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ABSTRACT. Shoplifting, one of the most prevalent crimes in our society, and on the in-
crease in recent years, has received relatively little attention in research literature. This
paper discusses the various classifications of shoplifters, particularly delineating several
types of shoplifters. The personality characteristics and motivation of these types were studied
in an attempt to develop our knowledge of shoplifting in general. The relationship between
shoplifting and substance abuse, eating disorders, social class, race and ethnicity, gender,
and age were also researched. The effects of apprehension, models of intervention and recidi-
vism rates were also investigated. The authors’ study of 457 youths arrested for shoplifting
and referred to diversion services was described. Special attention was given to the Youth
Emotional Shoplifting Program (YES), of Shoplifters Anonymous (SA) in which 364 of the 457
subjects participated. Other intervention programs, as well as combinations of intervention
programs, were also examined. © 1998 Elsevier Science Ltd

INTRODUCTION

SHOPLIFTING, DEFINED AS “‘theft from the selling floor while a store is open for busi-
ness’’ (Francis, 1979, p. 10), is one of the most prevalent crimes in our society. It has been
estimated that 1 in every 12 shoppers shoplift (Ray, 1987), and that as many as 60% of
consumers have shoplifted at some point in their lives (Klemke, 1982, 1992; Kraut, 1976).
Among adolescents, 30 to 40% commit this crime repeatedly (Cox, Cox, & Moschis, 1990;
Klemke, 1982). Estimates of dollars lost annually from shoplifting have ranged in the billions
(French, Crask, & Mader, 1984; Griffin, 1984). Klemke (1992) notes that in the past 20
years, there has been a 300% increase in reported incidents of shoplifting. Furthermore, only
a small percentage of shoplifters are caught; for example, Griffin (1984) estimates that 1 in
every 20 to 40 shoplifters are apprehended. It is evident that shoplifting is not only a serious
problem to the business community and legal system, but also to the general population—
the consumers who ultimately must pay higher prices to cover the cost of stolen goods.

" Despite the seriousness of this common and frequently undetected crime, shoplifting has
received little attention by the research community. The work that has been conducted in
this area has primarily focused on examining the characteristics and motivations of shoplift-
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ers, with the aim of developing meaningful classifications. Relatively few studies have exam-
ined the effects of interventions used with the shoplifting offender. Studies specifically con-
cerned with the adolescent shoplifter are even more sparse. Nonetheless, what has begun to
emerge is a convergence of evidence about who shoplifts and why, and how this problem
can be addressed.

CLASSIFICATIONS OF SHOPLIFTERS
Cameron’s ““Booster”” and ““Snitch”

The first comprehensive study of the shoplifter is considered to have been by Cameron (1964).
This became a benchmark study serving as both stimulus and point of comparison for subse-
quent research (Klemke, 1992). Cameron analyzed data from a large sample of individuals
apprehended in a major Chicago department store, and through this delineated two groups
of shoplifters: commercial shoplifters, ‘‘boosters,”” and pilferers, referred to as ‘‘snitches.”’

Boosters, comprising about 10% of her sample of shoplifters, were considered to differ
little from other professional thieves. They steal to sell. They have well-defined contacts with
criminal subcultures, and they shift from one form of illegal vocation to another. This group-
ing, in essence, is descriptive of the professional shoplifter/criminal.

Snitches, the remaining 90% of Cameron’s sample, were considered to be quite different
from boosters. Although snitches are chronic shoplifters, they are otherwise *‘respectable’
citizens and have little or no contact with criminal groups. They do not resell the items they
steal, nor do they share in the values of the professional shoplifter. However, they are also not
desperately poor people stealing out of necessity, nor were they observed to have compulsive,
neurotic personalities (Cameron, 1964).

There were noted limitations in Cameron’s study. She relied on department store and city
arrest records for her investigation, yet made generalizations about shoplifters as a whole
beyond which there was empirical basis. For example, based on the fact that a small percent-
age of those apprehended for shoplifting at the targeted department store chain had a previous
or subsequent arrest record, she surmised that the vast majority of shoplifters were not in-
volved in other criminal activity, nor would they continue shoplifting following apprehension.
Yet not being caught or arrested for shoplifting in a specific area is quite different than
not shoplifting anymore. Similarly, her conclusions on the personality and motivations of
shoplifters were not based on the use of any assessment measure, but rather personal observa-
tion. Nonetheless, Cameron’s study was the first extensive attempt to understand and classify
the shoplifter, and her findings and generalizations were influential in subsequent research.

Moore’s Shoplifting Types

Moore (1984) extended Cameron’s typology, utilizing five dimensions to determine patterns
of shoplifting: (a) frequency; (b) primary precipitating factor(s); (c) attitude toward shoplift-
ing as a crime; (d) use of stolen goods; and (e) reaction to detection, prosecution, and convic-
tion. In this study, 300 convicted shoplifters completed a questionnaire concerning shoplift-
ing, underwent a psychological evaluation (which included a battery of tests to determine
intellectual and personality functioning), and received a diagnostic interview. Information
about the performance of those offenders placed on probation was also obtained via reports
of probation counselors. Moore delineated five types of shoplifters through the analysis of
this material.

The first type described by Moore (1984) was the *‘impulse shoplifter,”” comprising 15.4%
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of his sample. These individuals had limited shoplifting activity, often only once or twice.
Their shoplifting had not been planned, and they typically took one inexpensive, yet tempting,
item. When stopped by security personnel, their reaction was one of surprise, confusion, or
shock. An intense emotional reaction of embarrassment, guilt, and shame followed. Feelings
of guilt continued for several weeks after their apprehension as well. For this group of people,
detection was found to be such a traumatic event that they were unlikely to shoplift again.

The second grouping was that of the ‘‘occasional shoplifter,”” comprising 15% of his sam-
ple. They reported having taken items 3 to 10 times during the previous year. Economic
motives were secondary to. that of carrying out a challenging act or complying with peer
pressures. When apprehended, they readily admitted to stealing, and tended to react either
in an aloof fashion or with mild embarrassment. Although acknowledging that shoplifting
was illegal and morally wrong, occasional shoplifters minimized the seriousness of the of-
fense. The prospect of prosecution and sentencing produced an intense emotional reaction
in this group, however, especially in relation to the embarrassment caused to the family.
Moore concluded that most shoplifters in this category are so shocked by this experience
that they are not likely to shoplift again.

The third type was that of the ‘‘episodic shoplifter,”” comprising 1.7% of Moore’s sample.
These individuals engaged in periodic episodes of shoplifting, at which time they stole spe-
cific goods as part of a bizarre personal ritual, the nature of which was to satisfy intense
needs for self-punishment. Severe emotional and psychological problems were present in
these individuals. More specifically, they experienced strong feelings of depression and guilt,
and had the tendency to express aggressive impulses intrapunitively. Shoplifting occurred
irregularly, and was usually triggered by psychosocial stressors. They were usually compliant
when apprehended, and expressed an awareness that shoplifting was wrong. For these individ-
uals, participation in psychotherapy was found to be a successful means of preventing further
shoplifting.

The fourth and largest category, comprising 56.4% of the sample, was defined as ‘‘amateur
shoplifters.”” These individuals had developed a regular, often weekly, pattern of shoplifting,
and found it profitable. They made conscious decisions to steal and were aware of its illegal-
ity. They tended to steal small items that were easy to conceal; shoplifting techniques were
simple and carried out regularly based on realistic assessments of relative risks and benefits.
When apprehended, they usually claimed only minimal involvement in prior shoplifting activ-
ity and would engage in various manipulative strategies to avoid punishment. Moore believed
that various business and public awareness strategies could successfully deter shoplifting
among this group, but that the majority would continue to steal goods until caught.

The remaining 11.7% of the subjects were identified as ‘‘semi-professional shoplifters.”’
Shoplifting had become a part of their life-style, and they engaged in this activity at least
weekly. They employed more skilled techniques in their shoplifting. They were also the only
group to engage in some reselling of merchandise. Financial benefit and compensation were
considered the primary motivational factors for shoplifting in this group. It enabled them not
only to obtain some personal luxuries, but also to save money for some other purpose. Further,
they tended to perceive themselves as being treated unfairly by society, and as derserving
more than they received. Consequently, shoplifting is experienced as a way to compensate
for this personal injustice. Also, shoplifting appeared to serve as an emotional outlet in dealing
with frustrations encountered in daily living. Many of these individuals did not perceive
shoplifting to be legally or morally wrong, and they maintained beliefs that minimized the
seriousness of this crime, they did not exhibit guilt about their behavior. When apprehended,
they were likely to offer a prepared story in an effort to ‘‘talk their way out’’ of legal conse-
quences. If this did not work, they would often become very angry and claim they were
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being treated unfairly: Among this group, many continued to shoplift after being prosecuted
and fined. Moore suggested that the most successful deferent for semi-professional shoplifters
was the real possibility of serving jail time.

Based on his findings, Moore (1984) concluded that most acts of shoplifting were commit-
ted by those having traits associated with antisocial personality type disorders. ‘‘Amateurs’’
were found to exhibit delinquent or rebellious behaviors, and to steal for financial gain or
profit. Shoplifting for ‘‘occasional’’ and ‘‘semi-professional’’ offenders was considered to
be chronic behavior that appeared to provide an emotional outlet for daily frustration or
boredom. Shoplifting in the ‘‘impulse’’ and ‘‘episodic’’ groups was regarded as primarily
influenced by prevailing psychosocial stressors. Moore also noted that although the presence
of a mental or emotional problem was equally distributed among men and women shoplifters
(17.7% total), nearly twice as many women as men were experiencing psychosocial stressors
at the time of the shoplifting incident.

As with Cameron’s (1964) study, it is important to note that the generalizations Moore
made about shoplifters as a whole, based on his relatively small sample, should be considered
with caution. For example, since Moore’s classification system was based on information
provided by convicted shoplifters, it seems likely that the large percentage (69.8%) identified
as frequent shoplifters (episodic, amateur, or semi-professionals), and as having distinct anti-
social personality traits, may be much larger than would be the case for a random sample
of shoplifters. This is because stores are more likely to prosecute shoplifters who seem to
be serious offenders (Klemke, 1992). Nonetheless, Moore’s typology of shoplifters provided
the groundwork by which to explore characterological distinctions among shoplifters, and
how this area relates to coping strategies and attitudes of the social world.

“Rational” Versus “Nonsensical” Shoplifting

Another classification system by which to group shoplifters has been that of ‘‘rational,”’
“‘nonrational,”’ or ‘‘mixed’’ (Schlueter, O’Neal, Hickey, & Sellers, 1989), with rational shop-
lifters being those who shoplift with a particular goal in mind. Nonrational shoplifting is that
which does not appear to be motivated by need or desire. Several researchers (e.g., Arboleda-
Florez, Durie, & Costello, 1977; Cupchic & Atcheson, 1983; Yates, 1986) have found that
a sizable proportion of subjects in their study shoplifted for ‘‘nonrational reasons.”” As Yates
(1986) sums up this issue: ‘“The most striking distinction, and the one most relevant to
clinicians, is the distinction between shoplifting for profit or gain, and what might be best
described as ‘‘nonsensical shoplifting’’ (pp. 204-205).

Arboleda-Florez and colleagues (1977), in a study of 32 shoplifters referred for psychiatric
assessment, delineated three categories of shoplifters. The first and largest group (50%) fit
Cameron’s (1964) description of the ‘‘snitch.”” The second group, comprising 40% of the
sample, was labeled as “‘unusual.’”’ Their behavior was found not to be motivated by need
or desire, but rather as a means to strike out in hostility, in response to emotionally charged
interpersonal problems. The remaining 10% were classified as *‘psychotic’” and were experi-
encing delusions at the time of shoplifting. The fact that these subjects were, in fact, specifi-
cally referred for a psychiatric assessment most likely accounts for 50% of the cases having
a strong psychological influence.

Cupchik and Atcheson (1983), also working with shoplifting offenders whose behavior
seemed out of character and who were referred for psychological assistance, found that in
a significant number of cases, the shoplifting incident was apparently precipitated by a per-
sonal loss—either internal or external—or an anticipation of such a loss. The losses ranged
from death of an intimate other, loss of a relationship, to loss of health or valued aspects of
one’s life.
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Yates (1986), in a study of 101 shoplifters referred for psychological assessment by a
probation office, found that 49% had some psychiatric history, 45% were experiencing marital
or family conflict; and 44% were foreign-born. Furthermore, the majority were also classified
as having low self-esteem and being underassertive. Of the portion of the sample whose
shoplifting was considered to be nonsensical (not motivated by gain), 70% were diagnosed
as depressed and 54% as socially isolated.

It appears that among those shoplifters who could be classified as 1mpulswe unusual,

episodic, psychotic, nonrational, or nonsensical—and this is generally considered to be the
minority of the general shoplifting populatlon—mdlcators of psychological maladjustment
are present.

There is evidence to suggest that the remaining snitches (i.e., those shoplifters not making
a career out of shoplifting and possibly other crimes) are also engaging in this deviant behav-
ior as a result of psychosocial influences. Yet, in these cases, the adaptation is more of a
reflection of an ingrained pattern of relating, rather than a seemingly isolated episode of
acting out.

The Kleptomaniac

Notably missing from contemporary research regarding the shoplifter is the use of the term
kleptomania, defined as ‘‘a persistent neurotic impulse to steal, especially without motive’’
(Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 1994, p. 645). The Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, fourth edition (DSM-IV; American Psychiatric Association,
1994) classifies kleptomania as a impulse control disorder. Symptoms may begin in childhood
and can continue intermittently throughout adulthood. For a person to be diagnosed as having
kleptomania, all of the following symptoms must be present (American Psychiatric Associa-
tion, 1994, pp. 612-613):

1. Recurrent failure to resist impulses to steal objects not needed for personal use or for
their monetary value.

2. Increasing sense of tension immediately before committing the theft.

3. Pleasure or relief at the time of committing the theft.

4. The stealing is not committed to express anger or vengeance and is not in response to
a delusion or a hallucination.

5. The stealing is not due to Conduct Disorder, a Manic episode, or Antisocial Personality
Disorder.

This disorder is considered to be quite rare, with fewer than 5% of arrested shoplifters
reported to provide a history consistent with those symptoms. Furthermore, it is also suspected
that in some of those cases, the history may be fabricated to conform to the stereotype of
the disorder, to avoid criminal prosecution.

Nonetheless, the diagnosis of kleptomania originally surfaced and became popular in refer-
ence to the ‘‘nonsensical’’ shoplifter, most usually a woman, during the middle 19th century
(Abelson, 1989; Goldman, 1991). It appears that part of its essential extinction from modern
research relates to the view of it being used as a political weapon against the female gender
(Abelson, 1989). Also, what other researchers have referred to as ‘‘nonsensical’’ stealing
does not necessarily match this clinical definition of kleptomania (Goldman, 1991).

Goldman (1991), in a review of the literature concerned with kleptomania, noted that the
majority of work on the subject matter has addressed issues of etiology, for which there are
a vast number of theories, notably psychoanalytic. Unfortunately, little integration between
these schools of thought has occurred. Interestingly, however, the most common thread found



224 T. Krasnovsky and R. Lane

in these studies is that such individuals frequently experienced tumultuous and unusually
stressful childhoods, and symptoms of depression and/or anxiety, marital turmoil, social iso-
lation, and lack of self-esteem were common in adulthood. This finding corresponds with
that underpinning, the more recent classifications of the ‘‘nonrational’’ shoplifter, and points
to the importance of personality factors in the understanding and treatment of individuals
engaged in this behavior.

Personality Classifications of Shoplifting

Beck and Mclntyre (1977), in comparing Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory
(MMPI) profiles of shoplifters and nonshoplifters in a college population, found significant
differences between groups. Based on self-report data, a total of 60 subjects was categorized
into one of three groups: shoplifted once, chronic shoplifter, or never shoplifted. They were
also grouped by sex. The analysis revealed that all of the means of the shoplifting groups
were significantly higher on the Psychopathic Deviancy scale. Shoplifters also had more
standard scores two deviations above the mean than did nonshoplifters.

The chronic shoplifters exhibited elevations on the Psychopathic Deviancy and Mania
scales; and both males and females exhibited a masculine orientation. The collective profile
for this group was considered to be reflective of the psychopath.

Females who shoplifted only once scored high on Hypochondriasis, Depression, Psycho-
pathic Deviancy, and Sex-Role Interests. The interpretation provided was that while these
females were similar to chronic shoplifters regarding anti-establishment attitudes and mascu-
line orientation, their somatic anxieties and present depression categorized them as individu-
als who turn their feelings inward upon themselves rather than against others. Hence, they
were much less likely to act out their hostile feelings.

Males who shoplifted only once scored high on Hypochondriasis, Psychopathic Deviancy,
Sex-role Interest, and Paranoia. This was interpreted to mean that these individuals were
passive, immature, hostile individuals, with somatic and interpersonal sensitivities and femi-
nine interests. They were considered to have strong anti-establishment attitudes, yet, due to
their passivity, they would not repeat shoplifting behavior because of the anxiety it aroused.

Moore (1983) disputed the findings of Beck and MclIntyre (1977). He administered the
California Psychological Inventory to 78 full-time college students convicted of shoplifting.
There were no significant personality differences between them and a sample of 30 undergrad-
uates who denied ever shoplifting. However, for 30% of the shoplifters, their criminal action
was considered to be attributed to mental/emotional problems (as determined by self-reports,
agency records, clinical interview).

The second largest attributed motivation was that of a deviance-prone personality (22%).
These individuals were somewhat rebellious and nonconforming toward community norms
and social expectations, expressed no guilt for having committed the shoplifting offense, and
were typically angry when they got caught.

Ray, Solomon, Doncaster, and Mellina (1983), completed a battery of psychological tests
on 94 adult first offender shoplifters. The collective MMPI profile that emerged with their
sample was of a subclinical 8-4 (Schizophrenia-Psychopathic Deviance) high-point pair, with
depression, anxiety, and possibly moderate confusion as likely symptoms.

Ray (1987), based on subjects submitting an anonymous questionnaire, found that 1 out
of 12 shoppers reported to have recently shoplifted. The shoplifters were more likely to be
experiencing economic stresses, social stresses, and depression. Shoplifters were also more
likely to place a high value on material possessions and to hold negative attitudes toward
the system. Ray notes that this combination of several motivational factors creates a more
complete picture of shoplifting behavior.
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The complexity of the factors involved in the motivations and characteristics of shoplifters
appears to be increasingly appreciated among those researching the matter (Klemke, 1992;
McShane & Noonan, 1993; Ray, 1987). Poor coping strategies in the face of psychosocial
stressors have been shown to play a dominant role among a significant proportion of shoplift-
ers. At the other end of the spectrum, there are those shoplifters best classified as antisocial—
they have little regard for the law and little remorse for having committed a societal wrong.
Most shoplifters could perhaps best be ‘‘classified’” as somewhere in between these two
means of explanation.

OTHER FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH SHOPLIFTING

Substance Abuse

One identified subculture of shoplifters that reflects well the intermingling of poor coping
abilities with tendencies toward antisocial behavior is that of individuals involved in the
street-level drug scene. A strong positive relationship between drug use and other criminal
activity has been demonstrated (National Institute of Justice, 1991; Van Kammen & Loeber,
1994). Typically, these individuals have been identified as experiencing multiple difficulties.
They tend to come from economically disadvantaged backgrounds and have more psychoso-
cial problems than nonusers (Dembo, Williams, Fagan, & Schmeidler, 1994; Van Kammen &
Loeber, 1994). Various ethnographic and interview studies have described the shoplifting
and hustling careers of many addicts in low-income neighborhoods (e.g., Johnson, Som-
mer, & Martino, 1985; Kowalski & Faupel, 1990; Sutter, 1969).

An example of this subculture’s involvement in Southern Florida is provided by Inciardi
(1980). He conducted interviews with 149 heroin addicts in Miami, Florida. They revealed
extensive involvement in the street culture of drugs-prostitution-shoplifting and other types
of crime. When asked to self-report their criminal activity for the last year, the 149 respon-
dents admitted to involvement in a total of 58,708 offenses, of which 8,713 were shoplifting.

Inciardi (1980) also noted that there was more evidence that criminal activity preceded
involvement in drugs than that drugs preceded crime. This point has been supported strongly
in relation to conduct problems and minor offenses (Huizinga, Menard, & Elliott, 1989),
rather than more serious criminal behavior. More recent studies have demonstrated that delin-
quent and criminal behavior increases following involvement in illicit drug use, and that
arrests for drug and property offenses decline with decreasing frequency of drug use (see
Dembo et al., 1994). The type of substance abuse engaged in appears to also play a significant
role. Increases in property offenses and violent crimes has been associated with the use of
hard drugs and multiple drug use (Kandel, Simcha-Fagan, & Davies, 1986; Van Kammen &
Loeber, 1994). Inciardi (1980) noted in his study of heroin addicts a propensity to gravitate
toward less confrontational crimes, like shoplifting, and away from higher-risk crimes, like
robbery, over time. This was thought to be due to the addict’s decreased ability to attend to
complex matters with increased and chronic drug use.

Eating Disorders

Shoplifting has also been associated with another obsessive compulsive group: individuals
having an eating disorder. A small number of studies (e.g., Crisp, Hsu, & Harding, 1980;
Fairburn & Cooper, 1984, Mitchell, Fletcher, Gibeau, Pyle, & Eckert, 1992; Pyle, Mitchell, &
Eckert, 1981) have shown that a significant proportion of women with anorexia or bulimia
also engaged in stealing or shoplifting. Items stolen often appear to be directly related to






