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Abstract 

Our study investigated racial profiling of Black youth in Toronto and linked this racial profiling to 

urban disadvantage theory, which highlights neighbourhood-level processes. Our findings provide 

empirical evidence suggesting that because of racial profiling, Black youth are subject to 

disproportionately more stops for gun-, traffic-, drug-, and suspicious activity-related reasons. 

Moreover, they show that drug-related stop-and-searches of Black youth occur most excessively 

in neighbourhoods where more White people reside and are less disadvantaged, demonstrating that 

race-and-place profiling of Black youth exists in police stop-and-search practices. This study 

shows that the theoretical literature in sociology on neighbourhood characteristics can contribute 

to an understanding of the relationship between race and police stops in the context of 

neighbourhood. It also discusses the negative impact of racial profiling on Black youth. 
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1. Background 

Similar to Harris’s (1997) findings in the United States, Black people in Toronto have 

long complained that they are frequently stopped, questioned, and searched by the police for 

DWBBs—“Driving While Being Black Violations” (Foster, 1996; Wortley & Tanner, 2004). The 

Toronto Star (hereafter referred to as the Star) investigated these complaints for over two years, 

analyzing race and crime statistics gathered from a Toronto Police Service (TPS) database that 

documented arrests made and charges laid. The results, published in 2002, revealed that Black 

people in Toronto were highly overrepresented in charges stemming from drug possession and 

“out-of-sight” traffic violations (e.g., driving without a licence or insurance). Based on these 

findings, the Star concluded that Toronto police “stop people for little reason other than their 

skin colour” (Rankin, Quinn, Shephard, Simmie & Duncanson, 2002a, p. A1). In other words, 

they engaged in racial profiling. 

In response, the TPS retained Gold and Harvey (2003) to conduct a review of the Star’s 

findings; they concluded that the Star’s research was “junk science” (Toronto Police Service, 

2003, p. 1). In a further move to discredit the Star, the Toronto Police Services Board denied all 

allegations of racial bias, a position bolstered by the then Chief of Police, Julian Fantino, who 

declared that “we do not do racial profiling…. There is no racism” (Rankin, Quinn, Shephard, 

Simmie, & Duncanson, 2002b, p. A1). He gave no concrete empirical evidence to support his 

argument. Although some researchers (Gold & Harvey, 2003; Harvey & Liu, 2003; Melchers, 

2003; Wortley & Tanner, 2004) pointed out the data bias, benchmark weaknesses, and inference 

errors associated with the analysis done by the Star, they could not provide concrete evidence to 

support the “we do not do racial profiling” argument. 

Given the undisputed tensions between police and the Black community, the first 

objective of our study was to provide more empirical evidence and in-depth discussion on 
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whether racial profiling of Black youth exists in stop-and-searches conducted by Toronto police. 

Notwithstanding the number of studies done by scholars, media, and police of racial profiling in 

general, little research has focused on the issue of racial profiling of Black youth in Toronto. 

Although racial profiling affects Black people of every age, Black youth are very likely to be 

targeted: they are major users of public spaces, and race-based stereotypes attribute a greater 

propensity for antisocial behaviour to them (Eid, Magloire, & Turenne, 2011). Research has 

found that police negatively associate minority race and criminality, which in turn generates 

distrust of the police among Black youth, contributing to the deterioration in their relationship 

(Giwa, James, Anucha, & Schwartz, 2014; Lurigio, Greenleaf, & Flexon, 2009). Indeed, Black 

youths’ perception of racial bias in police stops and searches is particularly widespread in 

Toronto (Neugebauer, 2000). 

The Star’s latest analysis (Winsa & Rankin, 2012) showed that Black youth are more 

likely than White youth to be stopped and documented in each of the city’s 73 police patrol 

zones. Toronto police have defended this practice as good police work in high crime areas 

(Winsa & Rankin, 2012). In the past, they have also emphasized that Black youth are more likely 

to be involved in homicides and in crimes involving drugs and firearms (Toronto Police 

Accountability Coalition, 2010). To solidify their view on crime involvement among Black 

youth, the police initiated what legal scholar David Tanovich has called “a no-walk list” 

(Tanovich, 2007, p. 1)—as pedestrians, Black youth in Toronto are required not only to carry 

identification but to consent to questioning and searches. 

Police officers often develop and use area knowledge (Bittner, 1970), territorial 

knowledge (Brown, 1981), and knowledge of crime hot spots (Sherman, Gartin, & Buerger, 

1989) when they work in the field. Police assessment of perceived risk is linked to their concept 
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of public place, which influences their response and actions (Meehan & Ponder, 2002). Police 

actions such as racial profiling are therefore “inextricably tied not only to race, but to officers’ 

conceptions of place, of what should typically occur in an area and who belongs, as well as 

where they belong” (Meehan & Ponder, 2002, p. 402). Some policing studies suggest that 

minorities are more likely to be stopped in areas where they look “out-of-place” (Meehan & 

Ponder, 2002; Stults, Parker, & Lane, 2010). In Toronto, this point of view is partly supported by 

the Star’s findings that differences between Black and White stop rates are highest in the more 

affluent, mostly White areas of the city (Rankin, 2010). 

Others suggest that disproportionate stops of racial minorities tend to occur in 

disadvantaged minority neighbourhoods (Roh & Robinson, 2009; Stults et al., 2010; Tanovich, 

2002). In Toronto, this point of view is partly supported by Tanovich, who argued that racial 

profiling has criminalized many predominantly Black neighbourhoods in Toronto commonly 

referred to by the police as high crime areas (and see section 2.3 below for a further discussion of 

this topic). 

No matter what point of view researchers hold, neighbourhood characteristics (e.g., racial 

and socioeconomic characteristics) are important in differentiating police stops for minorities 

spatially. However, much of the research on racial profiling in Toronto has tended to ignore the 

neighbourhood context. To allow us to fully understand racial profiling of Black youth in the 

context of place, the second objective of our study was to examine whether disproportionate 

stops of Black youth tended to occur in areas where certain neighbourhood characteristics were 

also present. We investigated these two research objectives by analyzing police stops in terms of 

their drug-, traffic-, suspicious activity-, and gun-related grounds. Our approach differed from 

the Star analysis, which did not differentiate stoppage reasons (Winsa & Rankin, 2012); we 
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selected these police practices because they offered the more commonly suspected, if not 

necessarily the most likely, window through which to observe racial bias in policing. 

Our paper is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a working definition of racial 

profiling, a discussion of the Star’s analysis and a brief review of the connection between urban 

disadvantage and social disorganization theories on the study of racial profiling within a 

neighbourhood context. Section 3 outlines our research methods, along with a description of the 

study area, data procedures, and analytic approach. Section 4 presents our main findings, and in 

Sections 5 and 6, respectively, we discuss our findings and conclusions. 

2. Literature Review 

 2.1 Defining Racial Profiling 

The Ontario Human Rights Commission (2003) defines racial profiling as 

…any action undertaken for reasons of safety, security, or public protection that 

relies on stereotypes about race, colour, ethnicity, ancestry, religion, or place of 

origin, or a combination of these, rather than on a reasonable suspicion, to single 

out an individual for greater scrutiny or different treatment. (p. 6) 

Racial profiling by police is said to occur in situations where race stands in as a proxy for risk in 

the policing of criminality (Giwa et al., 2014; Harris, 2003). This is the case, for example, when 

racial disparities are found in police stop-and-search practices in which racial minorities are 

more likely than their White counterparts to be stopped for traffic-, drug-, and gun-related 

reasons (Bostaph, 2007; Harris, 1999; Wortley & Tanner, 2004). In the criminological literature, 

other forms of racial profiling are also said to exist where racial disparities are found in Customs 

searches at airports and border crossings, increased police patrols in minority neighbourhoods 

and undercover activities, and sting operations that target particular ethnic groups (Wortley & 

Tanner, 2004). In situations of police stops, moreover, studies show that the police treat racial 

minorities more harshly than Whites (e.g., Engel & Calnon, 2004; Roh & Robinson, 2009). 
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Empirical evidence of racial disparities in police stop-and-search actions is clear, 

bolstering claims of racial profiling; however, American studies have often reported mixed 

conclusions based on similar empirical findings. In the earliest round of racial profiling 

enquiries, reputable New Jersey and Maryland studies indicated that racial minorities were 

stopped disproportionately more than their representation in population statistics (Engel, Calnon, 

& Bernard, 2002). The results of later studies also documented stoppage disparities, but 

generally were less inclined to conclude that discrimination drove them (Buerger, 2009). 

Importantly, the later studies occurred in a climate where police and civic officials were well 

aware of the racial profiling debate, so that police agencies may have been more likely to take 

steps to minimize racial disparity, and were likely more politically astute in their interpretation of 

findings (Buerger, 2009). 

 2.2 The Star’s Analysis 

The Star’s research team, led by Dr. Michael Friendly, worked with 4,696 out-of-sight 

offences reported between 1996 and 2002 for which skin colour was recorded for purposes of 

identification. Of these, 33.6 percent out-of-sight offence drivers were “Black.” Based on the 

assumption that “random checks would generate a pattern of charges that mimics the racial 

distribution of drivers in society as a whole” (Rankin et al., 2002a, p. A1), the Star used the 

proportion of the Toronto’s residential population who reported themselves as Black on the 1996 

Census forms (8.1 percent) as the risk set or benchmark against which to compare the racial 

distribution of stopped drivers. Two major problems are associated with using the residential 

population as the benchmark. First, the residential population is an appropriate base or 

denominator for statistics that measure prevalence. However, counts of police stops, arrests, or 

crimes measure the number of incidents. Using counts of police stops divided by population 

numbers from census creates base error. The second problem lies in the unrealistic assumption of 
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randomness in police vehicle stops, since police patrols and stops are most effectively deployed 

when they focus on when and where problems are most expected (Melchers, 2003). In addition, 

of the 7,511 out-of-sight offences reported over a five-year period, 4,696 (63 percent) contained 

complete information. For the other 2,815 offences, the drivers’ skin colour was not recorded. 

Missing such a large number of skin colour data creates an issue of sample bias. Despite the data 

bias and benchmark weaknesses, the Star’s research team still made strong—although 

controversial and maybe faulty—racial profiling inferences that later received supporting or 

refuting statements from judges, attorneys, crown prosecutors, and police officials throughout 

Ontario’s criminal justice system (Melchers, 2003). 

 2.3 Connecting Urban Disadvantage and Social Disorganization Theories to the Study of  

  Racial Profiling 

Research on police behaviour has long noticed that police use of discretion varies 

according to neighbourhood characteristics in addition to individual-level factors (e.g., Bass, 

2001; Herbert, 1997; Milovanovic & Russell, 2001; Smith, 1986). Racial profiling thus clearly 

seems to be a behaviour influenced by the context of the neighbourhood. Many case studies have 

focused on the existence of racial profiling in police stop-and-search practices in Toronto, but 

few include consideration of the spatial elements of police stops. It is very challenging to 

establish the social mechanisms that link racial profiling behaviour at the individual level to a 

larger ecological context (Parker, MacDonald, Alpert, Smith, & Piquero, 2004; Sampson, 2000; 

Short, 1998). However, the urban disadvantage and social disorganization literature (Bursik, 

1988; Shaw & McKay, 1942; Wilson, 1987, 1996) offers opportunities to link the two 

components. 

Social disorganization theory is a cornerstone in the study of crime. Structural conditions 

such as low socioeconomic status, racial heterogeneity, residential instability, and family 



Meng, Giwa, and Anucha 

122 

disruption are key to this perspective, as they lead to the breakdown in social control, resulting in 

crimes (Parker et al., 2004). Central to the theory is the idea that structural barriers hinder 

development of formal and informal ties that promote the community’s ability to solve common 

problems (Parker et al., 2004). Bursik (1988) defined social disorganization as a community 

structure that fails to maintain effective social control. Shaw and McKay (1942) argued that 

deteriorating structural conditions lead to social disorganization in urban neighbourhoods, which 

in turn explains the spatial variations in crime rates. 

The urban disadvantage perspective finds its origins in the social disorganization 

tradition; the two are highly interrelated. Wilson (1987) argued that since the 1970s, the shift 

from manufacturing to service and retail jobs in many urban areas in North America eliminated 

many job opportunities in urban neighbourhoods, thereby increasing poverty, unemployment, 

and isolation in areas usually dominated by minorities, since different races tend to cluster in 

different areas of a large metropolitan city (e.g., Fong, 1996; Harney, 1985; Hou & Picot, 2004). 

Urban disadvantage, a consequence of this urban transformation (Ricketts & Sawhill, 1988; 

Wilson, 1996), has been linked to an increase in urban crime rates (Krivo & Peterson, 1996; 

Land, McCall, & Cohen, 1990; Parker & McCall, 1999). Given that urban disadvantage and 

social disorganization theories have the same origin, and that the socioeconomic indicators 

advanced in both theories are highly correlated, we felt confident in focusing on using urban 

disadvantage theory to link racial profiling to the ecological context of neighbourhoods in 

Toronto. 

Police usually respond to the crime rates in various neighbourhoods by applying different 

crime-control strategies, and problem-oriented policing strategies are considered appropriate 

methods to allocate limited police resources (Paulsen & Robinson, 2004). More police stops are 
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likely to be practised in neighbourhoods that have more reported crimes (Doerner, 1997; Roh & 

Robinson, 2009). Consequently, disproportionately more police stops practised in crime “hot 

spots” can be perceived as police efforts to battle crimes, and police stops and crimes are likely 

to be correlated. In a highly ethnically diverse city such as Toronto, crime hot spots often 

intersect with disadvantaged neighbourhoods that may have a high proportion of racial 

minorities. As Roh and Robinson (2009) argued, a disproportionately higher police presence 

along with vigorous law enforcement is a common practice in disadvantaged and racialized 

neighbourhoods (see also Giwa et al., 2014). This difference in patrol intensity could account for 

some of the disproportionality in Black stop-and-arrest rates (Blumstein, 1982). Therefore, some 

researchers have proposed, the likelihood of racial minorities being stopped by police is higher in 

disadvantaged, racialized, and more crime-prone neighbourhoods, due to the overrepresentation 

of these groups in these areas (Roh & Robinson, 2009; Stults et al., 2010). 

Some researchers have suggested that the likelihood of racial minorities being stopped is 

greater in areas where the racial minorities look “out of place” than in areas where their skin 

colour is prominent (Meehan & Ponder, 2002; Stults et al., 2010). The relationship between 

place-based disadvantage and crime is very pronounced in many racial minority neighbourhoods, 

so police officers tend to suspect that racial minorities might be engaged in criminal activities 

when they appear in White and wealthy neighbourhoods. As a result, disproportionately more 

stops of racial minorities are likely to happen in areas that are less racialized and disadvantaged. 

This situation is exacerbated by a recent trend in which more and more minority people are 

moving into residential areas that were once predominantly White neighbourhoods, a 

development that could lead to conflicts between racial groups and cause the use of formal social 

control sanctions against minority groups (Brown & Warner, 1992; Myers, 1990). 
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Given the possibility of racial profiling, and the relationship between neighbourhood 

characteristics and the level of police stops of racial minorities, our study poses the following 

questions: 

H1: Are Black youth subject to disproportionately more drug-, traffic-, suspicious 

activity-, and gun-related police stops than White youth? 

H2a: Does the rate of police stops involving Black youth increase as a more 

concentrated level of urban disadvantage and racialization increases? 

H2b: Does the rate of police stops involving Black youth increase as a more 

concentrated level of urban disadvantage and racialization decreases? 

3. Methodology 

 3.1 Study Area 

The City of Toronto is located in southern Ontario on the northwestern shore of Lake 

Ontario (see Figure 1). It is home to more than 2.7 million people (City of Toronto, 2013) and is 

the centre of one of North America’s most dynamic regions—the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). 

The capital of the province of Ontario, Toronto is arguably the cultural, entertainment, and 

financial centre of Canada. Demographically speaking, it is one of the world’s most diverse cities 

in terms of percentages of non-native-born and visible-minority residents. Half of Torontonians 

were born outside Canada; 47 percent identify as members of ethnoracial minorities (City of 

Toronto, 2013). Given this demographic makeup, Toronto is a particularly important geographic 

location in which to conduct a case study of racial profiling. 
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Figure 1. Study area. 

 3.2 Data Procedures and Analytic Approach 

Police stop data used in this study were generated from police-initiated stops including 

in-vehicle and pedestrian stops and searches, recorded on the field information reports (known as 

208 cards) that Toronto police use daily to record information about individuals they stop and 

question on the street, in mostly noncriminal encounters. Included on the 208 cards are details on 

the person’s name, address, age, gender, contact location (or police patrol zone), contact time, 

birthplace, skin colour (e.g., Black, White) as reported by the police officer, and stop reason 

(e.g., general investigation, loitering, drug, or traffic stop). These personal details were deleted 

before we were allowed access to the data. 

Our study included only youth between the ages of 15 and 29 (the Commonwealth 

definition of youth). The dataset captured details from 162,377 contact cards filled out by 

Toronto police officers regarding 116,374 youths stopped in 2008. If a single youth was stopped 

a number of times during a specific period that was recorded on multiple 208 cards. Racial 
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composition data from the 2006 population census (Statistics Canada, 2006a) were used as a 

benchmark against which to compare the racial distribution of people stopped. We gathered 

neighbourhood characteristic data from the 2006 census data as well. 

Racial groups considered in this study were Black and White. The level of racialization in 

a neighbourhood was represented by the percentage of Whites in the residential population (see 

Table 1). The indices used to measure the level of disadvantage in a neighbourhood included the 

percentage of single-parent families, unemployment rate, and government transfer payments as a 

percentage of total income (see Table 1). Government transfer payments were all cash benefits 

received from federal, provincial, territorial, or municipal governments during 2005. This 

variable was derived by summing the amounts calculated by Statistics Canada, as reported in the 

Old Age Security Pension and Guaranteed Income Supplement, Allowance and Allowance for 

the Survivor; benefits from Canada or Québec Pension Plan; benefits from Employment 

Insurance; and child benefits and other income from government sources. 

Racial and socioeconomic data at dissemination area (DA) level were carefully 

aggregated to the level of police patrol zones for neighbourhood-level analysis using the 

polygon-in-polygon analysis method, in Hawth’s analysis tools designed for ArcGIS 9.3 (Beyer, 

2004). At the time of our research, there were 73 police patrol zones in Toronto (see Figure 1). 

Although these zones were not explicitly considered neighbourhoods, they have been used in 

extant research as units of analysis that correspond to actual neighbourhoods (e.g., Gamble et al., 

2002; Gudell & Skogan, 2003; Roh & Robinson, 2009). 
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Table 1 

Neighbourhood Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics 

Neighbourhood Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics 
Unit 

Level of Racialization  White population 
 percent 

Level of Disadvantage Single-parent families  
 percent 

Unemployment rate  
 percent 

Government transfer payments 
 percent 

 

To calculate the rates at which Black or White youth were stopped by police for traffic-, 

drug-, gun-, and suspicious activity-related reasons, we divided the number of stops of Black or 

White youth attributed to a particular reason by the population of Black or White youth in the 

city or patrol zone in question, to obtain a stops-per-100 population figure. Many demographic 

and socioeconomic variables in the census were intercorrelated. Spearman’s correlation 

coefficient ρ (Spearman, 1904) was used to test the correlations among neighbourhood racial and 

socioeconomic characteristics, since it did not assume normality and was robust to outliers. 

Principal component analysis (PCA) was then used to tackle the intercorrelation problem and 

generate a smaller set of uncorrelated factor scores (Hotelling, 1933; Jolliffe, 2002). Finally, 

score values of selected factors were used as independent variables in a multiple linear regression 

model (Mardia, Kent, & Bibby, 1979) for predicting the rates at which Black youth were stopped 

by police for traffic-, drug-, gun-, and suspicious activity-related reasons. 

4. Results 

 4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics regarding population and various stops practised by Toronto police 

are shown in Figure 2. Although at the city level only 10.4 percent of Toronto’s total youth 

population was Black (Statistics Canada, 2006b), they made up 24.6 percent of young people 

stopped for drug reasons, 28.6 percent for traffic reasons, 27.3 percent for suspicious activities, 
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and 45.6 percent for stops relating to gun possession. Meanwhile, White youth, who made up 

more than 46.7 percent of Toronto’s youth population (Statistics Canada, 2006b), accounted for 

46.8 percent of those stopped in drug cases, 34.2 percent for traffic reasons, 39.8 percent in the 

suspicious activity category, and 25.3 percent for gun-related stops. In relating Black and White 

youth percentages of the population to stops caused by various reasons, it is clear that Black 

youth, more than White youth, were overrepresented in stops conducted by Toronto police. 

  

Figure 2. Percentages of ethnic population and stops for various reasons. 

 4.2 Stop Rates 

At the city level, the rates of drug-, traffic-, suspicious activity-, and gun-related stops 

were 1.3 percent, 9.1 percent, 0.8 percent, and 0.3 percent for Black youth, respectively. The stop 

rate was much lower for White youth, at 0.4 percent, 2.2 percent, 0.2 percent, and 0.1 percent, 

respectively (see Figure 3). By comparing the stop rates, we concluded that Black youth were 

about 3.2, 4.1, 4, and 3 times more likely to be stopped and questioned for drug, traffic, 

suspicious activity, and gun-related reasons than their White counterparts. 
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Figure 3. Stop rates by reasons. 

 4.3 Summarizing the Metrics Measuring Neighbourhood Racial and Socioeconomic   

  Characteristics 

The Spearman correlation results in Table 2 indicated that a medium level of correlation 

existed among the metrics measuring neighbourhood racial and socioeconomic characteristics. In 

other words, the information contained in the metrics was, to some extent, redundant. PCA is a 

statistical technique that can be used to deal with the redundancy problem and generate a smaller 

set of uncorrelated variables, while representing most of the information in the original set of 

variables (see Dunteman, 1989; Jolliffe, 2002). 

 

Table 2 

Spearman Correlation Matrix 

 
Government transfer 

payments 

Single-parent families White residents 

Unemployment rate 
.341** .308** -.317** 

Government transfer payments 
--  .494** -.417** 

Single-parent families 
--   --  -.305** 

** Significance level p < 0.01 
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The scree plot of the eigenvalues indicates that the first principal component (or PC 1) 

should be retained for representing neighbourhood racial and socioeconomic characteristics (see 

Figure 4). Kaiser’s rule (Kaiser, 1960) retains PC 1, because it had an eignenvalue greater than 1 

(see Table 3). The cumulative variance of PC 1 (56.461 percent) met the minimum requirement 

of 50 percent for the amount of variance accounted for, according to the cumulative variance 

method (see Table 3). Therefore, the results of PCA for the neighbourhood racial and 

socioeconomic metrics showed that PC 1 could be retained to represent the neighbourhood racial 

and socioeconomic characteristics. 

A careful inspection of the PCA results suggests that it would be worthwhile to examine 

the relationship between the metrics measuring neighbourhood racial and socioeconomic 

characteristics and PC 2. The component contains about 18 percent of the total variance and its 

eigenvalue is 0.732 (see Table 3). This met the cut-off value of 0.7, according to Jolliffe’s 

criterion (Jolliffe, 1972). In addition, PC 1 and PC 2 accounted for more than 70 percent of the 

cumulative variance. This met the cut-off value for cumulative variance according to Jolliffe 

(2002). As a result, PC 2 was kept for further analysis. PC 3 and PC 4 only accounted for a small 

amount of variance compared with PC 1 and PC 2. An examination of the relationships between 

the metrics and PCs 3 and 4 did not reveal any interpretable pattern. Therefore, only PC 1 and  

PC 2 were retained for further analysis. 
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Figure 4. Scree plot of the eigenvalues from the metrics measuring neighbourhood racial and 

socioeconomic characteristics. 

Table 3 

 

Eigenvalues and Proportion of Variance Accounted for Each PC Extracted from the Degree of 

General Engagement Metrics 

 

Component Initial eigenvalues Extraction sums of squared loadings 

Total Percent of 

variance 

Cumulative 

(percent) 

Percent of variance Cumulative 

(percent) 

PC 1 2.098 56.461 52.461 2.098 56.461 

PC 2 .732 18.308 70.769 .732 18.308 

PC 3 .688 17.191 87.960   

PC 4 .482 8.040 100.000   

 

After determining the number of components to be retained, the next step was to identify 

the relationships between the PCs and the metrics, and assess which metrics accounted for 

greater variance. A matrix of the factor loadings for each variable onto each factor or component 

is shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

 

Rotated Component Matrix of the Major Components Extracted from the Metrics Measuring 

Neighbourhood Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics 

 

 Rotated Component Matrix 

(Varimax normalized) 

 Factor 1 Factor 2 

Unemployment rate .099 .895 

Government transfer payments .784 .312 

Single-parent families .869 .117 

White residents -.281 -.727 

 

The factor loadings provided information about the contribution that each variable made 

to a component. Also, we could obtain the relationships between each metric and the two factors. 

The first factor was marked by high loadings on the government transfer payments and the 

percentage of single-parent families, since the coefficients were greater than 0.3 (Hair, Anderson, 

Tatham, & Black, 1998). The relationships between Factor 1 and each metric suggested that 

Factor 1 was positively related with government transfer payments and the percentage of single-

parent families. When it came to Factor 2, we concluded that the unemployment rate and the 

percentage of single-parent families and the percentage of White residents in the residential 

population accounted for the majority of the total variance. The correlation between Factor 2 and 

the unemployment rate was negative and Factor 2 was positively related with the percentage of 

single-parent families (see Table 4). 

 4.4 The Relationships Between Neighbourhood Characteristics and the Stop Rates Involving  

  Black Youth 

The linear regression analysis results shown in Table 5 demonstrate that Factors 1 and 2 

had a significant and negative linear relationship with the stop rate involving Black youth caused 

by drug-related reasons, suggesting that the racial and socioeconomic characteristics of 



Discrimination in Police Stop-and-Searches 

133 

neighbourhoods could be a determinant for Black youth stop rates caused by drug-related 

reasons. Given the coefficients in Table 5, we concluded that the higher the percentage of White 

residents and the less the concentrated disadvantage in the neighbourhood, the greater the 

likelihood that Black youth were disproportionately stopped for drug-related reasons. In other 

words, when Black youth looked “out of place” in a White and wealthy neighbourhood, they would 

be subject to a higher chance of being stopped by police for drug-related reasons than in an area 

where their skin colour was prominent. Moreover, a combination of these two independent factors 

explained 44 percent of the total variability in the drug-related stop rates for Black youth. The 

problem of multicollinearity was not presented in the linear regression model, since the variance 

inflation factor (VIF) value for both factors was smaller than 10. The regression results in Table 

5 also show a negative but statistically insignificant linear relationship between the stop rates for 

Black youth for traffic-, suspicious activity-, and gun-related reasons and the two factors. 

Table 5 

Results of Multiple Regression Analysis Based on the Result of Factor Analysis 

Dependent Variable Predictor Coefficient p value VIF Constant R2 

Drug-related stop rate for Black 

youth 

Factor 1 -.102 < .05 1 0.595 0.44 

Factor 2 -.168 < .05 1 

Traffic related stops rate for 

Black youth 

Factor 1 -.321 > .05 1 0.148 0.22 

Factor 2 -.521 > .05 1 

Suspicious activity-related stops 

for Black youth 

Factor 1 -.021 > .05 1 -0.004 0.08 

Factor 2 -.005 > .05 1 

Gun-related stops for Black 

youth 

Factor 1 -.008 > .05 1 0.007 0.11 

Factor 2 -.011 > .05 1 
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5. Discussion 

 5.1 Racial Profiling of Black Youth 

The primary purpose of our study was to examine whether Toronto police engaged in 

racial profiling of Black youth. We found that Black youth were subject to disproportionately 

more stops than their White counterparts. Some researchers, and the Toronto police themselves, 

have often argued that the disproportionate stop rate of Black youth is not the result of racial 

profiling, but is instead a response to a high crime rate among Black youth and a policing 

strategy that is pragmatic and efficient (Bratton & Knobler, 1998; Goldberg, 1999; Toronto 

Police Accountability Coalition, 2010; Winsa & Rankin, 2012). However, it is highly 

questionable and controversial to use a race-specific crime rate as the base evidence to support a 

race-specific stop rate, since crime statistics showing that certain minority groups are more 

inclined to commit a particular type of crime than White people often contain bias as well. 

Indeed, official crime data may be a measure of official reactions to crime rather than a 

measure of the actual crime rate itself (Warner & Pierce, 1993, p. 494). In this sense, a high 

Black crime rate may simply represent a strong predilection for social control by the police. In 

one study, White youth in Toronto had a much higher rate of illicit drug use than Black youth, yet 

Black youth reported a higher rate in drug possession charges (Wortley & Tanner, 2004). 

Therefore, there is no sound basis for police to disproportionately stop Black youth for drug, 

traffic, and gun-related reasons, since there is no reason to believe that Black youth are 

consistently more inclined to commit these different types of crime than White youth in Toronto. 

In addition, contrary to the suggestion that the disproportionate number of stops of Black 

youth helps use police resources efficiently, we argue that such stops are actually inefficient 

police practices: to stop Black youth disproportionately, the police must allocate 

disproportionately more resources to targeting innocent Black youth. Disproportionately fewer 
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resources must therefore be assigned to search for actual offenders, since police have limited 

resources at any given time. Hence, the disproportionately higher number of police stops of 

Black youth suggest racial profiling on the part of Toronto police, as opposed to representing 

reasonable and efficient police practices. 

Racial profiling of Black youth in Toronto may produce hidden distortions in crime 

statistics since this disproportionate number of stops may lead to more arrests. Guided by 

problem-oriented policing strategies, current arrest statistics would indicate that relatively greater 

numbers of Black youth would be stopped by Toronto police in the future. Gradually, this could 

become a vicious cycle. This has happened before. For example, between 1986 and 1992, police 

intensified their patrol of disadvantaged areas in Ontario and unevenly targeted Black people as 

suspects. As a result of these actions, Black people were overrepresented in prisoner statistics, 

according to the Ontario Systemic Racism Commission (Wortley, 2006). The perceived success 

of profiling Blacks, signalled by their high incarceration rates, fuelled the existing stereotype that 

young Black males were likely to be involved in drug-related crimes, which in turn contributed 

to even more overt racial profiling (Bahdi, with Parsons & Sandborn, 2007). Eventually, this too-

loosely based Black criminal profile meant that any Black male, regardless of his age or location, 

was considered a potential threat (Bahdi et al., 2007). 

 5.2 Race-and-Place Profiling 

The second objective of our study was to examine the association between 

neighbourhood characteristics and Black youth stop rates. Our study suggests that Toronto police 

might also be engaging in race-and-place profiling of Black youth, for our results show that 

Black youth were more likely to be stopped due to drug-related reasons in neighbourhoods that 

were less disadvantaged and where more White people resided. These findings corroborate the 

view that Toronto police are more likely to stop Black youth who look “out of place” and provide 
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more empirical evidence to support the racial threat theory (Blalock, 1967; Blumer, 1958). 

Racial threat theory suggests that minority groups not only become a demographic threat 

to White people as their presence in the population grows, but also, in addition, if not in a 

subordinate position, they also threaten White socioeconomic advantage, cultural and political 

dominance, and even feelings of superiority. The use of formal social control is therefore deemed 

necessary to reduce these threats. One such formal social control is represented by—and 

implemented through—the disproportionate number of police stops of Black youth in less 

disadvantaged neighbourhoods dominated by White people. We also found that a low stop rate of 

Black youth was more likely in areas where the White residential population was low and 

community disadvantage was high. We believe this phenomenon can be explained by the concept 

that Black youth pose less of a threat to White social, political, and economic interests when they 

are inside their racialized and disadvantaged neighbourhoods. 

Furthermore, it is still questionable whether formal social control efforts implemented at 

the agency level (such as the TPS) can completely neutralize race-and-place profiling charges 

against individual police officers. For example, when police officers carry out a stop-and-search, 

their decision to do so is often influenced by a subjective perception (or even a biased personal 

knowledge) of the suspects, crimes, and patrol areas gained through previous experiences or 

information from fellow officers (Smith et al., 2004). Race, together with place, may be used as a 

proxy for actual threat or, at a minimum, for reasonable suspicion in a police stop. Thus, a police 

officer’s response to similar cases may differ significantly, depending on the characteristics of 

the neighbourhood and the racial background of the suspect. For example, an officer meeting a 

Black youth in a predominantly White neighbourhood might overreact simply out of an 

exaggerated perception of risk. If this is the case, Black youth might experience excessive 
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policing in this particular neighbourhood, not because of any formal social control efforts at the 

agency level, but because of abuse of discretion at the individual-officer level. 

Our study shows a paradox: given the study’s racial profiling and race-and-place profiling 

findings, it appears that Toronto’s democratic society needs protection both by police and from 

police. The solution calls for democratic policing, a term often understood as seeking an 

equitable distribution of police service or police control over the public (Roh & Robinson, 2009). 

Central to the concept of democratic policing is community control of the police through 

community empowerment and community participation (Sklansky, 2008). That is, the police 

should engage the community to create and maintain trust relationships and take racial diversity 

into account when devising policing strategies. The public must participate in policing decision-

making processes and determine the amount and types of police services and police protection 

necessary. Instead of reacting to crime only after it occurs, democratic policing calls on the 

police to implement organizational changes that would support the proactive prevention of crime 

and social disorder through community partnerships and systematic problem solving. 

As a law enforcement organization, the police should be attracted to pursuing the ideal of 

democratic policing. However, problem-oriented policing strategies, which require the 

disproportionate deployment of police resources in different locations and the disparate treatment 

of different neighbourhoods, can conflict with the goal of democratic policing. Nevertheless, to 

minimize conflict, Toronto police must take into consideration the community’s demands and 

have the community’s support, when developing a policing strategy. 

 5.3 Limitations 

This study was not without limitations. First, the use of population census data as the 

benchmark could have created two interrelated errors: base error and aggregation error. 

Population census data are an appropriate denominator for statistics that measure prevalence. 
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However, counts of police stops—the numerator in racial profiling studies—measure incidence 

or counts of events. Consequently, base error can be generated when using counts of police stops 

divided by population figures from census data. Moreover, a small group of individuals 

belonging to one race can be stopped a large number of times, thus inflating the race-specific 

stop data, which can result in aggregation error. 

Second, the use of population census data as the benchmark could be associated with an 

assumption that police stops are practised randomly. However, this assumption is often vitiated 

since the police usually carry out stop-and-searches in areas where they most anticipate 

problems. Third, people stopped in a neighbourhood are not necessarily residents living in that 

neighbourhood. Because population census data do not provide the racial composition 

information of pass-by people, the Black and White stop rates, as a result, can be overestimated. 

Fourth, the skin colour data recorded in the 208 cards do not always correspond to race/ethnicity 

data in the Canadian census. For example, Toronto police could have difficulties distinguishing 

dark-skinned South Asians from Blacks or differentiating Arabs or Latin Americans from Whites 

based on their appearance. Thus, chances are that youth who were coded as Black or White in the 

208 cards might be counted as belonging to other ethnicities in the Canadian census. If this is the 

case, the number of Black or White youth in the stop data is not accurate. Given these 

limitations, the findings and discussion in our study must be regarded as preliminary or 

exploratory rather than conclusive. 

6. Conclusions 

In general, the issue of racial profiling in policing has not been examined as deeply in 

Canada as it has been in the United States. In Canada, racial profiling studies focusing on Black 

youth and/or neighbourhood-based processes are very limited. Our study contributes empirically 

to research into racial profiling of Black youth in Toronto and demonstrates that members of the 
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city’s police force are susceptible to racially influenced policing. As discussed in this paper, the 

disproportionate stop-and-search rate of Black youth is not an appropriate response to a high 

crime rate among Black youth and does not represent reasonable and efficient police practices. 

Instead, racial profiling can cause irreparable harm to the relationship between members of the 

police force and the racialized communities in the city. 

Our study also demonstrated how neighbourhood characteristics can contribute to spatial 

variations of police stops involving Black youth, as well as suggesting that Toronto police might 

engage in race-and-place profiling of Black youth when it comes to drug-related stop-and-

searches. Previous racial profiling studies done in Toronto were carried out at city-wide level, 

ignoring neighbourhood-level processes (see Gold & Harvey, 2003; Melchers, 2003; Wortley & 

Tanner, 2003, 2004). This is largely due to the difficulty in linking racial profiling at the 

individual-officer level to the ecological context of neighbourhoods. This study shows that the 

theoretical literature in sociology on neighbourhood characteristics can contribute to an 

understanding of the relationship between race and police stops in the context of neighbourhood. 

In terms of the implications for Toronto police, our research emphasizes that police 

personnel should recognize that policing strategies should be based on sound research, have the 

support of the community, and ensure effective crime control while maintaining principles of 

democratic policing. Police personnel in the field should be informed that race is not a useful 

predictor of criminality, either as a sole factor or in combination with other factors (such as 

location). Police personnel should also understand that not only are there legal and moral 

concerns about targeting Black youth for stop-and-search, but also that doing so is not an 

effective crime-control strategy. Furthermore, racial profiling or race-and-place profiling 

destroys public trust in and support for the police. 
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Clearly, the issue of racial profiling in Toronto requires further research. First, police 

stop-and-search data do not contain details on the nature of the police–citizen contact for each 

individual case. For example, it is impossible to obtain information on whether physical assault, 

emotional mistreatment, or abusive language played a role in any given stop. Therefore, follow-

up interviews are needed to collect such information, and further qualitative theoretical and 

empirical research on this front is warranted. Second, the data do not describe the transportation 

mode (i.e., walking, driving, or biking) of the stopped youth. Such information would make it 

possible to compare stop rates for people from the same race but using different forms of 

transportation, since racial bias is more likely to be introduced in police interaction with 

pedestrians and bikers whose skin colour is known before they are stopped. Third, this research 

cannot overcome the weaknesses associated with the population benchmark used in this study. 

Future research should adopt an alternate benchmark to calculate stop rates more accurately. 

Fourth, this paper is mainly focused on one phenomenon of racially biased policing—

overpolicing of racial minorities. Future research is needed to address the underpolicing issue 

and explore its causes. 
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