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Institute for Criminal Justice Studies
Introduction To Crime Prevention Part I

(Shoplifting Awareness & Risk Reduction)

SHOPLIFTING AWARENSS AND RISK REDUCTION
Stealing a pen from a stationary store may not seem like a major crime to the casual observer, but to the small business person fighting for survival, it is disastrous. A store operating at three-percent profit on sales has to sell $1,216.66 worth of merchandise a year to make up for the daily loss of a ten-cent candy bar. Anyone who deliberately take merchandise from a store without paying for it is a shoplifter whether the theft is large or small, premeditated, or impulsive. No single “type” of person shoplifts; therefore, everyone who enters a store is a potential shoplifter. Fortunately for business people, most shoplifters are amateurs rather than professionals. To the wary eye, they are identifiable.

Types of Shoplifters
The amateur – the amateur steals on impulse he/she desires an item. He/she is never self-conscious but exercises caution. He/She generally takes items for personal use.

The Professional – Since the professional is in the business of stealing, he or she is usually highly skilled and hard to spot. Professionals steal items that can be quickly resold. They tend to concentrate on high-demand, easily resold consumer goods such as clothes, televisions, stereos, and small appliances. The pro or “booster” may case a store or department well before the actual theft. While professionals are difficult to apprehend, an effective store layout and alert personnel can deter them.

Methods of Operation 
Shoplifter may work alone or in-groups. While it is impossible to give an infallible rule of thumb, experience indicated that juveniles and professionals tend to work in-groups while the impulse shoplifter is a loner. Working in a group, a shoplifter may use confederates to aid concealment. One member may distract sales help while the thieves do their work. Gang members may start an argument with store personnel, or among themselves, or feign a fainting spell to draw attention, giving a cohort an opportunity to steal merchandise. Shoplifters also tend to have their own arsenal of professional tools. They may use accessory articles such as packages, newspapers, coats, gloves, and other hand-carried items to aid in concealing stolen goods. Large purses, knitting bags, diaper bags; briefcases, paper sacks, and umbrellas are good receptacles for items a shoplifter purposefully knocks off the shelf. Professional shoplifters sometimes conceal small items within a larger purchased item. They also put new garments under their clothes and leave the store.

Recommendations to the Businessperson
Time and money are better spent preventing shoplifting than prosecuting it. Three major areas of deterrence can benefit a storeowner. You can share the following with business owners, managers, and employees.

I. Educate employees

Train sales help to be alert to the shoplifter’s early warning signals. Watch for customers carrying the concealment devices mentioned earlier. Watch for shoppers walking with short or unnatural gates-tip-offs that they may be concealing something between their legs. Clothing store employees should keep a careful count of the number of items a customer carries into a dressing room. Be alert to groups who enter the store together then break up and go in different directions. A customer who attempts to monopolize a sales person’s time may be covering for a confederate stealing somewhere in the store.  Remember that ordinary customers want attention; shoplifters do not. When busy with one customer, sales help should acknowledge waiting customers with polite remarks such as, “I’ll be with you in a minute.” This pleases legitimate customers but makes a shoplifter uneasy. Watch for a customer who handles a lot of merchandise but takes an unusually long time to decide. What for customers lingering in one area, loitering near stock rooms or other restricted areas, or wandering aimlessly through the store. Be alert to customers who continuously shop when staffing is low. Train cashiers to check the lower racks of shopping carts, to watch for switched price labels and to inspect containers such as garbage can s and tool boxes which can conceal stolen items. Instruct employees on how to spot potential shoplifters as well as what to do when they observe a theft. Periodic review sessions, at least once every three months, helps keep employees aware. Schedule working hours to ensure an adequate number of clerks are on hand. Discourage employees from congregating in one spot. This means inadequate coverage somewhere else.

II. Plan store layout with deterrence in mind.
Maintain adequate lighting in all areas of the store. Keep protruding wings and end displays low-not more than two to three feet high. Set display cases in broken sequence and if possible, run them for short distances with spaces between. Keep small items of high value (film, cigarettes, and small appliances) behind a counter or in a locked case. Keep displays neat-it is easier to spot an item missing from an orderly array. Attach noise alarms to unlocked exits, close and block off unused checkout aisles and have entrance3s and exits in a common vestibule.

III. Use protective personnel and equipment.

Protective devices may not be cheap, but shoplifting is costlier. The total is usually far greater than the cost of deterrence systems. Some of the most widely used devices are two-way mirrors, peepholes, closed-circuit television, convex wall mirrors, and detectives posing as customers. To be valuable, surveillance devices must be properly placed and monitored. Uniformed guards are powerful visual deterrents to shoplifters. Legitimately paid for merchandise can be identified in several ways. One is to instruct cashiers to staple receipts outside packages. Electronic tags attached to articles can only be removed or deactivated by a cashier with a special implement and trigger an alarm if the shoplifter tries to carry the item from the store. Train cashiers to e diligent in removing electronic sensing devices. If an employee forget to remove the device and a customer is falsely accused, it causes problems. Ticket-switching is discouraged by using tamper-proof gummed labels, hard to break plastic string, multiple price tickets concealed on items, and special staple or punch patterns on price tags. Price labels marked by rubber stamps or pricing machines are better than penciled or felt-marked price tags.

What About Apprehension, Arrest, and Prosecution

As a crime prevention practitioner, be prepared to offer advice to store owners or managers concerning the apprehension, arrest, and prosecution of suspected shoplifters. Many merchants are opposed to this form of prevention. Keep state laws and local prosecutor office prerequisites in mind when making recommendations. 
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