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Introduction 

The last seven years have seen a reduction in police 

budgets, resulting in 21,000 fewer police officers and 

6,000 fewer Police Community Support Officers.1 

These pressures have forced police leaders to have 

to make difficult decisions across the spectrums of 

threat, risk, harm and vulnerability. 

The response to crime and anti-social behaviour 

perceived as “low-level” has therefore been at risk 

in recent years. However, with growing evidence 

that recorded shop theft and some other offences 

are on the rise, it is important to take stock and 

consider what more can be done to ensure that 

“low-level” crime and anti-social behaviour are 

better understood and most effectively tackled. 

The issues of shop theft and related ‘low-level’ crime 

matter to the Centre for Social Justice, because the 

root causes so often lie within the realm of social 

breakdown and state failure. For example, those 

addicted to crack and heroin commit almost half of 

all acquisitive crime and we know that these and 

other crimes disproportionately impact upon the 

poorest in society.  

The CSJ has long-recognised the impact of drug and 

alcohol addictions on individuals, communities and 

wider society.2 The links between drug and alcohol 

addictions and shop theft and related crime are well-

documented, and with shop theft – one of the most 

obvious symptoms of an out of control addiction – 

on the rise, the time is right to revisit this area. 

Why “Low Level” Crime Matters 

The so-called “low-level” crimes matter to victims 

because they are generally the most common 

offences. Shop theft,  bicycle theft and other 

acquisitive crimes may be judged “low-level” from 

afar but can have a very significant impact on the 

victim and be frequent in nature. 

Where the victim of crime is a business – such as a 

retail store – some view acquisitive crime as 

victimless. This is dangerous and mistaken, since it is 

businesses – especially small businesses – that 

provide jobs, create wealth and pay tax. 

Victims are more accurately seen as entrepreneurs, 

investors in local economies, employers, and 

providers of local services.  Undermining these 

businesses has wider social consequences.3 

The knock-on victims are local people who feel less 

safe if their local area feels less safe, and this is 

fundamental to quality of life, especially for less 

mobile groups. 

Furthermore, the costs and impact of crime 

disproportionately hit the poorest and most 

vulnerable in society. Recognising the significance of 

“low-level” crime is a social justice issue.  

Furthermore, there is growing evidence that 

effective policing – in partnership with other public 

services, the local community and the voluntary 

sector – can help identify offenders and those at risk 

of offending earlier, helping direct them into 

Criminal Justice Policy Briefing 
 

February 2018 

Taking Stock:  
Understanding the problems of shop 

theft and related ‘low-level’ crime 



Criminal Justice Policy Briefing  Taking Stock 

The Centre for Social Justice  2 

programmes and interventions that address the 

drivers of their offending.4 

The impact of such offending on communities – 

especially the poorest – should also be understood 

within the broader framework of signal crimes5 – 

offences that can have a significant impact on the fear 

of crime among communities, negatively impacting 

on the quality of life and local economic activity. 

Shop Theft and Related Crime Today 

Shop theft is often seen as high volume, “low level”, 

crime, with the latest ONS data reporting more than 

383,000 shop theft offences last year – up 10% on 

the year before and the second consecutive increase. 

The Home Office Commercial Victimisation Survey 

estimates that shop theft accounts for 67% of all 

crime against the wholesale and retail sector, and 

between 2012 and 2016 the average cost of shop 

theft per victim increased from £237 to £500.6 

The British Retail Consortium7 and Association of 

Convenience Stores8 both cite direct costs of such 

offences as £438m and £87m respectively. The size 

of these sums, like the ONS data, should be 

recognised as understating the true volume and 

direct costs of such offending. 

The most recent Home Office research estimates 

that 45% of all acquisitive crime is committed by 

those addicted to crack-cocaine or heroin. Further 

analysis of prolific shoplifters in one police force area 

estimated that 95% of them commit the crime to 

sustain their dependency.9 

During the 2000s a body of evidence was established 

around the link between users of opiates and crack-

cocaine and acquisitive crime. Survey data found that 

opiate users committed 179 shop thefts per year, 

generating approximately £30 of criminal income per 

incident, necessitating the theft of goods to the value 

of between £50 and £90.10 Applying this data to the 

estimated 300,783 opiate and/or crack-cocaine users 

(OCUs) in England,11 suggests the upper bound of 

shop theft by those individuals reliant upon crime to 

fund their addiction would be in the region of 

54million offences per year and involve the theft of 

goods worth £2.7-£4.8bn.12 

Beyond shop theft, some of these offenders will also 

be engaged in other anti-social behaviour and crime 

– such as violence, burglaries, criminal damage and 

public order offences. 

Shop theft can often be accompanied with threats or 

violence, especially where members of the public or 

staff challenge offenders. Interim results of the 

Usdaw’s 2017 survey of shop staff show that over 

the last 12 months: 62% were verbally abused (up by 

25%), 40% were threatened (an increase of 38%). 

Assaults increased by 25% to 250 per day.13 

Finally, a proportion of shop theft offences will be 

committed by individuals without a drug or alcohol 

dependency. Some of this cohort can be expected to 

include individuals connected with organised crime 

groups. Recent research has found that despite the 

links to organised crime, these offences “tend not to 

be a focus of police attention” – in part due to the 

low levels of reporting.14 Such offenders linked to 

organised crime groups can be expected to 

incorporate a mix of willing and exploited individuals. 

The impact of persistent shop theft and related 

crime on an area is to both drive up the prices paid 

by consumers – hitting the poorest hardest – and 

generally undermining the quality of life and feelings 

of safety in the area. At the extremes, such patterns 

of behaviour can end in the closure of local 

businesses, the loss of jobs, and in the worst cases 

can even result in serious injuries and a loss of life as 

evidenced by a number of recent cases.15 

The Shared Challenges 

Disincentives for reporting and recording 

The inconsistent approach within and between 

police forces – coupled with often ineffective 

criminal justice disposals – disinclines victims from 

reporting. The use of a simplistic value threshold for 

theft offences often fails to truly capture either the 

individual or collective harm of an offence. 

Disincentives are further compounded by fears that 

recording crime will count against holders of alcohol 

or late-night licences, with an increase in recorded 

crime potentially being used to trigger a review or 

revocation. 

The diminishing risk of detection 

The risk of detection is widely recognised as having 

a greater effect on behaviour than the length of any 

sentence imposed, creating a cause for concern as 

the risk of detection facing shoplifters falls – in 

response to changing investigative priorities and 

changes to the size and deployment of the police 

workforce. It has been estimated that as few as 1 in 

1,000 shoplifters are detected.16 Recent crime 

investigation assessment policies risk further 

undermining the risk of detection.17 

A marked shift away from routine proactivity 
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The combination of increasing demands and reduced 

resources have conspired to fuel a shift away from 

routine proactivity in the fight against low-level 

crime and reducing the opportunity to visibly deter 

and detect crime during routine patrol. This 

reduction in routine proactivity can, by proxy, be 

observed through some of the significant reductions 

in stop and search and arrest volumes, especially 

outside of London. 

Reduced opportunities to intervene to improve lives 

The significant reduction in the volume of offenders 

being detected further limits the opportunities to 

identify drug-addicted offenders and to refer them to 

initial drug assessment or other services. Even as 

police custody suites become better equipped with 

services to identify and respond to welfare and 

criminogenic needs, the volume of offenders passing 

through custody is reducing. A recent review found 

that in some parts of the country the number of 

problem drug users being engaged via the Drug 

Intervention Programme fell by 42%.18 

Inefficient and varied procedures hampering partnerships  

There remains significant inefficiency in the business 

processes relating to the police investigation of shop 

theft, and this is often mirrored by confusion over 

what investigators and victims can and should be 

expected to provide by way of service. This can harm 

confidence in both the ability of the police to 

investigate the crime and the victim to support that 

investigation. 

Ineffective criminal justice disposals 

Where offenders are identified, the criminal justice 

system generally fails to provide effective disposals 

to help prevent further offending and tackle the root 

causes behind offending. The latest re-offending data 

shows that 50.8% of offenders convicted of theft 

went on to be re-convicted of a further 223,126 new 

offences within 12 months.19 The failure of the 

Government’s Transforming Rehabilitation 

programme to reduce re-offending presents another 

missed opportunity to make meaningful progress 

toward a more effective system.  

Repeat victimisation and anti-social behaviour 

The Community Trigger and other measures 

contained within the Anti Social Behaviour, Crime 

and Policing Act 2014 were welcome legislative 

additions, but initial evidence suggests the tools are 

under-utilised and that there remains significant 

scope to make better use of these powers and 

mechanisms to help reduce victimisation and crime. 

The transition of central to local leadership  

With the Home Office having stepped away from 

setting targets – such as Offences Brought to Justice 

(OBTJ) – and setting priorities, the ability for central 

government to dictate is diminished. With a 

potential resurgence in some crime types, it poses 

questions for how local PCCs should respond and 

how they should hold their Chief Constables and 

other local criminal justice partners to account. 

Areas of Promise and Potential 

Fortunately there are areas of promise and potential 

for improving the response to shop theft and other 

“low level” crime and anti-social behaviour. 

Partnerships with Police and BID Teams 

Efforts are underway to develop much closer and 

more efficient working between police and local 

businesses and communities, setting and managing 

expectations to help ensure the most effective 

recording, response, investigation and case disposal.  

The creation of the National Business Crime Centre 

provides a police-led centre of excellence 

encouraging innovation and co-ordinating national 

activity police support for business; building on the 

work of Business Crime Reduction Partnerships. 

Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) are also 

demonstrating how resources for dedicated police 

teams can help tackle crime in specific locations. 

Police custody liaison, diversion and referral schemes 

A mixture of national and local schemes operate 

across much of the police custody estate – from 

Brixton to Birmingham –   providing opportunities 

to better identify drivers of offending and to take 

steps to address the welfare or criminogenic needs, 

helping reduce further offending. 

New technologies to aid the fight against crime 

Whether in the form of facial recognition 

technologies that can better protect locations from 

crime, or offender-worn technology, such as GPS 

location-monitoring tags, the potential and cost of 

technology continue to move in favourable 

directions. The combination of technology with local 

partnerships, such as ShopWatch and similar 

schemes, could be a significant step forward. 

The emergence of PCCs as local champions 

Local Police and Crime Commissioners have 

demonstrated they do have the capacity to support 

programmes and activities to tackle crime and the 
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causes of crime, but what more can be done to 

support their championing of effective responses to 

shop theft and related ‘low-level’ crime? How does 

‘low-level’ crime currently impact on the 

prioritisation and work of PCCs – and what is the 

right balance of private and public investment in the 

realm of crime prevention? 

Furthermore, the CSJ’s forthcoming survey of PCCs 

demonstrates significant appetite on the part of 

some PCCs to play a greater role in utilising the 

wider criminal justice system to reduce crime. 

Embedding the Community Trigger and related tools 

The Anti Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 

2014 contains a range of tools and mechanisms that 

remain under-exploited. With greater confidence 

and awareness of these tools, the potential exists to 

make meaningful progress towards tackling repeat 

victimisation and persistent anti-social behaviour. 
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