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Summary

This report critically examines racism within policing in England and Wales, evaluating whether reforms have effectively addressed racial inequalities. Drawing on key inquiries, including the Scarman Report (1981), the Macpherson Report (1999), and the Casey Review (2023), the report identifies a consistent pattern in which racism is recognised but only partially addressed.
Evidence from stop and search practices and institutional investigations demonstrates that racial disparities remain persistent, suggesting that reforms have had a limited impact on policing outcomes. While policy changes have improved accountability and transparency, they have largely focused on procedural adjustments rather than addressing deeper structural issues within policing.
The report concludes that racism in policing is not simply the result of individual bias but reflects embedded institutional practices and broader social inequalities. As a result, meaningful change requires structural reform rather than continued reliance on managerial solutions. Without such structural change, racial inequalities in policing are likely to persist.
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Racism within policing in England and Wales has been documented through inquiries, including Scarman (1981), Macpherson (1999) and the Casey Review (2023). Despite these interventions, racial disparities remain evident in key policing practices such as stop and search and use of force (Home Office, 2023; Ministry of Justice, 2022; StopWatch, 2018). This exposes the limited effectiveness of reform and the absence of change.
This report argues that the criminal justice response to racism within policing has been fundamentally limited due to a failure to address structural inequalities and entrenched organisational cultures (Garland, 2001; Reiner, 2010; Lammy, 2017). While reforms have introduced new policies, guidance, and accountability mechanisms, these measures have prioritised procedural adjustments over substantive transformation (Garland, 2001; Reiner, 2010). This report applies sociological perspectives, including institutional racism, labelling and structural inequality, to analyse how racial disparities are produced and maintained within policing.
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The Scarman Report (1981) followed the Brixton riots, which were driven by tensions between police and Black communities.
The Macpherson Report (1999) was commissioned following the murder of Stephen Lawrence and the subsequent failure of the police investigation.
The Casey Review (2023) examined the Metropolitan Police, identifying ongoing issues of racism, misogyny and cultural dysfunction.
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The issue of racism within policing gained national prominence following the Brixton riots, which prompted the Scarman Report (1981). While the report acknowledged the existence of racial disadvantage, it rejected the concept of institutional racism, instead attributing tensions to individual prejudice and broader socio-economic conditions. This interpretation is analytically limited (Gilroy, 1987; Phillips and Bowling, 2017). By framing racism as an issue of individual behaviour rather than organisational structure, the report constrained the scope of reform and diverted attention away from systemic issues within policing.
The Macpherson Report (1999), published following the murder of Stephen Lawrence, marked a critical shift in the understanding of racism within policing. In contrast to Scarman, it explicitly defined institutional racism as the collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service due to its structures, policies, and practices. This reframing moved focus from individual prejudice to systemic organisational responsibility, recognising that discriminatory outcomes can arise even in the absence of overt intent. Consequently, the report expanded the scope of reform by highlighting the need for structural and cultural change within policing institutions.
However, more recent evidence suggests that these issues have not been resolved. The Casey Review (2023) identified persistent problems within the Metropolitan Police, including discriminatory attitudes, cultural dysfunction, and weak accountability mechanisms. These findings indicate that, despite decades of reform, institutional racism remains embedded within policing structures rather than being effectively dismantled. This persistence reflects what Hall et al. (1978) describe as the reproduction of inequality through state institutions, where systemic patterns of disadvantage are maintained despite formal recognition and reform efforts.
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Stop and search remains a key indicator of racial disproportionality. Home Office (2023) data show Black individuals are over 4 times more likely to be stopped and searched than White individuals. This disparity demonstrates that policing practices actively reproduce structural inequalities (Bowling and Phillips, 2007; Shiner et al., 2018; Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2010; StopWatch, 2018). Some argue that such disproportionality reflects differential patterns of offending rather than systemic bias, with stop and search deployed in response to intelligence-led policing (Waddington et al., 2004). Yet this perspective is limited, as it fails to account for how policing strategies shape crime statistics through the disproportionate targeting of specific communities (Bowling and Phillips, 2007).
Labelling theory provides a framework for understanding these patterns. Becker (1963) argues that deviance is socially constructed, with certain groups more likely to be labelled as deviant. Within policing, this is reflected in the disproportionate targeting of minority ethnic groups, who are constructed as “suspect populations” (Hall et al., 1978; Gilroy, 1987). These labels are reinforced through repeated police interactions, contributing to a cycle in which heightened surveillance increases the likelihood of criminalisation (Ministry of Justice, 2022; Phillips and Bowling, 2017). Policing, therefore, functions as a mechanism for producing and reproducing deviance through institutional practices.
Furthermore, empirical evidence suggests that stop and search has limited effectiveness as a crime deterrent. Tiratelli, Quinton and Bradford (2018) found little evidence that increased stop and search activity leads to reductions in crime, raising questions about its continued use. This undermines the justification for its application and suggests that such practices prioritise visibility and control over measurable outcomes (Garland, 2001). From a Foucauldian perspective, these practices operate as forms of disciplinary power over marginalised groups (Foucault, 1977). Stop and search, therefore, functions less as a crime prevention tool and more as a mechanism of social regulation that reinforces existing power relations.
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Institutional racism remains embedded within policing structures despite its recognition in the Macpherson Report (1999) and the Casey Review (2023).
Police culture has been widely identified as a barrier to reform. Chan (1997) argues that policing operates within embedded cultural norms that are resistant to change, while Loftus (2009) suggests that reforms often fail to penetrate these underlying values. Reiner (2010) argues that policing reflects dominant social values, thereby reproducing broader societal inequalities within law enforcement practices. As a result, reforms that focus primarily on policy and procedure are unlikely to produce change without addressing the cultural dynamics that shape everyday policing behaviour.
Policing practices have historically involved disproportionate surveillance of minority communities, contributing to patterns of over-policing and marginalisation (Bowling, Parmar and Phillips, 2008; Gilroy, 1987). As Phillips and Bowling (2017) argue, such practices contribute to the construction of minority groups as inherently suspicious, further entrenching cycles of surveillance and criminalisation.
Critical race theory argues that racism is structurally embedded. Delgado and Stefancic (2017) argue that racism is embedded within legal and institutional frameworks, rather than being limited to individual prejudice. From this perspective, policing practices operate as mechanisms through which racial hierarchies are maintained. This challenges the assumption that reforms focused on individual behaviour or procedural fairness are sufficient, instead highlighting the need for deeper structural transformation.
Furthermore, the concept of “over-policing and under-protection” highlights the uneven distribution of policing across different communities. Minority groups may experience heightened surveillance while simultaneously receiving inadequate protection as victims of crime (Bowling, Parmar and Phillips, 2008). This dual dynamic reinforces perceptions of injustice and undermines trust in policing. Institutional racism, therefore, emerges not as a product of individual bias but as a systemic feature embedded within both policing practices and wider social structures.
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Reforms such as the Macpherson Report (1999) and the Lammy Review (2017) were introduced to address racial inequality within the criminal justice system through accountability, policy development, and monitoring mechanisms. While these initiatives have raised awareness and improved transparency, their impact has been symbolic rather than transformative, reflecting what Garland (2001) describes as a ‘culture of control’, in which reforms function to maintain institutional legitimacy rather than produce substantive change.
Despite decades of reform, racial disparities persist across key areas of the criminal justice system. Black individuals remain over seven times more likely to be stopped and searched, approximately three times more likely to be arrested, and over four times more likely to be imprisoned compared to White individuals (Home Office, 2023; Ministry of Justice, 2022). This continuity demonstrates that reform has failed at the level of structural design, which sustains inequality, instead functioning to normalise and legitimise existing disparities (Garland, 2001; Lammy, 2017).
Furthermore, tensions remain between efforts to increase protection and the expansion of state control. Policies relating to hate crime and monitoring frameworks, while intended to address discrimination, may simultaneously extend mechanisms of surveillance and social control (College of Policing, 2020; Giddens, 2001). This reflects a broader contradiction within criminal justice reform, where initiatives aimed at reducing inequality can inadvertently reinforce the very structures of control that contribute to it. 
While they have improved the visibility and recognition of racial inequality, they have not fundamentally altered the institutional and structural conditions that produce it. As a result, reform operates less as a mechanism of change and more as a strategy of institutional preservation, maintaining legitimacy while leaving underlying power relations intact.
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The impact of policing practices on minority communities is significant, particularly in relation to trust and legitimacy. Procedural justice theory emphasises that perceptions of fairness and respect are central to public confidence in policing (Tyler, 2006; Jackson et al., 2012). However, disproportionate policing practices undermine these principles, particularly among minority groups who are more likely to experience repeated and intrusive police contact.
Bradford, Jackson, and Stanko (2009) demonstrate that negative encounters with police significantly reduce public trust, while Tyler and Huo (2002) argue that legitimacy depends on perceived fairness rather than enforcement outcomes alone. Where policing is experienced as discriminatory, cooperation with law enforcement declines, weakening the overall effectiveness of the criminal justice system.
These dynamics are reinforced by broader patterns of social exclusion. Young (1999) argues that marginalised groups are more likely to experience both over-policing and under-protection, contributing to distrust and disengagement. Similarly, Alexander (2010) highlights how criminal justice systems reinforce inequality through disproportionate control of minority populations.
Without addressing structural disparities, efforts to improve trust are unlikely to succeed.
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While reforms have increased recognition of racism within policing, their effectiveness remains fundamentally limited. The persistence of racial disproportionality across key areas of the criminal justice system demonstrates that structural inequalities remain deeply embedded within policing practices (Home Office, 2023; Shiner et al., 2018). This challenges the assumption that policy-led reform is sufficient, instead indicating that current approaches fail to address the mechanisms through which inequality is produced and sustained.
Police culture continues to act as a barrier to meaningful change. Chan (1997) and Loftus (2009) highlight the resilience of deeply embedded organisational norms, while Reiner (2010) argues that policing reflects wider societal inequalities. Consequently, reforms targeting policy and procedure fail to disrupt the cultural dynamics that shape everyday decision-making, indicating that change cannot occur without transforming the underlying values that inform police practice.
From a critical race theory perspective, these patterns are structurally embedded rather than exceptional (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). Reform has therefore prioritised visibility and accountability without altering the processes that generate inequality, functioning less as a tool for transformation and more as a means of preserving institutional legitimacy.
Loader and Mulcahy (2003) argue that legitimacy depends on fairness; where this is absent, social cohesion is weakened rather than reinforced. This demonstrates that policing may contribute to social fragmentation rather than cohesion in contexts of structural inequality.
Overall, the criminal justice response to racism incremental rather than transformative. Despite increased recognition, institutional practices remain largely unchanged. This confirms that the limitations of reform lie not in implementation, but in the reform model itself, which prioritises procedural adjustment over structural transformation (Garland, 2001; Delgado and Stefancic, 2017).
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To address persistent racial inequalities within policing, reforms must prioritise structural change over procedural adjustments, including statutory accountability mechanisms, genuinely independent oversight bodies with enforcement powers, and sustained investment in communities disproportionately targeted by policing (Lammy, 2017; Casey, 2023).
Additionally, reforms should prioritise cultural transformation within police organisations through mandatory anti-racism training, improved recruitment and retention of minority officers, and enforceable leadership accountability for misconduct and disproportionality (College of Policing, 2020). Without addressing these structural and cultural factors, efforts to reduce racial disparities are unlikely to produce meaningful or sustained change.
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This report has critically evaluated the criminal justice response to racism within policing in England and Wales, demonstrating that, despite decades of reform, institutional racism remains embedded within policing practices. While inquiries such as Scarman (1981), Macpherson (1999), and the Casey Review (2023) have increased recognition of racial inequality, they have not resulted in structural transformation.
Drawing on sociological theory, the report has shown that policing practices both reflect and reproduce social inequalities, particularly through mechanisms such as disproportionate surveillance and differential treatment. Reforms have largely focused on procedural and policy changes, failing to address organisational cultures and structural inequalities that sustain unequal outcomes.
Ultimately, the criminal justice response to racism is best understood as incremental rather than transformative. The persistence of racial disparities across key indicators demonstrates that reform has been insufficient to disrupt the systems that produce inequality. Without structural transformation, policing will continue to reproduce the inequalities it claims to address.
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