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all three men. McFadden argued that his 
search was based partly on an intuitive 
sixth sense acquired during his long ten-
ure as a police officer. The Court agreed 
that police officers, based on their pre-
vious experiences, may “sense” whether 
someone is up to no good. Terry v. Ohio 
provided the guiding framework related 
to the constitutionality of stop and frisk, 
though its scope and limits continue to 
be addressed by the Court.

The Court heard two other cases con-
currently with Terry that further detailed 
the limits of the ruling. In Sibron v. New 
York (1968), a police officer followed 
the defendant for several hours and 
observed his conversations with several 
known heroin addicts. The officer finally 
stopped, questioned, and frisked Sibron. 
During the initial questioning, the officer 
placed his hand in the suspect’s pocket 
and discovered envelopes containing heroin. The Court ruled that the mere observation of 
Sibron, without hearing any of his conversations with the addicts, failed to provide probable 
cause for a warrantless search. In Peters v. New York (1968), the defendant also appealed his 
conviction and challenged the constitutionality of stop and frisk. In his case, the officer gave 
chase to the suspect after observing him sneaking around an apartment building. The officer 
patted down the suspect and found burglary tools. In this case, the Court upheld the stop 
and frisk as constitutional.

Stop and Frisk
The Terry decision represented the first in a series of cases related to the intricate 

issues involved in stop and frisk. In Adams v. Williams (1972), for example, the Court 
ruled that reasonable cause for a stop and frisk may be based on information supplied by 
another person, such as a police informant. In Alabama v. White (1995), the Court decided 
that an anonymous tip to the police provided reasonable suspicion for a Terry stop. In 
Florida v. J. L. (2000), the court debated a “firearms exception” to Terry v. Ohio. In other 
words, any anonymous tip about a person carrying firearms would justify a stop and frisk. 
The courts refused to recognize this exception because such a ruling could promote false 
tips to law enforcement and harassment of innocent people. The body of law related to 
stop and frisk is substantial. Numerous other cases tied to Terry, for example, have exam-
ined the reasonable suspicion standard, the meaning of seizure, and the limitations of 
pat-down searches.

In 2013, the ongoing debates and court decisions about Terry stops drew national atten-
tion. The New York Police Department received harsh criticism for its stop-and-frisk tactics 
(see Figure 6.3). Reportedly, almost 700,000 people were stopped in 2011, and the majority 
of suspects were African American or Latino. Despite complaints made by the New York 
Civil Liberties Union, then mayor Michael Bloomberg and the police department reported a 
reduction in murders over the past 10 years and documented the confiscation of more than 
8,000 weapons, including just over 800 guns, partly attributable to the stop and frisks (see  
Figure 6.3). The department argued that stop and frisk represented part of a community-wide 
effort to detect crime before it happens; others saw the practice as racial profiling. In August 
2013, a federal district court judge ruled that the department’s tactics were unconstitutional 
and represented a method of “indirect racial profiling.”7 In January 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio 
agreed to the reforms proposed by the court and announced an agreement to settle the civil 
rights lawsuits (see also Chapter 5).

A police officer must have probable cause to search a vehicle. What types of 

situations may give police probable cause to search a car?

stop and frisk:  
Also known as a  

Terry stop or field stop,  
this allows a police officer 

to detain and search a 
person when he or she 

reasonably suspects 
that a crime has been 
or will be committed.
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Video 6.1: 
Stop and frisk


