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THEORETICAL ARTICLE

The in�uence of changing reward 
of electronic consumer goods on burglary 
and theft o�ences in Western market-based 
countries in the years prior to and during 
the crime drop
Liam Quinn* and Joseph Clare  

Abstract 

It is widely recognised that burglary and theft offence trends have broadly moved in parallel in ‘Western’ market-based 

countries since the 1950s. Most researchers have focussed on the trend from the early 1990s onwards, when burglary 

and theft offence rates plummeted. One major proposed explanation for this trend, relates to improved security. This 

paper draws on the longitudinal variations in reward of electronic consumer goods to propose a complementary 

account. This argument is supported by criminological theory, empirical evidence, and historical trends of specific 

property crime offences. The paper concludes by explaining that reward and security operate in partnership to influ-

ence the opportunity for crime, which provides an optimal account for burglary and theft offence trends over the last 

40 years.
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Introduction
Burglary and theft offence trends have broadly moved 

in parallel in ‘Western’ market-based countries since the 

1950s. Between the 1950s and 1990s burglary and theft 

offence rates consistently increased, and since the early 

1990s these rates significantly decreased and continue to 

do so (see Farrell et  al., 2014; Tonry, 2014, for reviews). 

While a plethora of factors have been hypothesised to 

account for this trend, none of them have adequately 

explained the phenomenon, with improved security 

arguably among the more coherent explanations to date 

(Farrell, 2021; Farrell et  al., 2014). However, as will be 

explained in this paper, even the security hypothesis does 

not sufficiently account for the variation in crime rates 

over time, particularly with respect to the reason for 

the increase in burglary and theft offence rates between 

the 1950s and early 1990s. Drawing on criminologi-

cal theory, peer-reviewed research, and empirical data, 

this discussion paper explains why the changing reward 

of electronic consumer goods complements the secu-

rity hypothesis in explaining burglary and theft offence 

trends from the 1950s to the present date.

�e impact of the changing reward of electronic con-

sumer goods, specifically, should not be understated. 

Electronic consumer goods have long comprised the 

third largest category of goods stolen in domestic burgla-

ries (Office for National Statistics, 2020; Shaw et al., 2015; 

Wellsmith & Burrell, 2005), while mobile phones alone 

have consistently been stolen in over 30% of all ‘theft from 

the person’ incidents for the past 10 years (ONS, 2020). 
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�e two categories of goods that have continually rep-

resented a larger proportion of the stolen goods mix are 

cash and jewellery (ONS, 2020). Cash and jewellery have 

always been valuable to prospective thieves as they have 

inherent value. Indeed, one of the more effective reward-

reducing phenomena for theft of cash has arguably been 

the decrease in availability of cash (Delaney et al., 2020), 

as we shift increasingly towards a cashless society. A 

recent study has shown a statistically significant and large 

correlation between cash usage and proportion of inci-

dents in which cash was stolen, both decreasing, between 

2007 and 2019 (Quinn & Clare, in press). Over this same 

time period, the proportion of incidents in which jewel-

lery was stolen remained stable, testament to its stable 

(and high) resale price (Shaw et  al., 2015), disposability 

(Ross, 2007), and presumed availability, over time. While 

it is likely that reduced cash availability contributed to 

the crime drop, we focus on the changing reward of elec-

tronic consumer goods to explain changing burglary and 

theft offence rates in the time period prior to, as well as 

during the crime drop. �e assumption here, consistent 

with the theoretical account in the section that follows, is 

that the increasing (decreasing) reward of electronic con-

sumer goods to prospective thieves, and thus the increas-

ing (decreasing) reward of the overall prospective stolen 

goods mix, will exert an upward (downward) force on 

aggregated levels of burglary and theft offences.

Despite reward being a major pillar of the crime as 

opportunity perspective (Cornish & Clarke, 2003), and 

convincing evidence for the association between chang-

ing reward and theft of commodity and consumer goods 

longitudinally (e.g., Draca et  al., 2019; Rosenfeld, 2014), 

there has been a lack of serious consideration given to 

a central role of the changing reward of electronic con-

sumer goods in driving burglary and theft offence trends 

between the 1950s and the present date. It is the aim of 

the present paper to address this gap in the literature. To 

build this argument this paper begins by establishing a 

theoretical basis for proposing that longitudinal changes 

in the reward of burglary and theft offences help to 

explain changes in their subsequent offence rates. Next, 

high-level trends from previous published empirical 

work demonstrating an association between longitudinal 

variation in the changing reward of burglary and theft 

offences and burglary and theft offence rates is presented. 

Following this, Consumer Price Index (CPI) data for a 

range of electronic consumer goods in the US and UK 

are compared to domestic burglary rates in the respec-

tive locations for the years prior to and during the crime 

drop. Finally, an original reanalysis of historical trends 

for specific burglary and theft offences is presented and 

discussed in the context of the longitudinal variation in 

reward of these offences.

Theoretical underpinning for the importance 
of reward
�is section explains how the hypothesis that the chang-

ing reward of burglary and theft offences is an important 

factor affecting longitudinal burglary and theft offence 

rates is grounded in the crime as opportunity perspec-

tive. Namely the CRAVED framework, crime scripts, 

and the situational crime prevention framework will be 

discussed. In analysing goods most frequently stolen by 

thieves, Clarke (1999) determined that ‘hot products’ are 

those that are: concealable, removable, available, valu-

able, enjoyable, and disposable (CRAVED). While the 

concealability, removability, and availability of goods 

place physical limitations on their stealing potential, the 

value, enjoyability, and disposability of goods are qualita-

tive, time-varying attributes that can explain theft rates 

of goods that consistently meet the physical (concealable, 

removable, available) attribute requirements for theft 

over time. Given that the majority of property crime is 

committed with economic motivations in mind (Crom-

well et al., 1991; Wright & Decker, 1996), the value and 

disposability, rather than enjoyability, attributes of goods 

over time are particularly important in explaining why 

and what goods are stolen. Indeed, Clarke (1999) sug-

gested that the disposability of stolen goods (i.e., the ease 

with which they can be converted into cash or drugs) is 

likely the most important attribute affecting the amount 

a specific good is stolen. Sutton (1998) explained that the 

demand for stolen goods increases when the legitimate 

market price of that good increases, meaning that the 

changing legitimate prices of goods influences their value 

and disposability. As such, if the concealability, remov-

ability, and availability of hot products do not change 

significantly over time, but their prices consistently 

increase, then they would be inherently more rewarding 

to prospective thieves, and theft rates would exhibit a 

similar increase. Conversely, if the prices of hot products 

consistently decrease, then they would be inherently less 

rewarding to prospective thieves, and theft rates would 

also decrease (meaning they would also lose their labels 

as hot products).

In the empirical research section that follows, we will 

present findings on the relationship between chang-

ing burglary and theft offence rates and two proxies for 

changing reward (legitimate prices and inflation). It is 

important to recognise that while these two constructs 

and their relationship with changing burglary and theft 

offence rates have differences—which will be discussed in 

the following section—ultimately, both represent chang-

ing value and disposability of stolen goods, and thus 

changing reward to offenders over time. Furthermore, 

while several other economic factors have been raised 

to explain changing burglary and theft offence rates over 
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time, it is only necessary for the purpose of our argument 

to demonstrate that changing reward has played a signifi-

cant role in the changing burglary and theft offence rates 

from the 1950s to the present date. �ough results on the 

relationship between changes in unemployment and bur-

glary and theft offence rates over time have been mark-

edly mixed (see Chiricos, 1987, for a review), changes in 

unemployment rates have conceivably played a role in 

changes in property crime at some level. Indeed, this fits 

with routine activity theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979) and 

the crime as opportunity perspective where higher unem-

ployment may increase the presence of capable guard-

ians at home on the one hand, while it may also increase 

the number of motivated offenders on the other, poten-

tially explaining these mixed results; though the difficulty 

measuring an appropriate unemployment construct may 

also have a bearing (Chamlin & Cochran, 1998). �e 

point here is that other economic conditions have likely 

impacted burglary and theft rates over time, but if prox-

ies for changing reward such as inflation, and more sug-

gestively, changing prices of electronic consumer goods, 

are clearly associated with changing burglary and theft 

offence rates over the entire period from the 1950s to the 

present date, then the importance of changing reward 

on these trends needs to be more seriously considered. 

Moreover, if the changing reward hypothesis is consistent 

with trends in more specific burglary and theft offences 

(where another major explanation such as changes in 

security is not) then this position is bolstered. �ese 

two undertakings are the motivations for the next two 

sections of this paper, but first, the mechanics of how 

changing reward can impact changing burglary and theft 

offence rates at an individual level is theoretically exam-

ined. �is is important as our argument implies that 

these individual changes aggregate to impact higher level 

burglary and theft offence trends.

�e criminological tool of crime scripts can assist in 

understanding how the malleable nature of item-specific 

reward can influence offending decisions, and aggre-

gate to impact overall burglary and theft offence trends. 

Crime scripts are procedural action sequences followed 

by offenders during the preparation, commission, and 

completion of a specific crime (Cornish & Clarke, 2014). 

In the case of residential burglary, the crime script 

involves routinised behaviours for preparation, enter-

ing the setting, precondition, target selection, all the way 

through to the disposal of the stolen goods (Cornish & 

Clarke, 2017). Importantly, the crime script can be modi-

fied in the event of an offender having difficulty disposing 

of the stolen goods or receiving an unsatisfactory price 

for the goods (Cornish, 1994). One possible modifica-

tion would involve targeting alternative goods believed to 

be in higher demand or more valuable. Another possible 

modification is that the crime script is disrupted, the 

cycle of offending is broken, and the offender desists 

from that type of crime. �is is supported by qualitative 

offender research showing that the experience of suc-

cess or failure in disposing of stolen goods is an impor-

tant determinant to whether novice thieves continue to 

commit crime (Sutton, 1998). In this way, the impact of 

increasing prices of electronic consumer goods on bur-

glary and theft offence rates can be understood in terms 

of the success of these offences reinforcing crime scripts 

and increasing the volume of these offences. Similarly, 

the impact of decreasing prices of electronic consumer 

goods on burglary and theft offence rates can be under-

stood in terms of the desistance of offenders due to ailing 

stolen goods markets and the disruption of crime scripts.

�e impact of the changing reward of burglary and 

theft offences on burglary and theft offence rates can also 

be understood in relation to the situational crime preven-

tion framework (Cornish & Clarke, 2003). �e core impe-

tus of the situational crime prevention framework is to 

reduce crime opportunities by modifying the situational 

factors surrounding a potential crime. �is is achieved 

by increasing the effort, increasing the risks, reducing 

the rewards, reducing the provocations, and removing 

the excuses associated with a crime. �ese five major 

mechanisms are proven in the situational crime preven-

tion literature to reduce crime with little or no displace-

ment to other crime types (see Welsh & Farrington, 1999; 

Guerette & Bowers, 2009, for reviews). �e changing 

legitimate market prices of electronic consumer goods 

directly impacts the resale price of stolen goods, as they 

are typically sold for a third of the retail value (Ferrante & 

Clare, 2006; Sutton, 1998). As such, consistently decreas-

ing prices of goods over time represent a quasi-natural 

reduced reward market reduction approach, leading to 

decreasing theft rates of goods. Conversely, increasing 

legitimate prices of electronic consumer goods over time 

increases the reward of burglary and theft offences and 

subsequent offence rates.

Empirical research demonstrating an association 
between variation in prices of goods and theft 
rates of goods over time
Initial evidence that the changing reward of burglary 

and theft offences has impacted burglary and theft 

offence rates over time comes from studies measuring 

the effects of inflation. Among the factors proposed to 

underlie a positive relationship between inflation and 

property crime rates includes an increased motivation 

or reward factor in terms of a market for stolen goods. 

Inflation rewards property crime offences due to a rising 

demand for cheap stolen goods, which serves to increas-

ingly incentivise their supply (Allen, 1996; Devine et al., 
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1988; Rosenfeld, 2014). Using annual changes in the CPI 

as a measure of inflation, statistically significant positive 

relationships between inflation and property crime rates 

have been reported in the United States (US) for a vari-

ety of time periods, including 1947–1972 (Land & Fel-

son, 1976), 1948–1985 (Devine et  al., 1988), 1957–1990 

(LaFree & Drass, 1996), 1959–1992 (Allen, 1996), 1958–

1995 (Ralston, 1999), 1960–2005 (Tang & Lean, 2007), 

1960–2012 (Rosenfeld & Levin, 2016), and 1977–2007 

(Yearwood & Koinis, 2011). Similar significant positive 

inflation-property crime relationships have also been 

reported in France between 1950 and 1997 (Lagrange, 

2003), and in a sample of eight ‘Western’ market econ-

omy countries between 1981 and 2010 (Rosenfeld, 2014). 

�ese statistically significant relationships between infla-

tion and property crime rates are independent of a range 

of other socioeconomic conditions included in the mod-

els and together, span the years 1947 to 2012. Moreover, 

the effect is non-trivial. For example, Rosenfeld (2014) 

calculated that in the eight nations included in the model, 

burglary rates declined by 3.03% of their annual average 

value over the period (1981–2010), but that this would 

have been a 3.47% decrease, absent the effects of infla-

tion. �e relationship between inflation and property 

crime rates reported in the literature has been remark-

ably consistent in its statistical significance and positive 

directionality. �is positive relationship provides an indi-

cation that a reward factor is important in affecting prop-

erty crime rates over time through a changing willingness 

among consumers to purchase stolen goods. However, 

inflation is a broad construct that is, among other things, 

representative of a changing willingness to purchase sto-

len goods. Other factors associated with changing reward 

such as changing income inequality might also affect a 

changing willingness to purchase stolen goods (Rufran-

cos et al., 2013). As such, to avoid simply relabelling sev-

eral broad economic indicators under ‘changing reward’ 

and claiming that some combination of these factors has 

produced the property crime trends since the 1950s, a 

more specific construct of changing reward is neces-

sary. �at specific construct is the changing prices of 

electronic consumer goods over time, and there is good 

reason to believe it has impacted changing burglary and 

theft offence rates for the following reasons: (a) there is 

robust evidence for an association between changing 

prices and changing property crime rates which sug-

gests aggregate offence rates are responsive to changes 

in prices of goods, and (b) there are comparable trends 

between consumer price indices for electronic consumer 

goods and burglary rates over time.

Evidence for the relationship between the changing 

reward of property crime and property crime rates comes 

from time series modelling research that has used a price 

measure for specific types of goods. Several of these stud-

ies have involved measuring the change in price of a par-

ticular good and general property crime rates, with an 

identification strategy that attempts to isolate the effect 

of reward. For example, D’Este (2014) tested whether 

changes in the prices of gold impacted rates of stealing 

offences in areas with a higher concentration of pawn-

shops. �e results of the analysis for the time period 

1997–2005 showed a significant positive effect for the 

interaction between pawnshop concentration and gold 

price on burglary rates over time. Similarly, the results 

of the analysis for the time period 2006–2010, when 

gold prices saw a drastic increase, also showed a signifi-

cant positive effect for the two variables (D’Este, 2014). 

Braakmann et al. (2017) similarly found a significant pos-

itive relationship between gold prices and burglary rates 

in areas in the United Kingdom (UK) where it is widely 

believed that a large amount of gold is stored in homes, 

for the time period 2011 to 2015. A time series analysis 

has also been estimated for the retail price of audio-vis-

ual goods and domestic burglary rates in an area in the 

UK for the time period 1976 to 2005. A significant posi-

tive relationship was reported between domestic bur-

glary rates and the real retail price of audio-visual goods 

over time, with a 10% decrease in retail price of audio-

visual goods associated with an average 2.9% decrease in 

domestic burglary rates with a variety of socioeconomic 

controls in place (Reilly & Witt, 2008).

Further evidence for the relationship between the 

changing reward of goods and theft-related property 

crime rates comes from time series research on the price 

and theft rates of the same type of good. A recent sys-

tematic review identified 18 studies that have tested this 

relationship (Quinn et al., forthcoming). While the rela-

tionship between price and theft of some goods (e.g., 

copper) has consistently been reported in the literature 

as statistically significant and meaningful (for examples, 

see Sidebottom et al., 2011, 2014), a key finding from this 

review was that the type of good measured was impor-

tant in interpreting price-theft elasticities. Some goods 

have CRAVED features other than value that attenu-

ate any relationship between price and theft, whereas 

the more prevalent targets of theft appear to be more 

sensitive to changing prices (Quinn et  al., forthcom-

ing). Indeed, the most convincing empirical evidence for 

the relationship between changing prices and changing 

theft rates of consumer goods likely underestimates the 

strength of the relationship for this reason. �e results of 

the time series analysis for a panel of 44 consumer goods 

between 2002 and 2012, indicated that a 10% change in 

the relative price of a good was associated with a 3.5% 

change in theft-related property crime for a good (Draca 

et al., 2019), which the authors suggested accounted for 
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approximately 10–15% of the crime drop between 2002 

and 2012. Overall, these empirical research findings sug-

gest there is a strong reason to believe that the changing 

prices of hot products are associated with changing theft 

rates for the same hot products—and in some instances 

changing burglary or theft rates overall (for examples, see 

Reilly & Witt, 2008; Draca et al., 2019). Most importantly 

for the present hypothesis, this research suggests that 

aggregate burglary and theft offence rates are responsive 

to changes in prices of hot products such as electronic 

consumer goods.

A relationship between changing prices of electronic 

consumer goods and burglary and theft offence rates 

makes sense in the context of the changing sales land-

scape between 1950 and the present date. In Western 

market-based countries, prices of consumer goods saw 

steep increases in the 1960s, surged in the 1970s, and 

peaked in the early 1980s, at the same time property 

crime rates did (Rosenfeld, 2014). �is was a time period 

that saw the introduction of the first televisions (TVs), 

videocassette recorders (VCRs), computers, and mobile 

phones to the market among other high-value electronic 

consumer goods. Prices of consumer goods have also 

broadly been decreasing since the early 1990s when prop-

erty crime rates have also decreased (Rosenfeld, 2014).

Our argument is that changes in prices of electronic 

consumer goods drove the increase in burglary and theft 

offence rates in the years before the crime drop, and the 

decrease in these offence rates during the crime drop. 

As such, it is pertinent to present data that supports this 

contention. Below we present CPI data for different elec-

tronic consumer goods categories and compare these 

trends to domestic burglary rates in the US and UK, for 

the years prior to and during the crime drop. Unfortu-

nately, much of the research into historical crime trends 

is hampered by a lack of available data and inconsisten-

cies in recording practices over time for the data that is 

available (Ariel & Bland, 2019). As such, the crime trends 

presented throughout the remainder of this paper will 

be focussed on available data from the Crime Survey 

of England and Wales (CSEW), the US National Crime 

Victimisation Survey (NCVS) and the Australian Crime 

Victimisation Survey. Importantly, crime victimisation 

survey data are widely recognised as the most consist-

ent and reliable form of crime data (Farrell et  al., 2014; 

Lauritsen et  al., 2016; Tilley & Tseloni, 2016). Similarly, 

publicly available longitudinal price data for electronic 

consumer goods are lacking. We settle for CPI data for 

different electronic consumer goods categories in the US 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics) and UK (ONS). Although 

the CPI comprises a composite measure of changing 

prices of the specified goods in each category relative 

to changes in the quality of these goods over time, we 

believe it provides a good indication of changing reward 

of electronic consumer goods over time.

As shown in Fig.  1, the US CPI values for televi-

sions and audio equipment remained relatively stable 

at the same time household burglary rates did in the 

US between 1973 and 1981 (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 

2019; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021a, 2021b). Around 

1981 the rates of household burglary plummeted and 

from then until 2019 remained in a broadly downward 

trajectory (BJS, 2019). �is same pattern can be seen for 

the CPI values for televisions and audio equipment (BLS, 

2021a, 2021b). Indeed, the correlation coefficients for the 

relationships between household burglary rates and the 

percentage change in CPI values for televisions and audio 

equipment from 1973 until 2019 were both statistically 

significant and large at r = 0.95 (p < 0.001) and r = 0.85 

(p < 0.001), respectively.

�e same general trends can be seen for the UK CPI 

values for audio-visual equipment and number of domes-

tic burglaries in England and Wales between 1988 and 

2020 (ONS, 2020, 2021). As depicted in Fig.  2, the rate 

of domestic burglaries was still climbing until it peaked 

in the early 1990s. During this same time period, the CPI 

values for audio-visual equipment remained reasonably 

stable at their high relative price index value, indicat-

ing a potentially high resale value. From the early 1990s 

onwards, both the rate of domestic burglaries and audio-

visual equipment CPI values then trended comparably 

downwards until 2020. Indeed, the correlation coefficient 

for the relationship between domestic burglary counts 

and percentage change in CPI values for audio-visual 

equipment from 1987 to 2020 was statistically significant 

and large at r = 0.85 (p < 0.001).

Considering the crime drop period specifically, there 

are US CPI data available from 1997 onwards for per-

sonal computers and photographic equipment, in addi-

tion to the data already presented for televisions and 

audio equipment. As depicted in Fig.  3, the CPI values 

for televisions, personal computers, audio equipment, 

and photographic equipment all trend downwards over 

the same period that US household burglary rates have 

(BJS, 2019; BLS, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2021d). Moreover, 

as highlighted in Fig. 3, these downward trends for CPI 

values of electronic consumer goods are in contrast to 

the increasing trend for all CPI items over the same time 

period (BLS, 2021e).

Original reanalysis of historical trends for speci�c 
property crime o�ences
�ere appears to be a theoretical and empirical basis to 

believe that the changing reward of burglary and theft 

offences is associated with burglary and theft offence 

rates between 1950 and the present date. To test the role 
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Fig. 1 Rates of household burglaries reported in the National Crime Victimisation Survey (US) between 1973 and 2019 compared to the percentage 

change in US Consumer Price Index (CPI) values for televisions and audio equipment from the starting data point for televisions (1973) and audio 

equipment (1977). CPI data are indexed 1997 = 100

Fig. 2 Number of domestic burglaries reported in the Crime Survey of England and Wales between 1988 and 2020 compared to the percentage 

change in UK Consumer Price Index (CPI) value for audio-visual equipment from the starting data point for this category (1988). CPI data are 

indexed 1997 = 100
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of reward further, trends for specific burglary and theft 

offences in the years prior to and during the crime drop 

can be examined. �e picture that emerges from these 

data is consistent with the argument that the changing 

reward of burglary and theft offences has played a signifi-

cant role in burglary and theft offence rates between 1950 

and the present date.

While the number of overall theft offences has 

decreased substantially during the crime drop, more 

specific theft offences exhibit different trends. As such, 

it is important to provide a theory for the crime drop 

that is consistent with crime trends of different steal-

ing offences. To begin with, two major property crime 

offences that drive the overall crime drop trend are vehi-

cle-related theft offences and domestic burglary (Fig. 4). 

�ere is robust evidence to suggest that vehicle-related 

theft trends are driven in large part by improved security 

(Farrell et al., 2011), which the present paper supports as 

one factor contributing to the crime drop phenomenon. 

Indeed, this would explain the particularly sizeable and 

sudden sharp decrease for vehicle-related theft offences 

relative to other offences during the crime drop.

If improved security was also the most significant 

driver of the decrease in domestic burglary rates during 

the crime drop, then it is reasonable to expect that the 

proportion of burglaries with entry would decrease, while 

the proportion of attempted burglaries would increase. 

However, according to the CSEW, the proportion of each 

of these remained stable between 1981 and 2020 (ONS, 

2020), as depicted by the trend lines in Fig. 5. �is same 

stability in proportions of attempted burglaries and bur-

glaries with entry is demonstrated for crime victimisa-

tion data from the US between 1993 and 2003 when 

household burglary rates substantially decreased (BJS, 

2019, see Fig. 6). Furthermore, during the years preced-

ing 1993 when rates of household burglaries in the US 

were already decreasing, the proportion of these burgla-

ries which were successful shows an increasing trend, 

while the proportion of attempted burglaries shows a 

decreasing trend. �is is inconsistent with the notion that 

improvements in security during this time solely drove 

the decrease in household burglaries.

Alternatively, if reduced reward played a role in the 

decrease in domestic burglary rates with entry during the 

crime drop, then it is reasonable to expect that the pro-

portion of burglaries with loss would decrease, while the 

proportion of burglaries without loss would increase. As 

depicted by the trend lines in Fig. 7a, this appears to be 

Fig. 3 Percentage change in rates of household burglaries reported in the National Crime Victimisation Survey (US) between 1997 and 2021 

from the starting data point (1997) compared to the percentage change in US Consumer Price Index (CPI) value from the starting data point for 

televisions, personal computers, audio equipment, photographic equipment, and all items included in the CPI. CPI data are indexed 1997 = 100. CPI 

data were only available from 1997 onwards for personal computers and photographic equipment
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Fig. 4 Number of vehicle-related theft offences and domestic burglaries reported in the Crime Survey of England and Wales between 1981 and 

2020

Fig. 5 Number of domestic burglaries reported in the Crime Survey of England and Wales between 1981 and 2020 compared to the percentage of 

burglaries with entry and percentage of attempted burglaries, with linear trend lines for each
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the case for both, according to CSEW data (ONS, 2020). 

During the years of the crime drop, the proportion of 

burglaries in which the offender entered a dwelling but 

did not steal any goods increased, while the proportion 

of burglaries in which the offender entered a dwelling and 

stole some goods decreased. �is same trend is shown 

with the data that are available from the Australian Crime 

Victimisation survey (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2020), for the years 1993 to 2019, as depicted in Fig. 7b.

One reasonable interpretation of these trends is that, 

over time, offenders have gradually found fewer reward-

ing goods to steal. �is fits with the decreasing prices of 

electronic consumer goods over the years of the crime 

drop, which once made up the third major category of 

stolen goods behind cash and jewellery (�ompson, 

2017; Wellsmith & Burrell, 2005). Indeed, once high-

value, easily disposable electronic goods such as audio 

equipment, VCRs, TVs, and computers (Wellsmith & 

Burrell, 2005) have all but disappeared from the domes-

tic burglary stolen goods mix (ONS, 2020). As mentioned 

previously, an alternative but complementary factor is 

the reduced availability of the traditionally most stolen 

item: cash (Quinn & Clare, in press). Given the ubiqui-

tous use of bank cards and their impact on people being 

less likely to store cash in the home, the availability of the 

most rewarding target of theft has diminished. For exam-

ple, the share of in-person payments made in cash by 

Australian consumers was around 74% in 2007, but down 

to 48% in 2019 with consumers continuing to switch to 

electronic payment methods (Delaney et al., 2020).

Several theft offences have exhibited similar decreasing 

trends over the years of the crime drop, but the nature 

of the offences are such that it appears unlikely improved 

security is the sole cause. Figure 8 shows the CSEW crime 

trends for ‘other theft of personal property’ between 1981 

and 2020. ‘Other theft of personal property’ comprises 

offences where the theft occurs away from the home and 

there is no force used, theft where there is no direct con-

tact between the victim and offender, and theft where the 

victim was not holding or carrying the items when they 

were stolen (ONS, 2020). If the cause of the crime drop 

was only greater security, this decrease in ‘other theft 

of personal property’ does not appear to fit because the 

widespread improvements in household and vehicular 

security are clearly not in play here.

‘Other household theft’ offences also follow the same 

trajectory as the crime drop that other offences exhibit 

from the early 1990s onwards. However, ‘other house-

hold theft’ comprises offences within and outside a 

dwelling by people who were entitled to be there (ONS, 

2020). Again, improvements in household security do 

not appear to be relevant in the declines in this stealing 

offence, due to the offenders not needing to overcome 

any security to get inside. A parsimonious alterna-

tive explanation for these offence trends involves the 

reduced reward of stealing electronic consumer goods. 

Fig. 6 Rates of household burglaries reported in the National Crime Victimisation Survey (US) between 1973 and 2019 compared to the percentage 

of burglaries with entry and percentage of attempted burglaries, with linear trend lines for each. Data were unavailable for percentage of burglaries 

with entry and percentage of attempted burglaries for all years of the survey
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Fig. 7 a Number of domestic burglaries with entry reported in the Crime Survey of England and Wales between 1981 and 2020 compared to the 

percentage of those burglaries with loss and without loss, with linear trend lines for each. b Number of domestic burglaries with entry reported in 

the Crime Victimisation Survey (Australia) between 1993 and 2019 compared to the percentage of those burglaries with loss and without loss, with 

linear trend lines for each
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Additionally, the reduced storage of cash in homes is 

consistent with the trends of ‘other household theft’, 

while the phenomenon of people carrying less cash on 

their person is consistent with the trends of ‘other theft 

of personal property’.

By way of comparison, the number of ‘theft from the 

person’ offences have not shown a clear decreasing trend 

over the years of the crime drop (ONS, 2020). Instead, 

the number of offences appear to have remained largely 

stable between 1995 and 2014, at which point they began 

to decrease (see Fig.  8). �eft of mobile phones occurs 

in the vast majority of ‘theft from the person’ offences 

(ONS, 2020). Mobile phones are widely owned, with the 

number of mobile phone subscriptions surpassing the 

UK population in 2006 (Office of Communications, 2006) 

and continuing to outnumber the UK population to the 

present date (Office of Communications, 2020). Given 

that mobile phones tend to be carried on the person, 

this means that they are widely available to prospective 

thieves. Additionally, trends in theft of specific makes and 

models of mobile phones are demonstrably influenced 

by more than simple availability, as measured by sales 

and ownership levels (Home Mailley et al., 2008; Office, 

2014). �is is certainly suggestive of the consistently fast-

moving legitimate mobile phone market sustaining the 

reward of mobile phone theft, and by extension, ‘theft 

from the person’ offences over time.

Additionally, despite cash use declining overall, it is 

still reasonable to presume that offenders would be able 

to steal more cash from a person when compared to a 

dwelling. Indeed, people are unlikely to intentionally 

leave cash or their mobile phones unattended, which may 

explain the relative stability of the number of ‘theft from 

the person’ offences compared to the sizeable decrease in 

the number of ‘other theft of personal property’ offences 

during the crime drop. From 2014 onwards there has 

been a significant decrease in mobile phone thefts (ONS, 

2020). One possible reason for this is the reduced reward 

for stealing mobile phones due to their increasingly 

cheaper average prices. However, a more likely reason 

is the reduced reward for stealing mobile phones due to 

improvements in phone security, such as blacklisting of 

stolen handsets and increased hardware and software 

security to prevent use and reprogramming once sto-

len (Home Office, 2014; Shaw et al., 2015). Importantly, 

while the security hypothesis highlights target hardening 

to prevent theft of a good (Farrell et al., 2014), for exam-

ple, the implementation of electronic immobilisers and 

central deadlocking systems meant that motor vehicles 

could no longer be stolen in the first instance leading to 

Fig. 8 Number of ‘other theft of personal property’, ‘other household theft’, and ‘theft from the person’ offences reported in the Crime Survey of 

England and Wales between 1981 and 2020
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sharp decreases in crime, these types of phone ‘security’ 

reduce the disposability of a good by rendering them less 

valuable or even worthless at the point of disposal (once 

they have already been stolen). �is is an example of an 

artificial reward-reduction intervention which is consist-

ent with the changing reward hypothesis. In other words, 

the decreasing prices of electronic consumer goods are 

associated with the long-term decreases in burglary and 

theft offence rates, but the implementation of security 

improvements or reward-reduction initiatives can more 

sharply decrease these offence rates. In this way improve-

ments in security and a reduced reward of property crime 

go hand in hand to impact property crime rates.

Conclusions
As stated in the introduction, it is not the intention 

of this paper to posit that the changing reward of elec-

tronic consumer goods is the only factor causing the 

burglary and theft offence trends prior to and during 

the crime drop. Instead, it is argued that the changing 

reward is a contributing factor to the phenomenon, along 

with changes in effort and risk (i.e., security and routine 

activities) over time. �is is consistent, and indeed what 

would be expected, according to the crime opportunity 

perspective (Felson & Clarke, 1998) and the situational 

crime prevention literature. Building on the strong case 

presented by Farrell et al. (2014) for the role of increased 

security on the crime drop, we suggest that the increased 

reward of electronic consumer goods during the years 

that burglary and theft offence rates were increasing, and 

reduced reward during the crime drop, complements 

these findings to suggest a more rounded crime opportu-

nity explanation. Indeed, the changing reward hypothesis 

provides a more coherent explanation for why burglary 

and theft offences increased between the 1950s and early 

1990s. At the very least, the evidence presented here sug-

gests that further investigation of the role of the chang-

ing reward of electronic consumer goods on burglary and 

theft offences for the years prior to and during the crime 

drop is warranted.

To further test the role of changing reward on burglary 

and theft offence rates over time, future research should 

investigate this association in non-Western countries 

where property crime rates are still high. Such cross-

national research could also provide important insights 

into the causes of the crime drop in ‘Western’ countries, 

by establishing the similarities and differences between 

them. For example, in some non-Western countries it 

is likely there is less even distribution of security across 

households and a greater use of cash, as well as differing 

demand dynamics in stolen goods markets. Addition-

ally, future research should test the association between 

changing prices of goods and theft rates of goods for 

years prior to and during the crime drop. Finally, as with 

previous literature examining these issues, the present 

paper was limited in the data available to compare trends 

of specific property crimes, future research should test 

this hypothesis with a more extensive and varied range of 

crime data and sources.

�is paper demonstrates the clear relevance of reward 

to understanding burglary and theft offence trends. �is 

research is strongly supported by relevant criminological 

theory, has demonstrated support from previous pub-

lished work, and presents data from the UK, US, and 

Australia in a convincing way. Importantly, risk and effort 

(in terms of security) can work effectively in partnership 

with reward as compatible leavers to pull in preventing 

crime, meaning that this argument supports and extends 

the already important work that emphasises security in 

understanding why crime has declined.
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