o ROBI N S University of Richmond
School o Business UR Scholarship Repository

Robins School of Business White Paper Series,

1980-2011 Robins School of Business

1984

A Study of Juvenile Shoplifting Behavior

Judith D. Powell
University of Richmond

George P. Moschis

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarship.richmond.edu/robins-white-papers

O‘ Part of the Business Commons

Recommended Citation
Powell, Judith D. and George P. Moschis. 1984. "A Study of Juvenile Shoplifting Behavior." E.C.R.S.B.
84-11. Robins School of Business White Paper Series. University of Richmond, Richmond, Virginia.

This White Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Robins School of Business at UR Scholarship
Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in Robins School of Business White Paper Series, 1980-2011 by an
authorized administrator of UR Scholarship Repository. For more information, please contact
scholarshiprepository@richmond.edu.


http://robins.richmond.edu/
http://robins.richmond.edu/
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/robins-white-papers
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/robins-white-papers
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/business
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/robins-white-papers?utm_source=scholarship.richmond.edu%2Frobins-white-papers%2F45&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/622?utm_source=scholarship.richmond.edu%2Frobins-white-papers%2F45&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarshiprepository@richmond.edu

A STUDY OF JUVENILE SHOPLIFTING BEHAVIOR

1984-11

Judith D. Powell
and
George P. Moschis
Marketing Department

Georgia State University

University Plaza
Atlanta, Georgia 30303

(404) 658-2740

The authors would like to thank Ms. Panky Poon for her assistance in data
analysis and the National Coalition to Prevent Shoplifting, funded by LEAA
Grant #79JSAX0016 for support in the collection of data.



A STUDY OF JUVENILE SHOPLIFTING BEHAVIOR

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Shoplifting is the largest monetary crime in the nation and of great con-
cern to retailers and the society in general. Previoushefforts to study
shoplifting behavior attempted to profile the typical shoplifter by iden=
tifying descriptive characteristics of those apprehended. Although these stu=-
dies have offered insights into the shoplifting problem, they have been
criticized on the grounds that those apprehended make up only a small portion of
shoplifters. There also has been a lack of theory to help understand the.
demo-socioeconomic differences between those who commit this ;rime and those who
do not.

The present study provides a theoretical framework for studying
shoplifting. It seeks to explain this type of deviant behavior with theories of
developmental psychology and sociological models of human behavior. The focus
is on juvenile shoplifters who are believed to account for the largest percen-
tage of all shoplifters. The results of the survey of 7,379 juveniles suggests
that young shoplifters can be identified on the basis of demographic charac-
teristics and shopping styles, suggesting that retailers should focus their
efforts on detecting shoplifters rather than attempting to prevent shoplifting

through increasing the difficulty of committing the crime.



A STUDY OF JUVENILE SHOPLIFTING BEHAVIOR .
ABSTRACT

With shoplifting being.the largest monetary crime in the nation, attempts
have been made in earlier studies to profile shoplifters but 1ittle attention
has been given to conditions leading to such behavior. The present study
provides a framework for studying such behavior; it seeks explanation for this
type of deviant consumer behavior from theories of developmental psychology and
sociological models of human behavior. The focus is on juvenile shoplifters who
are believed to account for the largest percentage of all shoplifters. A Survey
of 7,379 juveniles demonstrated the. usefulness of using interdisciplinary

perspectives in understanding and explaining shoplifting behavior.



INTRODUCTION

Shoplifting is the largest monetary crime in the nation. Annual retail
losses are on the rise (Gr{ffin 1978, Conner 1980) and were recently estimated
at $16 billion nationally (Forbes 1981). This crime has become a growing con-
cern among several groups, including retailers, consumer educators, govermment,
and social scientists in general.

Retailers §ee shoplifting Tosses as high as 7.5 percent of dollar sales,
depending on the type of store (Messenger 1975), and they are interested in
developing effective security measures, antishoplifting campaigns, and educa-
tional programs (Verill 1978). Consumer educators are interested in
understanding shoplifting behavior in order to develop effective consumer educa-
tion materials that would increase the awareness of the economic hazard of con-
sumer theft (Conner 1980). Government officials are also concerned with this
type of crime because they are seeking economical and efficient means of
handling shoplifting cases and alternatives to processing them through the cri-
minal justice system (Case, Mathews, and Fortenbenny, 1975). Finally, sociolo-
gists are interested in understanding shoplifting behavior in the context of
crime and delinquency (e.g.; Klemke 1982, Gold 1970, Bennett 1968).

In spite of the gfowing concern about shoplifting, one finds relatively
little research on the topic. Most of the existing research has been based on
data from store records of apprehended shoplifters (e.g. Won and Yamamoto
1968, Cameron 1964, Robin 1963). Strong suspicions arise, however, that store
records reveal mainly the control policies and biases of store personnel. In
addition, these records contain a “selection" bias, since reliable data indi=-
cate that for every thief apprehended thirty-four get away (Taylor 1979).

A few studies utilizing self-reported methods attempted to provide descrip-

tive data on shoplifters. For example, Kraut (1976) explored the relationship



between perception of risk, attitude toward shoplifting and shoplifting
behavior among college students. A general study of delinquency presented some
descriptive data (Gold 1970) and a more recent exploratory study attempted to
interpret data in the context of deviant behavior and socialization (Kiemke
1982).

Descriptive findings across the different types of studies offer insights
into the profile of the typical shoplifter. One important finding is that juve-
niles make up the largest percentage of all shoplifters. Verill (1978), for
example, examined several studies and concluded that juvenile shoplifters'
account for fifty percent of all shoplifting. Similarly, another study reported
that 50 percent of all shoplifters were juveniles (Stores 1971). The apprehended
shoplifter is likely to be a juvenile who has stolen candy, records, toys or

cosmetics (Chain Drug Review 1979)

A 12-year longitudinal study found that the proportion of apprehended

shoplifters under 30 years old was 70.2 percent (Security Management 1978).

Another study in Scotland showed shoplifting by juveniles to be a “"nuisance"
rather than the greatest threat to profits. Younger children stole "sweets,
crisps and things like that," while the teenagers who were likely to attack
"textile and cosmetic goods" go about it in a rather unsystematic, almost casual
fashion (May 1975). These findings suggest that a great deal of shoplifting may
not be planned in advance but oﬁcurs on impulse.

A recent study of 409 juvenile first offender shoplifters in Fulton
County, Georgia found that 38.9 percent of all merchandise stolen was valued

at $5 or less (National Coalition 1980). Klemke (1978) found that apprehended

youths did more subsequent shoplifting than those who had never been appre-

hended. Those apprehended by police subsequently shoplifted more than those






14
vior could be particularly useful. For example, we need to know not only the
conditions that facilitate shoplifting (e.g. socioeconomic deprivation) but also
the influence processes, especially the role peers. Finally, future research
should develop better measures of shoplifting behavior than previous]ylused

that would incorporate both situations and frequency of shoplifting.



TABLE 1

Juvenile Shoplifting Behaviors By Age
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Shoplifted

Shoplifted on Impulse

Shoplifted with Others

Significance
Level

AGE GROUP
7-11 12-14 15-19
15.2% 32.2% 42.7%
(1,549) (2,58) (3,216)
84.6% 82 .4% 78.5%
(214) (796) (1,318)
49.4% 55.6% 51.9%
(233) (828) (1,371)

001

.001

.001

NOTE:

Numbers in parentheses
computed.

indicate bases on which percentages are



TABLE 2

Juvenile Shoplifting Behaviors By Sex

Males Females Significance

% % Level

Shoplifted 41.5 26.1 .001
(n = 2,465)

Shoplifted on Impulse 75.9 86.8 .001
(n = 2,351)

Shoplifted with Others 47.3 61.5 .001
(n = 2,457)

NOTE: Numbers in parenthesis show bases (numbers of shoplifters) on which
percentages were computed.
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TABLE 3

Shoplifting in the Presence of Others by Age,
, Controlling for Sex

Males Females
Age Group % %
7-11 49.3 49.0
(134) (98)
12-14 50.5 62.7
(485) (343)
15-19 44.9 62.5
(820) (549)

p< .00l p<.001

NOTE: Numbers in parenthesis show bases (numbers of shoplifters) on which per-
centages are computed.



TABLE 4

Shoplifting on Impulse by Age
Controlling for Sex

Males Females
Age Group % %
7-11 84.3 84.8
(102) (78)
12-14 | 79.3 86.9
(371) (285)
15-19 72.7 87.2
(569) (465)
p<.001 p<.31

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses show bases (numbers of shoplifters on which
percentages are computed.
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TABLE 5
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Shoplifting on Impulse in the Presence/Absence of Others
By Age Among Male and Female Juveniles

Shoplifted Alone
Shoplifted with Others

(N)

MALES FEMALES
7-11 12-14  15-19 7-11  12-14  15-19
7 3 7 % 3 %
45.4  38.8  39.8 44.4 31.8  28.)
38.7  43.7  38.7 41.1  58.0 61.4
(100)  (349) (522) (77)  (278)  (436)
p<.2] p<.006
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