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Introduction 

This commentary is intended primarily to support the leader’s course: “A Meeting of Minds: knowledge and 

skills for compassionate leaders in psychologically safe workplaces”.  

Numbered references are to the attached “Select Bibliography on Mindfulness at Work”. 

The focus of the commentary is on research that pertains to the effectiveness of mindfulness training and 

mindfulness capacity in the furtherance of psychological safety in the workplace which is defined as follows in 

Canada’s National Standard on Psychological Health and Safety CSA Z10031: 

“The vision for a psychologically healthy and safe workplace is one that actively works to prevent harm to 
worker psychological health, including in negligent, reckless, or intentional ways, and promotes psychological 
well-being.  
 
Psychological health and safety is embedded in the way people interact with one another on a daily basis and 
is part of the way working conditions and management practices are structured and the way decisions are 
made and communicated.  
 
While there are many factors external to the workplace that can impact psychological health and safety, this 
Standard addresses those psychological health and safety aspects within the control, responsibility, or 
influence of the workplace that can have an impact within, or on, the workforce.” 
 
While there is a wealth of research and commentary on the personal and interpersonal gains associated with 
mindfulness training2 there is still relatively little that directly addresses the potential connection between 
such training and the creation and sustainability of psychologically safe workplaces3. It seems reasonable to 
hypothesize that part of this connection would be through the incorporation of mindfulness skills into the 
repertoire of leaders4. 
 
At a minimum it seems also reasonable to hypothesize that the reported personal and interpersonal benefits 
of mindfulness training in its various forms would at least be consistent with psychological safety and ideally 
these benefits would contribute to its development and maintenance5. 
By deduction the personal and interpersonal gains that have been documented should in some instances 

translate into such outcomes but deduction is not the most powerful and persuasive method for their 

ascertainment. What is needed is empirical validation of this connection. Studies of this nature have been in 

short supply until fairly recently6. 

 
1 27,40,42. Note that in the USA psychological safety has a more limited meaning, being mostly related to the importance 

of employee voice. See:10,31The Canadian Standard incorporates this and goes beyond it. 

2 See 18 for a research overview until 2017 and 1,2,4,8,12,13,19,23,2528,29,30,36,37,43,44,45,49,50 

3 3,21 

4 6,8,9,11,14,20,48,49,50,52 

5 3, 15,21,33,34 

6 16,17,18 
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Earlier studies were bedevilled by methodological shortcomings that render their conclusions little more than 

suggestive7. This reservation can also be seen in the context of concerns about the possible limitations of 

mindfulness training in the workplace particularly as it impacts upon organizational change8. 

The cost context  

The costs associated with lack of psychological safety in the Canadian workplace are difficult to estimate with 

any precision. However, the following rough calculation may be of some value to leaders based on correlating 

several sources of data. 

1. US estimates of costs to employers associated with job stress are in excess of $300 billion per 

annum9  

2. Simply taking a percentage of this based on Canada’s population being one tenth of the USA’s it 

might be argued that we are in the $30 billion range. Earlier estimates from Canada cite a figure that 

in today’s dollars would be closer to $20 billion10.  

3. Of this amount we need to estimate the fraction that could be attributed to what is now increasingly 

referred to as mental injury – that is, negligent, reckless and intentional harm to mental health that 

could be prevented in a psychologically safe workplace. Such estimates are of course approximations 

but range between 25% and 33% of all mental injury claims in Canada11.  

4. That would mean between $5 billion and $7.5 billion at the low end of the estimates and $7.5 and 

9.9 billion at the upper end could be saved by methods designed to reduce superfluous stress – that 

is stress resulting from forms of management that induce or contribute to it. 

5. Conversely the cost of doing nothing for employers is to see rapidly escalating losses associated with 

absenteeism, presenteeism, long and short term disability, low morale, productivity, workplace 

conflict and organizational agility and ability to respond to changes in the economic and social 

environment12. 

A call for action to leaders to address employee mental health 

Employers – or at least 60% of their senior HR managers- reportedly see improving leader and manager 
effectiveness as the top priority for 2023, calling upon them to be more authentic, empathetic and adaptive. 
Mindfulness is thought to be a likely means to achieve these gains13. 

 
7 18 

8 5,15,16,17,18,22,47 

9 7 

10 40 pp 11-14 

11 See note 10  

12 7 

13 11, 
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69% of employees across the globe reportedly believe that managers have more influence on their mental 
health than even their spouse or partner14. 

There is no lack of advice on how improvements in leaders’ compassion and empathy could be achieved15. 

Key pointers for leaders from the research literature 

Based on the research referred to so far there is little dispute concerning the potential effectiveness of 

mindfulness inducing practices in reducing negative emotions associated with stress, anxiety and depression 

in non clinical populations. These gains are even observed in certain clinical settings16. 

Certain mindfulness inducing practices have been shown to increase concentration, sensory clarity and 

equanimity. 

However, mindfulness inductions appear to work better for some people than others. 

In an effort to explore why such differential effects are observed, recent research has shown that it is 

important to distinguish different forms of mindfulness/meditation training. Earlier research had a tendency 

to conflate different forms of mindfulness training or to not specify them at all17. 

A principal distinction appears to be between breathing focussed methods and loving kindness methods. The 

preponderance of research has been on breathing based techniques18. 

When seen in the context of mindfulness training in the workplace this distinction becomes of vital 

importance.  

The impact of breathing focussed training in the workplace is consistent with previous research that generally 

shows greater reductions in negative emotions but appears to be counterproductive in stimulating pro-social 

reparation behaviour and feelings of responsibility directed toward fellow workers. Loving kindness 

meditation training however does appear to stimulate such behaviour, at least in the short run19. 

Since loving kindness is associated with compassionate behaviour this finding is of crucial importance for the 

creation and maintenance of psychologically safe working environments.  

Compassion among leaders at all levels has been consistently shown to contribute to what we now refer to as 

psychological safety and it appears that this capacity can be induced through certain forms of mindfulness 

 
14 6,9,51 

15 1,6,7,15,20,34,35,49,50,52 

16 4 

17 16,17,18 

18 18 

19 Note 18 above 
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training. Again, however, because of the confounding effect of not distinguishing different forms of training it 

is not clear at this point what forms of such training work best20. 

Research over decades has shown that in order for workplace based health promotion programs to reach 

their maximum effectiveness it is necessary for them to be delivered in a psychosocially supportive 

environment that in this era we would describe as psychologically safe21. 

The lack of such supportive environments may account for the decay of such capacities once acquired and 

even for the negative results of some individually directed stress management interventions. 

Best Advice for Leaders 

1. Combine major forms of mindfulness training 

The best advice for leaders at this point in the evolving research landscape would appear to be to choose 

mindfulness training that combines breathing based and loving kindness based methods. 

From what we can see so far through the research lens, this type of combination can be expected to yield 

benefits for leaders personally, for employees generally and for organizational performance.  

One article has suggested that it may be beneficial for leaders to engage in both forms of training because 

breathing based meditation can boost the personal resilience required to deal with the potential stress of 

demonstrating loving kindness and compassion22. One has only to consider the burgeoning literature on 

compassion fatiguei to appreciate why this may be a good idea since the emotional energy required to 

exercise compassion may be considerable depending on the basic skills and aptitudes of individual leaders.  

The accumulating evidence on the value of self compassion in building resilience supports the argument that 

it should also be part of the skill sets taught within a comprehensive policy for the advancement of 

psychological safety23.  

2. Locate training within an organizational framework aimed at creating psychological safety 

There is one major proviso to all the above, however. Research over many decades has shown that the 

effectiveness of workplace health promotion interventions of many kinds can be either enhanced or reduced 

depending on the quality of the psychosocial environments in which they are delivered. This has been shown 

to be particularly the case with stress reduction programs (SRPs). In fact these days it is rare to see an article 

that advocates for individually focussed SRPs in the absence of a more comprehensive organizational 

framework that emphasizes systemic stress management at source24. 

 
20 1,3,12,13,14,20,29,30,48,49,50 

21 24,26,32,38,41 

22 17 

23 2 

24 See note 21 above 
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This research suggests strongly that whatever the nature and quality of mindfulness training interventions 

may be, their effectiveness is likely to be enhanced by incorporating them into comprehensive, policy-driven 

strategic initiatives that focus on the enrichment of the psychosocial environment and culture of the 

workplace.  

In other words, psychological safety should be the number one priority followed by programmatic initiatives 

that support it. 

3. Focus on a Culture of Fairness  

Recent research has suggested that any such strategic interventions should be sure to focus on the goal of 
enhancing fairness on the part of leaders at all levels25.  
 
In a paper that ultimately contributed to the development of the National Standard on Psychological Health 
and Safety referred to above, fairness was defined as “the perception that one’s interests, claims or rights are 
recognized, acknowledged and given reasonable weight by significant others to whom one is affiliated by ties 
of kinship, friendship, collegiality or contract in situations where the interests, claims or rights of those others 
have to be reconciled”.  
 
Fairness is also a bundle of emotions that include but may not be limited to comfort, security, trust, mental 
well-being and “coherence” (all is right with the world) that follow rapidly on the heels of these 
perceptions26. 

 
A sense of fairness may be experienced as feelings of: 

• comfort associated with belonging to a group or community with shared 
values, beliefs, understanding and standards of conduct; 

• well-being associated with the warmth of other people’s respect, regard and 
trust; 

• calmness associated with knowing that others are not trying to gain unearned advantage over you; 

• coherence and order associated with the workings of a higher form of justice in human affairs. 
 

Correspondingly, a sense of unfairness may be experienced as feelings of: 
• anxiety associated with the perception that one’s values, beliefs, understandings 

and standards of conduct are not shared; 
• depression arising from the perception that one is not seen as being worthy 

of just treatment; 
• anger at being tricked, left out, ignored and not being taken seriously by others; 

• alienation and disorder associated with the perception that no higher form of 
justice prevails in human affairs. 

Taken together, the perceptual and emotional elements of fairness blend theories of procedural justice with 
the Sociology of Emotions through processes that are described as the Socio-biological Translation.  
 

 
25 See research summarized in 42. 

26 39 
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Socio-biological Translation is “a mechanism by which human beings receive messages about the social 
environment and convert the messages to biological signals that trigger the processes of disease 
development”27. 
 
The Socio-biological Translation has two phases that are hard to separate because of the complexity of brain-
body feedback loops.  
 
The first phase involves the translation of perceptions into emotions; the second phase involves the 
translation of emotions into neuroimmunological processes that ultimately influence physical and mental 
health status.  
 
Given these mind body connections it is not hard to see how the mindfulness practices of loving kindness and 
self compassion could be expected to support the development of fairness within a workplace culture. 
 
In Canada the most promising candidates for the development of organizational initiatives to support fairness 

and a psychologically safe environment generally are The National Standard on Psychological Health and 

Safety and Quebec’s Healthy Enterprise Strategy. 

4. Focus not only on management systems but also on supportive cultures 

Even then, however, these initiatives, focussed as they are on developing management systems that foster 

psychological safety, may fall short when it comes to the creation of supportive workplace cultures.  

This is why the leaders’ course, for support of which this commentary was developed, emphasizes not only 

the acquisition of mindfulness skills but also the pursuit of psychologically safe cultures designed to support 

these skills. 

The leader’s course introduces leaders not only to the skills of mindfulness but also to the concept and 

practice of the “neighbour at work” philosophy.  

One of the primary goals of this practice is to foster a culture of fairness within the framework of a new social 

contract within the workplace.  

Early evaluations of this practice in several workplaces show that even though it did not influence the 

experience of job effort and demands, control over work and psychological reward it did significantly 

influence perceptions of fairness in many participants in comparison to a group that was not exposed to the 

intervention28.  

 

 

 

 

 
27 46. See also 13,14,19,30 

28 40,chapter 4 



7 

 

 

 

Select Bibliography on Mindfulness at Work 

 
1. Bailey S. and West M. (2022) What is compassionate leadership? The King’s Fund. 

https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-is-compassionate-leadership 

2. Baylis L. (2021) Self Compassion for Educators. Mindful Practices to Awaken Your Well-Being and Grow 
Resilience. PESI Publishing 3839 White Ave Eau Claire, WI 54703 

3. Biron, C., Parent-Lamarche, A., Ivers, H., & Baril-Gingras, G. (2018). Do as you say: The effects of 
psychosocial safety climate on managerial quality in an organizational health intervention. International 
Journal of Workplace Health Management, 11(4), 228–244. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJWHM-01-2018-
0009 

4. Brach, T. (2012). Mindful presence: A foundation for compassion and wisdom. In C. K. Germer and R. D. 
Siegel (Eds.), Wisdom and compassion in psychotherapy: Deepening mindfulness in clinical practice. 
(pp.35–47). Guilford: The Guilford Press. 

5. Britton, W. (2019). Can mindfulness be too much of a good thing? The value of a middle way. Current 
Opinion in Psychology, 28, 159-165. 

6. Brower T. (2023) Managers have major impact on mental health: how to lead for wellbeing. Forbes, 
January 29th  

7. Cobb P. E. (2022) Managing Psychosocial Hazards and Work-Related Stress in Today’s Work Environment: 
International Insights for U.S. Organizations. Routledge Publishers 

8. Dreher, D. E. (2015). Leading with compassion: A moral compass for our time. In T. G. Plante (Ed.). The 
psychology of compassion and cruelty: Understanding the emotional, spiritual, and religious influences 
(pp. 73-87). Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO. 

9. Eckert T. and Locapo D. (2023) Mental Health at Work: managers and money. Results of a survey. 
Workforce Institute UKG (www.workforceinstitute.org) 

10. Edmondson A.C. and Lei Z. (2014) Psychological Safety: The History, Renaissance, and Future of an 
Interpersonal Construct.  Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior 1:23–
43 

11. Garner for HR. (2022) Top 5 Priorities for Leaders in 2023. gartner.com/en/human-resources 

12. Gilbert P. (Ed.). (2017). Compassion: concepts, research and applications. London: Routledge. 

13. Goleman D. and Davidson R.J. (2017). Altered traits: Science reveals how meditation changes your mind, 
brain, and body. New York, NY: Avery. 

https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-is-compassionate-leadership
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/IJWHM-01-2018-0009
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/IJWHM-01-2018-0009
http://www.workforceinstitute.org/


8 

 

14. Goleman D. and Boyatsis R. (2008). Social intelligence and the biology of leadership. Harvard Business 
Review.  

15. Hafenbrack A and Cameron L (2022) When mindfulness does - and doesn’t - help at work Harvard 
Business Review December 12th  

16. Hafenbrack A. and Vohs K. (2018) Mindfulness Meditation Impairs Task Motivation but Not Performance. 
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 147 (2018) 1–15 

17. Hafenbrack A., LaPalme M.L. and Solal I. (2022) Mindfulness Meditation Reduces Guilt and Prosocial 
Reparation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology: Attitudes and Social Cognition 2022, Vol. 123, 
No. 1, 28–54  

18. Jamieson, S. D. and Tuckey, M. R. (2017). Mindfulness interventions in the workplace: A critique of the 
current state of the literature. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 22(2), 180–193. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000048 

19. Kabat-Zinn J (2013). Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom of Your Body and Mind to Face Stress, 
Pain, and Illness. New York: Bantam Dell. 

20. Lange S., Bormann K. C. and Rowold J. (2018). Mindful leadership: Mindfulness as a new antecedent of 
destructive and transformational leadership behavior. Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation. Zeitschrift 
für Angewandte Organisationspsychologie (GIO), 49(2), 139–147. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11612-
018-0413-y 

21. Kersemaekers W.  (2018) A Workplace Mindfulness Intervention may be associated with improved 
Psychological Well-Being and Productivity. A Preliminary Field Study in a Company Setting.  Frontiers in 
Psychology 28 February doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00195 

22. King K, (2021) The Limits of Mindfulness: for the greatest benefit understand the risks clearly. Psychology 
Today. Posted August 29 

23. Kriakous S.A et al. (2021) The Effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction on the Psychological 
Functioning of Healthcare Professionals: a Systematic Review. Mindfulness (2021) 12:1–28 

24. Lehmann et al. (2021) Effectiveness and cost effectiveness of a stress management training for leaders of 
small and medium sized enterprises – study protocol for a randomized controlled- trial BMC Public 
Health 21:468 

25. Mascaro, J. S. et al. (2018). Meditation buffers medical student compassion from the deleterious effects 
of depression. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 13(2), 133-142 

26. Murphy R. (1996) Stress management in work settings: a critical review of the health effects. American 
Journal of Health Promotion 11 (2) 

27. National Standard on Psychological Health and Safety CAN/CSA-Z1003-13/BNQ 9700-803/2013 
https://www.csagroup.org/article/cancsa-z1003-13-bnq-9700-803-2013-r2018/ 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1007/s11612-018-0413-y
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1007/s11612-018-0413-y
https://www.csagroup.org/article/cancsa-z1003-13-bnq-9700-803-2013-r2018/


9 

 

28. Neff, K. (2022). Self-compassion break. https://self-compassion.org/exercise-2-self-compassion-break/ 

29. Neff K. (2022). The heart of the center for compassionate leadership’s model: Self-compassion. 
https://self-compassion.org/the-three-elements-of-self-compassion-2/ 

30. Neff K. D. and Dahm K. A. (2015). Self-compassion: What it is, what it does, and how it relates to 
mindfulness. In B.D. Ostalin, M.D. Robinson and B.P. Meier (Eds.) Handbook of mindfulness and self-
regulation (pp. 121-137). New York, NY: Springer. 

31. Newman A. Donohue R. and Nathan E. (2017) Psychological safety: A systematic review of the literature. 
Human Resource Management Review, Volume 27, Issue 3 

32. Noblet A and Lamontagne AD. (2006) The role of workplace health promotion in addressing job stress. 
Health Promotion International. Dec;21(4):346-53 

33. Parent-Lamarche A. and Biron C. (2022) When Bosses Are Burned Out: Psychosocial Safety Climate and 
Its Effect on Managerial Quality. International Journal of Stress Management 2022, Vol. 29, No. 3, 219–
228 

34. Pfeffer J. (2018) Dying for a Paycheck: how modern management harms employee health and company 
performance- and what we can do about it. Harper Business. New York 

35. Robbins T. (2022). What is leadership? https://www.tonyrobbins.com/what-is-
leadership/#:~:text=It's%20usually%20discussed%20in%20the,achieving%20goals%20along%20the%20w
ay. 

36. Roeser R. W. et al. (2013). Mindfulness Training and Reductions in Teacher Stress and Burnout: Results 
from Two Randomized, Waitlist-Control Field Trials. Journal of Educational Psychology. 2013. Advance 
online publication. doi: 10.1037/a0032093 

37. Salzberg S. (2014) Real happiness at work: Meditations for accomplishment, achievement, and peace. 
New York, NY: Workman Publishing. 

38. Schmidt B et al. (2019) A Comparison of Job Stress Models: Associations with Employee Well-Being, 
Absenteeism, Presenteeism, and Resulting Costs. Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine 
61(7): p 535-544, July. | DOI: 10.1097/JOM.0000000000001582  

39. Shain M. (2001). Fairness in Families, Schools and Workplaces. Office of Supplies and Services. Health 
Canada. 

40. Shain M. (2016) The Careful Workplace.Seeking Psychological Safety at Work in the Era of Canada’s 
National Standard, Chapter 4: Evaluation of the Neighbour at Work Principles/Imperatives in Action. 
Thomson Reuters Canada. 

41. Shain M., Suurvali H. and Boutilier M. (1986) Healthier Workers: health promotion and employee 
assistance programs. Lexington Books, D.C. Heath and Company (Canada and USA) 

https://self-compassion.org/exercise-2-self-compassion-break/
https://self-compassion.org/the-three-elements-of-self-compassion-2/
https://www.tonyrobbins.com/what-is-leadership/%23:~:text=It's%20usually%20discussed%20in%20the,achieving%20goals%20along%20the%20way.
https://www.tonyrobbins.com/what-is-leadership/%23:~:text=It's%20usually%20discussed%20in%20the,achieving%20goals%20along%20the%20way.
https://www.tonyrobbins.com/what-is-leadership/%23:~:text=It's%20usually%20discussed%20in%20the,achieving%20goals%20along%20the%20way.


10 

 

42. Shain M., Arnold I. and Germann K. (2012) The Road to Psychological Safety: legal, scientific and social 
foundations for a national standard on psychological safety in the workplace. 
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/wp-
content/uploads/drupal/Workforce_The_Road_to_Psychological_Safety_ENG_0_1.pdf 

43. Shapiro S. (2020). Good morning, I love you: Mindfulness and self-compassion practices to rewire your 
brain for calm, clarity, and joy. Boulder, CO: Sounds True. 

44. Sherman M. (2023) https://livingthismoment.ca/ 

45. Slutsky J. et al. (2019). Mindfulness training improves employee well-being: A randomized controlled 
trial. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 24 (1), 139–149. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000132 

46. Tarlov A.R. (1996) Social determinants of health: the sociobiological translation. Chapter 5 in D.Blane, E. 
Brunner and R. Wilkinson (eds.) Health and Social Organization. Towards a Health Policy for the Twenty-
first Century. New York. Routledge 

47. Walsh Z. (2016). A Meta-Critique of Mindfulness Critiques: From McMindfulness to Critical Mindfulness. 
In: Purser, R., Forbes, D., Burke, A. (eds) Handbook of Mindfulness. Mindfulness in Behavioral Health. 
Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-44019-4_11 

48. Wasylkiw L.et al. (2015),"The impact of mindfulness on leadership effectiveness in a health care setting: a 
pilot study", Journal of Health Organization and Management, Vol. 29 Issue 7 pp. 893 – 911 

49. West M. A. (2021) Compassionate Leadership [in health and social care settings]. Swirling Leaf Press UK. 

50. West M. A.and Chowla R. (2017). Compassionate leadership for compassionate healthcare. In Gilbert, P. 
(Ed.). Compassion: concepts, research and applications (pp. 237-257). London: Routledge. 

51. Workforce Institute at UKG (2022) Mental Health at Work: managers and money. Survey of C Suite 
leaders and HR managers  

52. Workplace Safety and Prevention Services (2021) Leading for Psychological Safety in Challenging Times (a 
six-hour instructor-led course) www.wsps.ca  

 

 

 
i See for example Harvard Business Review March 30th 2022: Dina Denham Smith: “Compassion fatigue is real and it may 

be weighing you down”. Leaders today are expected to take on a lot of “emotional labour” that can take a serious toll on 

their health. Self compassion can help alleviate the exhaustion that can result from the expenditure of excessive 

amounts of mental energy 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000132
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-44019-4_11

	22. King K, (2021) The Limits of Mindfulness: for the greatest benefit understand the risks clearly. Psychology Today. Posted August 29

