



Metropolitan Police Strip‑Searching Children: A Critical Human Rights Evaluation
The Metropolitan Police Service’s use of strip‑search powers on children has emerged as one of the most controversial policing practices in the United Kingdom. This issue gained renewed scrutiny following the 2022 Child Q case, in which a Black schoolgirl was strip‑searched at school without an appropriate adult present after unfounded suspicions of cannabis possession, and no prohibited items were found (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2025). The decision was later found to constitute gross misconduct, reinforcing concerns about the legality and ethics of the practice (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2025). This essay critically evaluates whether the Metropolitan Police’s strip‑searching of children was warranted, considering legal frameworks, safeguarding imperatives, racial disparities, empirical evidence, and criminological theory. It argues that the practice has typically been unjustified, disproportionate, and incompatible with human rights law. The essay first examines legal frameworks and safeguarding considerations, then analyses racial disparities and empirical evidence, before evaluating policy and theoretical implications.
Strip‑searching represents one of the most intrusive powers available to police. Under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE), officers may conduct a strip search if they have reasonable grounds to suspect the person is concealing drugs, weapons, or other evidence and if such a search is necessary and proportionate (Home Office, 2023; Smith, 2019). PACE and its associated Code C explicitly define a “child” as anyone under the age of 18 for the purposes of detention and search, and require that children must be searched only in the presence of an appropriate adult unless there is an immediate risk of harm (Home Office, 2023; HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2023; Roberts and Patel, 2021). In fact, The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990) also defines a child as every human being below the age of eighteen years and requires that states prioritise children’s welfare and protection. 
Police guidance also stresses that, where age is uncertain, officers should treat the person as a child unless there is clear evidence they are older (College of Policing, 2022). Despite these statutory safeguards, data compiled by the Children’s Commissioner indicates that between January 2018 and June 2023 there were 3,368 strip searches of children in England and Wales, equivalent to one child every 14 hours, with nearly half lacking confirmed attendance of an appropriate adult (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2024; Sky News, 2024; Jones, 2023).
Children are inherently vulnerable within criminal justice encounters. Developmental criminology highlights that children have reduced cognitive and emotional capacities, limiting their ability to understand, consent to, or resist invasive procedures such as strip searches (Goldson, 2013; Bateman, 2020; Muncie, 2009). 
Critical criminology and labelling theory highlight the risks of intrusive policing, showing how coercive interventions can reinforce deviant identities and draw vulnerable children into sustained criminal justice contact, perpetuating inequalities (Becker, 1963; Muncie, 2009; Goldson, 2013). These risks are heightened for Black children due to structural and institutional racial biases in discretionary policing (Phillips and Bowling, 2017; Lammy, 2017; Liebling et al., 2019). The evidence underscores the urgent need for proportionate, legally compliant, and child-centred policing practices that respect children’s rights and mitigate harm.
The Child Q case vividly illustrates how these standards were breached. In December 2020, a 15‑year-old Black girl was strip‑searched by Metropolitan Police officers in a school in Hackney without reasonable grounds or an appropriate adult, resulting in profound feelings of degradation and humiliation (Guardian, 2025). In June 2025, the IOPC disciplinary panel found two officers guilty of gross misconduct for their roles, highlighting that the search was disproportionate, unnecessary, and violated professional standards (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2025). These findings underscore that decision-making and safeguarding considerations were inadequate and that the officers failed to adhere to legal and policy requirements.
Police justifications for strip searches often invoke public safety, particularly the prevention of harm related to drugs, weapons, and other contraband. Officers argue that strip searches are necessary to protect themselves, other detainees, and the wider community from immediate risks (Home Office, 2023; Smith, 2019). Police guidance emphasises that such searches can help secure evidence critical for investigations, deter criminal behaviour, and uphold law and order within detention settings (College of Policing, 2022; HMICFRS, 2023). The Metropolitan Police have defended the use of strip‑search powers as tools for preventing harm and maintaining public confidence (Guardian, 2024). These arguments align with Packer’s crime control model, which prioritises swift suppression of crime and protection of societal order (Packer, 1968).
However, the principle of proportionality in human rights law constrains these justifications: even legitimate aims cannot justify humiliating or invasive acts that are disproportionate to the threat posed (ECHR, 1950; Bateman, 2020). The disproportionate application of strip searches to Black children further challenges the legitimacy of police discretion. Data indicate that Black children have been up to six times more likely to be strip‑searched than their white peers, with London’s Metropolitan Police accounting for a disproportionately high share of those searches (Guardian, 2024; Phillips and Bowling, 2017; Lammy, 2017). Research also highlights that police rationales often prioritise risk management and operational efficiency over child welfare or developmental considerations, raising questions about the ethical and legal justification of these powers (Goldson, 2013; Muncie, 2009).
The over‑representation of Black children within strip‑search statistics reflects broader structural racism within policing. Despite the disciplinary panel’s finding that race was not proven to have influenced individual officers’ actions in the Child Q case, pervasive disparities suggest deeper institutional issues rather than isolated bias (Metropolitan Police news release, 2025). Critical race scholars argue that discretionary policing frequently reproduces societal inequalities, particularly affecting ethnic minorities (Phillips and Bowling, 2017).
Empirical evidence questions the effectiveness of strip searches on children as a crime‑fighting tool. Data from the Children’s Commissioner for England indicate that many searches yield no prohibited items, and a substantial proportion are conducted without an appropriate adult, reflecting a poor balance between enforcement aims and children’s rights (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2024). While police often justify strip searches on public safety, operational efficiency, or evidence recovery, outcomes are rarely achieved in practice (Home Office, 2023; Smith, 2019). Bradford et al. (2014) demonstrate that intrusive policing damages legitimacy and erodes trust, particularly among vulnerable or marginalised groups, compromising long-term crime prevention. Psychological research further evidences trauma, anxiety, and disengagement with authority experienced as a result of such encounters, undermining both short-term safety and long-term community trust (Taylor, French and Halsey, 2018).
Recent nationwide data compiled by the Children’s Commissioner further undermine claims that strip‑searching children is proportionate or justified. Almost half of the 3,368 searches between January 2018 and June 2023 were conducted without appropriate adults present, directly breaching procedural safeguards (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2024; Sky News, 2024). Nearly 88 % of these searches were initiated on suspicion of drug possession, while only a minority related to weapons or imminent risk (The Independent, 2024). These patterns call into question the necessity and proportionality requirements under PACE and human rights law.
The misconduct findings in the Child Q case demonstrate that current practices can breach legal and ethical standards even within institutional review processes. The disciplinary panel found the decision to strip‑search the girl was “disproportionate, inappropriate and unnecessary” and caused “enormous harm,” demonstrating that even police oversight mechanisms recognise serious failings (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2025). Psychological impacts are increasingly documented, with children reporting trauma, anxiety, and humiliation, undermining trust in authority and community cooperation (The Guardian, 2025; The Times, 2025). This aligns with Article 3 of the ECHR, which prohibits degrading treatment (Wainwright v UK, 2006).
Parliamentary scrutiny has intensified. In 2025, an All‑Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) report recommended that strip‑search powers be limited to last resort, custody periods for minors shortened, and welfare-based approaches prioritised (The Guardian, 2025). The APPG highlighted that children subjected to strip searches are disproportionately likely to have mental health needs, special educational needs, or histories of exploitation, emphasising the necessity of safeguarding-centred practices (The Guardian, 2025).
Taken together, the evidence indicates that strip‑searching children, particularly without appropriate adults, in the context of racial disparities, or when searches yield no further action, cannot be justified as proportionate, lawful, or effective. Such practices undermine fundamental rights, damage public trust, and conflict with safeguarding principles. Procedural justice theory suggests perceived unfairness delegitimises law enforcement and reduces compliance (Tyler, 2006). Policy proposals and independent reviews have sought to strengthen protections, including senior officer authorisation, safeguarding referrals, and parental notification (Home Office, 2024; UK Parliament, 2026). Recommendations also include a presumption against strip searches except in exceptional circumstances, non-intrusive alternatives, improving appropriate adult presence, enhancing information provision, and strengthening data collection and oversight (APPG on Children in Police Custody, 2025; Children’s Commissioner for England, 2024). Rights-based, safeguarding-centred approaches that prioritise dignity, proportionality, and trauma-informed practice are essential for lawful and legitimate policing.
Recommendations include: statutory presumption against strip-searching children except in imminent risk situations, trauma-informed and child-centred policing aligned with UNCRC principles, independent oversight of all searches involving minors, structural reforms to reduce racial disproportionality, and welfare-based diversionary responses for youth offending (United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2016; Lammy, 2017; Muncie, 2009).
In conclusion, while public safety remains a legitimate policing objective, the strip-searching of children by the Metropolitan Police has been consistently disproportionate, legally tenuous, and ethically indefensible. The practice disproportionately targets Black and other marginalised children, inflicting profound psychological harm and undermining trust in law enforcement. Far from isolated errors, these incidents reveal entrenched institutional failings. Addressing these issues requires systemic reform: policies and practices must prioritise child welfare, uphold human rights, mitigate racial disparities, and embed trauma-informed, rights-based approaches to ensure policing of children is lawful and socially legitimate.
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