
Toronto Police Services Board 

40 College Street 

Toronto, Ontario M5G 2J3 

 

July 10, 2020 

 

Dear Board Members: 

 

The following submission summarizes the argument that, before any meaningful police reform can 

occur, we must first begin by ensuring that the City of Toronto hires, trains, and fosters competent and 

capable transformational police leaders. 

Managers maintain the status-quo, whereas leaders institute change. If we, as a City, wish to see 

meaningful change in the way police services are delivered, I submit that we must follow in the 

footsteps of the Canadian Armed Forces and begin with a complete redesign of the way our police 

leaders are identified, trained, and promoted.  

The introduction of the Toronto Police Service’s new Foundations of Leadership Development Program is 

a step in the right direction however it must be expanded in scope, properly integrated with 

performance evaluation systems, and made available to the broader membership. Research shows that 

leadership training must begin early (i.e. before being promoted to a formal supervisory position) and 

continue throughout the member career. (For a more fulsome presentation of this argument, see my 

research into the development of police leaders in Ontario, a copy of which has been provided to the 

TPS Strategy Management Unit.) 

Reforms implemented without capable leaders in place to see that change through will surely be short-

lived, as evidenced by past attempts at transformation. Only when we have the right leaders in place will 

we be positioned to ensure lasting change. 

 

Regards, 

 

 

Matthew Wood, CD, MPPAL 

 

  



The Strategic Constable: Developing 

Resilient Police Constables in Ontario. 
 

With renewed tensions rising out of the United States, the profession of policing is once again under the 

microscope. Today, there are countless demands for heightened accountability, additional training, and 

even the de-funding of our police services. In times such as these we might ask ourselves where to turn 

for guidance. Ever since my transition from the military to policing I’ve often advocated that we might 

adopt some of the lessons learned from our military sisters and brothers – specifically the concept of the 

“Strategic Corporal”. 

In 1999, U.S. Marine General Charles Krulak wrote about the concept of the Strategic Corporal in 

relation to another concept he termed the “Three Block War”. In his view, the environment in which the 

military was beginning to operate was becoming increasingly complex. He posited that soldiers would 

soon be required to undertake peacekeeping, humanitarian, and full-scale military operations all within 

three hypothetical city blocks of each other. 

The police, too, operate within a similarly complex environment; they regularly alternate between high-

stress and low-stress situations (e.g. violent crimes, neighbour disputes), one after the other, while 

being expected to maintain a consistent degree of professionalism. 

Soldiers must be able "to confidently make well-reasoned and independent decisions under 

extreme stress – decisions that will likely be subject to the harsh scrutiny of both the media 

and the court of public opinion.” 

In General Krulak’s view, the actions of the corporal (a junior leader not unlike a police constable) has 

the potential to influence strategic-level, political decisions due to a growing media presence. This 

concept holds true in policing; actions like those of Derek Chauvin in the death of George Floyd clearly 

have far-reaching consequences for the profession of policing. In the environment of the three block 

war, General Krulak explains, soldiers must be able “to confidently make well-reasoned and 

independent decisions under extreme stress – decisions that will likely be subject to the harsh scrutiny 

of both the media and the court of public opinion.” 

In order to be prepared for this environment, General Krulak insists that developing the Strategic 

Corporal requires a combination of education, training, and leaders who act as competent role models – 

all of which begins by hiring “bold, capable, intelligent” people. Next, forging Strategic Corporals 

requires lifelong professional development during which values such as integrity, initiative, decisiveness, 

mental agility, and personal accountability are reinforced. Finally (and arguably the most important), 

formal leadership training molds the corporal into the strategic-minded individual prepared to face the 

complex environment of the three block war. It is these last two steps where I believe policing in Ontario 

has the most room for improvement. Change, in any form, begins with an organization’s leaders. 

The Ministry of the Solicitor General (formerly Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional 

Services) prescribes the basic training requirements of police constables in its Policing 

Standards Manual, which was last updated 20 years ago. 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-are-we-ready-to-talk-about-defunding-the-police/
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a399413.pdf


My own research into police leadership training practices paints a bleak picture: professional 

development for police officers is optional beyond basic training. The only legally mandated training is 

annual re-certification in use of force. The Ministry of the Solicitor General (formerly Ministry of 

Community Safety and Correctional Services) prescribes the basic training requirements of police 

constables in its Policing Standards Manual, which was last updated 20 years ago. Surely much has 

changed in policing since then. 

Absent in the standards manual is any mention of police leadership training. The word “leadership” 

doesn’t appear a single time in all of the manual’s 226 pages. Despite acting as leaders in their 

community, leadership training for the police is neither governed by the Province of Ontario nor is it 

applied uniformly across police services. Management training (separate from leadership training) is 

generally reserved to those promoted to supervisory positions, and even then, is not on-going 

throughout their careers. Several reports and commissions have cited the need for high-quality police 

leaders, including the Ontario Provincial Police Independent Review Panel, the Office of the 

Ombudsman of Ontario, retired Justice Frank Iacobucci, and the auditor general for the City of Toronto. 

Among other benefits, effective leaders have been shown to produce alignment with organizational 

goals, a sense of cohesiveness and personal development among followers, improved relationships 

between leader and follower, and increased morale and productivity. Police constables with effective 

leaders benefit from improvements in emotional intelligence and are likely better equipped to respond 

to the moral dilemmas they regularly face. Most importantly, effective leadership is also the 

cornerstone of culture change.  

In 1993, the Canadian Armed Forces experienced a similar type of organizational crisis not unlike what 

policing is facing today. Canadian soldiers captured, tortured, and killed two unarmed Somali men 

suspected of stealing from their base in what would become known as the “Somalia Affair”. The actions 

of a few front-line soldiers led to international disgrace, service-wide loss of morale, and a 25 per cent 

reduction in national defence spending. The resulting national inquiry concluded that the leadership of 

the once-famous Canadian Airborne Regiment was so broken that the only possible solution was to 

disband the entire regiment. Rather than accept its demise, the Canadian Armed Forces, through a 

period of serious introspection, transitioned to the professional body that exists today. It did so by 

recognizing the influence of its leaders, by committing to their development, and by outlining the way 

ahead though publications such as Duty with Honour and the Leadership in the Canadian Forces series. 

If we, as a profession, are to begin moving in the right direction, I would argue that now is the time to 

embrace the idea of the Strategic Constable. 

About the Author: 

Matthew Wood, CD, is a police constable with the Toronto Police Service. He served 18 years with the 

Canadian Armed Forces having retired as a sergeant. Matthew is also a recent graduate of the Master of 

Public Policy, Administration and Law program at York University. 

  

http://www.ontla.on.ca/library/repository/mon/28002/233900.pdf
http://www.mcscs.jus.gov.on.ca/sites/default/files/content/mcscs/docs/OPP_IRP_FinalReport_Accessible_EN.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/Files/sitemedia/Documents/OntarioOmbudsmanDeescalationEN_1.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/Files/sitemedia/Documents/OntarioOmbudsmanDeescalationEN_1.pdf
https://www.torontopolice.on.ca/publications/files/reports/police_encounters_with_people_in_crisis_2014.pdf
http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2007/au/bgrd/backgroundfile-2617.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/corporate/reports-publications/duty-with-honour-2009.html
http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2013/dn-nd/D2-313-2-2005-eng.pdf
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