et al. 
(2015) concluded that a wholistic approach that includes the 
physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual components of an 
individual should be considered when developing police 
officer resilience programs.

Study participants shared that the benefits of mindful-
ness practice extend beyond the employee to the whole per-
son. Similarly, Grupe et al. (2021b) wrote that police officers 
need to feel there is a long-term, meaningful commitment 
being made by their organization to their full well-being. 
They reported police officers want evidence that “the orga-
nization is not just saying, ‘we care about wellness’ because 
this is a trendy topic but rather because they are genuinely 
committed to supporting their employees in a meaningful 
way” (p. 130). This is valuable information for police orga-
nizations to consider when communicating new programs 
such as mindfulness training.

The Bridge of the Philosophy of Servant Leadership
Of the three thematic bridges, this final theme could be the 
most challenging and rewarding to implement. As Her-
rington and Colvin (2016) explained, police organizations 
often follow “Traditional bureaucratic, hierarchical, and 
leader-centric conceptualizations of leadership” (p. 8). This 
way of leading emphasizes the needs of police leaders over 
the needs of employees. Inverting this power paradigm by 
adopting the philosophy of servant leadership would mean 
emphasizing the needs of the employees within the context 
of the timing, frequency, and variety of mindfulness training 
being offered. Although the philosophy of servant leadership 
was identified favourably by several study participants, it is a 
new leadership approach for most Canadian police employees 
and is only beginning to gain interest (Patterson, 2019; Sylven 
& Crippen, 2018; Taylor et al., 2022).

The need to introduce a new leadership philosophy in 
conjunction with a new wellness program has been recom-
mended previously in Canada. In particular, Cohen et al. 
(2019), while exploring the culture of police officer well-
ness, identified several promising programs. However, they 

 cautioned, “Programs alone will not change the culture. The 
real change comes from a new approach to leadership and 
to developing positive, supportive relationships across the 
organization” (p. 225).

Results from research outside of policing also suggest 
that the practice of mindfulness may develop servant leader-
ship behaviours. For example, Reb et al. (2014) in their studies 
of mindfulness for leaders argued:

Being fully present in an interaction with a subordinate 
may enable a supervisor to better recognize the needs 
of the other person, such as what kind of support that 
person requires. In this way, mindfulness may allow 
supervisors to engage in more effective leadership 
behaviours toward their subordinates. (p. 38).

Similarly, Verdorfer (2016) argued that mindfulness 
training can assist in the development of servant leader-
ship behaviours, while more recently, Urrila (2022a), in her 
qualitative study of leaders (n = 62) who participated in 
mindfulness training, also reported servant leadership type 
behaviours were developed through mindfulness training. 
She explained, “Leader mindfulness training and practice 
supported leaders in becoming more other-oriented as it 
tapped into genuine feeling of wanting to support their fol-
lowers, instead of supporting followers because it was within 
their job description” (p. 229).

Finally, when considering the outcome of introducing 
mindfulness practice to police organizations, Grupe et al. 
(2021b) argued that the benefits go well beyond individual 
officers and could be a catalyst for creating, “an organizational 
culture that is kinder, wiser, and more compassionate, with 
the ultimate goal of greater justice and well-being for all 
who come into contact with the system” (p. 143). Although 
more empirical evidence is required to establish a connection 
between servant leadership and mindfulness in Canadian 
policing, it is a promising idea worthy of further investigation.

Study Limitations and Suggested Future Research
There are several limitations to this study. As is the nature of 
qualitative research, the results of this study are not meant to 
be generalized to all Canadian police agencies. They can be 
viewed, however, as the beginning of a working hypothesis 
for future research (Yin, 2016). For example, the participants 
in this study were a cohort (n = 11) of Commissioned Officers 
from a single large Canadian police organization. Although 
this police organization is engaged in a wide variety of polic-
ing duties and has a distinct history and culture, it is only one 
of many in Canada. Therefore, conducting a similar qualita-
tive study with police leaders from other large Canadian 
police agencies is recommended, as it may result in similar, 
or different, barriers and bridges for police organizations to 
consider.

Second, the interviews and focus groups conducted in 
this study were exploratory and focused on answering the 
research question, “What organizational factors should be 
considered when introducing mindfulness practice into 
a large agency?” As such, discussions were strategic in 
nature, and did not delve into administrative details such 
as the human and financial resource implications of intro-
ducing mindfulness training. In the fiscally challenging 
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environment of Canadian public safety, this would be an 
important focus for future study, as Fitzhugh et al. (2023) 
have demonstrated in their study of the cost-effectiveness 
of implementing mindfulness practice to police forces in 
England and Wales.

Lastly, although several study participants, and some 
police mindfulness researchers (Grupe et al., 2021b), have 
suggested police mindfulness practice could become a 
catalyst for future police reform, additional qualitative and 
quantitative research is necessary to measure and advance 
this connection. Although it may be intuitive that developing 
police leaders to “embody leadership presence by cultivat-
ing focus, clarity, creativity, and compassion in the service 
of others” (Marturano, 2015, p. 11) may eventually create a 
tipping point in Canadian police culture, future research is 
needed that delves more deeply into how the outcomes of 
mindfulness practice might begin to reduce the deep-seated 
injustices present in the Canadian justice system.

CONCLUSION

As stated at the outset of this article, Canadian police orga-
nizations are under pressure to take immediate steps that 
enhance the health and wellness of their employees. Previ-
ous research has suggested that meditation and mindfulness 
training can contribute to the wellness of police employees 
and may even be a catalyst for police reform. However, limited 
research has been undertaken that explores what must be 
considered when introducing these practices into Canadian 
police organizations.

Through the interpretive analysis of the experiences 
and perceptions of 11 Commissioned Officers who regularly 
practice meditation, the six themes developed in this study 
have contributed to the literature by identifying barriers and 
bridges to introducing mindfulness practice into their large 
Canadian police organization. In light of this new informa-
tion, it is hoped that further research will be conducted 
and that Canadian police organizations will now be more 
informed when introducing these practices into their own 
organizations, particularly as they strive to create healthier 
workplaces and more safe and just communities.
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