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Abstract 

The literature on police stop-and-search events over the last two decades has heavily criticised the police for being racially 

disproportionate towards young black men compared to their white counterparts, resulting in the police being labelled as 

institutionally racist. However, none of the literature considers the fact that the public reporting of incidents may have had a 

major and direct influence on police stop-and-search outcomes. This significant issue remains a hidden and under-researched 

area, even though the disproportionality of police stop-and-search incidents is the leading cause of the negative relationship 

between the police and black and minority ethnic groups. This study addresses this gap by examining public bias in reporting 

incidents that result in police stopping and searching an individual. This study addresses this gap by examining public bias in 

reporting incidents that result in police stopping and searching an individual. A mixed method approach has been taken and 

primary data has been collected through freedom of information requests from the four borough command units (BCU) of the 

Metropolitan Police with densely populated areas with Black and Asian minority groups to investigate the link between public 

calls or reports of incidents and the initiation of police stop-and-search events. This data has been measured against national stop 

and search statistics in line with demographic data gathered from National Census data for the areas. The research concludes that 

there is discrimination against black and minority ethnic groups in members of the public reporting concerns. Freedom of 

information request for quantitative data from the Metropolitan Police reveals that public calls for reported incidents are on 

average 8.4 times more likely to describe the perpetrator as black European rather than white and 23.9 times more likely in the 

Central East borough when describing Asian ethnicity. 
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1. Contextual Background on Police 

Stop-and-Search Activities 

 

The police stop-and-search power remains one of the most 

controversial and seems to be used disproportionately to tar-

get black and minority ethnic groups [50, 64, 71]. Since the 

McPherson report was published in 1999, stop-and-search 

has been put into the spotlight by recommending a change in 

reporting standards, to record all stop-and-searchers after the 

Metropolitan Police was found to be ‗institutionally racist‘ 

[66]. The more recent report by Baroness Casey [17] echoed 
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the findings and the Metropolitan Police was again termed 

‗institutionally racist, sexist and homophobic‘, with a signif-

icant factor in this being the stop-and-search data [17]. 

The existing research into this disparity and the subse-

quent recommendations focus only on one party and con-

clude that the police are to blame [9, 17, 25, 31, 51, 52, 66]. 

It is apparent that police stop-and-search is analysed as the 

cause and the subsequent 'effect' equates to a disproportion-

ate level of searching of minority groups. The public influ-

ence on stop-and-search data only looks at the public being 

the target of police due to location/access (cause) and the 

police searching minority groups as they are more available 

to the police (effect) [8]. In addition, the stop-and-search 

literature needs more consideration and reflection on the 

public's influence on stop-and-search as there is little re-

search mentioning the public as a potential cause of the 

problem, leaving a considerable gap in the knowledge. Nev-

ertheless, there is a substantial amount of research on public 

biases affecting minority groups throughout society and evi-

dence of systematic discrimination can be seen everywhere, 

whether in the school or university application process, pub-

lic and private sector recruitment processes, access to NHS 

services or social interactions [4, 14, 20, 29]. These public 

and societal biases are not analysed by considering 

stop-and-search outcomes being influenced by the public 

calling for police intervention, eventually resulting in police 

stop-and-search activities disproportionately targeting people 

from ethnic minorities. The consequences of disproportion-

ate targeting can be damaging to the police reputation and 

their relationship with certain groups resulting in violent 

protests, riots and complete distrust of the police [35, 39, 61]. 

This article argues that public reporting of incidents against 

minority groups can be a major contributing factor to the 

disproportionality of police stop-and-search data. 

The Article Seeks to Answer the Question 

Do members of the public call for police assistance dis-

proportionately when faced with minority groups? 

2. Literature Review 

The existing research on police stop-and-search activities 

in the UK contains critical evaluations that raise questions 

about the fairness, effectiveness and possible prejudices in-

volved in these encounters. Machado and Lugo [41] identify 

different areas of criticism, shedding light on the constraints 

and problems surrounding stop-and-search. One criticism is 

the discriminatory targeting of people from minority groups, 

notably those from black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) 

origins. There is a gap in the frequency of stop-and-search, 

suggesting that BAME individuals are being discriminated 

against [60]. 

Tiratell et al. [58] highlight the subjective personality of 

reasonable suspicion to individual police officers, underlining 

the possibility of implicit bias influencing officers' deci-

sion-making. They investigated the influence of societal 

preconceptions and negative attitudes in the police and among 

the general public in biased profiling during stop-and-search 

situations. Public perceptions, demands and expectations may 

affect the frequency and regularity of these contacts with the 

police [71]. There is a need to investigate the connection 

between societal processes, public demands and the conduct 

of law enforcement agencies in stop-and-search processes. 

Aside from the disproportionate targeting, many dispute the 

effectiveness of stop-and-search as a crime-fighting approach 

with the detection and arrest rate being 13% in 2022 [28]. The 

low detection rates of illegal items or criminal activities, 

according to O'Neill [54], are insufficient justification for the 

intrusive nature of these encounters and possibly more effec-

tive ways including intelligence-led policing and community 

participation are proposed. The absence of accountability and 

transparency is a further recurrent theme with the requirement 

for police to be more accountable and open in stop-and-search 

procedures [52]. Finally, community relations and trust are 

recurrent themes. For instance, there is a need to develop 

constructive connections between police and communities 

[45]. 

2.1. Blaming the Police for Biased 

Stop-and-Search Practices 

According to the prevailing opinion, police misconduct is 

mostly to blame for unfair stop-and-search procedures [9, 18, 

25, 31, 66, 51, 52]. This is due to concerns about potential 

discrimination, excessive targeting and civil rights violations. 

However, it is important to understand how the public's per-

spective has shaped this attitude and its implications [49]. 

Scholars who hold this position stress statistical discrepan-

cies in stop-and-search encounters, notably the overrepresen-

tation of specific groups such as people with minority ethnic 

backgrounds. These discrepancies indicate structural biases in 

police procedures, resulting in a disproportionate concentration 

on specific neighbourhoods [36]. Additionally, the Independent 

Office for Police Conduct [34] points to police officers' implicit 

biases, social prejudices and negative impressions which may 

affect decision-making during stop-and-search encounters. The 

prevalent opinion emphasises the importance of increased 

awareness, training and steps to confront and reduce these 

prejudices in the police service. 

However, it is necessary to consider the broader environ-

ment in which these actions take place. The effect of public 

perspectives on stop-and-search confrontations must be con-

sidered [7]. Understanding the complexity of biased 

stop-and-search approaches requires acknowledging the pub-

lic's perspective's role in forming this dominant position. 

2.2. Factors Beyond Police Responsibility 

Several contextual and cultural elements influence 

stop-and-search behaviours and understanding them is critical 

for a thorough analysis. The first factor affecting these inter-
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actions' frequency and character is the legislative framework 

that governs stop-and-search powers, such as the Police and 

Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) and the related Codes of 

Practice. The law establishes the boundaries in which police 

officers must work and that any biases or defects in the law 

may affect stop-and-search authority [25]. 

Other factors that influence bias are public views, political 

debate and media narratives about crime and public safety 

which can all affect the prioritising and magnitude of 

stop-and-search approaches [18, 38]. Borooah [6] suggests 

that governments should embrace proactive enforcement 

techniques such as increased monitoring of stop-and-search 

powers to prevent public anxiety and politicisation of these 

operations. Socioeconomic gaps and inequities in society can 

also contribute indirectly to the incidence of stop-and-search 

procedures. This also suggests that people from areas with 

greater levels of hardship and deprivation may have more 

frequent contact with law enforcement authorities in response 

to crime trends and community demands [47]. 

Other criminological theories may also influence the police. 

These are routine activity, social norms and rational choice 

which have all been found to change the perception of the 

police [8]. Whereby these factors around people's availability 

in social norms and routine activity being less of a suitable 

guardian; Nevertheless, it does not explain the disparity in the 

stop-and-search statistics [8]. Police proactivity has also sig-

nificantly reduced, with research pointing to financial auster-

ity and government budget cuts [10, 19]. The effect of this is 

that it has been shown that police officers have limited ca-

pacity to be proactive and can only answer emergency calls 

[3]. This lack of proactivity could lead to public calls initiat-

ing stop-and-search even more. The police may not have the 

time and resources to conduct stop-and-search proactively 

and may only respond to stop-and-search incident calls. 

The occupational culture and practices of police depart-

ments can influence the execution and consequences of 

stop-and-search operations. Officer discretion, training 

guidelines, supervisory methods and performance indicators 

might influence the incidence, targeting and behaviour during 

these encounters [16]. 

Scholars have investigated the link between socioeconomic 

status and stop-and-search methods and found that regions 

with greater socioeconomic hardship had higher rates of 

stop-and-search encounters [70]. Socioeconomic disparities 

can lead to a greater concentration of policing resources in 

certain areas, resulting in disproportionate stop-and-search 

rates. 

Likewise, the level and character of crime in a given loca-

tion have been shown to influence stop-and-search ap-

proaches, with higher crime areas usually seeing more strin-

gent policing and increased use of searches and seizures as a 

crime control strategy [39]. 

Examining these characteristics sheds light on the envi-

ronmental influences on police stop-and-search tactics that 

extend beyond individual officers. The research emphasises 

the importance of addressing structural disparities, promoting 

community empowerment and fostering collaborative ap-

proaches between the police and the community they serve by 

considering socioeconomic considerations, crime rates and 

social factors. 

2.3. Subconscious Bias of Police Officers 

Miller et al. [48] found that officers with deeper implicit 

biases were more inclined to participate in discriminatory 

activities such as unfair stop-and-search strategies. They 

emphasised the possible effect of subconscious preconcep-

tions on dealing with people of different races or ethnicities, 

as well as the impact of officer qualities and experiences on 

subconscious prejudices [62]. These prejudices were exem-

plified by officers with less experience being more likely to 

have larger implicit biases, highlighting the relevance of 

training and exposure to other communities in eliminating 

bias in law enforcement employees [21]. These studies 

demonstrate potential unconscious biases among police of-

ficers and how they might affect stop-and-search interactions. 

They emphasise the necessity for continual education, tactics 

and training to lessen the effect of bias on the decision-making 

procedures in law enforcement organisations [25]. 

The results of police stop-and-search tactics, particularly 

skewed outcomes and discriminatory effects, have important 

implications for developing fair and transparent policing 

strategies [64]. Zilka et al [72] advocate for more openness 

and accountability in stop-and-search procedures to overcome. 

Clear explanations from police about the grounds for stops 

and searches, and improved data collecting and reporting 

methods could tackle public concerns and foster more trust in 

law enforcement. 

2.4. Societal Bias 

Scholars have shown that sub-bias plays a vital role in our 

everyday lives and is fundamental to our daily interactions 

with people [1, 3, 13]. Our animal instinct for safety, social-

isation, learning and emotions uses our experiences subcon-

sciously to make decisions. This would suggest that sub-bias 

is connected to human nature, comparing this to the brain not 

working if you don‘t have sub-bias [26]. This is due to our 

brain's information processing taking shortcuts in unsafe 

situations. This notion that it is wired into human nature as a 

defence mechanism is further verified by neuroscientists. This 

leads to sub-consciousness in society, including human per-

ception and judgements. Eagleman [22] showed that dis-

crimination is formed from people's environment and expe-

riences and is an animal safety mechanism that can cause 

sub-consciousness discrimination when safety is at risk. 

Scholars also agree that these sub-biases are fundamental to 

humans as we cannot function without them; however, they 

can cause negative consequences. Michel and Peters [46] 

support this view but state that this can lead to inaccurate 
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beliefs and discrimination. These actions were tested on a 

class of students where initial tests to identify personal biases 

were revealed via the use of role actors playing different 

economic and ethnic backgrounds. What was found that when 

dealing with participants pretending to be from wealthy 

backgrounds, the students reacted in ways that showed that 

these wealrhy individuals were seen as threats [53]. 

Police are not the only part of the criminal justice system 

where bias is prevalent. In 2018, 40% of prisoners were of 

black or mixed ethnicity and when compared to demographic 

data, there is significant discrimination in sentencing [69]. It 

was stated that judges give harsher sentences to BME over 

white defendants, which has been attributed to bias [58]. The 

jury system is also subject to these biases. Hunt [33] investi-

gated jury bias and found that the jury is more likely to give 

guilty against black defendants where the victim is white. 

Efforts to make a more representative jury do not affect this 

discrimination [63]. Therefore, the bias appears to be systemic 

throughout the criminal justice system and society as a whole. 

Educational biases are prevalent in applications, grading and 

teaching and lead to discrimination in the education field. This 

further supports the notion that biases are not just in the police 

service but throughout society. Nordell [53] found that the 

application process for universities discriminates against BME 

groups. The experiment was conducted by using different eth-

nic-sounding names but keeping everything else the same and it 

was found that names that sounded as though they were from a 

black applicant were less likely to be accepted. Grades are also 

affected [20]. This shows a double effect whereby BME groups 

are less likely to be accepted into education and less likely to 

succeed. The notion of being double-affected needs to be fur-

ther considered as this may play a role in the stop-and-search 

statistics. Further similarities have also been extended to soci-

ety, whereby universities are called ‗institutional racists‘, sim-

ilar to the police, stating that health students are racially dis-

criminated against in the curriculum [30]. It is apparent that the 

wider health education provision is plagued with racial dis-

crimination and bias, playing a crucial role in discriminating 

against black minority groups [4, 14, 29]. 

The technological field and recent innovations in artificial 

intelligence have drawn these biases to the fore. In an inves-

tigation into the world of technology and policing, Fan [24] 

discovered that a programme of AI to be used in body-worn 

videos and automated facial recognition was mislabelling 

black people as apes, showing the programmers‘ or society‘s 

bias manifesting in this error. It is also apparent that the facial 

recognition software being used by police is biased due to 

statistical programming leading to false and discriminatory 

results [32]. 

Most research agrees that BME groups are treated differ-

ently due to race in day-to-day life including shopping, 

walking and general interaction, which scholars call mi-

croaggression caused by bias [20, 69]. Combined, it is evident 

that bias plays a role in the lack of legislative changes in drug 

laws and the subsequent discrimination against BME groups. 

However, most research focuses on the police being the sole 

cause of the disparity in stop-and-search statistics [9, 25, 51, 

52]. It appears to focus most research on the police, blaming 

some direction on training, society theories and overall ex-

posure. 

3. Methodology 

A mixed method approach has been applied to analyse sta-

tistical and qualitative data with a critical review of the liter-

ature and in-depth data analysis of police stop-and-search 

acquired through freedom of information requests (FOI). 

Primary data had to be collected from the four borough 

command units (BCU) of the Metropolitan Police to investi-

gate the link between public calls or reports of incidents and 

the initiation of police stop-and-search events. The reason for 

this was that the Metropolitan Police is the force most criti-

cised in the literature and that existing research from the 

McPherson report and 2019 statistics indicate that it conducts 

most stop-and-search interventions with BME people [28]. It 

was also selected due to news headlines from 2019 reporting 

the heavy use of stop-and-search tactics and the ethnic diver-

sity of London [5, 15]. It was then decided what 

stop-and-search items to search for. This was based on the 

literature findings around knife crime and drugs being the 

highest search items looked for by officers and the negative 

stereotype this can [28, 68]. The public call data from the FOI 

request was then sanitised further and broken down by eth-

nicity and analysed in line with stop-and-search data. The 

focus was more spacifcitly on comparing means and ratios 

due to the limited data. 

This allowed for comparing the likelihood of group by di-

viding the reported individuals by the demographic data, 

revealing the preference for identification codes IC1 and IC3 

from the callers. These methods were chosen to analyse the 

data and address the research questions. Descriptive statistics 

provided an overview, the ratio comparison assessed prefer-

ence. However, limitations exist, including assumptions, 

small data set and contextual considerations. 

Data analysis was based on 999 phone calls made by 

members of the public describing suspects and incidents that 

may lead to a stop-and-search incident (possession of drugs, 

knives or other weapons, going equipped, etc.). The FOI data 

was requested from 16/03/2019 prior to any data being ef-

fected by COVID 19 pandemic in the UK. The calls from that 

day were then all anysied by the FOI officer and each relvent 

record was then recorded in time order. The call centres cat-

egorise these data into groups labelled as IC codes as follows: 

IC1 White – North European 

IC2 White – South European 

IC3 Black 

IC4 Asian (in the UK, ‗Asian‘ usually refers to South Asians) 

IC5 Chinese, Japanese or other Southeast Asian 

IC6 Arab or North African 

IC9 Unknown 
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4. Findings and Discussion 

Callers can select any ethnicity when making a call or give 

a description of the offender and the operator will assign an IC 

code. IC1 and IC3 have significantly different pool sizes. IC1 

has a population size of 1,283,716 in the BCUs Central East 

(CE), North Area (NA), North West (NW) and Central North 

(CN) while IC3 has a population of 334,423, IC4 of 527,080, 

and IC6 of 123,505. All these BCUs are dominated by the 

white population, followed by the Asian and black popula-

tions. Of note, the NW and CE have significantly higher Asian 

pollution compared to black. Table 1, regardless of the 

makeup of ethnic breakdowns of the population in each area, 

that black people are 8.4 times more likely to be reported to 

the police on average than any other ethnicity. 

Table 1. Racial disparities in police call data: (initiated by members of the public). 

 

IC3 IC4 IC6 

CN 4.6 0.3 N/A 

CE 1.7 23.9 4.7 

NA 14.1 
 

1.2 

NW 13.3 0.2 0.1 

Average 8.4 8.1 2.0 

Note: This table shows the likelihood of being described by the public for that ethnicity compared to IC1 (white) compared with demographic data. 

Table 2. Ethnicity-specific police calls: a comparative analysis across four demographic areas. 

Ethnicity 
Total calls 

per ethnicity 

Percentage 

of total calls 

Total demographic 

(All BCU) 

Disparity compared 

to white (IC1) 

White – North European 68 31% 1,283,716  

White – South European 0 0% 0  

Black 100 46% 334,423 5.6 

Asian (in the UK, ‗Asian‘ usually refers to South Asians) 35 16% 527,080 1.3 

Chinese, Japanese or other Southeast Asian 0 0% 0 N/A 

Arab or North African 16 7% 123,505 2.2 

Note: This date shows the completed disparity across all ethnicities. The minority ethnic groups are then compared to white ethnicity. This 

shows amount times more they are to be called and described by the public than white ethnicity. 

The data shows that members of the public calling for ser-

vice on different ethnicities significantly vary across the 

BCUs. However, the most interesting revelation is that even 

the BCUs with a larger proportion of BAME residents do not 

show a decrease in BAME groups being reported by the pub-

lic. For example, in CE someone of Asian ethnicity (IC4) is 

23.9 times more likely to be reported by the public compared 

to their white counterparts. This contradicts the findings from 

the majority of the research into human bias that exposure to 

more BAME groups decreases public bias and makes people 

less likely to discriminate against ethnic minorities [11, 56]. 

The research found that when people are in fear the amygdala 

otherwise known as brain processing of emotions, can cause 

people to not have conscious considerations [1]. Hence, the 

findings support the initial hypothesis suggesting a further 

consideration in previous research that blames police for 

disrupting stop-and-search data and unfairly discriminating 

[50, 64, 71]. 

People's inability to read emotions was alluded to, and 

black ethnicity was more likely to be associated with people 

being criminals [37]. These biases and misidentifying could 

be a factor in why the public reports more black people pro 

rata compared with white people. This begs the question of 

why, if this has been known for a while, nothing has been 

done regarding safeguards for the public. 

Other factors need to be considered such as the type of 
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crime asked about. Stop-and-search media reports have 

caused a ‗label‘ effect, increasing the fear of crime [68]. In 

addition, the fear of drugs in neighbourhoods has been widely 

researched since the 1990s and can cause fear in BME 

neighbourhoods [40]. Survey results have found that people 

commonly associate drugs with these areas, which can cause 

stress and fear of crime [13]. This fear could cause an increase 

in calls for this type of crime. In addition, the use of these 

types of crimes could have affected the results. Conversely, 

even with these factors, the public disproportionately called 

the police on black minority ethnic groups compared to white 

ethnic groups in the period and area examined. 

The final and unexpected observation in the results is that 

IC1 and IC3 appear to be the primary description codes used, 

with the other IC codes not used or underused. The research 

into facial recognition technology and mislabelling ethnicity 

may explain why people mislabel ethnicity [24, 32]. Research 

into this anomaly has found that black ethnicity is mislabelled 

on death certificates [2]. A quote from a participant in a racial 

mislabelling study stated, ‗If you're not white skin toned, then 

you're Black‘ [44]. This may explain why all the statistics are 

so high; people only use two ethnicities when making calls to 

the police. It may also explain the disproportionalities in the 

calls for service. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

The main aim of this study was to focus not just on blaming 

the police but us – the public – and the impact we may have on 

discrimination against black ethnic groups. The literature 

review offered a thorough analysis of current research into 

police stop-and-search procedures in the UK, considering the 

influence of the public viewpoint. The findings raise concerns 

about potential bias, unfair targeting and civil liberties abuses 

[49]. Some research acknowledges the impact of public atti-

tudes and expectations on these actions. It recognises the 

intricacies inherent in stop-and-search operations and bal-

ances public safety and individual freedoms [18, 38]. The 

research showed that for the police to achieve fair and im-

partial stop-and-search procedures, it is important to involve 

communities, eliminate hidden biases and encourage com-

munication between the public and the police [22, 48, 66]. 

What seemed to be obvious was that it all focused on blaming 

the stop-and-search statistics on the police but it is the public 

that calls the police and research shows that proactive policing 

has been significantly reduced in recent years due to funding 

cuts [10, 19]. With this, the literature found that the public 

clearly does have a subconscious bias, but the brain would not 

be working properly without subconscious bias [26]. 

Previous research, government reports and solutions fail to 

consider the role of the public. This study has started to plug 

the gap in the research of the public influences on potential 

discrimination and the roles of both the police and the public. 

This could lead to more effective solutions and a rebuilding of 

trust in the police among BME groups. It could suggest add-

ing training and safeguards and providing the best police 

response to everyone proportionately and equally where other 

research, evidence-based policing and government response 

have previously failed [12, 59]. 

The findings show that the public disproportionately dis-

criminates when calling the police and the literature shows 

that bias discriminates against BME and that the potential 

increase of stop-and-search leads to BME protests and sub-

sequent violence. This research recommends that there is a 

need for research into this area addressing the knowledge gaps, 

considering the number of stop-and-search incidents resulting 

in the use of force, arrests and charges in comparison to the 

number resulting in no further action. 

It is suggested that translational criminology in policing 

research approach is taken [65]. It would recommend working 

with the Home Office and police services to add an extra box 

to record the initial ethnicity discribed from the public (if 

applicable) within the public data. This data should be ana-

lysed for a few years. Depending on the findings, an experi-

mental design like research on emotional understanding and 

race could be used [32]. This is to establish the public biases 

when making a call for services and the rationale behind their 

intentions for reporting certain individuals. Once a full un-

derstanding has been achieved of why the public are calling 

disportioantly, then necessary safguards based on this can be 

put in place. It is also recommended that the methodologic 

approach is used to overcome or reduce the potential influ-

ence of the public calls for service in further research and 

government investigation into stop-and-search. 

The reason for this recommendation is due to the findings 

that the public does disproportionately call the police about 

black groups of people because previous research into 

stop-and-search ignores the public influence resulting in po-

lice stop-and-search. Finally, police service call centres must 

consider public bias when calls occur. The research suggests 

the benefits of training on public bias for the call handlers to 

raise awareness of the influence of potential public bias in the 

calls received, eventually resulting in a police 

stop-and-search. 
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