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Racism can be understood in different ways, including individual, institutional, and structural forms. Individual racism refers to personal beliefs or actions that discriminate against someone based on their race, whereas institutional racism involves systems or organisations that produce unequal outcomes for different racial groups, even if this is not always intentional. Structural racism goes further by explaining how wider society reinforces inequality through long-standing systems and practices (Phillips and Bowling, 2007). These ideas are important when looking at the role of the police, as the police force is expected to enforce the law fairly, protect the public, and treat all individuals equally.
The issue of racism within policing is significant because public trust is essential for effective law enforcement. If certain groups feel unfairly targeted or discriminated against, they may be less likely to cooperate with the police, which can impact crime prevention and the overall justice system (Loader and Mulcahy, 2003). However, there is still ongoing debate around this issue. Some argue that police decisions are based on evidence and crime patterns rather than race, while others believe there is clear evidence of bias in practices such as stop and search. This essay will argue that while not all police officers act with racist intent, there is strong evidence of institutional racism within policing that leads to unequal treatment of ethnic minority groups.
To understand racism within the police force today, it is important to consider how policing has developed over time. Modern policing in the UK began with the creation of the Metropolitan Police in 1829, which aimed to maintain order and prevent crime. However, these systems were created in a society where racial inequality and empire were still influential, which shaped attitudes towards different groups (Emsley, 2013).
During the colonial period, policing was often used to control colonised populations, reinforcing ideas about racial hierarchy and authority. Although this mainly occurred outside the UK, these attitudes influenced policing more widely. After the Second World War, the UK experienced large waves of immigration from the Caribbean, South Asia, and Africa. While this increased diversity, it also led to tensions between police and minority communities. For example, stop and search powers were often used more frequently on Black individuals, creating feelings of unfair treatment and mistrust (Bowling and Phillips, 2007).
These tensions became more visible during events such as the Brixton riots in the 1980s, where frustrations with policing became more public. A major turning point came with the Macpherson Report, which investigated the police handling of the murder of Stephen Lawrence. The report concluded that the Metropolitan Police was “institutionally racist,” meaning that racism was embedded within the system rather than just the result of individual actions. This was historically important because it changed how racism in policing was understood. It showed that the issue was not just about individual prejudice, but also about wider systems and practices, which is why it remains relevant today.
One of the main ways racism in policing is highlighted is through the use of stop and search powers. Stop and search allows police officers to stop individuals if they suspect involvement in crime. However, there is strong evidence suggesting that this power is used disproportionately against ethnic minority groups, particularly Black individuals. As stated by the UK Government (2023), Black people are several times more likely to be stopped and searched than White people. Similar patterns are shown in reports from Stopwatch and The Equality and Human Rights Commission, which highlight clear racial differences in how these powers are applied.
Although the police argue that stop and search is necessary to reduce crime, there is debate about how effective it actually is. According to the College of Policing (2021), its overall impact on reducing crime is limited. This is supported by research showing that many searches do not result in any illegal items being found. Studies by Bowling and Phillips (2007) and Quinton (2011) also suggest that ethnic minority individuals who are searched are not more likely to be carrying illegal items than White individuals. This raises concerns about whether these decisions are always based on reasonable suspicion. Because of this, many researchers link stop and search to racial profiling, where individuals are targeted based on ethnicity rather than clear evidence. As argued by Delsol and Shiner (2015), unconscious bias can influence police decisions even when discrimination is not intentional.
Racism in policing can also be seen in arrest rates and outcomes within the criminal justice system. Ethnic minority groups, particularly Black individuals, are often overrepresented in arrest statistics and prison populations. Data from the UK Government and reports by the Ministry of Justice show that these groups are more likely to be arrested and receive harsher outcomes compared to White individuals. While some argue this reflects differences in crime rates, others suggest it may be influenced by policing strategies that focus more heavily on certain communities, as well as bias in decision-making (Phillips and Bowling, 2007). This raises concerns about fairness and whether all individuals are treated equally under the law.
Another important area is the use of force. Evidence suggests that ethnic minorities are more likely to experience force during police encounters. Although the UK does not have the same level of high-profile incidents as other countries, there have still been cases that have raised public concern. Reports from the Home Office (2023) show that use of force is not experienced equally across different groups. This affects how safe people feel when interacting with the police. If individuals believe they are more likely to be treated unfairly, it can increase fear and reduce trust in law enforcement.
Overall, across stop and search, arrests, and use of force, there is consistent evidence of racial disparities in policing. While not all of this can be directly explained by intentional racism, the patterns suggest that bias, whether conscious or unconscious plays a role. These inequalities raise important questions about fairness, effectiveness, and trust in the police.
One of the main causes of racism in policing is implicit bias. This refers to unconscious stereotypes or assumptions that can influence behaviour without people realising it. In policing, this means officers may make decisions based on ingrained ideas about certain groups rather than clear evidence. Research from the College of Policing (2021) suggests that unconscious bias can affect decision-making in areas such as stop and search. This is supported by wider research showing that people can hold biases without intentionally acting in a racist way (Delsol and Shiner, 2015). This shows that racism in policing is not always deliberate but can still lead to unequal outcomes.
Another factor is institutional culture within the police. This is sometimes described as “canteen culture,” where shared attitudes and informal conversations between officers can reinforce stereotypes. These views can become normalised, making it harder to challenge discriminatory behaviour. Loftus (2009) argues that police culture can create pressure to conform, meaning officers may be less likely to report misconduct. This can allow problematic behaviour to continue without being addressed.
Structural issues also play an important role. For example, there is still a lack of diversity within police forces, especially in senior roles. According to UK Government (2023) data, ethnic minority groups are underrepresented compared to the wider population. This can limit perspectives and reduce the ability to challenge bias. In addition, accountability systems are not always fully trusted by the public. Reports from the Home Office (2023) suggest that complaints processes do not always lead to meaningful outcomes. Unequal training or inconsistent application of policies can also contribute to the problem.
Overall, racism in policing is caused by a combination of individual, cultural, and structural factors. These work together to create unequal outcomes, even when discrimination is not intentional.
In response to these issues, a number of reforms have been introduced. One key approach has been increasing diversity within the police force. As stated by the UK Government (2023), there have been efforts to recruit more officers from ethnic minority backgrounds. The aim is to better reflect society and improve relationships between police and communities.
Another reform is the use of body-worn cameras, which are intended to improve transparency and accountability. According to the Home Office (2023), these can provide evidence of police behaviour and reduce complaints. Research from the College of Policing (2021) also suggests they can improve conduct, although results are mixed.
Bias training programmes have also been introduced to address unconscious bias. These aim to make officers more aware of how stereotypes can affect decisions. However, their effectiveness is debated, as training alone may not lead to long-term change without wider reforms (Delsol and Shiner, 2015).
Independent oversight bodies, such as the Independent Office for Police Conduct, have also been established to investigate complaints and ensure accountability. While these are important, there are still concerns about how effective they are. Despite these reforms, there are clear limitations. Many argue that these measures do not fully address deeper systemic issues within policing. For example, increasing diversity or providing training does not automatically change long-standing institutional practices or culture. This suggests that more comprehensive changes are needed.
In conclusion, racism within the police force is a complex issue that cannot be explained by individual behaviour alone. While not all officers act with racist intent, there is strong evidence that institutional and structural factors lead to unequal treatment of ethnic minority groups. This can be seen in practices such as stop and search, arrest rates, and use of force, where consistent disparities exist (Phillips and Bowling, 2007).
The essay has also shown that historical developments, particularly the impact of the Macpherson Report, have shaped how racism in policing is understood today. Causes such as implicit bias, police culture, and structural issues all contribute to these inequalities (Delsol and Shiner, 2015, Loftus, 2009). Although reforms have been introduced, they do not fully address the deeper problems within the system (College of Policing, 2021, Home Office, 2023).
Overall, racism in policing continues to affect trust, fairness, and effectiveness. If the police are to maintain public confidence, further action is needed to address both individual behaviour and wider systemic issues.
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