
 
 
Home Office Consultation on police powers of stop and search  
 
The Police Foundation’s response  
 
The Police Foundation is the only independent charity focused entirely on developing 

people's knowledge and understanding of policing and challenging the police service and the 

government to improve policing for the benefit of the public. Founded in 1979 by the late 

Lord Harris of Greenwich, the Police Foundation has been highly successful in influencing 

policing policy and practice, through research, policy analysis, training and consultancy. 

 

1. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the use of police powers of stop and search 

is effective in preventing and detecting crime and anti-social behaviour? 

 

The evidence suggests that stop and search has only a minimal impact on the prevention 

and detection of crime. In terms of prevention, a Home Office report (‘The Impact of Stop 

and Searches on Crime and Community’ 2000) estimated that searches reduce the number 

of ‘disruptable crimes’ by just 0.2 per cent. It did however suggest that searches may be 

effective as a deterrent when used intensively in a particular location.  
 

Officers are required to execute searches based on fact, information and/or intelligence. On 

this basis, it could be argued that a reasonable proportion of searches should result in an 

arrest. But the evidence shows that less than 10 per cent of searches result in an arrest and 

in London it is as low as six per cent. It would also seem that as the use of stop and search 

increases, the proportion resulting in arrest declines. Ten years ago, the proportion of stop 

and searches resulting in arrest was 13 per cent.  
 

Where stop and searches are carried out for specific reasons, the arrest rate can be slightly 

higher. So, for example, in 2011/12, 12.5 per cent of searches conducted under the 

suspicion of possessing stolen property resulted in an arrest. The arrest rate for section 60 

searches is however much lower, at around 2.8 per cent. In 2011/12 there were 45,691 

section 60 stops, with an arrest rate of 0.4 per cent for weapons and 2.4 per cent for other 

offences.  
 

Currently, the search-to-arrest ratio for all stop and search powers varies considerably 

across forces, from Cumbria (three per cent) to Kent (19 per cent). This could indicate 

inconsistency in the approach used by forces and it is worth exploring how some forces 

manage to achieve a higher search-to-arrest ratio than others. 

 

2. What are, in your view, the types of crime and antisocial behaviour that can be tackled 

effectively through the application of stop and search powers? 

Rather than focusing on specific types of crime, we believe that greater use of intelligence, 

such as targeting areas of high crime, would increase the power’s effectiveness. The Home 

Office research study referred to above concluded that searches may be effective as a 
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deterrent when used extensively in a particular location. But we are of the view that the most 

important requirement for using stop and search effectively is to ensure it is intelligence-led, 

as confirmed by HMIC (see: ‘Stop and Search Powers: Are the police using them effectively 

and fairly?’ 2013).  

It is also significant that reducing the use of stop and search doesn’t seem to have any 

impact on recorded crime rates (i.e. they continue to fall), as demonstrated by the EHRC 

study of five forces (‘Stop and Think Again’ 2013). The EHRC study recommends briefing 

officers before public occasions such as parades, with photographs and details of suspects 

to focus stop and search.  

The National Policing Improvement Agency (NPIA) suggests that greater attention should be 

paid to the most harmful crimes if searches are to deliver the most effective use of 

resources. We would agree with this. Research shows, for example, that stop and search 

has little impact on arrest rates for drug possession. Although over half of all searches under 

PACE, section 1 and other legislation were drug-related, the arrest rate for carrying drugs 

was only 7.5 per cent. A Home Office report on stop and search (‘The Impact of Stop and 

Searches on Crime and Community’ 2000) has questioned its use in disrupting drug-markets 

since it is targeted primarily on users rather than dealers.  

3. To what extent do you agree that the arrest rate following stop and search events is a 

useful measure of the powers effectiveness? 
 

Arrest is often used as a measure of stop and search. As officers are required to execute 

searches based on fact, information and/or intelligence, it could be argued that a reasonable 

proportion of searches should therefore result in arrest. However, the main focus of stop and 

search should be on preventing and reducing crime, not simply on increasing the number of 

arrests. Indeed, as the 2013 HMIC report recognises: ‘An officer„s arrest rate is not, on its 

own, an indication of effectiveness.’ As far as we know, there is no research that shows what 

proportion of such arrests result in prosecution and conviction, particularly compared with 

other arrests.  
 

There are a number of issues that arise when using arrest to measure the effectiveness of 

stop and search. Such a measure does not include stops and searches which result in some 

other form of resolution, such as an out of court disposal or community resolution (although 

some forces, such as the Metropolitan Police, have begun to use a ‘positive outcome rate’, 

which includes arrest and cannabis warning.) Nor does the measure differentiate between 

those arrests that result directly from the stop (e.g. where a prohibited article is found) and 

those that result from additional factors (e.g. where a computer check reveals that the 

person is already wanted for an offence). Using arrests as a measure of effectiveness may 

also be confounded by the fact that a low arrest rate could indicate that the power is effective 

in deterring crime. But of more importance is that by using arrest as a measure of 

effectiveness, officers are inadvertently being incentivised to target easy arrests, such as 

juveniles, cannabis users and the vulnerable, rather than focusing their efforts on more 

serious suspects.  
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4. In your view, what other things, beyond the number of resulting arrests, should be 

considered when assessing how effective the powers of stop and search are?  

Before assessing effectiveness, it is crucial that the correct data be gathered and recorded. 

Without proper statistics it is nigh on impossible to assess the effective use of the power. As 

mentioned above, we believe that in addition to arrest data, statistics should be collected on 

other outcomes, such as out-of-court disposals, but also on the proportion of arrests that 

result in charge, prosecution and conviction. This would not only incentivise diversion (which 

is cheaper and often more effective than prosecution), but also enable a comparison to be 

made with the outcomes of other arrests. To minimise the bureaucratic burden this would 

entail, a process of periodic dip sampling could be employed. Other measures might include 

whether the item searched for is found (according to HMIC, only seven forces currently 

record this), or whether additional intelligence is secured (again, HMIC found that only five 

forces do this).  
 

An additional factor to consider is the long term impact that the inappropriate use of stop and 

search can have on community relations. Poor use of the power can make policing as a 

whole considerably less effective by increasing local tensions and distrust of the police, 

which in turn may cut off valuable sources of community information and intelligence. 

Research by the Young Foundation (‘Let’s talk about Stop and Search’ 2013) found a ripple 

effect with stop and search encounters, with bad experiences spoken about and shared 

amongst friends. A number of reports following the August 2011 riots identified stop and 

search as a significant factor in the anger expressed and recommended the police work with 

communities to improve the use of stop and search as well as overall confidence. 

 

Despite the evidence, HMIC found that almost half of forces did nothing to understand the 

impact of stop and search encounters upon communities and that the majority of police 

leaders were not aware of the research on the importance of police officers acting fairly and 

respectfully to improve police-community relations and secure public compliance and 

cooperation.  

 

5. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the „with reasonable grounds‟ stop and 

search powers, described in the paragraphs above, are used by police in a way which 

effectively balances public protection with individual freedoms? 
 

In order to balance public protection and individual freedoms, stop and search needs to be 

used lawfully, fairly and proportionately and, for PACE section 1 stops, officers should 

consider carefully whether there are ‘reasonable grounds’ for a search. 
 

In 2011/12 96 per cent of stops and searches occurred under PACE section 1. The HMIC 

report concluded that, out of 8,783 stop and searches, 27 per cent did not include sufficient 

grounds to justify the lawful use of the power. The reasons for this include low levels of 

understanding of what constitutes reasonable grounds, poor supervision, and an absence of 

oversight by senior officers. In a Police Foundation study (Graham, J. ‘Policing Young 

Adults: A Scoping Study’, 2013) officers stated it was easy to find a justification for a stop 

and search if they needed to and that, although the current Home Secretary abolished 
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previous national targets, the target culture is still pervasive within forces.  Sergeants 

interviewed for the study talked of using stop and search to demonstrate that officers were 

‘doing something’ in order to demonstrate to the community that action had been taken. This 

was found to be particularly the case with response teams. This study suggests that the ‘with 

reasonable grounds’ safeguard is not always used by police officers, who may then 

construct such grounds post hoc in order to justify their actions. This seems to be of 

particularly concern in relation to young adults and BME communities. 

The Police Foundation study heard that, if an officer is under pressure to increase their 

arrests, young adults are a relatively easy target; they more likely than any other group to be 

subject to stop and search. But this can also do long term damage. If a young adult believes 

that the police use powers such as stop and search unfairly, disproportionately, excessively 

or wrongly, they already start from a position of not wanting to cooperate with the police or 

comply with the law and will take these attitudes with them into adulthood.  
 

With regard to BME groups, in 2011/12, as in 2009/10, black people were seven times more 

likely to be stopped and searched and Asian people twice as likely to be searched than white 

people. However, it is important to ensure such statistics are interpreted with caution and 

specifically whether this level of disproportionality amounts to racial discrimination or not. A 

Home Office research report (MVA, Miller, J. ‘Profiling Populations Available for Stops and 

Searches’, 2000) identified three possible explanations for the disproportionate use of stop 

and search:  

 an ethnic bias on the part of officers;  

 the available population for searching contains a greater proportion of ethnic 

minorities, who spend more time in public spaces; and  

 searches occur in geographic areas with a greater concentration of ethnic minorities.  

Factors such as age, employment and exclusion from school also affect the likelihood of 

being stopped and searched.  

But despite these caveats, the disproportionate use of stop and search on black and ethnic 

minority communities may still be perceived as racially motivated and therefore needs to be 

taken seriously whether or not there is any racist intent. We are of the view that further 

research needs to be undertaken on this issue to help ensure a proper balance is struck 

between public protection and individual freedoms.   

6. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the „without reasonable grounds‟ stop and 

search powers described in the paragraphs above are used by police in a way which 

effectively balances public protection with individual freedoms?  
 

Section 60 powers were introduced to provide a short term response (up to 24 hours) to an 

immediate threat of serious violence and/or the use of offensive weapons in a particular 

locality. Officers do not need to have reasonable grounds of suspicion to stop and search 

individuals during this period within this locality. This means that the use of such powers are 

more likely to interfere with an individual’s liberties than PACE powers, albeit in a limited 

way. HMIC recognises that the use of such powers reduces the safeguards for individuals as 
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searches are conducted on people who just happen to be in a certain place, at a certain 

time. Since section 60 stop and searches have a very low rate of arrest - less than three per 

cent - we suggest that the need to demonstrate their effectiveness is equally if not more 

important if the notion of balance is to be taken seriously.  
 

The authorisation of the power needs to be supported by robust evidence that demonstrates 

a credible threat of serious violence in a defined area. However, as far as we know, no 

research has been undertaken into the nature and quality of the local intelligence that is 

used to justify section 60 authorisations and there is little monitoring to ensure that 

authorisations comply with legal standards (‘Section 60 Stop and Search Powers Ethnic 

Profiling: The Use of 'Race' in UK Law Enforcement’ Runnymede 2010). In 2007 the 

Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC) investigated the use of section 60 in the 

West Midlands and found no evidence or intelligence anticipating serious violence and 

criticised its use for dealing with routine crime problems.   
 

Although section 60 stops only account for four per cent of stops and searches, the power 

can lead to certain members of the community, such as young adults and BME groups, 

feeling unfairly targeted. Research by the London School of Economics has shown that in 

2009/10 black people were nearly 30 times more likely to be stopped and searched under 

section 60 than white people. (‘Stop and search use and alternative police tactics,’ The 

Guardian, 17 January 2012). As these searches can be undertaken without reasonable 

grounds, the reason for the search is likely to be less clear to the individual searched and 

need not even be stated.  
 

As part of its study on stop and search the EHRC worked with the Metropolitan Police 

Service to introduce a process under which authorising officers had to consult and explain 

their decision to a chief officer, prior to authorisation. The result was a reduction in the use of 

the power by almost 90 per cent, with no associated impact on violent crime rates. We would 

strongly support the introduction of this system in all forces. 

 

7. To what extent do you agree that it is right that the police are under a national 

requirement to record the information set out above in respect of each stop and search? 
 

We believe it is essential that the police record the information listed in 2.9 of the 

consultation, indeed we would go further and would like to see a greater level of recording. 

We understand the requirement to limit the amount of unnecessary bureaucracy within the 

service, but as Sir Ronnie Flanagan points out in his Independent Review of Policing in 

2008, there is both good and bad bureaucracy. We are of the view that the recording of the 

use of this controversial and sensitive power constitutes good bureaucracy. We have 

previously set out our concerns in relation to the recording requirements for stop and search 

(The Police Foundation’s response to Counter-terrorism stop and search powers code of 

practice consultation 2012) and we reiterate them here.  

From the introduction of PACE in 1984 until March 2011 officers were required to make a 

record of all stops, even where a search was not carried out. The importance of recording 

was underlined by Lord Macpherson’s 1999 Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, which recommended 
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that police stops, whether or not they resulted in a search, should be recorded in order to 

ensure that the police are held to account for their actions. However, in March 2011 the 

Home Office amended the recording requirements and forces are no longer obliged to 

record stops that do not result in a search and many forces no longer do so. Although the 

requirement to record searches remains, the number of fields an officer must fill out has now 

been reduced from twelve to seven and officers are no longer required to record a person’s 

name and address nor the outcome of the search.  

In our view, the current recording requirements do not go far enough. For individual 

searches, the police should record the information in 2.9 as well as name, address, outcome 

of the search, whether the item searched for was found and whether additional intelligence is 

gained from the encounter. We believe that without recording a person’s name and address 

it is almost impossible to monitor repeat searches; and that without recording the outcome it 

is more difficult to measure the effectiveness of the power. 

We also support greater force recording for all stop and searches, to cover the number of 

authorisations made, the time, place and rationale for those authorisations, the number of 

stops and searches and effectiveness in terms of weapons found and arrests. An EHRC 

report in 2012 (‘Race disproportionality in stops and searches under Section 60 of the 

Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994’) found that on the whole, police forces do not 

have this data readily available. The HMIC report echoed this, finding that fewer than half of 

forces complied with the requirement in the Code of Practice to make arrangements for the 

public to scrutinise the use of stop and search powers. The report also found that only nine 

forces mapped the locations of stops and searches against recorded crime, or linked stop 

and search encounters with prosecutions and convictions and that very few forces monitored 

stop and search activity to understand how it impacted on public trust. As mentioned above, 

the burden this would place on the police could be reduced through the use of dip sampling 

rather than routine monitoring. 

It would also be useful, if possible, to try to measure the impact on the local community, 

through perhaps focus groups and surveys. Collecting such data would assist the police in 

explaining to communities why stop and searches were used in the local area and to justify 

searches where appropriate.  

8. In your view, should Government require police forces to record stop and search events 

in a certain way (for example, using particular technology) or are individual forces better 

placed to make this decision?  

The HMIC report states that better use of technology could assist the police in providing 

frontline officers with information and ease of recording. Such technology would facilitate 

force comparisons, which we think are important given the wide discrepancy in the use of 

stop and search powers. Inter-force comparison may help forces improve on their use of the 

power and explain why some forces are more successful than others in using the power 

effectively. To this end, we would recommend that the government requires forces to record 

stop and search events in the same way, using the same technology where possible, but 

most importantly using the same categories and recording instruments so that comparative 
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analysis can be effectively undertaken. The difficulty arises in the fact that forces have 

different IT systems – but this shouldn’t be used as an excuse to avoid a nationally 

consistent approach.  

9. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “I am confident that 

the police use stop and search powers fairly to prevent and detect crime and anti-social 

behaviour”? 
 

We repeat the points we made in response to questions 5 and 6 above. The evidence 

indicates that the power is not being used by police in a way which effectively balances 

public protection with individual freedoms, that it is used disproportionately against young 

people (including young adults) and BME groups, and that more than one in four stops do 

not include sufficient grounds to justify the lawful use of the power. For these reasons we are 

not confident the police use stop and search fairly to prevent and detect crime and anti-

social behaviour. 

10. What would give you greater confidence in the police‟s use of stop and search powers? 
 

We believe the use of stop and search is in need of change to increase fair, proportionate 

and effective use of the power. In addition to the points raised above, we would like to see 

changes in relation to the following areas: 

 

How the power is used 
 

Research shows most people accept the principle of the power of stop and search, provided 

it is used properly; people are most concerned about being treated fairly and respectfully. If 

the public believes that the police use stop and search unfairly, disproportionately, 

excessively or wrongly, this undermines the trust and the confidence that people have in the 

police and hence the legitimacy of their authority to enforce the law. A single negative 

interaction can affect an entire community, so the manner in which stop and searches are 

carried out is critical. 
 

The importance of procedural justice (fairness and legitimacy) in stop and search is well 

established. Particularly important is whether a person felt that a good reason had been 

given for the stop, (see further our response to question 11) and whether officers treat 

individuals with respect. In most cases, people simply want a feasible explanation for why 

they were stopped/searched. This would help to inspire greater confidence and trust and 

deliver the kind of virtuous circle already alluded to.  

 

Training 

 

The HMIC report found that the majority of officers have not received any training in the use 

of stop and search powers since they joined the service and that there are widespread 

fundamental skills gaps at frontline/sergeant level. The EHRC report found a need for 

training in ‘reasonable grounds’ and proportionate use of the power and our own study, of 
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young adults (see above), found that even initial training was inadequate preparation for its 

use on the ground.  

We would like to see training improve in relation to stop and search so that officers learn 

from the outset the importance of legitimacy, fairness and proportionality in stop and search. 

Officers should understand the potential long-term impact on a community and how the 

tactic can be used in an intelligence-led way to contribute to the prevention and detection of 

crime. This could be achieved by providing inexperienced officers with interpersonal skills 

training, either as part of their initial training or on-the-job through one-to-one mentoring from 

more experienced officers (who handle encounters better and are more skilled at 

communicating with members of the public and avoiding confrontation). 

Currently, the main emphasis of police training is on the law and how to enforce it, not on 

interpersonal skills and how to deploy them. The police receive little training on managing 

encounters with different members of the public and defusing difficult situations. Neither do 

they receive sufficient on-the-job mentoring or supervision. In practice, many (especially 

young) officers are ill-prepared for interacting effectively and are inadequately supervised by 

their senior officers. The Police Foundation study found that, as probationers, many officers 

had never had an opportunity to observe a real stop and search.  

Where relations between the police and certain sections of the community are poor, greater 

efforts need to be made to identify better ways of engaging, particularly with the most hard-

to-reach groups. The Critical Encounters programme run by Second Wave in Lewisham is a 

project comprising a series of local workshops where young people and police officers meet 

and take on each other’s roles. The aim is to develop some understanding and empathy to 

on both sides and to provide a safe space for feedback. Although the project has not been 

independently evaluated, it seems that it is making positive improvements to police: young 

people relations in a poor inner city area with a significant BME population and a history of 

tensions with the police. 

Leadership and supervision 

 

The HMIC report found ‘disturbingly low levels’ of supervision of officers’ conduct of stop and 

search encounters, and of how they recorded them, and that the majority of police leaders 

were not sufficiently aware of the importance of acting fairly in order to improve public 

compliance with the law and build cooperation with the police. It also found that most senior 

officers did not consider that assessing the fairness and effectiveness of stop and search to 

be a high priority. This is of grave concern given the amount of research on fairness and 

confidence and its importance in ensuring the legitimacy of the service.   

 

In our view, the message needs to start from the top and filter down. There may be a role for 

the College of Policing in this regard - to educate officers of all levels about the importance 

of conducting searches with respect and fairness and how this feeds into compliance and 

confidence in the longer term. But neither is sufficient. It is also crucial to ensure that 

whatever policies are adopted at the top they are fully reflected throughout the service, in all 
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ranks. This is why monitoring and recording what officers do, and getting them to reflect on 

the findings and how this relates to their own professional practice, is so important.  

Greater focus on local resolution 
 

Under the complaints system the IPCC only deals with the most serious of complaints; a 

complaint about stop and search would be dealt with by the police force itself through Local 

Resolution.  

 

Statistics show wide variation in how such complaints are handled. People are often 

reluctant to approach their local force with a complaint for a number of reasons, including 

fear of reprisal or a lack of confidence in the local resolution process. In a survey for HMIC, 

only 16 per cent of people who are unhappy about their stop and search experience 

complained. The HMIC report raised concerns that forces were not making more of an effort 

to hear the views of those stopped and searched and stated that collecting information about 

levels of dissatisfaction would help forces to assess the effect the power is having on 

individuals and communities. 

 

The Police Foundation study found young adults tend to have a cynical view of complaining, 

seeing talking to the police as a waste of time; for example one young adult told us that „they 

[the police] never say sorry or explain themselves and take their authority for granted.’ 

Although, in the case of stop and search, each individual complaint may not be serious, the 

cumulative effect of the improper use of police powers undermines trust and confidence in 

the police. In our view, a greater understanding of how stop and search affects people - do 

officers know for example that young people often feel embarrassed if stopped in front of 

their friends - and a greater willingness to engage with complainants would help raise 

confidence in the use of the power. 

11. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the current requirement to explain the   

reasons for the stop and search make the use of the power more fair and transparent? 
 

As already mentioned, research suggests that the public does not wholly object to the use of 

stop and search provided it is used fairly and properly - regardless of age, gender or 

ethnicity (‘The views of the public on stops and searches’ Home Office  2000). The HMIC 

report referred to above found that over three-quarters of people believe that stop and 

search helps the police to catch criminals and prevent or detect crime, and over half felt that 

seeing the police using the powers in their local area made them feel safer. Workshops held 

by the Young Foundation reached similar conclusions.  
 

However, because stop and search interferes with individual freedom its use has to be seen 

as both rational and reasonable. An essential part of the process is to treat the individual 

with respect and to explain why they have been stopped/searched. The Young Foundation’s 

work showed that a failure to give reasons for a stop and search can exacerbate a young 

person’s concern about being victimised or stereotyped as a criminal, and the 2000 Home 

Office study on the views of the public found, where a valid reason was given, people were 
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happier about a search and believed the police were just doing their job. Conversely, where 

a reason was not given, or was unclear, people felt unfairly victimised. A YouGov survey for 

the 2013 HMIC report showed that in the last two years, 42 per cent of those surveyed said 

they did not understand why they were stopped and searched and 37 per cent said they 

were not told the reason why. We conclude from this that the evidence speaks for itself.  
 

12. Before today, had you heard of the police.uk website? 

 

Yes 

 

13. To what extent do you agree or disagree that police.uk should contain information on 

stop and search in your local area? 
 

Before agreeing to this, we would like to see more detail about the kind of information that 

would be provided. As it stands, we are therefore not able to make a proper judgement 

about whether the provision of information on stop and search would add anything useful to 

the police.uk website.  

 

14. To what extent to you agree or disagree that local communities should have direct 

involvement in deciding how the police use their stop and search powers? 
 

We support the level of involvement set out at 2.15. Beyond this level, we would like to hear 

more detail about proposals and would hope that any initiatives are piloted before use, using 

different methods of engagement for point of comparison.  
 

We reiterate our points made in response to question 7 and call for greater recording 

requirements for stop and search. Without being fully informed it will be difficult for PCCs 

and local communities to decide how the police should use their stop and search powers. 
 

We also have concerns that it could be difficult to encourage involvement from all sectors of 

the community, not simply those with the loudest voices. To this end, feedback could be 

sought from those who have been stopped and searched, as undertaken by the Metropolitan 

Police who use an online survey to ask members of the public about the manner in which 

searches are carried out.  

 

 

Abie Longstaff  

Legal and Policy Analyst  

September 2013 


