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Shoplifting offences heard in N.S5.W.

Courts of Petty Sessions 1975-1981

The following data concerning shoplifting refers only to .
appearances in N.S.W. Courts of Petty Sessions, statistics for
which are collected by the N.S.W. Bureau of Crime Statistics and

Research.

It is important to bear in mind that in all probability only
a small percentage of shopiifting offences are detected and of
those that are detected mot all may be reported to the police.
Many that are reported may be committed by juveniles and hence
will appear in N.S.W. Children's Courts or will receive official
police cautions. Statistics on juvenile offenders are
.maintained separately by the Department of Youth and Community
Services. Unfortunately, these statistics do not identify

shoplifting from other larceny offences.

The term 'shoplifting' is a.purely colloquial expression for
a particular form of larceny and persons appearing in N.S.W.
courts for stealing from shops are charged with larceny under
section 177 of tﬁe Crimes Act 1900. For this reason it is
difficult to strictly differentiate shopiifting from other forms

of larceny.

However, the N.S.W. Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research
has adopted the approach that there are sufficient clear cut
cases of shoplifting for it to be practicable to collect separate
statistics on this type of larceny based on the description of

the charge contained in court papers.

In 1981 there were 5,370 appearances in N.S5.W. Courts of
Petty Sessions for shoplifting. This represents 50% of all

appearances for larceny offences of all types. Table 1 shows the
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number of appearances for shoplifting for the years 1975 to 1981
and indicates that appearances increased from 2,367 in 1975 to a
peak of 5,792 in 1979, an increase of 144%. The number of
appearances decreased by 4.6% in 1980 and a further 2.8% in

1981.

Table 1. Shoplifting appearances in N.S.W. Courts of Petty
Sessions 1975-81

1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981
2,367 3,320 4,910 5,510 5,792 5,523 5,370
% change + 40.3 + 47.9 + 12.2 + 5.1 - 4.6 - 2.8

The sex distribution of shoplifting offenders for the years
1975-1981 is shown in Table 2 and indicates that females have
constituted the majority of those convicted in ali years,
although this percentage has decreased from 60% in 1975 to 55% in
1981. This is in contrast to other offences heard in courts of
petty sessions where the majority of offenders are usually male.
In 1981 only 19.1% of appearances for all offences were by

females.
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Table 3; which shows the age of sh0plifting offenders from
1975-1981, indicates a similar age distribution for each year.
In 1581, for example, approximately 25% of shoplifters were aged
under 25 years, 33% between 25 and 39 years, 30% betwéen 40-59
years and 10% were aged 60 years or oveér. This is markedly
different from the age distribution for 'other' offenders
convicted in the courts of petty sessions, as is illustrated in
Table 4, where there were more young people and a lesser
proportion of persons aged 40 years or more. In 1981 persons
under 25 years of age accounted for 52% of convictions for
'other' offences compared to 26% of shoplifting convictioms,
while persons over 40 years of age accounted for 14% of 'other'

convictions compared to 40% of shoplifting convictions.
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Table 4. Age of shoplifting and 'other'?
petty sessions offenders 1981.. ;

Shoplifters 'Other' offenders
Age % | %
18 yrs 5.3 10.3
19 yrs 4.6 10.4
20-24 yrs 16.6 31.8
25-29 yrs 12.5 15.9
30-3% yrs 21.4 17.7
40-49 yrs 15.1 8.0
50-59 vyrs 14.3 4.1
60-64 yrs 4.9 0.
65 yrs plus 5.3 0.9
100.0 1060.0

* ‘'other' offences includes all appearances in petty sessions
excluding shoplifting, drink-driving and drug offences.



An examination of the age distribution of male and female
shoplifters in 1981 reveals that a slightly greater percentage of
males were under 20 yrs of age (11.9%) than was the case for
females (8.2%), whereas, 66.7% of females were aged between 25
and 60 years compared to 59.4% of males. Interestimgly, 7.1% of
males were aged 65 and over compared to 3.8% of females. (See
Table 5).

Table 5. Age and sex of shoplifting offenders 1981
-appearances resulting in a finding of guilt #

Sex
Male Female

Age No. % No. %

18 yrs 152 6.7 113 4.1

19 yrs 117 5.2 114 4.1,
20-24 yrs 377 16.7 454 16.5
25F29 yrs 258 11.4 369 13.4
30-39 yrs 465 20.6 611 22.1
40-49 yrs 335 14.8 424 15.4
50-59 yrs 284 12.6 435 15.8
60-64 yrs . 109 4.8 135 4.9
65 vrs plus 161 7.1 104 3.8
TOTAL 2,258 100.0 2,759 100.0

* Age unknown in 79 cases.



Table 6 indicates that 50.5% of males found guilty of
shoplifting were employed; in sales, small business,
clerical, skiiled trades or unskilled‘jobs. A further 23% were
.unemployed and 18% were pensioners. In contrast 49% of females
fodnd guilty were occupied with domestic duties. A similar
percentage of females (17.4%) and males were receiving pensions;
while 12.5% were employed in sales, small business, clerical or
skilled trades and 12.0% were unemployed.

Table 6. Occupation of shoplifters by Sex #
- appearances resulting in a finding of guilt 1981.

Males Females

Occupation No. % No. %
Professional/managerial 5 0.2 3 0.1
Semi-professional/

middle management , 72 3.2 75 2.7
Sales, small business,

clerical, skilled

trade 606 27.2 341 12.5
Unskilled - 520 23.3 111 4.1
Student 40 1.8 67 2.5
Pensioner 396 17.8 476 17.4
Domestic ' 81 3.6 1,336 48.9
Unemployed 500 22.8 325 11.9
TOTAL 2,229 100.0 2,734 160.0

* Excludes 133 cases where occupation unknown.



Table 7 shows that for all petty sessions appearances
resulting in a finding of guilt in 1981, excepting
drink/driving and drug offences, 63.1% of the 2,247 persons
engaged in domestic duties were found guilty of‘shoplifting.
Similarly, of the 2,122 pensioners found guilty 41.1% were
convicted of shoplifting, as were 35.4% of students, 17.0% of
semi-professionals and 20.0% of professionals or managers.

Table 7. Occupation by offence
- appearances resulting in a finding of guilt, 1981 *

Cfifence
Occupation Shoplifting 'Other' offences®* TOTAL
Professional/ No. 8 32 40
managerial % 20.0 80.0 100.0
Semi-professional/  No. 147 . 720 867
middle management % 17.0 83.0 100.0
Sales, small No. 947 ' 6,796 7,743
business, clerical, % 12.2 87.8 100.0
skilled trade
Unskilled No. 631 7,423 8,054
% 7.8 92.2 100.0
Student No. 107 195 302
% 35.4 64.6 100.0
Pensioner No. 872 1,250 2,122
% 1.1 ' 58.9 100.0.
Domestic No. 1,417 830 2,247
% 63.1 36.9 100.0
Unemployed No. 834 ‘ 5,826 6,660
% 12.5 87.5 100.0

# excludes cases where occupation unknown.
% egxcludes drink-driving and drug offences.
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Information oﬁ whether defendants had a previous criminal
record for any offence was collected for the years 1975 to
1979. In 1975 and 1976 available information was recorded
from court papers for all cases, whereas in subsequent years
only 1 in 5 cases were sampled. The data in Table 8 suggests
that 20% to 30% of those appearing had a previous conviction
for some offence. In 1978, 37% of those cases sampled had a
criminal record, however, it is possible that this higher
figure is due to sampling variance.

Table 8. Previous criminal record by shoplifting appearances
1975-1979 year#®

1975 1976 1977 19738 1979
Previous No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %
criminal : ' :
record
Yes 515 21.8 819 24.7 251 Z29.0 334 37.2 313 27.
No 1852 78.2 2501 75.3 616 71.0 565 62.8 809 69.
Unknown 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 ] 0.0 36 3.

TOTAL 2367. 100.0 3320 100.0 867 100.0 899 100.0 1158 100.0

* One in 5 appearances sampled for previous criminal history
except in 1975, 76 where previous criminal history provided by
the court.

In each of the years 1975 to 1981 nearly 90 % of defendants
pleaded guilty to the charge of shoplifting, as is shown in Table
S. Pleas of not guilty have increased slightly over the years
from 7.4% in 1975 to 10.3% in 1981 with a peak of 11.9% in 1980,
which may be a result of the greater percentage of people being

legally represented (See Table 12).

Table 10 indicates that the percentage of not guilty pleas
increased with the age of the defendant. Less than 4.0% of under
20 year olds pleaded not guilty compared to 13.1% of 50 to 59

year olds and 17.1% of defendants 65 years of age or over.
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The court outcomes for shoplifting offences for 1975-81 are
shown in Table 11. A fine was the most common result in all
years. Approximately two thirds of appearances resulted in
this sentence each year. A further 10% to 14% of cases resulted
in a recognizance with or without probation or a fine, and 10% to
12% resulted in a S. 556A recognizance or dismissal. Under
5.556A of the Crimes Act the court can, where it finds the charge
proved, dismiss the charge or discharge the defendant
conditionally on his entering into a recognizance to be of good
behaviour without proceeding to a conviction. Generally S. 556A
dismissals or recognizances are only given to first offenders
with no previous convictions. The percentage of shoplifting
cases resulting in S. 556A outcomes is about twice the rate for

all other petty sessions offences.

Sentences.of imprisonment increased from 2.1% of court
outcomes in 1975 to 4.1% in 1978, before falling teo 2.3% in

1981.

Findings of not guilty increased over the years 1975-81
from 1.7% to 3.3%. This may be attributable to increases in the
percentages of persons legally represented. Table 12 shows that
legal representation has increased from 25.3% of cases in 1975 to

62.4% in 1981.



-1d=-

0°00T 0ES‘S

0°00T 0L£°S 0'00T €ZS°S 0°00T Z6L°S 0°00T 0I6°Y 0°00T 02€°¢ 0700T £L9§°C TVLOL
¢°7 S1 v°Z  0ST L's 212 I't §52 e 891 0°¢ 66 I"¢ 0§ JueunuosTaduy
1splo 2dTAISS %paﬂBEEmo
L°0 LE ¥ 0 . €2 - - - - - - - - - - JUCTIUS19p 2TPOTIdg
. . saurjy/uoryeqoxd
Z°¢T 0714 91T £¥9 v 0T 209 ¢ 1T §Z9 §$'0T ¥TS v 1T BLS S'tT  tvg INOYITM/YITH 8dueZIUdO0D9Y
S 99 T.§¢ 0°L9 TO0LS  L°L9 ¥IZ6E 6°89 L6LE  £°89 SSEE 6789 . 6877 9°89 ¢NOH autyg
0 12 €0 LT $°0 82 L0 9% €0 ¥T S'0 LT z°0 S ~ 3ano) oy3z Jo BulsTy
81T 2%9 2721 949 ¢*IT §S9 1°01T 9SS 721 L6S $'0T T¥¢ T°0T 0% 90UEBZTUZ0I91/TBSSTUSTP V9S5°S
Z'0 eT 6°0 6 LT 00T 6°T  LOT Z2°7 90T 9°7 98 8°1T 2% pe31eyioF SdUBZITUS0DSY
§°T €8 8T L6 S'T 68 8°0 Z¥ 1°1T 2§ 6'0 62 6°0 2z PaSSTUSTP /UMBIPYITH
g€r¢  8LT v e L8T I'¢ Z81 AN AN XA 17 %01 b'z 18 LT 0F A31103 30N
% *ON % ‘ON % *ON % *ON % *ON % "ON g ‘ON UOT1D2Y 3Ino0

T 1861 TT086T 6461 8L6T T LLeT TT9L6T T SL6T
sedus33yQ Jutzyridoys HOWHme%mw 3in0y  "T1T 21qel




~15-

usouyun uotiejuesoides TeSo[ oloym S9SED SOPNTIXD &

0° 00T £SS°S 0°00T 0ZSS 0°00T 06L°S 0°00T OIS‘S 0°00T 0T6°F 0°00T 0Z€‘E 07007 L9S°T TVI0L
9°LS ¥10°T T°T¥ 89Z°C 0°9% $99°7 T°St €6¥‘T 1°0§ TO¥‘ZT L°69 vIET L'¥L 69L°T ON
$'79 SPSE  6°8S 7SZC 0'PS LZTYS 8'%S LI0°C 6°6%F 8Fv¥‘Z £°0¢ 900°T ¢£°SZ 86§ saf
% ON % "ON % ‘ON % *ON % “ON % *ON ) *ON
1861 08671 6L6T 8.6T LL6T 9.61 SL6T uotjejUdSaIdoy TeB9T
IB9j]
«T86T-SL6T

woudmumommm.m:ﬁpmﬂﬂmo:m

103 uotiejusasaxdey Te897 7T °1qEL



16-

Table 13 shows the court outcome for shoplifters in 1981 by
- the age of the defendant. The most notable feature of the table
is the greater peréentage of persons over 50 years of age ‘
receiving S. 556A dismissals or recognizances. Whereas 11% or
less of persons under 50 years of age received this outcome it
was the result for 14.2% of 50-59 year olds, 26.1% of 60-64 year

olds and 43.4% of those 65 years and over.

Similarly, the percentage of not guilty findings. increased
with the defendants age. Less than 1.0% of under 20 fear olds
were acquitted compared to 4.0% or greater of those aged 40 years
or over. Converéely, yoﬁng offenders received recégnizances more

"often.

Fines were the most common result for all age groups with
the exception of those 65 years of age or over. As indicated in
Table 14 fines of between $51 and $200 accounted for three
quarters (75.6%) of all fines imposed in 1981; In general the
amount of fine was less for persons 60 years of age and over, but

there was little difference between the other age groups.
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In the majority (77.4%) of shoplifting cases in 1981
defendants were on bail at their final court appearance (See
Table 15). In a further 12.2% of cases the person was allowed at
large pending their hearing and in the remaining 10.4% of cases
they were in custody.  This last figure may be misleading as most
persons éppearing in custody for these offences would normally

appear in court on the same day as they were charged.

Table 15. Bail at final appearance for shoplifting appearances
19

Bail condition

Na. %
In custody - 554 6.4
On bail 4,124 77.4
Allowed at large 647 12.2
TOTAL t 5,325 100.0

* excludes 45 cases where bail condition unknown;

1. West. Government Printer, New South Wales- 1983






