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Uncorroborated Tips as the Basis for Reasonable Suspicion 

Michaela Healy1 

Historically, the Fourth Amendment has struggled to 

balance the rights of individuals to live a private life free from 

government intrusion with the government’s interest in maintaining 

a safe, crime-free society.  Balancing these interests is largely 

dependent upon the reasonableness of law enforcement officers’ 

actions, which leaves room for ambiguity and uncertainty in the 

application of the Fourth Amendment’s prohibition on unreasonable 

searches and seizures.  This “reasonableness” test is dependent on a 

number of nonconclusive factors which, when looked at together, 

gives rise to reasonable suspicion sufficient to make a stop based on 

a totality of the circumstances.   

A prevalent factor in this totality of the circumstances 

analysis is information provided by an informant through a tip or 

report.  A totality of the circumstances analysis is also used to 

determine whether an informant’s tip is reliable.  How much weight 

a law enforcement officer can place on a tip depends on a variety of 

circumstances that indicate the validity of the information.  

Specificity and amount of detail put forth in a tip can be additional, 
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very important factors for determining reasonable suspicion.  The 

more information provided, the more likely the court is to find a tip 

to be reliable, especially if a law enforcement officer’s own 

observations subsequently corroborate those details.  Other relevant 

factors used in assessing whether an informant’s tip provides 

reasonable suspicion include:   

the credibility and reliability of the informant, the 

specificity of the information contained in the tip or 

report, the extent to which the information in the tip 

or report can be verified by officers in the field, and 

whether the tip or report concerns active or recent 

activity, or has instead gone stale.2   

 In United States v. Mosley,3 a recent Eighth Circuit decision, 

the court assessed the reliability of an informant’s tip who claimed 

he saw a vehicle fleeing the area after a bank robbery.4  The witness 

in Mosley provided his name and phone number, was able to predict 

the direction the vehicle was traveling in, and reported his 

observations within five minutes of the robbery.5  Based on this 
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information, the court concluded the informant was reliable.6  This 

analysis makes sense, but the court left out two important details—

there was information that directly contradicted the informant’s 

report and the informant himself stated he was “no longer sure if the 

gray Taurus was involved in the bank robbery.”7   

A tip must be judged not only by the reliability of its source, 

but also the content of the information.  It seems that the content of 

the informant’s tip in Mosley would not leave an officer with 

reasonable suspicion that criminal activity was afoot because the 

informant himself declared that he was unsure the gray Taurus had 

any connection to the bank robbery.8  The only thing that was 

corroborated was the gray Taurus traveling in the direction he stated.  

The occupants of the vehicle, however, did not match that of the 

bank robbers provided by the witnesses, directly refuting any 

suspicion the vehicle was connected to the bank robbery.9  Where 

nothing in the record indicated the vehicle was related to the robbery 

except for the informant’s tip, who later suggested he was unsure if 

the vehicle was involved in the robbery at all, it seems illogical to 

find that this tip provided the basis for reasonable suspicion.   

                         
6 See id.   
7 See Mosley, 878 F.3d at 250.   
8 See id.   
9 See United States v. Mosley, 878 F.3d 246, 254 (8th Cir. 2017).   
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 Fourth Amendment protections for the rights of criminal 

defendants have continually been chipped away over the years, and 

this case is no exception.  Going forward, the bar is set even lower 

for law enforcement officers to provide a basis for making a stop.  

This will inevitably lead to more convictions and higher 

incarceration rates because the rights of those accused are not being 

prioritized at this very crucial, initial step in the criminal justice 

process.   

 


