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Abstract: Objective: This article looks at the everyday life and realities of current practices employed by the South 
African Police Service (SAPS) officials, by shedding light on the experiences and practices on profiling search and 
effecting arrest based on race and skin color in the Gauteng Province. Particularly, this article examines the experiences 
of the SAPS officials to measure police perception of the skin color of foreign nationals, and to establish if wrongful 
arrests were linked to skin color stereotyping.  

Methods: The theoretical approach employed the social identity theory (SIT) was used to interpret the results. A survey 
questionnaire consisting of the New Immigration Survey (NIS) Skin Color Scale with 10 shades of skin color mapped to a 
pictorial guide, as well as a self-report measure on wrongful arrests, was administered to 80 SAPS officials, who 
performed visible policing duties. The research sample consisted of two SAPS groups from two different contexts, 
namely township and urban contexts. The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software was used to 
conduct Pearson’s correlation and comparative analyses.  

Results: The results showed that the SAPS officials stereotyped foreign nationals as dark-skinned. The skin color 
stereotype was, however, not correlated to wrongful arrests. The study concluded that although respondents perceived 
that South Africans were distinguishable from foreign nationals based on skin color or tone, identification processes were 
not influenced by this stereotype belief. 
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INTRODUCTION  

In terms of Section 205(3) of the Constitution of the 
Republic of South Africa (1996), the South African 
Police Service (SAPS) has a legal obligation to uphold 
and enforce the law (South Africa 1996). This means 
that every enforceable law passed through the 
parliamentary legislative process is the responsibility of 
the SAPS. The South African Immigration Act 13 of 
2002, as amended by Immigration Act 3 of 2007 and 
13 of 2011, is one such law. Section 9 of this Act 
makes provision for the regulation of admission of 
documented foreign nationals into and their departure 
from the Republic. According to the Mid-year 
population estimates report for 2018 released by 
Statistics South Africa (SSA), the population of South 
Africa was estimated at 57,7 million as of 1 July 2018. 

While births and deaths are considered the main 
drivers of population change, migration continues to be 
significant, not only demographically but politically, 
economically, and socially (SSA 2018). Gauteng 
Province has the highest proportion of foreign-born 
workers, numbering about 8% of the working 
population, followed by Limpopo and Mpumalanga at 
4%, while in the North West and Western Cape the 
figure stands at 3% (SSA 2018). Sokutu (2018) 
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reiterated the 2018 SSA report that over two million 
foreign nationals around 2018 were documented and 
close to one million undocumented.  

The Mid-year population estimates report, also 
shows that South Africa is estimated to receive net 
immigration of 1,02 million people between 2016 and 
2021. Most international migrants settle in Gauteng at 
47,5% while the least are found in the Northern Cape 
province (0,7%). Gauteng is considered the economic 
hub of the country, attracting international migrants as 
well as domestic migrants from rural provinces such as 
Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal, and Eastern Cape (SSA 
2018). 

Although the police served the interest of the 
apartheid state, public accountability of the police 
should be understood within a broad social and 
historical context in which the police represented only 
one of many oppressive state structures (Howell 2019; 
Howell and Shearing 2017; Young 2004). According to 
Van der Westhuizen (2001) cited in Young (2004:19), 
the development and history of policing in South Africa 
need to be placed within the context of broader 
government racial policies whereby police work was 
defined primarily as the policing of race relations and 
policing became a political activity. Post-apartheid 
South Africa is emerging as a new country from years 
of rule-based solely on the color of one’s skin. An 
important component of the new South Africa is the 
transformation of the SAPS.  
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From a history of brutal and indiscriminate violence, 
the new police system is attempting to transition into a 
respectable democratic police organisation. The initial 
transformation began in 1994, soon after the fall of the 
apartheid government, and has continued until the 
present (Pruitt, 2010:116). With the abuses of 
apartheid-era policing still fresh in the minds of many 
citizens, the architects of South Africa’s new 
constitution were careful to ensure that the police could 
be held accountable through several civilian-run 
structures and institutions. Nevertheless, a little over a 
decade of police reform in South Africa and concerns 
have been expressed that accountability and oversight 
have faded from the public agenda as the democratic 
government’s control of the police has consolidated 
and as rising crime rates have instead come to 
dominate public and political concerns (Bruce and 
Neild, 2005:6). 

Much of apartheid-era policing was reactive to 
protests and demonstrations. It became crucial for 
SAPS to be able to act proactively in a new democratic 
government. Building a relationship with the 
communities in which the officers worked was seen as 
the first step toward becoming Proactive (Pruitt 
2010:120). Possibly the biggest change in the police 
was the smallest. During the reign of apartheid, the 
police were formally known as the South African Police 
(Morna 1995 cited in Pruitt 2010:121).  

Following the fall of apartheid, the police have 
christened the SAPS. This change was meant to 
highlight the fact that the police are present to provide 
a service to the public and not act as a force upon 
them. President Mandela and most other new 
government officials urged the South African people to 
accept the new policy as their protectors (Gastrow and 
Shaw 2001 cited in Pruitt, 2010:121). The new name 
for the police was designed to increase that 
acceptance and encourage the new goal of community 
policing. 

Brogden and Shearing (1993:93) point out that the 
introduction of new forms of policing never happens 
instantaneously, but always involves a process of 
transition: “In policing, as in other areas of social life, 
there is no clean slate. We seldom - perhaps 
fortunately - have an opportunity to work from scratch”. 
This is particularly true of the SAPS where the 
transformation is from an authoritarian system to a 
system that has to be sensitive to the needs of many 
different constituencies (Bellinghan 1994 cited in 
Young 2004:19). As both a product of deeply traumatic 

history and the failure of the post-apartheid state to 
capitalise on the resources with which the country is 
endowed, South African society is itself fragmented, 
often troubled, and seemingly intersected by 
contradiction.  

It is, for instance, a “nonracial”, yet a racially defined 
society, one of the most economically unequal in the 
world and yet enshrines equality in the Constitution and 
one in which the oppression which characterised its 
history continues to define the contemporary (Howell 
and Shearing 2017). It is widely agreed that the police 
service needs to be reshaped to support and empower 
the community, but there are no packaged solutions 
that South Africans can simply embrace (Young 
2004:19). Now that it has been a little over two 
decades since the birth of democracy in South Africa, it 
is appropriate to reflect on the continuing challenges 
facing police reform (Newham 2005:175).  

In this article, the authors use the term ‘black’ 
specifically to refer to people of African heritage who 
are socially constructed or racialised as black in South 
Africa. Though of diverse historical, socio-cultural, and 
political backgrounds, they share a similar phenotypical 
appearance, notably their dark skin, and have 
connections with continental Africa (Mapedzahama and 
Kwansah-Aidoo 2017; Udah and Singh 2018). The 
bright colors of the rainbow nation signal hope to 
conflict-ridden countries around the world. South Africa 
is not an exception. However, the legacy of apartheid 
that shaped policing practices in South Africa, leaves a 
question that lingered on for years, whether the 
concept of democratic policing is a fact or an illusion, in 
the Gauteng Province, South Africa.  

Contemporary South Africa remains the dominant 
country in sub-Saharan Africa, both economically 
(World Bank 2017 cited by Howell 2019:93). Despite 
this, it is also one of the most socially fractured and 
unequal (Howell 2019:93). Both as a function of its 
political history and as a result of numerous ongoing 
governance concerns, seemingly immaterial differen-
ces have become translated into deeply embedded 
structural forms of marginalisation. South Africa’s 
predilection for racial distinctions is one such example.  

Under the apartheid regime, five entirely artificial 
racial characterisations were invented to justify the 
systematic division of society, the result of which is that 
long after the fall of apartheid these racial distinctions 
are still manifested in the economic and social patterns 
which structure society and indeed the physical spaces 
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of its urban areas. They remain, in short, predominantly 
in “black” townships, “colored” ghettos, small pockets of 
“Indian” areas, and “white” suburbs (Howell 2019:93). 

Thus, this article reflects not only an attempt to 
understand and interrogate the subjective or stereotype 
practices by the SAPS officials but also a commitment 
to bringing about social change. This article focuses on 
the challenging issue of underlying racism and skin 
color (blackness) as an important, if not the most 
central, factor for consideration in assessing policing 
practices, as measured by profiling of black Africans in 
the Gauteng Province. This is because racial 
discrimination can make it more difficult for foreign 
nationals from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds to be accepted where they reside. This 
influence policing practices (Howell 2019; Udah and 
Singh 2018).  

For black Africans in the Gauteng Province, their 
visible difference, based on physical appearance, skin 
color, and cultural attributes, can complicate their social 
acceptance (Ndhlovu 2013 cited in Udah and Singh 
2018:23). Thus, critical to understanding the SAPS 
practices in Gauteng Province is an elicitation of ways 
in which the visibility of foreign nationals, in terms of 
difference from light skin and/or white South African, 
interacts with other societal factors to marginalise, 
exclude and disadvantage them. 

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES  

The following three research hypotheses guided this 
study: 

H1: The SAPS officials performing patrol duties do not 
perceive foreign nationals as dark-skinned. 

H2: The SAPS officials who perform patrol duties, 
stereotype foreign nationals as dark-skinned, have a 
high number of wrongful arrests compared to those 
who do not stereotype foreign nationals as dark-
skinned. 

H3: There is a likelihood that the SAPS officials 
deployed in urban areas differ significantly with 
stereotyping of foreign nationals, as compared with 
those in township settings. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: IDENTITY, RACE 
AND RACIALISATION  

Identity is an important and sensitive issue for many 
foreign nationals’ sense of citizenship and belonging 

(Udah and Singh 2018:23). Tabar, Noble and Poynting 
(2010:10) argue that identities are not simply symbolic 
entities through which we represent ourselves and 
others. For Tabar et al. (2010:10), identity embodies 
practices of identification and adaptation and deploys 
particular kinds of resources (as shaped by an 
individual’s classed, gendered, and racialised histories) 
through which individuals situate and position 
themselves in diverse social domains.  

For this article, it is useful to examine identity 
construction, especially in both its avowed and 
ascribed dimensions. While avowed identity is 
subjectively enacted by people’s sense and knowledge 
of their membership in the social group in which they 
feel comfortable, affiliated, and at ease, ascribed 
identity is assigned by others who seek to label 
individuals as members of a given group based on their 
imagined or presumed phenotypic appearance, 
physical characteristics, cultural traits (e.g. skin color, 
language, name, dress, religion) or other stereotypical 
associations (Udah 2018; Udah and Singh 2018).  

Both identities are, of course, important for 
understanding intercultural communication, which takes 
place when individuals influenced by different cultural 
communities negotiate shared meanings in everyday 
interactions (Udah 2018; Udah and Singh 2018). Since 
social interactions are ipso facto relations of power, 
identity construction becomes a matter of social context 
and must be situated historically (Guenther, Pendaz 
and Songora-Makene 2011; Udah and Singh 2018). 

Racial identity is referred to as the notion of being 
black, white, Asian, or Aboriginal (Clark 2008; Kusow 
2006; Udah and Singh 2018). This is different from a 
black racialised identity, which is the political act of 
becoming black (Dei [1999] 2018). A person’s racial 
identity is often signified through their skin color, which 
becomes a counterfactually specifiable information-
bearing trait that can be used for inclusion or exclusion 
(Asante, Sekimoto and Brown 2016; Bhabha 1998). 
Taylor (2007) cited in Udah and Singh 2018:25) asserts 
that classical racialism led people to believe that nature 
had sorted individuals into distinct and hierarchically 
ranked types, each with its complement of physical, 
moral, and mental traits.  

The social identity theory (SIT) was used to 
underpin this study. According to Austin and Worchel 
(1986:7), social identity consists of three major 
processes: social categorisation, social identity, and 
social comparison. Social identity is viewed as a 
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portion of one’s self-concept attained through 
perceived membership in a social group. An 
individual’s need for categorisation and social 
comparison is related to the need to maintain high self-
esteem (Turner, Brown and Tajfel, 1979:187).  

Based on the SIT, people tend to classify 
themselves and others into various social categories, 
such as organisational membership, religious affiliation, 
gender, and age cohorts (Ashforth and Mael 1989:20). 
The SIT assumes that people show all kinds of ‘group’ 
behaviour, such as solidarity, within their groups and 
discrimination against out-groups as a part of the social 
identity process, intending to achieve positive self-
esteem and self-enhancement (Trepte 2006:256).  

Tewolde (2018), reflecting on the South African 
institutional practices, argues that the practices of 
asking people to tick their racial identity on various 
forms is one mechanism the state uses to organise 
society into racialised social systems. A rigid form of 
racial classification was the norm during the apartheid 
era. Four major categories were created: black, white, 
colored, and Indian. Despite the post-apartheid state’s 
orientation towards non-racialism, the racial categories 
continue to feature on administrative forms. The 
rationale behind this is to redress race-based 
inequalities through affirmative action programmes. 
Notwithstanding this noble aim, society continues to be 
racialised and race thinking endures. State-sanctioned 
racialisation also affects refugees and immigrants when 
they are asked to select their race on official forms. 

One of the problems facing immigrants in South 
Africa is to confront the reality of adapting to racialised 
identity categories and to find their place in the racial 
classification system. Most refugees and immigrants 
come from contexts where racial categories are absent 
and whose social classification systems and self-
identification habits are based on culture and ethnicity. 
Many first-generation foreign national, define ourselves 
in terms of identity categories found in our countries of 
origin (Tewolde 2018). 

RESEARCH METHODS 

The study was carried out using a descriptive 
research design. The study describes the opinion of the 
respondents concerning shedding light on the 
experiences and practices on profiling search and 
effecting arrest based on race and skin color in the 
Gauteng Province. Particularly, this article examines 
the experiences of the SAPS officials to measure police 
perception of the skin color of foreign nationals, and to 
establish if wrongful arrests were linked to skin color 
stereotyping. The sampling method adopted for this 
study was systematic random sampling.  

Randomly selected the SAPS stations were 
requested to provide at least three references. Only the 
first name was selected from every three referrals or 
prospective respondents enlisted. The respondent was 
then invited to the study and was asked to give 
referrals to three police officials who have conducted 
patrols before. This procedure was continued until a 
total of 10 respondents were invited per station, thus 80 
in total. The research sample consisted of 80 
respondents. 34 from the City of Johannesburg and 40 
from the township of Thembisa, Ekurhuleni 
Metropolitan municipality. Of the 80 sampled 
respondents, (n = 6; 5.4%), indicated that they did 
perform patrol duties. Therefore, these respondents 
could not be included in this study.  

This study was conducted in Gauteng Province 
across two metropolitan municipalities, namely 
Ekurhuleni and Johannesburg. These selected policing 
areas, comprised eight police stations. The following 
characteristics formed the criteria for participation in the 
study: South African citizenship, adults above 18 years, 
not interns or trainees, having previous patrol 
experience, and a minimum education level of Grade 
12. Data was collected through a questionnaire utilising 
the NIS Skin Color Scale, which ranges from 1 to 10 on 
a Likert scale as depicted in Figure 1 below. 

The NIS Skin Color Scale was designed to be used 
for skin tone evaluation soon after physical contact with 

 
Figure 1: New Immigration Survey (NIS) Skin Color Scale. 

(Massey and Martin 2003:2). 
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an immigrant (Massey and Martin 2003:1). The scale 
has 10 shades of skin color mapped to a pictorial guide 
of male hands corresponding to points 1 to 10 (Hannon 
and DeFina [2016] 2020). This scale has been used in 
several high-profile social surveys but has not yet been 
psychometrically evaluated (Hannon and DeFina 
2016:534). The NIS Skin Color Scale has not been 
tested in the South African context as it can be 
witnessed from a list of tests, which are classified and 
certified for use by persons registered in the profession 
of psychology as published by Professional Board for 
Psychology in terms of Health Professions Act 56 of 
1974 regulations. 

An independent t-test was conducted to establish if 
there were differences in the NIS mean scores of the 
two research groups. The t-test is an inferential 
statistical test andits purpose is to test for differences 
between the means of two groups (Terre Blanche, 
Durrheim and Painter 2006:211). Pearson’s method 
was used to establish if there was a correlation 
between ‘wrongful arrests and skin color perception’ 
and ‘in-group identification and skin color perception’. 
Pearson’s correlation method in the Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to analyse 
the data.  

RESEARCH RESULTS  

Demographic Information 

Males constituted seventy-six percent (n=56; 
75.68%) of respondents whereas female respondents 
were the least represented group by twenty-four 
percent (n=18; 24.32%). This can be attributed to the 
history of the SAPS with only males being employed as 
police officials. It is also noted that worldwide trends 
show that fewer females than males consider policing 
as a profession (Aiello, 2019, Cambareri and Kuhns 
2018; Gibbs 2019; Chan and Ho 2013; Helfgott, 
Gunnison, Murtagh and Navejar 2018; Rabe-Hemp 
2009). A significant majority of respondents (n=71; 
95.95%) comprised of Africans, followed by Indians 
respondents who constituted three percent (n=2; 2.7%) 

whereas one percent (n=1; 1.35%) comprised of a 
White respondent. In terms of visual impairment, the 
majority of respondents (n=54; 72.97%), reported no 
visual impairment, followed by eighteen percent (n=13; 
17.57%) respondents who reported wearing glasses to 
read whereas, nine percent (n=7; 9.46%) respondents, 
claimed wearing glasses to see people and things.  

In-Group Identification 

As shown in Table 1 below, the majority of the 
respondents (n=45; 61%) indicated that they strongly 
identified with the SAPS. In terms of the SISI, the 
results implied that respondents were committed to the 
SAPS and they perceived the SAPS as an important 
part of how they saw themselves. Depending on the 
importance of group membership for the self-concept, 
group members differed in their level of identification 
with the group (Jetten, Spears and Manstead 
1997:604). It has been shown by several studies that 
differences between high and low identifiers are only 
observed when identity is threatened. Furthermore, 
studies have shown that other factors such as 
cohesiveness of a group or the prototypicality of group 
members (Noel, Wann and Branscombe 1995) can 
moderate the strength of the relationship between in-
group bias and identification. 

Identification has a moderation effect. Gabarrot and 
Falomir-Pichastor (2017:219) investigated the 
relationship between in-group identification and two 
indicators of intergroup differentiation-stereotyping and 
prejudice. The results indicated that the majority of 
respondents identified with their in-group, the higher 
their prejudice scores (Gabarrot and Falomir-Pichastor 
2017:223). Based on these findings, it is argued that a 
respondents’ level of identification (i.e. with the SAPS 
or being South African) might influence the 
respondents’ level of prejudice and discrimination 
towards foreign nationals encountered during patrols.  

NIS Skin Color Scale Score 

Results on stereotype perceptions as depicted in 
Table 2 below, indicated that foreign nationals were 

Table 1: In-Group Identification 

In-group 
identification 

Sample 
size 

Strongly 
disagree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Slightly 
agree Agree Strongly 

agree 
Chi-

square P-value 

N 1 1 1 4 22 45 130.973 <.0001 I identify with the 
SAPS  % 1.35 1.35 1.35 5.41 29.73 60.81 - - 

N  0 0 1 1 18 54 101.2432 <.0001 I identify with 
being South 

African  % 0 0 1.35 1.35 24.32 72.97 - - 
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stereotyped as “dark-skinned” by both groups; in the 
township context NIS score (M = 7.0) and the urban 
context NIS score (M = 7.9). The differences in NIS 
mean scores were interpreted with caution because the 
groups were small and differed in size. Based on the 
study findings, it can be safely argued that racial 
discrimination is still pervasive and deeply rooted in the 
Criminal Justice System (CJS), although it would be 
difficult to determine whether intentional discrimination 
of foreign nationals by the SAPS does still exist, as the 
empirical picture is more complex.  

Lemon (2016) cited in Howell (2019:93) argues that 
post-apartheid South Africa remains bound to its 
history in innumerable ways. Indeed, the present 
context is built upon the design of difference formulated 
in the past, so much so that it is arguably very difficult 
to understand the contemporary subject matter without 
an understanding of how this history shapes both the 
subject and subjects found in the data. While often 
most powerful in the forms and practices that constitute 
the minutiae of daily interactions between people, this 
historical legacy is most visibly reinforced in the 
material structure of the cities. The findings highlighted 
that, there was a likelihood that the SAPS officials 
categorised foreign nationals as dark-skinned in 
contrast to South Africans.  

Therefore, H1 (The SAPS officials performing patrol 
duties do not perceive foreign nationals as dark-
skinned) was rejected because the analysis found that 
the sample’s mean NIS score was 7.4 (N=74) and (SD 
= 1.9). The implications are that, there is a likelihood, 
that darker-skinned individuals were more likely to 
experience an arrest than those with lighter skin, 
although the relationship between skin tone and arrest 
was moderated by gender within some racial/ethnic 
subgroups.  

Specifically, darker skin tones were associated with 
adult arrests for black men, foreign nationals’ men and 
women, as compared to other nationalities, women, 
and white men and white women. In line with the 
principle of categorisation, the findings implied that the 
sample perceived that a prototypical foreign national 
has NIS score 7 pigmentations. Overall, the findings of 
this study indicated skin tone was an important 

characteristic that affects the likelihood of experiencing 
an arrest of foreign nationals. 

Based on group categorisation, when categorisation 
is salient, differences between social groups are 
accentuated (Trepte 2006:257). Locals and foreigners 
are two psychologically relevant categories (Leonardelli 
and Toh 2015). The findings also, highlighted that 
when the SAPS officials conducted patrol duties, it was 
easier for the officials to differentiate between these 
salient categories in the patrolling context, so the 
stereotype might have functioned to differentiate or 
distinguish South Africans from foreign nationals. 
Research indicates that social science research overall 
shows that racial discrimination does occur in some 
stages of justice processing, some of the time, and in 
some places, and that small differences in treatment 
accumulate across the CJS and over time, resulting in 
larger racially different outcomes (Rosich 2007:3).  

The findings highlighted underlying stereotype 
threats that foreign nationals might have faced during 
their encounters with the SAPS. Racial stereotype 
threats have been evidenced in a South African 
policing context. The Minister of Finance, Honourable 
Tito Mboweni has spoken out about xenophobic police 
officers after his son was arrested and threatened with 
deportation for being too dark (Mbangeni 2013). 
Mathebula (2016) reported that the late Surprise 
Mazibila, who was a journalist with The Sowetan, was 
stopped by black police officers at Bree in central 
Johannesburg. He was singled out on a street with 
intensely congested pedestrian activity. The officers 
demanded a passport from this man, who was 
supposedly also “too dark” to be South African. Racial 
stereotypes have had behavioural consequences 
whereby the SAPS has wrongfully arrested South 
African citizens (and legal foreign nationals) as a result 
of stereotyping foreign nationals.  

Country-of-Birth Stereotype and Wrongful Arrest 

The comparative analysis results in Table 3 below 
showed that both research groups practised country-of-
birth stereotyping: Thembisa (M= 2.6) and 
Johannesburg (M = 3.1). The differences between the 

Table 2: NIS Skin Color Scale Score 

95% CL mean Missing values Mean Std. deviation 

Thembisa Johannesburg 

T-value P-value 

2 7.4 1.9 7.0 7.9 -353.4 <.0001 
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mean scores were interpreted with caution owing to the 
unequal sizes of the groups. 

The findings showed that only forty-six percent 
(n=34; 45.9%) of respondents did not perceive the 
photos of the persons in the three identification 
document (ID) copies as non-South African. The 
respondents might have used other criteria besides 
skin color and country-of-birth stereotypes to identify 
persons. Coercive authority is central to the police 
role, and the discretionary use of police authority is a 
decision-making process, as officers evaluate the 
situations in which they intervene and choose a course 
of action from among a set of alternatives. This entry 
approaches the study of police discretion from this 
decision-making perspective.  

It is concerned with several forms of authority such 
as stops, frisks and searches, arrests, tickets, and the 
use of physical force. Police authority is infrequently 
invoked, as a proportion of all police-citizen contacts. 
Officers consider their authority as a resource in 
“handling” situations, and often they can handle 
situations without resorting to the use of formal 
authority (Dymond 2019; Greer et al. 2020; Mastrofski 
et al. 2016). As demonstrated in Table 4 below, it was 
encouraging that a significant majority of respondents, 
(n=73; 98.65%) indicated that they never wrongfully 
arrested anybody. The findings highlighted that one 
respondent (n=1; 1.35%) wrongful arrested a foreign 
national. This was despite the high mean NIS score, 

which suggested that the respondents perceived that 
foreign nationals were dark-skinned. 

Table 5 below shows that wrongful arrests and skin 
color stereotypes were not correlated. The findings are 
grounded in the social categorisation principle of the 
SIT. Stereotyping serves various functions as people 
categorise others in order to structure social interaction 
(Trepte 2006:257). The skin color stereotype belief 
might have enabled respondents to behave uniformly 
toward foreign nationals. Stereotypes enable 
individuals to act in an oversimplified, non-differentiated 
manner toward minority group members. 

Therefore, based on the findings, H2 (The SAPS 
officials who perform patrol duties, stereotype foreign 
nationals as dark-skinned, have a high number of 
wrongful arrests compared to those who do not 
stereotype foreign nationals as dark-skinned). This 
hypothesis was rejected because no correlation was 
found between skin color stereotypes and wrongful 
arrests as depicted in Table 5 below. 

Table 6 below depicts that in-group identification 
and skin color stereotype were not correlated. In terms 
of the social identity principle of the SIT, in-group 
identification accounts for intergroup behaviour. The 
results imply that other factors, except for in-group 
identification, accounted for the respondents’ 
stereotyped perception. Based on the findings, H3 
(There is a likelihood that the SAPS officials deployed 

Table 3: Country-of-Birth Stereotype 

95% CL Mean 
Country Frequency Percentage 

(%) Mean 
Thembisa Johannesburg 

T-value Std. 
deviation P-value 

1. South 
Africa 

7 9.5 2.8 2.6 3.1 21.6 1.126 <.0001 

2. Tanzania 31 41.9       

3. Zambia 1 1.4       

4. None of 
the above 

34 45.9       

Total 73 98.6       

Missing 1 1.4       

Total 74 100.0       

Table 4: Wrongful Arrests 

Wrongful arrests More Never Chi-square P-value 

N 1 73 70.0541 <.0001 

% 1.35 98.65   
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in urban areas differ significantly with stereotyping of 
foreign nationals, as compared with those in township 
settings), was accepted because the mean NIS score 
of the Thembisa group was 7.0 (n=40) and the mean 
NIS score of the Johannesburg group was 7.9 (n=34). 

CONCLUSION 

The findings of this study, proved that foreign 
nationals were stereotyped as dark skinned in a police 
context. The perception that foreign nationals are dark 
skinned was apparent in both the urban and township 
police contexts, namely the city of Johannesburg and 
the township of Thembisa. This implied that 
respondents perceived that a prototypical foreign 
national is dark-skinned. The findings showed that skin 
color stereotypes were not correlated to wrongful 
arrests. The skin color stereotype might have been a 
useful criterion for distinguishing citizens from foreign 
nationals since the sample reported a low error in 
identification or comparatively few wrongful arrests. 
The study concluded that although respondents 
perceived that South Africans were distinguishable 
from foreign nationals based on skin color or tone, 

identification processes were not influenced by this 
stereotyped belief. 
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