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Abstract

This article will focus on traffic stops in policing, which often act as an initial encounter between
citizens and law enforcement officers. To make a stop, police must be present and
witness a traffic violation, such as speeding, passing, or a lack of vehicle safety features. Traffic
stops begin with a traffic law violation but may result in more serious consequences, such as
searches and arrests. In the criminal justice system, people of color are disproportionately
subject to traffic stops by law enforcement, despite the lack of evidence that people of color
break more traffic laws compared to their white counterparts. This article will focus on the
explicit and implicit racial biases many police officers have when deciding who to stop. This
leads to questions of police ethics and raises concerns of racial profiling in the legal system. This
article will conclude by discussing potential reforms aimed at reducing racial bias in this type of
police practice.

Article

Introduction

Throughout American history, several laws, such as those based on the Equal Protection
Clause, have been established to diminish racial inequality. However, racial oppression is still
highly prevalent in America, taking shape in several forms. T.J. Juty, a Black man who runs a
marketing company in Worcester, was stopped by a police officer on his way to a business
meeting. According to the officer, the reason for the stop was that the color of the vehicle did not
match the color described on the registration. When Juty attempted to explain the discrepancy of
the vehicle’s color, the interaction escalated, resulting in Juty’s arrest for disorderly conduct.
However, a video Juty took during the incident reveals he did nothing illegal during the traffic
stop.! Unfortunately, this was not the only interaction Juty has had with law enforcement
officers. Juty stated that over the past eight years, he has been stopped over 70 times by
Worcester police officers.? During these exchanges, Juty says officers have accused him of
stealing cars and selling drugs before finding out he is not involved in any criminal activity.
Juty’s experiences with law enforcement have permanently altered his perception of the law. Juty
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stated, “I feel like every single time, even if I’'m not driving, and I make eye contact or an officer
sees my dreads, or he sees I'm Black, they’re going to come after me.””

People of color, specifically Black and Latinx individuals, are disproportionately stopped
by police officers due to racial prejudice. This form of bias could be reformed by limiting traffic
stops for minor infractions and requiring mandatory implicit bias training for officers. Racial bias
in traffic stops is an important issue because of its severe impact on the lives of people of color.
Traffic stops often create a domino effect, leading to possible searches and arrests. Repeated
stops by law enforcement officers can invoke emotions such as anxiety and fear within targeted
communities. In addition, disparities in police stops lead to a sense of distrust toward law
enforcement, resulting in individuals being less likely to cooperate with officers and report
crimes out of fear of being criminalized themselves.

Description of Legal Activity

Traffic stops in policing often act as the initial interaction between police officers and
civilians. To make a stop, a police officer must be present to pull over the violator. Traffic stops
are governed by laws and constitutional rights, specifically the Fourth Amendment, which
protects individuals from unreasonable searches and seizures.* The legal standard used to justify
a traffic stop is known as reasonable suspicion or probable cause. Reasonable suspicion must be
based on specific articulable facts (greater than a mere hunch) that a crime has been committed.’
This standard may include suspicious behavior such as avoiding officers or appearing nervous.
On the other hand, probable cause requires greater certainty than reasonable suspicion and must
be based on clear and strong facts, leading a reasonable person to believe a crime has been
committed. In the case of a traffic stop, either of these standards can be used to justify the stop.
The decision of whether to pull someone over is made by the individual law enforcement officer
and is guided by an assessment of public safety. Law enforcement officers may pull over
civilians if they have a reason to believe the driver is involved in criminal activity.® The most
obvious examples of reasonable suspicion or probable cause are if a police officer witnesses a
traffic violation. However, a law enforcement officer may pull someone over for additional
reasons, including inadequate vehicle conditions or reckless driving behavior. Violations of
traffic laws may include speeding, illegal U-turns, or running red lights. Inadequate vehicle
conditions may include a broken taillight, excessive window tint, or missing license plates.
Lastly, reckless behavior may be characterized as irregular driving, such as swerving, or signs of
impairment. Traffic stops may begin with a minor infraction but can result in several
consequences. Consequences often consist of fines or citations, vehicle searches, or even arrests.

3 1d.

4U.S. CONST. amend. IV.

5 Hannah Hilst, Traffic Stop Laws. FindLaw (Apr. 23, 2026),
https://www.findlaw.com/traffic/traffic-stops.html.

e1d.



Traffic stop interactions that escalate quickly may also result in violence against the civilian.
Research has shown that since 2017, more than 800 individuals have been killed after being
pulled over.” The Fourth Amendment grants police officers overly broad discretion, and when
combined with problematic biases, enables racially biased traffic stops that perpetuate greater
inequality in the legal system.

Potential for Bias

The purpose of a traffic stop is to protect the safety of drivers as well as the community
from individuals who may be involved in criminal activity. However, research has proven that
traffic stops disproportionately target people of color, specifically African Americans and Latinx
individuals. Using data from nearly 100 million traffic stops, Black drivers were about 20
percent more likely to be stopped compared to white drivers.® One of the most well-known
studies that proves racial disparities in police practices is the “veil-of-darkness” study. This test
found that racial disparities within traffic stops were lower at night compared to during the day,
suggesting that visibility of race influences officers’ judgments. The pattern of disproportionate
stops of Black Americans can be explained by both implicit bias and explicit biases held by
police officers.

It is crucial to acknowledge that all individuals are subject to implicit bias, whether
through direct experiences with certain groups or exposure to stereotypes about the group.’
Implicit bias is an unconscious attitude about a person or group based on an unjustified
stereotype. There is no doubt that all individuals in society have been exposed to negative racial
stereotypes about African Americans, deeply rooted in American history. However, this becomes
a greater issue when law enforcement officers stop individuals based on preconceived notions
about a person based on their race. These biases have a large impact in “shaping the
interpretation of cues by police officers,” possibly leading to disproportionate enforcement
practices.'® Officers' use of personal judgment may be subject to racial prejudice, inviting
potential bias into their decision-making process.'' Past experiences law enforcement officers
have had with certain racial groups can also foster negative racial stereotypes. This is seen
especially through the frequent policing of low-income and marginalized communities. Since
poverty often correlates with survival-related crime, such as drug offenses and theft, police
departments allocate many of their resources to impoverished areas. The high concentration of
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police officers in low-income neighborhoods, usually consisting of Black Americans, leads to a
larger number of arrests of African Americans. These experiences shape the perceptions law
enforcement officers hold about Black individuals and their likelihood to commit a criminal
offense. This concept begins an endless cycle, beginning with over policing and leading to
greater arrests in specific neighborhoods. Over policing results in higher reported crime rates in
those areas, which then justifies greater policing and reinforces the stereotype that African
Americans are inherently criminal. A study conducted assessing the implicit bias within law
enforcement officers found that stereotypes about Black men are bidirectional.'> This means that
seeing a Black man activates crime concepts, and thinking about crime concepts makes
individuals more likely to visualize Black people. This study specifically found that the
participants were more likely to associate crime-related terms such as gun, knives, arrest, and
shoot, with Black individuals compared to their white counterparts.” In addition, it was also
concluded that the faces of Black individuals were perceived as “more criminal” by police
officers.'* The conclusions from this study exemplify the biases that law enforcement officers
have, which directly influence their judgment of who to pull over.

Aside from reasonable suspicion or probable cause, officers use pretextual stops to justify
their actions. Whren v. United States (1996) is a landmark Supreme Court case that effectively
legalized pretextual stops under the Fourth Amendment."” A pretextual stop occurs when a police
officer stops a driver for a minor infraction and uses it as a cover to investigate criminal activity
unrelated to the infraction.'® Since traffic laws are highly technical and broad, law enforcement
officers have near-total discretion and can pull over nearly anyone at any time. The decision in
Whren v. United States (1996) declared that an officer’s subjective intent of the traffic stop is
irrelevant, giving police officers significant discretion and enabling an increase in racial
profiling.'” However, this decision led to State v. Ladson (1999) in Washington State, which
banned officers from conducting pretextual stops because they were perceived as dishonest.'®
This decision led to the case of State v. Arreola (2012) due to the concern that police officers’
discretion was too limited."” This Washington Supreme Court decision allowed “mixed-motive”
stops, validating the stop as long as there was an actual traffic violation, reverting to permitting
pretextual stops as a valid reason for a stop. After the decision in the case, the number of stops of
nonwhite drivers increased, with most of the increase occurring during daytime.?® The findings
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from this study further prove that pretextual stops play a role in racial profiling, perpetuating
racial inequality and bias in the legal system.

Explicit bias, defined as prejudices in favor of a thing, person, or group, unjustly
compared to another, has also impacted traftic stops in policing. Some cities around the United
States rely on fines as a source of revenue. These fines can include traffic tickets, court fees, or
any other legal penalties. A specific example is Ferguson, Missouri, a predominantly Black and
low-income town where minor infractions such as rolling through a stop sign or failure to enroll
in trash service resulted in hefty fines.?' This form of explicit bias specifically targets low-income
individuals of specific racial groups, particularly Black individuals, resulting in their inability to
pay the fines on time. A delay in payment of these fines resulted in the imposition of greater
fines, leading to potential arrest warrants and jail time. Using policing as revenue perpetuates the
cycle of economic inequality and reliance on vulnerable members of society to benefit
economically.

It is evident that racial bias exists in traffic stops; however, these initial stops often lead to
more severe consequences. After being stopped, Black Americans are more likely to be searched,
arrested, and exposed to excessive force.” The initial actions of law enforcement officers result
in a series of events that foster racial inequality and distrust within the American legal system.
23The current criteria that allow police officers to conduct traffic stops rely heavily on the
subjectivity of police discretion, further perpetuating racial disparities. Although the court system
states racial profiling should be challenged under the Equal Protection Clause, it is extremely
difficult to provide evidence that an officer had the intention to discriminate against a person of
color. Not only do the current laws invite bias, but the legal system also makes it incredibly
challenging for people to receive justice for racial profiling. Bias in traffic stops tarnishes the
neutrality of law enforcement, calling for action to reform police practices.

Reform Proposal

To address disparities in police traffic stops, states could adopt alternative methods of
policing that limit punitive interactions between officers and civilians. Law enforcement officers
often stop individuals based on suspicious behavior, including feeling nervous or avoiding
police. However, given that the relationship between police officers and people of color has
become increasing strenuous, it is reasonable that a person of color may appear nervous in the
presence of a law enforcement officer. Officers are more likely to interpret Black drivers' actions
as suspicious based on existing racial stereotypes.*

One reform that may reduce racial disparities within traffic stops could be reducing
engagement with officers who hold strong implicit biases. This reform can take effect by
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enforcing mandatory implicit bias training in police academies across the country. As stated
earlier, implicit bias distorts officers’ judgment in deciding whether to conduct a traffic stop.
However, requiring officers to participate in implicit bias training will raise awareness of the
harmful impacts and help individuals recognize potential biases. These trainings teach officers
strategies such as slowing down decision-making, empathy, reframing, and procedural justice.”
A study assessing the effectiveness of implicit bias training used surveys to evaluate knowledge
and attitudes before and after the training. The study found that implicit bias training led to a
greater understanding of how implicit bias functions, but no significant change in the application
of procedural justice was observed.?® These trainings increase knowledge and shape attitudes
toward implicit bias, but policing practice must continue to be evaluated to ensure civilians are
treated equally, no matter their race.

Along with reducing heavily biased interactions with police officers, another reform
could be state enforcement of a strict ban on pretextual stops, using alternative methods to
address minor violations. An additional method could be to issue repair notices or coupons rather
than citations. A case study in Ramsey County, Minnesota, introduced a new policy that refused
to prosecute cases resulting from non-public-safety traffic stops. This policy still allowed law
enforcement officers to initiate a traffic stop for evident threats, but it eliminates the possibility
of utilizing traffic stops to investigate unrelated suspicions. Instead of initiating a full stop,
officers issued a repair notice to inform the driver of the mechanical issue. The notice may also
include a coupon that can be used to fix the issue free of charge at participating automotive repair
shops.?” This program, called “Lights On,” had a considerable impact in reducing racial
disparities in traffic stops and searches by almost fifty percent.2*This method additionally had a
positive impact within the community, rebuilding trust between citizens and law enforcement,
especially among marginalized communities.?® Drivers are often penalized for minor issues,
especially low-income individuals and people of color; however, this program encourages
assistance rather than punishment. Many individuals share similar perspectives on the necessity
of stops for minor infractions. Shane Mall, a mechanic who works in repairing vehicles to limit
police contact, believes that certain system malfunctions do not warrant a traffic stop.*® He stated,
“In terms of getting pulled over for having a bad headlight, I think everyone would agree that
there are better things the police could be doing than pulling you over for that. We don’t want to
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have people ticketed because they couldn’t afford a light bulb or taking time off work to find
licensed car repairs to replace it.”*!

Despite the obvious need for reform, many of these proposed reforms are not widely
implemented throughout the United States. The low standard of reasonable suspicion under the
Fourth Amendment validates unjust traffic stops and enables broad police discretion. This
constitutional law makes it difficult to challenge these police practices legally. Along with these
legal challenges, there is concern among courts and police departments about limiting police
discretion excessively. As seen throughout case law, Washington State eliminated pretextual
stops in the Ladson decision but later shifted closer to the federal standard in Arreola due to this
concern. Among the proposed reforms, eliminating pretextual stops is most effective in reducing
racial disparities within traffic stops. Programs such as “Lights On” demonstrate the reduction of
racial inequality within traffic stops when police officers have limited discretion. While implicit
bias trainings may increase awareness, they have minimal real-world impact during traffic stops.
In addition, they do not fully address the structural conditions, such as over policing or poverty,
that allow racial profiling to occur. By reducing police discretion and ability to use their
jurisdiction to investigate individuals based on racial stereotypes, this reform proves to be more
effective than reforms based on eliminating specific behaviors.

The current standards for justifying a traffic stop encourage the potential for bias. As
stated, people of color are disproportionately stopped and searched due to the implicit and
explicit biases of police officers. However, the authorization of pretextual stops perpetuates a
system of inequality by allowing officers to apply prejudices to police practices. The reality of
racial disparities highlights a fundamental conflict between the Fourth Amendment and the Equal
Protection Clause. The standard of reasonable suspicion is too low and grants police officers too
much discretion, creating opportunities for bias to influence police practices. Eliminating
interactions between individuals and officers who hold negative racial assumptions is the first
step toward ensuring greater equality within the legal system. The legal system must not only
acknowledge that biases exist but also adopt systematic changes that reduce the opportunity for
police officers to act on implicit or explicit biases.
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