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Part 2
by  James Hogan, Craig Bennell  

and Alyssa Taylor

It’s difficult for surveys to penetrate below 
surface views to understand why respondents 
believe what they do. Anticipating the prob-
lem, this study was designed to build on our 
previous one by asking Canadian police offic-
ers to discuss their views about management.  

The sample of interviewees included 50 
active police professionals (38 males and 12 
females of varying age, years of service and rank, 
including civilians working in human resources) 
from 11 police services across eight provinces 
(none took part in the previous survey). 

For study purposes, the ranks of corporal, 
sergeant and staff sergeant were considered to 
be the supervisors/middle managers in question 
as appropriate to each interviewee’s particular 
police service. The major themes running 
throughout the interview questions were the 
role and effectiveness of police management/
supervision, the promotional process, availabil-
ity and adequacy of training and recent changes 
to police management/supervision.

Interviews were conducted face-to-face in 
the police agency where the subject worked 
and were voluntary. Interviewees (and their 
agencies) were promised strict confidentiality 
and interviews were audio taped and transcribed 
verbatim so responses could be analyzed. 
We attempted to extract relevant themes that 
emerged, taking care to ensure that the concepts 
developed and illustrations provided typified 
the most common pattern in responses. 

RESULTS
Role of middle management
As in the survey, interviewees believed 

strongly that middle management plays an 

important role in Canadian policing. For ex-
ample, when asked how important the work of 
middle managers is to the success of their ser-
vice, the following response was very typical: 

The sergeants are the ones that make the 
organization click and that’s, to me, the most 
important rank, right from the commissioner 
on down... because they’re out there 24 hours 
a day, day and night, crappy weather, good 
weather, whatever the case is, leading the 
troops, and I stand by that 100 per cent... I 
don’t see that changing (participant g4).

In general, all interviewees viewed middle 
managers/supervisors as central to the organi-
zation, having a huge amount of responsibility, 
being held accountable for a vast range of ac-
tions and activities and playing a significant 
role in the day-to-day running of the agency 
as problem solvers, motivators and leaders.

Effectiveness
In line with the survey results, interview-

ees generally felt managers they’ve worked 
for have been generally effective. This despite 
the fact interviewees spoke of considerable 
challenges in transitioning from rank and file 
officer to supervisor. Various types of chal-
lenges were spoken of, including:
• Role confusion

You’re a constable one day, you get your 
hooks and the next day you’re a supervisor and 
you’re still really feeling that you’re amongst 
your peers (but now) you’re now the one that’s 
approving time off, assigning zones or assign-
ing files; nobody really sits you down and says 
“okay, this is the divide” (participant j5).
• Lack of knowledge

The skill sets that they have (are) as ei-
ther an investigator or beat officer and then 
they move to supervisor or a manager and 
they don’t necessarily have those skill sets 

(participant e3).
• Micromanaging

Number one thing is quit doing your old 
job, do your new job… That’s the number one 
thing and we see it all the time, that’s exactly 
what it is. You come and sit in your new chair 
but you’re still going to go out there on the 
road with the boys, you’re still going to take 
on files because you’re not sure if your guys 
can do it properly and you’re still going to do 
a whole whack of stuff that, as a supervisor, 
is no longer your problem (participant h2).

There was also a high level of agreement 
about factors that contribute to the successful 
transition from a rank and file officer to a 
manager/supervisor, including the following:
• Knowledge/experience of the position

They all had a good knowledge base, they 
had worked in several areas… so that definite-
ly helped them because they demonstrated they 
could do more than one thing (participant b1).
• Motivated/desire to succeed/good attitude

Dedication. I think a general willingness 
to work at it and to do well... A genuine desire 
to do well with your squad and to do well in 
that position. So there’s a work ethic there… 
and I think sometimes… if they can see that 
you’re honestly there to try to serve, you’re 90 
per cent home (participant f1).
• Communication/interpersonal skills

Excellent communication skills, excellent 
team building skills, huge feedback…They 
need to think that their opinion is valued and 
they can only get that through a feedback 
mechanism – you’re going out there and talk-
ing to them (participant c1).
• Respect/credibility

Credibility within the organization helps 
them from day one. The people who I’ve seen 
struggle at the rank of sergeant are people 
that got promoted that had really crappy 
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reputations, deserved or not; they struggled 
and got taken advantage of by their troops 
(participant f3).

Interviewees could also identify the 
attributes and/or behaviours of effective 
supervisors. Again, several themes emerged, 
including:
• Communication skills

Communication, the power to listen and 
to engage people that work with you -- and to 
understand that people don’t work for you; my 
philosophy is people don’t work for you, they 
work with you (participant f5).
• Interpersonal skills

Number one you’ve got to be a people 
person, (able) to deal with people on different 
levels… Keep it personal. I mean, I became a 
police officer to help people, it’s no different 
than when you’re a sergeant. Don’t elevate 
yourself to a level where you think you’re bet-
ter than those people (participant d2).
• High integrity

Your behaviour has to instill respect be-
cause the whole rank and file has to respect 
the position and it’s a lot easier to respect the 
position if you respect the person in the posi-
tion (participant i1).
• Strong decision making skills

You can’t have things just piling up on 
desks. The work has to keep moving, the 
decision has to be there and you have to put 
out the direction you want your team to go in 
(participant h1).
• Good policing knowledge

You certainly have to have a certain 
amount of job knowledge. The more across 

what we call the three branches of the service 
the better; that would be administrative, in-
vestigative and operational (participant c1).

Interviewees were also able to identify 
reasons for difficult transitions from rank and 
file policing to middle management. Accord-
ing to the interviewees, several factors could 
explain difficult transitions, including:
• Poor communication skills

Poor communicators… if they’re not com-
municating their vision, no one has a clue what 
they’re up to (participant c1).
• Lack of training/experience

Lack of preparation on their part in terms 
of knowing you’re going to a certain position 
and not bothering to figure out what goes on 
there before you get there (participant f2).
• Overly authoritative

One went with a totally autocratic lead-
ership style –“my way or the highway” (par-
ticipant b1).
• Inability to accept/make changes

I think that they have to be willing to 
accept change, to change their methods… I 
find in the policing industry we don’t adapt 
to change very well. We like doing things the 
same way, we get set in our methods and I think 
you need that quality to say, well, we need to 
do this a different way (participant b2).
•  Lack of motivation/promoted for the wrong 

reasons
I think part of the negative thing is the 

sense of entitlement. There are some people 
who get promoted who think “well I’ve paid 
my dues, therefore now it’s my turn to sit at 
this desk and you guys go out there and do the 

work (participant c2).
• Inability to make decisions

How to put this politically correct – he’s 
just as dumb as a post, can’t make a decision 
to save his life. I swear to God it probably 
takes him a half hour to figure out which sock 
to put on first in the morning (participant b1).

Promotional process for middle 
management positions

Unlike the survey results, most interview-
ees did not voice serious concerns about pro-
motions. Indeed, the majority believed current 
promotion practices were reasonably effective 
at identifying officers who are ready and able 
to assume new and greater responsibilities. For 
those that did voice problems, most indicated 
that promotional practices were improving:

At the end of the day I think there’s less of 
this “how the hell did he or she make it?”… I 
think people are qualified and are recognized 
as being qualified and I would hope that there’s 
a recognition out there, that if you spoke to 
someone genuinely and privately, they would 
acknowledge that there’s integrity in the 
system. I also believe that there’s no perfect 
system (participant b4).

Many other interviewees recognized that 
there are inherent problems with promotional 
practices, but appeared to have a relatively 
positive view about their agency’s promo-
tions process:

It works relatively well. I’ll go back and 
qualify that because you can never take the 
human aspect out of promotions, you know 
“I know this guy, he’s a good guy, I like him, 
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he’s worked for me before, I want this guy to 
get bumped (participant a4).

Despite the fact the majority viewed the 
promotional process in a relatively positive 
light, some still held very negative views 
about the process:

The promotional process does not identify 
those people who are the informal leaders on 
a platoon. The ability to write an exam and 
do an oral interview is more important than 
being a leader (participant d2).

Adequacy of training
A number of results emerged from the 

interviews about adequacy of training for 
middle managers that sat nicely with the 
survey results. For example, interviewees 
were unanimous in their view that training 
was very important. In fact, they highlighted 
a wide variety of training approaches when 
asked how the challenges of the new position 
could be overcome, including:
• Formal training

We don’t really prepare people, I don’t 
think, in advance of the position, even in 
terms of the formal training... we don’t go for 
supervisory training until after we’re actually 
in a position (participant b3).
• Mentorship

We should have a mentorship program… 
and when I say mentorship, I mean that is 
your transitional period where you are actu-
ally linked up with a supervisor and learn the 
supervisory role (participant a2).
• More thorough orientation

As far as I’m concerned, and not just here, 
everybody who applied... should be taken to 
a room and told: “boom, this is going to hap-
pen to you, boom, this is what we expect from 
you”... before they want to jump in that ring 
so they can’t say, “well I didn’t know about 
that (participant j3).

There was also some concern raised about 
various aspects of training. For example, in 
line with the survey results, most interview-
ees believed pre-promotion training was 
inadequate:

So the actual education doesn’t happen 
until you’re in that position and that’s been a 
major criticism, like “give me some training 
before I’m assigned to this unit, I want it before 
I go in.” It doesn’t happen that way because it’s 
not always last-minute but… you get assigned 
to that position and then the training happens. 
We just need a stronger orientation program 
(participant d1).

In terms of long-term mentoring and/or 
training, interviewees varied in their views as 
to whether this was formally available and if 
so, whether it was adequate. Some were clearly 
aware of a mentorship program being offered 
in their agency:

The third part of the module training 
system is a mentorship component involving 
a constable being mentored by an experienced 
sergeant in the duties and responsibilities of 
being a sergeant. Typically the mentoring is 
several weeks to a month in duration and con-
cludes with an evaluation of the constable by 
a sergeant other than the one who was doing 
the mentoring (participant f5).

On the other hand, many interviewees 
indicated that no long-term training/mentoring 
was in place within their agency and if it was 

available, it was only informal:
Not formally, not specifically, it would be 

on an ad hoc sort of basis so, depending on 
maybe if I was a new sergeant on a particular 
patrol section, I might find that my staff ser-
geant was a little more attentive or a little more 
interested in my development as a sergeant 
(participant b3).

Having expressed these views, a number 
of interviewees also indicated that the situation 
was improving.

Not surprisingly, given the concerns 
about promotions and training, some did not 
believe their agency was currently effective 
at developing the full potential of its officers, 
which is similar to what was found amongst 
our previous survey respondents. However, 
many officers believed the opposite, either 
feeling that there was improvement in this 
regard or that their agency was developing the 
full potential of its officers:

I would say in the last couple of years we 
have made a conscious effort to identify the 
fact that we need to develop them. It’s improv-
ing (participant c4).

Nearly all interviewees indicated that 
training is a crucial part of allowing officers to 
reach their full potential. In addition, a number 
of interviewees indicated that officers would 
be more likely to reach their full potential if 
more effort was made to understand officers. 
For example:

I think if we had a better understanding 
of people’s strengths and personality traits 
and matching those strengths and personal-
ity traits to actual jobs and competencies, 
you’d get a lot more bang for your buck 
(participant g2).

The changing face 
of middle management

Finally, the interviewees were asked if 
they think the job requirements and/or role 
expectations of middle managers will change 
and, if so, how. The majority do see change 
ahead and think it will likely make the police 
middle manager job even more challenging 
than it already is. In terms of how the job will 
change, a variety of themes emerged, including:
• More administrative duties

I think the staff sergeant’s going to become 
more of an administrator and I think the ser-
geants are going to become more administra-
tors (participant a3).
• Younger demographic

Younger people, changing demographics. 
As the younger generation, they’re getting on, 
when they get to five years. They want things 
(and) there aren’t opportunities for them. I 
think that’s going to be a very tough role as a 
supervisor to motivate those people who want 
to get ahead and there’s just not the capacity 
for them to get the things they want to get 
ahead (participant g2).
• More workload

A lot of stuff’s coming down to the mid-
managers. I think it’s because they’re so 
bloody understaffed up there. They are second-
ing our guys to do things that really a senior 
manager should be doing (participant c3).
• More accountability/liability

More accountability to the community, 
doing more work with fewer resources (par-
ticipant k4).

Discussion
Currently, Canadian police organizations 

are contending with a number of pressures 
(e.g., large-scale retirement of senior officers) 
that reinforce the need for management and 
supervision of the highest calibre. The next 
five years will see an unprecedented influx 
of new police officers and newly-promoted 
officers into middle management roles. We 
believe the current study can help inform Ca-
nadian police agencies during this challenging 
transition period. The following implications 
may be particularly important: 
1.  As with our survey respondents, the inter-
viewees believed strongly that middle man-
agement is a vital part of any Canadian police 
organization, both in day-to-day operation of 
the agency and in implementing long-term 
organizational change. As one put it, “That’s 
your meat and potatoes, my friend.” 
2.  The challenges faced by middle managers 
spoken about also matched the sorts of mis-
takes that our survey respondents said they 
had personally witnessed in new managers. 
The “big three” challenges faced by middle 
managers, interviewees said, were role con-
fusion, lack of relevant knowledge related to 
the new management role and a tendency to 
micromanage. 
3.  As with survey respondents, interviewees 
appeared to have little difficulty in describing 
the characteristics of good managers/supervisors. 
The ideal: (a) understand specific job expecta-
tions before they get there; (b) have previous 
police experience to perform their new jobs well; 
(c) are motivated to succeed and sought promo-
tion “for the right reasons;” (d) are perceived 
by others to have a good attitude toward their 
jobs and subordinates; (e) possess a high level 
of integrity; (f) are viewed as credible by upper 
management and respected by their subordinates; 
(g) are good communicators, both in listening 
and giving  clear commands; (h) are interper-
sonally skilled and can interact comfortably 
with police officers of various ranks, including 
previous peers; (i) can make good decisions 
quickly, including appropriate delegation; (j) 
resist the temptation to micromanage; and (k) 
can embrace and adapt to change.
4.  While the survey respondents voiced some 
concern about management promotions, the 
majority view was relatively positive. While 
some felt their agency’s promotional practices 
would be unable to identify people willing 
and able to take on management/supervision 
responsibilities, this view was very rare. Most 
felt that current promotional practices were 
improving and had a role to play in selecting 
effective managers/supervisors. 

In an attempt to understand the differ-
ences between the survey respondents and 
interviewees, it is noteworthy that a larger 
proportion of the interview sample consisted 
of higher ranking police officers, including 
current police managers and individuals with 
some potential stake in current promotion 
practices (e.g., human resource staff, who may 
have played a role in designing the promotion 
process). Given this, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that interviewees generally felt more positive 
about the promotion process than the survey 
respondents (they, after all, were successfully 
promoted into management positions). 
5.  The interviewees suggested several ways 
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promotions could be improved to enhance the 
integrity of the process: (a) better connections 
could be formed between police officer apprais-
als (e.g., annual performance reviews) and the 
promotion process; (b) reduce the weight put on 
promotion exams, as suitable candidates some-
times fail to score high enough and these exams 
are often viewed as less important than other 
criteria such as signs of leadership ability; (c) 
more focus on assigning promoted individuals 
to the right positions where their strengths can 
be capitalized upon; (d) early career “pathing” 
should be considered as a way of ensuring that 
suitable officers are selected for management 
positions and that they are prepared for the job; 
and (e) upper management needs to be more 
continually aware about which officers are 
showing signs of leadership (e.g., volunteering 
for extra duties).
6.  Like the survey respondents, lack of pre-
promotion preparation was a concern for the 
interviewees, as was inadequate long-term 
training and mentoring. Most interviewees in-
dicated that they felt under prepared going into 
their new management roles and commented 
that, after being promoted, long-term training 
and/or mentorship opportunities were only 
available informally and then only if they took 
the initiative to seek out these opportunities. 
7.  When asked to list the criteria that charac-
terize effective managers/supervisors, inter-
viewees and survey respondents did not list 
irreversible personal characteristics or rigid 
personality traits, but rather specific skills 
sets (e.g., communication skills) or areas of 
knowledge (e.g., expectations of the new po-
sition) that can potentially be altered through 
appropriate training. 
8.  Despite the fact the middle management/
police supervisor role is already exceedingly 
complex, it seems it is becoming even more 
challenging. The interviewees believed that 
the next five year will see middle managers 
experience an even greater workload than 

they already do, with more administrative 
duties and a greater level of accountability. 
The interviewees also appreciated that chang-
ing demographics in Canadian policing will 
also result in distinct challenges for middle 
managers and/or police supervisors (e.g., 
higher expectations on the part of recruits for 
a productive and fulfilling career). 

Conclusion
The interview results must be interpreted 

with an appropriate amount of caution and can-
not necessarily be generalized to police officers 
and agencies not sampled in the current study. 
We believe the results represent an important 
step forward in developing an understanding of 
issues surrounding middle management/police 
supervision. This is especially true when the 
current results are viewed in combination with 
the previous survey results. 

We believe the results emphasize the im-
portance of middle management in Canadian 
policing and suggest ways of ensuring that the 
right people are selected for these positions 
and trained in such a way that they can reach 
their full potential. 

In our view, steps taken to improve the 
quality of middle managers, whether through 
improved promotional systems or more cred-
ible leadership and management training, will 
necessarily and positively influence the long-
term health and viability of police organiza-
tions throughout Canada.
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