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Reasonable Suspicion
Probable cause is based on a reasonable assumption that a crime is being committed 

and circumstances that support this belief. In some cases, an officer may have a handful of 
relatively weak arguments for the search, but the totality of the circumstances bolsters the 
case. In other words, added together, the minor suppositions in the context of the situa-
tion may warrant a search. Most standards of probable cause require more than reasonable 
suspicion but less evidence than necessary for a conviction.6 Reasonable suspicion, like 
probable cause, is considered an objective measure but is based on minimal or no evidence. 
According to the U.S. Supreme Court in the landmark case Terry v. Ohio (1968), reasonable 
suspicion may be enough for an officer to stop and frisk a suspect.

In Terry v. Ohio, the Supreme Court ruled that a police officer might stop and frisk 
a person based on reasonable suspicion. The case began on the streets when Detective 
Martin McFadden observed two men acting suspiciously near a neighborhood jewelry store.  
The officer, who believed that the men were “casing the place for a stick-up job,” decided 
to stop John Terry and Richard Tilton and conducted a pat-down search, also commonly 
referred to as a stop and frisk. The case raised two important Fourth Amendment issues: 
What constitutes an unreasonable search and seizure? And how is probable cause or rea-
sonable suspicion determined, and under what circumstances? Detective McFadden, who 
had worked for the Cleveland Police Department for over 35 years, was wearing civilian 
clothes and patrolling the area for shoplifters and pickpockets. According to the transcript 
of the court case, McFadden stated, “They didn’t look right to me.” He observed two black 
men walking back and forth, looking in store windows, and allegedly conspiring with a 
third white man. He approached the three men and asked for their names. He described 
the incident with Terry that immediately followed: “I spun him around, holding him in 
front of me. I then began to pat him down. I felt inside of his topcoat what felt to be the 
handle of a gun.” The discovery of a gun in Terry’s coat resulted in the immediate arrest of 
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reasonable suspicion:  
An objective basis 
supported by specific facts 
for believing that someone 
committed a crime.
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