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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. Previous efforts 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-soci oecon001i c differences between those who commit this crime 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 i.n earlier studies to profile shoplifters but little ettention 

has been given to conditions leading to such behavior. · The pr~sent 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 (Griffin 1978, Conner 1980) and were recently estimated 

at $16 billion nationally (Forbes 1981). This crime has becane a growing con

cern among several groups, including retailers, consumer educators, governnent, 

and social scientists in general. 

Retailers see shoplifting losses 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 econanic hazard of con

sumer theft (Conner 1980). Government officials are also concerned with this 

type of crime because they are seeking econanical 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 growing 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 uselection" 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 
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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 (Klemke 

1982). 

Descriptive findings across the different types of studies offer insighti 

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,M 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 occurs 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 
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needs to be supplied with such indices beyond peer nonns and need for confor

mity. Thus, group discussions and development of alternatives to simple confor

mity to group deviant nonns would seem to have educational potential. 

Retailers concerned with shoplifting generally have two broad strategies for 

reducing shoplifting losses: shoplifter detection and shoplifting prevention. 

The first approach involves the hiring of security-detection personnel, and edu

cating the store personnel to be alert to the shoplifter's early warning 

signals. This strategy appears to be most effective when shoplifting is relati

vely frequent and potential shoplifters can easily be identified by some objec

tive characteristic. For example. the older teenage female is relatively more 

likely to shoplift than the older teenage male; she is also more likely to 

shoplift on impulse while with others. Thus, the most valuable merchandise will 

be that which is appealing to this teenager and which is displayed so that it 

made an impulse theft relatively easy. 

Shoplifting prevention, on the other hand, focuses on increasing the dif

ficulty of shoplifting. Examples include, installing electronic warning 

systems, placing items in locked display cases and planning store layout with 

deterrence in mind. This approach is most appropriate when shoplifting is 

rather infrequent and shoplifters cannot be easily identified. Given that (a) 

frequency of shoplifting varies by store type and location, and (b) shoplifters 

can be profiled, retailers have both strategies open to them to apply under con

ditions most suitable to their individual circumstances. 

Future research should examine shoplifting in the context of theories of 

socialization and deviant behavior. Our study addressed only a limited number 

of independent variables derived from such theoretical fonnulations and can only 

be used as a rough blueprint to the study of this phen001enon. Specifically, the 

examination of the processes by which one develops this pattern of deviant beha-
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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 previously used 

that would incorporate both situations and freque·ncy of shoplifting. 
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TABLE 1 

Juvenile Shoplifting Behaviors By Age 

AGE GROUP 
Significance 

7-11 12-14 15-19 

Shoplifted 15.2% 32.2% 42.7% 
( 1,549 ) (2,582) (3,216) 

Shoplifted on Impulse 84 .6% 82 .4% 78.So/o 
(214) ( 796) (1,318) 

Shoplifted with Others 49.4% 55.6% 51 • 9% 
{233} ( 828) (1,371) 

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses i ndicat e bases on which percentages are 
computed. 

Level 

.001 

.001 

.001 



TABLE 2 

Juvenile Shoplifting Behaviors By Sex 

Males Females Significance 
% % Level 

Shoplifted 41 .5 26.1 .001 
(n = 2t465) 

Shoplifted on Impulse 
(n = 2,351) 

75.9 86.8 .001 

Shoplifted with Others 
(n = 2,457) 

47.3 61.5 .001 

NOTE: Numbers in parenthesis show bases (numbers of shoplifters) on which 
percentage~ were conputed. 
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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 < .001 p < .001 
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NOTE: Numbers in parenthesis show bases (numbers of shoplifters) on which per
centages are computed. 



Age Group 

7 -11 

12-14 

15-19 

TABLE 4 

Shoplifting on Impulse by Age 
Controlling for Sex 

Males Females 

% % 

84 .3 84.8 
( 102) ( 78) 

79.3 86.9 
( 371) ( 285) 

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 

Shoplifting on Impulse in the Presence/Absence of Others 
By Age Among Male and Female Juveniles 

MALES FEMALES 

7-11 12-14 15-19 7-11 12-14 ,, ,, % % % 

Shoplifted Alone 45.4 38.8 39.8 44.4 31.8 

Shoplifted with Others 38.7 43.7 38.7 41 .1 58.0 

( N) ( 100) ( 349) (522) ( 77) (274) 

p<.21 p<.006 
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15-19 ,, 
28.1 

61.4 

(436) 
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