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Executive Summary
Context
•• This is the first in a series of benchmarking surveys focusing on issues that are of particular interest to
the loss prevention industry.
•• This study looks at the issue of shoplifting and associated violence together with current policies and
practices in place to manage these concerns.
•• The retailers in this survey sample have a combined sales value of $1.306 trillion representing 40% of
the total USA Retail market, with a total of 92,489 stores.

Findings
•• Over 90% of respondents collect data on the number of shoplifting incidents (92%).
•• In the most recent 12-month period the sample recorded 1.9 million incidents, 5% fewer than the
previous year.
•• On average, each retail store will record 28 incidents of shoplifting although for small and medium
retailers, it was 11 or fewer and for large retailers it was 44.
•• Half of respondents record the number of incidents that involve violence.
•• In the most recent 12-month period the sample recorded 22,770 incidents of shoplifting involving
violence, 2% fewer than the previous year.
•• 2.3% of shoplifting incidents involve violence.
•• On average, a retail store will experience less than one violent shoplifting incident per year.
•• Two thirds of respondents employ Loss Prevention staff in some or all of their stores (66%).
•• Most respondents do not allow store staff to apprehend shoplifters (58%) although 42% allow
managers to do this.
•• Less than 1 in 5 respondents operate a policy of not apprehending shoplifters (18%).
•• The vast majority have a ‘no chase’ policy in operation (78%) with only 8% allowing limited chasing
within a specific boundary.
•• Most respondents allow some form of physical contact with shoplifters, but 45% do not.
•• One-third allow the use of force in self-defense (35%), just 15% allow the use of reasonable force in
making the apprehension, and 1 in 5 allow the use of handcuffs by LP staff (20%).
•• Two-thirds keep a record of police involvement in shoplifting incidents (66%). Of those that do,
police are involved 50% of the time.
•• Nearly one-half of respondents have a national standard policy on minimum age limits (46%) and,
where this is in place, the average age is 16 years old.
•• A similar proportion has a national standard policy on a minimum dollar value before prosecution
(43%) and, where in place, the average value is $30.
•• The vast majority of respondents make use of Banning/Trespass Warnings (87%).
•• Slightly fewer (68%) have a company policy of using Civil Demands.
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Background and Context
While the annual shrinkage surveys covering retail loss prevention go some way in offering an oversight as
to how the industry is thinking about a range of issues, they rarely delve into much detail around specific
topics. The purpose of this series of benchmarking surveys is to provide the LP industry with highly focused
and practical insights into specific topics judged to be of particular interest by practitioners themselves. The
topics to be covered will be based upon suggestions from the industry itself, articulated either directly with
the authors or through more formal channels such as the Retail Industry Leaders Association’s (RILA) Asset
Protection Leaders Council, the editorial advisory board of LP Magazine, the National Retail Federation
(NRF), and other industry organizations and groups.
We are interested to hear from the industry about the topics that we should include in our future benchmarking surveys—this first study on policies and practices relating to shoplifting incidents was suggested at
a recent industry event where attendees were interested in knowing more about what others were doing on
this topic.

Benchmark Focus
This first benchmark survey is focused upon the issue of shoplifting and the policies and practices employed
by retailers to deal with it. For the purpose of this survey an incident of shoplifting was defined as: ‘a discrete
event, witnessed by a member of staff, where products are taken, or are attempted to be taken from a store,
by one or more people, without making payment’. The survey was also interested in understanding how
many of these incidents involved some form of violence, which was defined as instances where: “employees
had been either injured, threatened with violence, or a weapon was involved while responding to an incident
of shoplifting.” More broadly, the survey focused upon the following areas:
•• Recording practices for shoplifting and related incidents of threats or violence.
•• Number of incidents recorded and recent trend
•• Policies on how store staff deal with shoplifters
•• The use of LP-specific staff and the involvement of the police
•• Policies and practices relating to the apprehension of shoplifters
•• Prosecution policies and the use of minimum age limits and dollar values
•• The use of banning/trespass warning and civil demands

Methodology
The quality of any benchmark survey rests upon the type and number of responses from the industry it is
purporting to represent. It is also crucial that the survey is targeted at the most appropriate individual within
an organization to ensure that the survey questionnaire has a good chance of being completed and that the
responses are as accurate as possible. The approach adopted for the first of these benchmarks was as follows.
First, a list of the top 100 US retailers based upon overall sales volume in 2015 was established. Secondly,
through personal and professional contacts, the name of the executive responsible for Loss Prevention was
identified for as many of these companies as possible. Thirdly, this contact was emailed directly with a link
to the online survey together with a hard copy version (for those that preferred to provide their data in this
Polices and Practices on Shoplifting Apprehensions
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way) and the option to provide their responses verbally via a telephone call or personal meeting. Fourthly,
respondents were given a set period to respond and those that did not were followed up with further emails
and telephone calls.
This approach clearly has its drawbacks—it only targets ‘big’ retailing and ignores a large swathe of small
retail companies that, in employment terms, make up a significant proportion of the US retail industry .
The sample is also skewed towards those retailers where the authors, or their contacts, were able to identify
the head of loss prevention. It is not easy to get around these difficulties—numerous previous surveys of
the retail loss prevention industry have encountered similar problems and the twin limitations of available
resource and time, inevitably means that a partial approach to surveying the industry is inevitable. But
it is worth noting that the survey was designed primarily for larger retailers – those with the capacity to
collect nationwide data on numbers of apprehensions and violent incidents, the employment of specific loss
prevention staff in retail stores, and the nature of company-wide policies and practices currently in place.
It is also worth noting that it was considered very important to keep the surveys as short as possible—respondent fatigue is a very real problem in this information age. So, the number of questions has been kept
purposefully short and this inevitably means there will be many questions on this topic that remain unanswered. However, through a process of instrument piloting with a small group of representatives from the
industry, it is hoped that the questions that are included are focused upon the areas of most interest.
Throughout the report, some of the tables and diagrams may add up to more than 100% due to rounding.

Current Survey
For the current survey, a request for information was sent out to 58 retailers representing 47% of US retail
(based upon sales). We achieved a response rate of 69%, which means that the sample equates to 40% of the
US market, totaling $1.306 trillion in retail sales. Overall, respondents had a total of 92,489 stores.
Where appropriate we have undertaken analysis by size of retail company, based upon annual sales value for
the most recent financial year. Data will be presented using the following three categories:
Small Retailers: up to $10 billion in annual sales
Medium Retailers: Between $10 billion and $30 billion of annual sales
Large Retailers: More than $30 billion of annual sales
In order to take account of the variation in number of stores per respondent, any analysis reviewing the
number of shoplifting incidents and those involving violence will, where appropriate, refer to a number per
store ratio rather than the absolute numbers in order to make comparative analysis more meaningful.
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Benchmark Results
Recording Shoplifting and Violent Incidents
The first question in the benchmark survey was interested in knowing how many respondents had some
form of system in place for recording the number of shoplifting incidents within their business. As can be
seen, the vast majority do have a system in place to do this (92%) with only a small proportion saying that
they currently did not do this (8%). No difference was found by size of retailer.

No: 8%

Yes: 92%

FIGURE 1: Keep a Record of Shoplifting Incidents

The survey then went on to ask those that did have a means of recording incidents how many they had
recorded in their most recent 12-month period and in the preceding 12-month period as well (Table 1).
TABLE 1: Total Number of Shoplifting Incidents and Rate Per Store

Number

Number per store

Most recent 12-month Period

1,914,777

28

Previous 12-month Period

2,004,171

29

-5%

—

Number

Annual Change

In total, respondents had recorded just over 1.9 million incidents in their most recent 12-month period
compared with slightly over 2 million in the previous 12 months. This equates to an absolute drop of 5%
between the two years of data. When the number of stores included in the sample is factored in (for those
recording incidents), it generates an average of 28 incidents per store in the most recent 12-month period,
compared with 29 in the preceding 12 months. This rate varied considerably, however, when the size of the
retailer was taken into account, as can be seen in Table 2. The largest retailers had a rate per store 4 times
higher than for medium and small retailers at 44 incidents per store, although this was lower than the
previous year when it was 47 per store. For small and medium retailers their staff can expect to witness an
incident of shoplifting approximately once per month.
Polices and Practices on Shoplifting Apprehensions
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TABLE 2: Rate of Incidents Per Store by Size of Retailer and Year

Size of Retailer

Number per store
Most Recent 12-month Period

Previous 12-month Period

Small

10

11

Medium

11

11

Large

44

47

All Retailers

28

29

Overall, it is important to note that this data does not necessarily reflect an absolute reduction in the number
of shoplifters active in US retailing or the overall cost of this type of crime to the industry. The drop in overall
recorded numbers could be due to a number of factors including changes in company policies relating to how
staff responds to incidents of theft and/or the number of staff employed to respond to incidents. However,
it is interesting to note that despite growing concern amongst loss prevention practitioners about the
apparent problem of shoplifting, the number of incidents appears to have declined slightly in the most recent
12-month period and that for a significant number of retail staff they are likely to witness an incident on a
relatively infrequent basis.
There has also been growing concern about levels of violence in the retail environment and so the current
benchmark survey sought to understand whether retailers were collecting statistics on the number of
shoplifting incidents involving violence and, if they were, how that number had changed over the last 2 years.

FIGURE 2 - Keep a Record of Shoplifting Incidents Involving Violence

As can be seen in Figure 2, the respondents were evenly split between those that did and did not keep records
on the number of shoplifting incidents that involved some form of violence. There was no statistically
significant difference in terms of the size of the retailer and the likelihood to keep records.
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Of those that did have accessible records on the number of incidents of shoplifting involving violence, the total
number for the most recent 12-month period and the preceding 12-month period are presented in Table 3.
TABLE 3: Total Number of Shoplifting Incidents Involving Violence and Rate Per Store

Number

Number

Number per store

Most recent 12-month Period

22,770

0.78

Previous 12-month Period

23,190

0.80

-2%

—

Annual Change

In total, respondents had recorded 22,770 incidents in the most recent 12-month period, compared with
23,190 in the previous 12-months. This reflects an annual reduction of 2%. For those retailers that keep a
record of violent incidents, 2.3% of their shoplifting incidents in the most recent 12-month period involved
violence or the threat of it. While any incident of violence is unacceptable and likely to have negative
consequences for the employees involved, this is a relatively low percentage for the industry.
When the number of stores is taken into account, then it can be seen that on average each store is likely to
experience an incident of violence relating to shoplifting less than once a year and the rate has declined since
the previous year. However, this rate did vary depending upon the size of the retailer, with the rate per store
being positively related to the size of the retailer (Table 4).
TABLE 4: Rate of Incidents Involving Violence Per Store by Size of Retailer and Year

Size of Retailer

Number per store
Most Recent 12-month Period

Previous 12-month Period

Small

.01

0.1

Medium

.04

0.3

Large

1.1

1.2

All Retailers

0.78

0.8

As we know, risk is not spread evenly across all retail locations and some stores are more likely to experience
violent incidents compared with others and changes to company policies relating to how staff should or
should not respond to incidents of shoplifting are likely to influence this number. However, the absolute
decline in total numbers suggests that in the case of violence relating to shoplifting, current concerns about
increasing levels of violence may be misplaced.
Perhaps not surprisingly, there is a strong correlation between the number of shoplifting incidents and the
number of times that violence occurs. As staff witness and possibly try to detain more people, they are more
likely to be involved in a violent altercation simply because they are exposed to more opportunities when a
would-be thief could turn violent.
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This can be seen to a degree in the rate at which apprehensions become violent and how it varies by size of
retailer (Table 5).
TABLE 5: Ratio of Violence to Incidents by Size of Retailer and Year

Size of Retailer

Number per store
Most Recent 12-month Period

Previous 12-month Period

Small

216

330

Medium

30

38

Large

44

35

All Retailers

84

86

In the most recent 12-month period, smaller retailers had 1 in 216 shoplifting incidents that involved some
form of violence, compared with medium-size companies that had a rate of 1 in 30 and larger retailers at 1
in 44 shoplifting incidents.
Using this measure, it can be seen that while the overall number of incidents of recorded shoplifting and
violence had declined, for small and medium size retailers the proportion that involved violence had actually
increased in the most recent 12-month period, considerably so for the former. For the largest retailers taking
part in this survey their violence to shoplifting ratio had gone down from 35 to 44 incidents of shoplifting
per violent event.
With the limited nature of the range of data collected in this benchmarking survey, it is not possible at this
stage to speculate why small retailers in particular recorded such a rise in the number of shoplifting incidents
that resulted in violence although it is worth noting that compared with medium and large retailers the ratio
is still significantly lower.

Use of LP-specific Staff
The survey then went to find out about the extent to which respondents used specific loss prevention (LP)
staff to deal with incidents of shoplifting (Figure 3)
FIGURE 3: Use of Specific Loss Prevention Staff
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Of those responding to the survey, the vast majority made use of specific LP staff – some 77% compared
with just 23% who did not. Of those using this resource, 43% employed them in less than 50% of
their stores and only 35% had LP staff in all their stores. Given the nature of the sample drawn for this
benchmarking survey, i.e. large retailers, it might not be surprising that most respondents employed LP staff
in some or all of their stores.
As one might guess, the average number of incidents per store in the previous 12-month period was strongly
related to the presence or not of specific LP staff. In those stores where none were employed, the rate was
just 3.7 per store, while in those companies where they were in fewer than 50% of stores the rate was 8.5 per
store and in respondents where specific LP staff were in all stores, the rate was 76.4 per store. However, it
is important to note that this is not suggesting causation – LP staff could have been employed in particular
store chains because of a significant problem with shoplifting. Further data would be required to better
explain these results – it could be that levels of unknown losses caused by unrecorded shoplifting incidents
is higher in smaller and medium-sized retailers, but not high enough to warrant the additional expenditure
required to justify employing LP staff.

Company Policies on Shoplifting Apprehensions
The survey then went on to ask about the various policies and practices respondents employed relating to
shoplifting incidents. Recent feedback from the industry showed a significant amount of variance in how
retail companies responded to the problem of shoplifting and this is evident in the data presented below.
Responding to Shoplifting Incidents
The first question relates to the extent to which non-LP staff in stores could engage in apprehending a
shoplifter or not (Figure 4)
FIGURE 4: Non-LP Staff Making Apprehensions
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Just over one-half (58%) stated that they did not allow store staff to engage in shoplifter apprehensions,
while slightly fewer said that only store management staff should be involved (42%). The survey found no
statistical difference between those retailers where LP-specific staff were employed compared with those
where they were not. There was also no difference by size of retailer and likelihood to allow store staff to
make apprehensions.
Retailers who did not allow non-management staff to make apprehensions were no more likely to employ LP
staff in stores than those that only allowed managers to make apprehensions. There was no evidence that the
policy of not allowing non-management staff to make apprehensions was related to the presence of LP staff
in the store
The second question relates to the policies and practices in place to deal with a shoplifting apprehension,, in
particular, whether staff responds or not, the degree to which force can be used, how far offenders are likely
to be pursued by staff, and whether or not handcuffs are in use (Figure 5).
FIGURE 5: Policies and Practices on Apprehending Shoplifters

Respondents were able to select more than one option and therefore the responses do not add up to 100%.
Relatively few respondents said that they had a “no apprehension” policy, just 18%. Of those that did have
a policy of apprehending thieves in their stores, the vast majority operated a “no chase” policy (78%), with
only 8% stating that they had a limited chase policy whereby staff could run after thieves, but only to an
agreed boundary. A significant proportion of respondents (45%) said that they operated a no physical touch
policy when dealing with thieves, with just over one-third (35%) stating that staff could use force but only
in self-defense. A much smaller proportion (15%) allowed staff to use “reasonable force” and one in five
allowed the use of handcuffs (20%).
Because of the relatively small number of respondents taking part in this survey, it was not possible to carry
out any additional analysis on these policies and practices – no conclusions could be drawn on whether
having any given policy was related to higher or lower rates of shoplifting incidents or rates of violence. The
data did show, however, that there was no significant difference by size of retailer.
Overall, what seems clear is that the largest proportion of retailers responding to this survey do have a policy
of apprehending shoplifters but require staff not to, where possible, touch them, unless in self-defense and
not to run after them if they are fleeing the store.
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Involving the Police
The next question related to the extent to which the police were involved in incidents of shoplifting.
Respondents were asked whether they kept a record of when the police were involved and if they were, in
what percentage of incidents this was the case. The majority of respondents said that they did keep a record
of the incidents where the police were involved (66%) although a substantial proportion did not (33%).
Of those that did keep a record, 50% of incidents led to the police being called. There was no difference by
size of retailer, nor likelihood to employ store LP staff and a policy of recording the number of incidents
involving the police or the percentage of incidents in which they became involved.
Age Limits and Dollar Values
The next two questions were concerned with policies and practices relating to any minimum age limits and dollar
values that was used by the company when deciding whether or not to prosecute a shoplifter (Figure 6 and 7).
FIGURE 6: Company Policy on Minimum Age Limit for Prosecution

As can be seen, almost one-third (31%) stated that they did not have any standard policy on a minimum age
for deciding whether to prosecute an offender, while the remainder either had a national standard applied
across all their stores (46%) or followed the guidance of the police of local prosecutor in any given store
location, or left it to the stores themselves to decide on a case-by-case basis (23%). No respondents stated that
they left the decision to district or regional level staff. Where there was a national standard in place, the average
age was 16 years. There was no significant difference by size of retailer or likelihood to employ LP staff.
In terms of imposing a minimum dollar value before deciding whether to prosecute a shoplifter, 28% said they
did not have a policy on this issue, with a larger proportion reporting that they operated a national standard
policy (43%). Of the remainder, some 15% followed the guidance of local police and prosecutors, 10% left it
to the discretion of the stores and just 5% stated it was set at the district or regional level. On average, those
that did have a national standard policy on minimum dollar values stated it was $30. There was no significant
difference by size of retailer or likelihood to employ LP staff.
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As can be seen, almost one-third (31%) stated that they did not have any standard policy on a minimum
age for deciding whether to prosecute an offender, while the remainder either had a national standard
applied across all their stores (46%) or followed the guidance of the police of local prosecutor in any given
store location, or left it to the stores themselves to decide on a case-by-case basis (23%). No respondents
stated that they left the decision to district or regional level staff. Where there was a national standard in
place, the average age was 16 years. There was no significant difference by size of retailer or likelihood to
employ LP staff.
In terms of imposing a minimum dollar value before deciding whether to prosecute a shoplifter, 28% said
they did not have a policy on this issue, with a larger proportion reporting that they operated a national
standard policy (43%). Of the remainder, some 15% followed the guidance of local police and prosecutors,
10% left it to the discretion of the stores and just 5% stated it was set at the district or regional level. On
average, those that did have a national standard policy on minimum dollar values stated it was $30. There
was no significant difference by size of retailer or likelihood to employ LP staff.
FIGURE 7: Company Policy on Minimum Dollar Value for Prosecution

Overall the data did show a clear correlation between polices on minimum age limits and dollar values –
companies generally had the same approach for both of them.
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Using Banning/Trespass Warning and Civil Demand
Finally, the survey was interested in knowing how respondents were using banning/trespass warnings and
civil demands (Figure 8 and 9).
FIGURE 8: Company Policy on Use of Banning/Trespass Warnings

Most companies suggested that they did have a policy on issuing banning/trespass warnings, with only
14% stating they did not use them. Of those that did use them, the largest proportion indicated that they
were used in some cases depending upon the circumstances while a similar proportion stated that they were
used in pretty much all instances. While there was no difference by size of retailer, those employing LP staff
in some or all of their stores were much more likely to use banning/trespass warnings in some or all cases,
possibly because they believed they had the capacity to ensure they were enforced.
FIGURE 9: Company Policy on Use of Civil Demands
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With regards to the use of civil demands, far more respondents stated that they did not use them (33%)
although the majority did say that they were used by their company – 43% said that they were used in
almost all cases, while one-fourth said that they were used in some cases depending upon the circumstances
(25%). There was no difference by size of retailer or likelihood of employing LP staff in stores.

Conclusions
This is the first in a series of benchmark surveys designed to provide practitioners with focused insights on
specific topics of interest. In order to try and encourage as good a response as possible, the questionnaire
was kept as short as possible. Inevitably, this means that for some, certain questions will remain unanswered.
The sample, while being highly representative of the biggest retailers in the US, was also relatively small
(40 responses), which meant that the degree of statistical analysis that could be undertaken was limited.
However, we believe that this first Benchmark has provided some useful and, hopefully, relevant data for the
loss prevention community.
The focus of this first Benchmark was shoplifting and the extent to which retailers collect information on
this problem, the extent of violence associated with these types of incidents, and the policies and practices
put in place to manage it. It was also interested in understanding, to a limited extent, whether the overall
trend in the number of shoplifting incidents and associated violence was increasing or decreasing.
Certainly, anecdotal evidence prior to undertaking this exercise suggested that there was growing concern
amongst loss prevention practitioners that both the number of shoplifting incidents and rates of violence
associated with them were increasing. What this study has shown is that compared with the previous year,
rates of both have slightly reduced in terms of absolute numbers for those taking part in this study – a
5% reduction for incidents of shoplifting and 2% in terms of the number of these incidents that have
any violence associated with them. Obviously, this is not necessarily a direct measure of the number of
actual shoplifting incidents that retailers are experiencing – it is only those where the retailer is aware that
it has happened. As such, it can be viewed as a measure of the capability of retailers to capture this type of
information and any variation in this number might simply be due to a change in that capability. But, if the
assumption is made that recording practices have remained relatively constant, then the data indicates that
rates of shoplifting and associated violence have not increased dramatically in the last 12 months. Of course,
these aggregate results may not reflect any one retailer’s experience and an examination of the raw data
indicates there are several retailers reporting an increase in shoplifting incidents.
Even if the aggregate data is correct that incidents are down somewhat in the past two years, it does not
explain causality. Are incidents down because fewer people are shoplifting? Are they down because of policy
changes instituted by retailers? Are they down because of staffing reductions in loss prevention that result in
reduced surveillance activities? These are only a few of the possible explanations. Clearly, there is more to be
learned in this regard but having data points related to the total number of recorded incidents is a proper
starting point for further investigation.
The data is also interesting in understanding the extent to which retail staff are experiencing violence
associated with shoplifting. In this respect, the data is relatively reassuring. While any incident of violence is
regrettable and can undoubtedly have a profound impact upon victims, for the sample of companies taking
part in this survey, the rate of violence is actually quite low. For all companies, a typical retail store can
expect to experience less than one incident in a year, and while this rate increased slightly for larger retailers,
and clearly masks significant geographical differences, this is in many respects very reassuring news for the
industry in general and retail employees in particular. It is often easy in the world of retail loss prevention
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to focus only upon the negatives – after all, which is usually what dominates the agenda. But in this respect,
such a relatively low rate of violence associated with incidents of shoplifting can be seen as a testament to the
efficacy of the policies and practices put in place by retail employers. For the most part, they are not putting
their staff in harm’s way.
Unfortunately, the sample was not sufficiently large to begin to understand the extent to which particular
policies and practices were or were not correlated with rates of shoplifting incidents and associated violence,
but overall, the sample of retailers taking part in this research had adopted the following policies and
practices:
•• Most employed LP staff in some or all of their stores.
•• Non-management staff were typically not allowed to make apprehensions.
•• A no chase policy was in use by a large proportion of respondents.
•• Most do allow staff to touch shoplifters but few allow the use of reasonable force.
•• The use of handcuffs is not widespread.
•• The police are typically involved with shoplifting incidents about half of the time.
•• A large proportion of retailers operate a national standard policy on the minimum age at which
they will prosecute an offender (16 years of age being the average).
•• A similar proportion have a national standard policy on a minimum dollar value before
proceeding with prosecution ($30).
•• Banning and Trespass Warning are widely used, especially when LP staff are employed in stores.
•• Two-thirds of respondents use Civil Demands, with the largest proportion using them in almost
all cases.
The authors hope that the data presented in this first benchmark study will enable retailers to reflect upon
their own policies and practices relating to incidents of shoplifting and violence, and critically review where
there are differences and share this with colleagues. The data has also shown that relatively few companies
have systems in place to record the number of incidents of shoplifting that involve violence. If the industry
wants to better understand any changes in the prevalence of this type of problem, then it would seem
important to prioritize the collection and analysis of this type of information.

Future Benchmarks
The authors are extremely grateful to those companies that participated in this first benchmark. If you would
like to participate in future surveys, please get in touch with one of the authors.
Some of the current topics under consideration for future benchmarks include:
•• Inventory counting practices and inventory accuracy
•• Loss Prevention reporting structures and responsibilities
•• Deployment and use of LP technologies
•• Pre-employment screening practices
We are also very interested in receiving your thoughts on these topics and suggestions for others to be
covered by future benchmark surveys.
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