To what degree does ethic minority backgrounds impact on police policies and procedures?

Through posing the question, ‘to what degree does issues relating to ethnic minority backgrounds impact on police policies and procedures?’ This research area will reflect the multitude and wide-ranging affects that an individual’s or communities’ race and ethnicity can influence their experiences when interacting with the police. With focus particularly on the policing strategy of ‘stop and search’, this tool alone can be viewed from a wide perspective, depending on an individual’s experience. Has the public’s perception of the police been impacted by their viewpoints on this strategy? To what degree are the affects of this policing tool impacting negatively or positively across communities? This topic is research driven; we can see issues such as race have impacted on equality and equity. It has been widely argued that racism is still an issue which exists within society and institutions. South Wales Police as an institution that deals with the public and society, would be an ideal mechanism to utilise to break down these issues and discuss whether they continue to present within today’s society. 

Research and data has been gathered from a myriad of sources, ranging from academic study in the field of sociology, to police reports and action plans, as well as public ‘voice.’ It is recognised that the viewpoint and perspective of those utilised within the research will be biased based on their age, gender, ethnic background, and personal experiences. 

Drawing on information deduced from the Casey of Blackstock and Cb, 2023 report,

the report details how trust and confidence in the police is significantly lower than the average from people of Black and mixed ethnic groups trust, with a recorded 10-20% lower on trust and 5-10% in confidence. There has been a long-standing historical influence that may have its part to play within these research figures. For example, looking at the introduction of ‘PACE’ as a policy which draws its origin from the response to the Brixton Riots in 1981. Following the Scarman and Internet Archive report (1981), it was found that racism played a role in the communities mounting frustrations which led to rioting. ‘The Brixton Riots of April 10-12, 1981, described as the first serious riots of the 20th century in England, were the first large scale racial confrontations between Black British youth and white British police.’ (Brenton 2019). In the pending days leading up to the riots it was documented there were 943 stop and searches in this area (Brenton, 2019). Many of which involved youths from Black backgrounds. This was viewed as malpractice and an abuse of power by the police which sparked the Brixton Riots (1981). The riots prompted a public inquiry and the ‘Scarman report’ was produced. Within this report there was evidence that there was ‘disproportionate failing of the metropolitan police force’ (Scarman and Internet Archive, 1986) and how the riot was dealt with. 

The report itself influenced a new code for police behaviour; Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984. This, it can be argued, has influenced modern professional policing. This new act outlined a clear framework which the police must abide by. The act enforces a process that would make stop and searches more effective and transparent when deciding whether a stop and search is required. In doing so it ensures officers are clear in their motive for carrying out a search, and not based on influences regarding a person’s appearance, behaviour, or their mere presence in a well-known crime related area. This could also be interpreted as ‘unconscious bias’. The police officer undertaking the search must declare why it has been undertaken. The ethos of this Act was to make way for a forward thinking, modern professional policing. By detailing the ‘GOWISELY’ framework within PACE Act 1984 this transparency can be achieved. This process not only safeguards the public but also the police themselves. The most important element which was most influenced by the Brixton Riots includes the ‘grounds.’ By ensuring the grounds are clear, there is a transparent reason why a person is being stopped and the object they are searching for whilst you are being detained. (iaingould, 2020) The police officer undertaking the search must declare why it has been undertaken and ensure the person being searched is clear as to the motive. 


Despite these clear procedures and boundaries put in place it is interesting to note that in 2015, Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary, found that more than a quarter of stop and searches could be deemed as unlawful. Thus, questioning the impact of PACE and whether the policy and procedures do go far enough to protect the publics interest. The impact of this is extremely alarming. It is widely noted the impact stop and searches have on individuals and communities. Chief Constable Olivia Pinkney states:
‘Stop and search can be highly emotive and, if misused, can be harmful to the trust and confidence young people feel towards the police. Young people’s confidence and transparency in our use of this power is critical because it is one of the most intrusive powers we have and can give rise to strong feelings and resentment’. (College of Policing, 2022b)

From research by The Full Fact Team it has been quoted ‘the Ministry of Justice figures that while the use of stop and search powers has grown in recent years, the proportion resulting in arrests has fallen‘, (Full Fact Team , 2013). This research suggests that stop and searches are used by most offices as a way to negate an offence. One the other hand another viewpoint could argue that this process has been undertaken pointlessly, viewing it as an abuse of power or as a tool to uses personal biases/unconscious bias to control a person’s freedom.


Utilising Cosgrove and Ramshaw 2015 (Wood et al., 2022, p.175) research it is possible to understand why their findings showed that those from minority communities may already feel vulnerable and lack trust in the police as such this then leads to a feeling of disengagement. 

The Scarman report (1981) prompted the introduction of PACE, which aimed to recognise the lack of transparency in ‘stop and searches’, and as such put in place a policy which holds officers to account when making decisions regarding stopping a member of the public. By having a clear process and procedure to follow, the issue of possible ‘unconscious bias’ from a police officer may be reduced. The College of Policing (2023) recognises that unconscious bias is a complexity when policing within a diverse modern society. Heightened more so within policing when decisions are made quickly and often with little background or information. 

Hot spot policing could also be argued as a contributing factor to tensions between the police and particular ethnic minority backgrounds. Sherman et al 1989, (Wood et al., 2022b, p.170) found that crime tends to be clustered within small geographical areas. Hot spot policing can involve a larger than usual police presence within an area, which can lead to higher-than-average stop and searches. The Race Action plan (2022a) states that that those from of a Black heritage are ‘nine times more likely to be stopped and search then their white counterpart’. Proving that despite the fact that over forty years have passed since the Brixton Riots, this is still an area of concern within current society. What ‘hot spot policing’ does not take into account is the demographic and socio-economic factors regarding a community in which has been highlighted as a ‘high crime area’. A recent study published by Gov.uk (2023) demonstrates that despite living in a modern society, there is still a large discrepancy between the income and means to resources between those from ethnic minorities compared to their white counterparts. When addressing the motivation behind committing a crime it is widely recognised that financial gain is often the leading contributing factor.  (Adran and Oes, 2009). When looking at issues such as socio-economic factors linked with race and ethnicity this is an important implication to bear in mind.

Failings within the police amongst high profile cases such as the murder of Stephen Lawrence in 1993 have highlighted a mistrust amongst communities in the police. The British Police pride themselves on the theory of ‘policing by consent.’ This strategy relies on community engagement, support and information being given and received in a ‘two-way’ or ‘reciprocal’ relationship model (Wood et al, 2022c, p166,). When trust in police is low this relationship breaks down and communities are far less likely to engage with the police. The MacPherson Report (1999) and the MacPherson 10 years on (2009) recognises that racism is a factor within policing. The MacPherson 22 years on (2021), recognises that the force has made some progress towards trying to eliminate racism within but was still failing the communities they serve. 

The Race Action Plan (2022a), acknowledges this, particularly the ‘long-standing challenges’ in relationships between Black communities and the police. The policy aims to develop an ‘anti-racist’ ethos within the police and increase levels of confidence within the Black demographic. It recognises that tensions are heightened and what the police need to do to actively support a change in the relationship. Research on this topic is heavily bias, namely coming from the police perspective. Reports, research and literature is often commissioned by the police or government. Very often recommendations are made not by those who have first hand experiences. In a bid to broaden research and the ‘voice’ of those affected by these issues the Podcast ‘New Met, Old Tricks’ Morgan and Lunt (2023) opens up a dialogue from an often ‘unheard’ voice. Although there are limitations of using this as a form of ‘research’ as well as bias which may occur when utilising personal viewpoints, this podcast enables a deeper understanding of issues which have as yet to be replicated within academic research. 

One element of the Race Action plan (2022a) includes a ‘development of a representative workforce.’ A questioned posed through research includes, has the effect of the aforementioned historical events, coupled with the proceeding lack of transparency and procedures followed somehow contributed to the lower numbers of recruitment into the police force from ethnic minority groupings. Has the public perspective and lack of trust in the police from people originating from ethnical diverse communities impacted on their desire to pursue a career within the police force?  

Published author Matthew Syed lays out his views regarding ‘diverse thinking’, in his book ‘Rebel Ideas’ Syed’s (2021, pp.199–260) theories resonate within any institution, but particularly within those which support the public. When reading Syed’s publication alongside this research it is clear that there is a need for a broad and diverse community of leaders. Syed states that in order to gain the best out of each situation we need a range of people from different ages, races and backgrounds in order to identify gaps and aspects which one demographic alone may miss. Drawing on Historical events such as 9/11, Syed analyses the ‘missed’ opportunities which occurred through relying on a very narrow demographic of leaders. Particularly within this example, having a more diverse network of races and ethnic minorities may have indeed identified certain discrepancies which were missed. Linking back to unconscious bias, Syed’s hypothesis demonstrates the need for a diverse community within all institutions. Particularly within the police this would be an added advantage particularly as the communities we serve are becoming more diverse. Therefore, it could be questioned, as our communities become more diverse, why are they not represented within police recruitment?  

Despite ‘developing representation’ being an element of the Race Action Plan (2022a), statistics show that within the South Wales Police only 0.2% of applicants were from a Black or Black British background in 2021, according to www.GOV.uk. Research also suggests that there are in fact minute numbers of those from ethnic minority groups joining the police (GOV.UK, 2023).

It is difficult to avoid the issue of tensions between ethnic minority groups and the police, even if an individual has had no personal experience, the role of social media has enabled perspectives to be viewed and voiced on a larger scale to those who previously may have been ‘unheard.’ Social media is widely regarded as a tool of influence (Neale, 2014) In recent years many ineffective policing practices or indeed malpractices have been widely recorded and shared on various social media platforms. It is inevitable therefore that this would influence an individual’s viewpoint of the police and their practice. This area of research is still in infancy, however, one which will no doubt grow quickly and aid understanding in how a media present can impact on the public perception of the police. 

The purpose of this research study is to highlight the public’s perception of policing practice. Particularly in relation to the policy regarding stop and searches. Could it be argued that the impact of historical events, current affairs and the public’s perception impacted on the low numbers of those from ethnic minority groups on joining the police. Have past and present incidents involving members of the public from ethnic minority groupings served as a deterrent for people who may have otherwise aspired to pursue a career in the police? Have the police policies and responses to previous malpractices gone far enough to demonstrate they are actively anti-racist and therefore change the narrative between the two communities? It has been widely recognised that the relationship between the police and those from ethnic minority groups has been difficult, without fundamental change will this inevitably continue. And how can this be realistically achieved? 
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