
Using Vehicle Stops Report Data to Address Discrimination: for Empower Missouri 
 
The Missouri Vehicle Stops Report (VSR1)  provides objective evidence about traffic stops. The original 2000 legislation 
intended it to document whether Black drivers were disproportionately affected by traffic stops and the actions officers 
take during them. More than twenty years of information have been unequivocal: Black drivers are disproportionately 
affected by stops and other officer actions. Hispanic drivers are also affected in some situations. 
 
Progress has been slow on addressing concerns about discrimination for several reasons: 

1.​ The VSR does not provide clear disproportions. The data are in place but nothing says, “Black drivers are 
stopped at a rate per driver X times the rate for White drivers.” In very limited situations, rates are provided, but 
most of the information is just the raw data reported by agencies. When advocates began publishing 
disproportions on consent searches, the high disproportions against Black drivers immediately began to 
decline. For the past four years, White drivers have had higher consent search rates per stop than Black drivers. 

2.​ Disproportions have been confused with discrimination. Disproportions can be caused by factors other than 
officers applying different standards to some groups. In order to document discrimination, evidence must be 
available that officers treated groups differently. Or, assuming officers are relying on credible intelligence when 
they act against White drivers, discrimination can be taken to occur when officers act against Black drivers based 
on facts that aren’t “specific and articulable,” as expressed in the Terry decision. 

3.​ Bias is the root cause of discrimination. Steps must be taken to make sure officers understand the dangers of 
bias and want to eliminate their biases or at least be able to control them, but we can’t wait for our society to 
undo 400 years of unequal treatment being the norm. Instead, officers must be held accountable for acting on 
facts that clearly justify their actions and are clearly independent of racial stereotypes. The criteria for these 
facts must be embedded in policies and training. Officers must document the facts they act on, using methods 
that are efficient and make the information easily accessible to supervisors—such as the checkoffs used for the 
VSR. Officers must receive prompt feedback on the facts they cite: approval from supervisors or guidance on the 
evidence required. Officers who do not respond to feedback must face discipline or dismissal. 

4.​ Finding compelling evidence of discrimination is inherently difficult, even for prosecutors with access to law 
enforcement records. Sometimes a situation is so bad, as in Ferguson, that prosecution is necessary, but our 
Constitutional system of law enforcement relies on agencies assuming the primary responsibility for acting on 
specific or “actionable” facts. For traffic stops in Missouri, agencies with disproportions high enough to raise 
community concerns must accept the responsibility to document that officers are acting on facts that satisfy 
community standards. Vulnerable individuals and their advocates should not be expected to prove 
discrimination; it is enough for them to cite disproportions and other forms of circumstantial evidence. Agencies 
must be held accountable for proving that law enforcement actions are always based on acceptable facts. 
These actions include those by officers on the street up through command staff, who must control systemic 
issues. 

5.​ Updating 590.650, the law that mandates the VSR would help the processes outlined above. A few more 
checkoffs would help clarify situations of concern. The law should allow the VSR to take advantage of the 
Incident-Based Data (IBD) most agencies now use. Because IBD keeps all information grouped by stop, things like 
contraband found in a consent search can be analyzed. The VSR needs rates and disproportions for all categories 
of data collected. Agencies need guidance on data collection and reporting. Officer evaluations need to be based 
on reporting credible facts supporting their actions. Agencies must document that the facts officers act on are 
sufficient for the actions taken and clearly independent of racial stereotypes of criminality. 

1 Links: 2023 Executive Summary 
2023 Annual State Report 
2023 VSR Agency Specific Reports 
2023 Agency Responses 
Rules & Regulations (Code of State Regulations) 
590.650 (the law that mandates the VSR) 
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https://ago.mo.gov/wp-content/uploads/VSR-2023.pdf
https://ago.mo.gov/wp-content/uploads/VSRstatereport2023.pdf
https://ago.mo.gov/wp-content/uploads/VSRreport2023.pdf
https://ago.mo.gov/wp-content/uploads/VSRagencynotes2023.pdf
https://www.sos.mo.gov/cmsimages/adrules/csr/current/15csr/15c60-10.pdf
https://revisor.mo.gov/main/OneSection.aspx?section=590.650&bid=30357&hl=


Consent Searches 
In 2010, Dr David A. Harris, University of Pittsburgh School of Law, led panel discussions across the state for Empower 
Missouri on racial profiling as a threat to public trust in police officers. I was his chauffeur. He told me a good way to 
address the problem of possible discrimination was to publicize disproportions in searches based on the consent of the 
driver. The numbers are already in the Vehicle Stops Report, he told me. 
 
Advocacy groups began emphasizing consent searches as an indicator of possible discrimination. Agencies with high 
disproportions against groups had to accept responsibility for documenting that officers were acting on convincing facts 
when they asked for consent. 
 
Improvements quickly appeared among some agencies. My first awareness of a breakthrough occurred when I was 
studying the 2015 data. Ladue Police Department reported no consent searches, after reporting 27 in 2009 for a 
disproportion of 6.81. Ladue still had very high stop disproportions against Black drivers based on group estimates of 
resident drivers because very few Blacks reside in Ladue, but on all the post-stop situations I use as alerts, LPD’s 
disproportions had fallen dramatically from the previous year.  
 
In 2009, Missouri officers used consent searches on Black drivers at a rate per stop 45% higher than the rate for White 
drivers, but the disproportion has been falling. In 2018 Black drivers were affected at a rate per stop 1.07 times the rate 
for White drivers. In 2019 the rate was 0.99; Black drivers were affected at a rate lower than the White rate. 2020 fell 
another point to 0.98 where it stayed for 2021. In 2022 it was 0.99. In 2023 Black drivers were subjected to consent 
searches at a rate per stop 89% of the White rate; the White rate was 1.13 times the Black rate. 
 
One of the most helpful uses of VSR data is to rank agencies according to significant metrics. Here are agencies that still 
had high consent search disproportions against Black drivers in 2023: 

Table 1:2023 High Consent Search Disproportions 

 
 
Black drivers in KC were subjected to consent searches at a rate per stop 2.38 times the rate for White drivers. Similar 
lists were much longer in the past. Agencies that aren’t such outliers should still be working on concerns. Every consent 
search must be based on documented facts that are clearly independent of stereotypes. 
 
Agencies that have low disproportions should be thanked: 
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https://www.law.pitt.edu/people/david-harris


Table 2: 2023 Low Consent Search Disproportions 

  
 
When Black disproportions are below 1.00 there is a possibility officers are applying different standards to White drivers. 
I suspect some agencies are subjecting White drivers to consent searches without sufficient justification. 

Consent Searches in Incident-Based Data 
One of the advantages of Incident-Based Data (IBD) over the VSR’s aggregate data is that categories can be combined. 

For instance, contraband found can be linked to stops in which a consent search was performed. Columbia PD posts its 

IBD on the city website so I use it to dig deeper into VSR data. 

Using the 2023 CPD IBD, here’s the contraband that was found when a consent search was made during a stop. The 

contraband could have been found in a different type of search, but the net result was that contraband was found only 

31% of the time (0.31 in the lower right corner):  

Table 4: CPD IBD Contraband Found following Consent Searches 
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Black drivers were found with contraband at a rate per search 83% of the White rate (0.83 in the bottom row of the Black 

column. 

Contraband found is not necessarily sufficient to support an arrest charge. A weapon might have been in legal 

possession. A trace amount of a drug might have been found.  

Table 5: CPD IBD: Arrests Per Contraband Found Following Consent Searches 

 

57% of all the contraband resulted in an arrest, which means 47% did not result in an arrest. 60% of the contraband for 

Black drivers did not result in an arrest. Were officers applying the same standards to all drivers? 

Considering all stops in which consent searches occurred, rates of arrests per consent search were low: 18%. The Black 

rate was barely more than half the White rate (0.11 compared to 0.21). White drivers were arrested at a rate per consent 

search 1.90 times the Black rate: 

Table 6: CPD IBD: Arrest made for Contraband Found Following Consent Searches 

 

All arrest charges were probably not tried in court. All trials probably did not result in convictions. Even though the 

numbers of consent searches have declined over the years and the disproportions against Black drivers based on rates 

per search have almost disappeared, consent searches do not appear to be an effective way to protect public safety. 

Officers should be relying on probable cause evidence, not asking drivers to surrender their Constitutional rights.  

Stops of Residents and Non-Residents 
In 2019 a checkoff was added for the residency of the driver, whether in the jurisdiction where the stop occurred or out 
of it. Agencies took some time to learn how to use the checkoffs accurately. Errors are still evident in the data. 
Non-resident drivers are still not identified by checkoffs but determined by the difference between total stops and 
resident stops, which could be masking problems, but the information has finally revealed crucial clues about the causes 
of stop disproportions. 
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Table 7: 2023 Stops of Residents and Non-Residents in Jurisdictions 

 
Black drivers were stopped at a rate per estimated driver 1.64 times the rate for White drivers. The rate of stops for 

non-resident White drivers goes down, not up. 

After years of just seeing high overall disproportions against Black drivers, we can finally see that Black drivers in their 

home jurisdictions have disproportions low enough that we should be able to lower them further or see prove that 

officers are acting on compelling facts. The disproportions are low enough that economic factors might account for much 

of them. 

Why then are Black drivers stopped at a disproportion of 2.21 when they are visiting other jurisdictions? Ranking 

agencies provides a clue. Here are the agencies that contribute the most to the 2.21 statewide stop disproportion.  

 Table 8: 2000 stops of Black Non-Residents and 50% stops of Black Non-Residents 

 

The disproportions given for each agency are not reliable because rates based on the statewide group populations 
cannot be counted on to reflect the group populations of visiting drivers. What’s important in this table is that stops of 
non-residents by these agencies are what causes the statewide disproportion of 2.21. 
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Why are officers stopping so many out-of-jurisdiction drivers? Why is the rate for Black drivers more than twice the rate 
for White drivers? What public safety concern is being addressed? Are visiting drivers committing serious violations? Are 
they committing violent crimes? Are officers targeting suspects about whom credible intelligence has been gathered by 
investigators? Are large numbers of violations or accidents occurring on the routes these drivers are using? 
 
Aren’t visiting drivers much more likely to come to work, shop, attend school and so on? Are there ways to protect the 
public from the few individuals who might be a threat without pulling over so many ordinary people? Can other methods 
be used to prevent serious criminal activity—methods which do not alienate valuable community members who are just 
coming to work or shop? 
 
These agencies, and others with similar statistics, have a responsibility to document the public safety reasons that make 
these stops necessary.  

 

Investigative Stops 
The Black Caucus was concerned about “pretext stops” when writing 590.650—stops in which a minor violation is used 

to make a stop which would not have been made except for suspicions about the driver. How often were these pretext 

stops being made? Was there a disproportion against Black drivers? 

When a checkoff for investigative stops was added in 2004, few were reported. Perhaps officers and agencies needed 
more guidance about using the checkoff. AG Eric Schmitt amended the Code of State Regulations (CSR, see footnote 1) in 
2020 to include checkoffs for categories of investigative stops: calls for service, agency bulletins, officer-initiated 
investigations and other investigative stops.  The CSR says officers are to record an investigative intent when it was 
involved—an “investigative desire” (15CSR60-10.020(2)(C)1.). 
 
2023 VSR data indicate Black drivers are disproportionately affected by investigative stops but not enough of them are 
being made to begin to account for the overall Black stop disproportion:  

Table 9: Types of Investigative Stops 

 
 

Officers obeying orders to make a stop to investigate a tip from a 911 Call—a Call for Service—are acting on facts clearly 

independent of racial stereotypes. Perhaps the caller is biased, but the officer is acting on facts provided by dispatch. 
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Officers obeying orders to stop vehicles identified in bulletins prepared by the agency are also acting on facts. But not 

enough of these investigative stops are being made to begin to account for the overall Black stop disproportion. 

Most of the investigative stops are based on officer initiative or “other” reasons, but there are not enough of these 

either to account for the Black stop disproportion. Perhaps investigative stops are still under reported, but for now the 

sources of Black disproportions must be found in other situations. 

Errors in Reporting Investigative Stops, and other errors 
Could it be that officers are not checking off all their investigative stops? The data suggest this could be a problem. The 

CSR directs that officers are to check off all reasons for stops, so that if the officer had an investigative “desire” but 

waited to observe at least a minor violation before acting, then both should be checked off. However, Missouri State 

Highway Patrol and more than 100 other agencies never check off more than one reason for a stop. Here are those 

agencies making more than 2000 stops. 

Table 10: Total Stops Equal Reasons for Stops 

 

Reported investigative stops might be undercounted in VSR data in spite of clear instructions in the CSR. Perhaps they are 

a significant factor in Black stop disproportions. The disproportions for investigative stops are high enough to raise 

serious concerns but if there are more of them they become a higher priority. 

Other data errors appear in the data. The VSR acknowledges that the reports depend on data reported by agencies: 
The analysis in the report is based on the aggregated data reported by each agency. Thus, it relies on the 

assumption of accuracy in the reported data in terms of the tallying of stops and resulting outcomes, the 

distinction between resident and non-resident drivers, etc. (Page 6, Note 3) 

The agencies are ultimately responsible for accurate data, but they clearly need guidance, and might need to be held 

accountable. As mentioned above, data for residents and non-residents are not being reported according to CSR 

requirements. MSHP troopers never use the “Other” group category, even though they must sometimes encounter a 

driver they cannot classify as a member of one of the standard groups. One agency refused to classify drivers by group, 

lumping them all under “Other.” 
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White Privilege 
In some cases, agencies perform consent searches on Black drivers at low rates per stop compared to other agencies but 
still have high disproportions. The only way this situation can occur is for the consent search rate for White drivers to be 
super low. Here are some agencies that fit this pattern: 
 

Table 11: Low Consent Search Rate But High Disproportion  

 
 
Officers do not appear to be targeting Black drivers because the rates are below the state average of 0.02 per stop. The 
disproportions are high because the rates for White drivers are low. They use consent searches sparingly, and perhaps 
only use them when they have a good reason, but they are seldom suspicious enough of White drivers to ask for 
consent. Perhaps they should be more suspicious of White drivers, but I don’t like anyone being asked to surrender 
Constitutional rights. I take this situation to illustrate White privilege. 
 
White Privilege also appears to be occurring in stop disproportions. Information from the 2023 Vehicle Stops Report is 
filtered in this table to see law enforcement agencies which have relatively low stop rates for Black resident drivers (the 
statewide rate is 0.17 per Black driver), make more than 100 stops of Black residents, and have a high disproportion: 
resident Black drivers in these jurisdictions are stopped at a rate per estimated driver more than 3.00 times the White 
rate. 
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Table 12: Low Resident Stop Rate but High Disproportion2 

 
 
Using less restrictive parameters would increase the number of agencies. Lowering the threshold disproportion to 2.00 
expands the list to 30 agencies. Resident statistics are used because the estimates of numbers of drivers are more 
dependable for them. 
 

Conclusions 
Do you have a stake in any of the law enforcement agencies identified in these tables? What can be done in your 

community to help law enforcement master the skills of ignoring the distractions of racial stereotypes and instead 

learning to act on compelling facts? 

Are media covering the VSR disproportions in your community? Reporting on VSR data is not easy but it is what we need 

reporters to do. 

Are academics paying attention to concerns raised by VSR data? Is there anyone whose help you can enlist? 

Are public officials in your jurisdiction holding law enforcement accountable? Are your state officials developing policies 

that protect public safety and protect the rights of individuals vulnerable to discrimination? 

See my website for spreadsheets using the complete VSR dataset to provide rates and disproportions for all categories of 
data reported by all agencies. I can also email the spreadsheets. Other resources will be added. Contact me if you have 
suggestions or questions. 
 
Don Love 
Love.MO.VSR@gmail.com 
Love the Missouri Vehicle Stops Report 
 
7/18/24 (minor edits from 7/16) 

 

2 Add threshold for disproportions: 3.00 
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https://sites.google.com/view/lovemissourivehiclestopsreport/home
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