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EDITOR’S NOTE: Adrian Beck is a 
Reader in Criminology at the University 
of Leicester in the United Kingdom. 
After graduating in 1985, Beck joined 
the University’s Centre for the Study 
of Public Order as a research scholar. 
He was promoted to lecturer in 1991, 
senior lecturer in 2002, and reader in 
2005. In 1991 Beck set up the school’s 
first-ever postgraduate degree in security 
management. His research interests are 
primarily focused on retail crime and 
shrinkage, including measuring the scale 
and extent of the problem, understanding 
the role of process in securing best 
practice, evaluating security equipment 
such as CCTV and RFID, staff dishonesty, 
and shop theft.

Since 1999, Beck has been an 
academic advisor to the ECR Europe 
Shrinkage Group where he has helped 
European retailers redefine shrinkage 
categories as well as establish the 
European Shrinkage Road Map that 
provides guidelines for preventing loss. He 
has also conducted research in the United 
States. Beck is widely published both in 
academic and trade publications as well 
as a frequent speaker at loss prevention 
conference in Europe and the U.S. He is 
a contributing editor to LossPrevention 
magazine on international issues. Beck 
is currently working on a book scheduled 
for release in 2009, tentatively titled New 
Loss Prevention.

EDITOR: First if all, describe your position as a “reader” in criminology. 

BECK: In the U.K. we have our own nomenclature for different levels within the 
university system. We have lecturers, senior lecturers, readers, and professors. The 
reader title has been proffered on people for research. Readers are considered to 
have done high-quality research and the university wants to give them the time and 
space to continue doing their research in the future. Of course, the reality in these 
days is that they also make you teach and do administration. However, my teaching 
load is small. I’ve put myself in a position where I generate research money, which 
enables me not to have to do much teaching. I do like teaching every now and again, 
but it takes much time. 

EDITOR: What led to your academic research interest in criminology and loss 
prevention? 

BECK: It was quite fortuitous. I finished my degree at Leicester in 1985, and just 
at that time one of my professors was setting up a new research center called the 
Centre for the Study of Public Order. There was a research scholarship available, 
and I managed to secure it. Through the university, I met the head of security for 
Woolworths in the U.K., Craig Murray. He was bemoaning the fact that there were 
no education programs for security managers in the U.K. Through our center, we 
secured European funding for a low-level training course for new graduates interested 
in going into security. I quickly became interested in retail crime and retail security as 
part of this program development process. 

EDITOR: Today, the University of Leicester has a formal curriculum in security 
management. 

BECK: We probably are the biggest provider of security management courses in the 
U.K. at the post-graduate level. We have a distance-learning course at the master’s 
level, a Master of Science, which has in excess of 500 students in it. We also have a 
foundation degree in security and risk management that has 300 to 400 students 
in it as well. We set up the first course in 1991 and variations of that course have 
been running ever since, both as a taught course and a distance-learning course. We 
found that lots of security professionals are interested in developing their careers, 
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but cannot get time off work, so we 
developed a two-year distance-learning 
program that has enabled them to study 
security and risk management. 

EDITOR: Are most of the students in 
the public sector or equally in public and 
private? 

BECK: The majority of the students is 
from the private sector and come from a 
host of security environments, including 
retail, banking, the oil and gas industries, 
and so on. About 80 percent of our 
students are from the U.K. We also get 
people who used to work in the police 
or military. They realize they can’t make 
a simple transfer from what they were 
doing and need training, education and 
credibility to begin operating in a new 
environment. 

We offer a foundation degree, which 
is below the bachelor’s level. Then 
we’ve just set up a B.A. program so 
anybody who has done a foundation 
degree for two years can then do another 
year and get a B.A. in security and risk 
management. If they want, they can study 
another two years and get the M.S.

EDITOR: You said the post-graduate 
degree is distance learning. Is it possible 
for someone in the U.S. or elsewhere 
outside the U.K. to be a part of the 
program? 

BECK: Absolutely, yes. We are making 
our materials available on-line. We have 
traditionally sent students everything they 
need, so they would get a huge pile of 
printed materials through the post. We 
are now converting all our materials to 

CDs. The University of Leicester’s library 
provides an excellent on-line library 
for students. We even have students 
in the British Army, serving in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, who are studying our 
courses. We have occasional problems 
getting the print materials to places like 
Basra, but in theory students can get 
all the materials they need on-line and 
through the post without ever having to 
come to Leicester. 

EDITOR: You are regarded as one of  
the leading researchers in loss prevention. 
Talk about the focus and themes of your 
research. 

BECK: I changed gears quite a bit when 
I joined the ECR [Efficient Consumer 
Response] Shrinkage Group. Up to 
that point, I had done work on staff 
dishonesty, violence against staff, and the 
use of technology. Through the ECR, I’ve 
worked to develop a more holistic way 
of thinking about the loss prevention 
problem. It’s been more systematic and 
systemic in trying to understand the 
entire landscape of loss prevention. So, 
I’ve spent time trying to understand 
what the problem is, how we define the 
problem, what it includes and excludes, 
how we measure the problem, and, when 
we have done all that, how do we develop 
solutions to tackle the causes of loss. 

I’ve been doing deep dives in particular 
areas to understand how different factors 
can influence our understanding of the 
causes of loss. There is a sense that we 
have been overly obsessed with the 
problem of external thef. There’s a danger 
it’s been turned into the bogeyman of 
loss prevention—that is, if in doubt, 
let’s blame the outsider for our losses. 
I’ve been trying to show that we should 
not be afraid of looking within the 
organization, measure and understand 
what is going on, and determine how we 
can have an impact on it.

EDITOR: From the U.K. and European 
perspective, have you sensed a shift in 
how loss prevention is perceived? 

BECK: There’s been an enormous shift 
over the last ten or fifteen years. When I 
first started this work in 1989, there were 

ORC is one issue that is quite perplexing to me. 
I recently looked at some of the numbers on 

ORC, and they don’t add up….People find ORC 
so exciting. It enables them to link up with the 

police, get on the local news, and make a splash.
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no good data about the scale and extent 
of the problem. The nearest I could get 
for the U.K. was that the losses ranged 
between 1.5 and 2.5 billion pounds; that’s 
a billion-pound range. What we’re seeing 
now is much improved data collection 
and development of IT systems to help us 
get a better handle on what is going on 
within organizations. This is now opening 
up the way people think about loss, and 
they’re beginning to identify huge areas 
of loss within their organizations that 
traditionally would have been blamed on 
external theft. 

One of the great things in the future 
could well be when, and if, RFID [radio 
frequency identification] gets off the 
ground so we can get item-level data. This 
is not about using RFID as an extension 
of EAS [electronic article surveillance]; 
rather, RFID is about offering a window 
on the problems that organizations 
face with shrink. RFID gives you a level 
of transparency about what’s going on 
in the organization that we can use to 
understand the root causes of loss. 

EDITOR: Does that shift over the last ten 
to fifteen years also include the leaders 
of retail organizations accepting what the 
other causes of shrinkage might be? 

BECK: One retail executive I spoke with 
told me that what companies need is 
to have leaders of loss prevention who 
are able to instigate change. They need 
to be change managers. They need to 
engage with the rest of the business. I 
agree completely. It’s much easier to train 
somebody who understands the retail 
business to become a loss prevention 
manager than it is to train a former police 
officer to become a retailer. 

Increasingly, we’re getting people who 
are extremely retail savvy coming into loss 
prevention, and they are bringing a whole 
range of skills with them. We haven’t 
had that in the past. There has been an 
over emphasis on detection. We’re now 
seeing people coming into retail loss 
prevention who are saying, “How do we 
prevent this? How can we understand the 
root causes of the problem and change 
the organizational systems to reduce the 
likelihood of these losses in the future?” 

I think there is a difference between 
the U.S. and Europe in that in Europe 
the big blue-chip companies still tend 
to say, “You know what, I still want the 
commander of the police to be the head 
of security.” But still, in the positions below 
that you are seeing people come in who 
are much more retail-based than before.

EDITOR:  What are the elements in the 
shrink loss model in Europe? How do 
they divide up the shrinkage pie?

BECK: It is quite interesting that in 
the various surveys, retailers come up 
with one set of statistics that allocate 
responsibility for the losses. Yet, when 
I’ve done sessions with LP audiences in 
which they can respond immediately, we 
get different numbers. For example, the 
surveys tend to show that in Europe, loss 

is predominately allocated to external 
theft and then internal theft; whereas in 
the U.S. it’s the other way around. And yet 
in these sessions and interviews, people 
say it’s all about internal process failures. 

EDITOR: Explain what you mean by 
“process failure.”
 
BECK: Process failure is one of the 
biggest problems we face, followed by 
internal theft and then external theft. 
Yet that is not reflected in what people 
are talking about at conferences and 
in what gets published. Theft is always 
the key issue, rather than process. I 
wonder whether that’s because talking 
about process is dull. People don’t find it 
exciting to talk about why their employees 
are not following key processes for 
refunds and markdowns. 

Process failure is one of the biggest problems we face, 
followed by internal theft and then external theft. Yet 
that is not reflected in what people are talking about 
at conferences and in what gets published. Theft is 
always the key issue, rather than process. I wonder 
whether that’s because talking about process is dull.
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So, there’s an interesting paradox. 
You go to trade shows and much of 
the technology you see is all about 
external theft, and yet people are talking 
about other problems. In the book I’m 
writing, I’m trying to highlight why this 
happens and to understand how when 
you have poor processes, you provide 
the opportunity for people to steal from 
you. If you only continue dealing with 
the issue of stealing, you’re missing the 
root cause of the stealing. If you fix the 
process, you reduce the opportunity for 
theft. So, I’m trying to show that linkage. 
As one security executive said, “You can’t 
arrest your way out of shrinkage.” I’m 
saying that if you dig a little deeper to find 
out what it is that enables people to steal 
from you, then hopefully you’ll see a way 
to deal with the problem. 

EDITOR:  In the U.S. when people 
talk about process, they are talking about 
non-malicious loss…often just simple 
training issues, mistakes in paperwork, 
and things like that. But what I heard 
you say was that bad process leads to 
malicious loss. 

BECK: If goods arrive at the store…let’s 
use cigarettes as an example…and 
the process says they are to be stored 
immediately in the secure cage. If the 
process isn’t followed and the cigarettes 
sit on the floor outside of the security 
cage for two days, members of the staff 
are much more likely to steal them. The 
breakdown of the process provides the 
opportunity for people to exploit the 
business. That’s an issue of internal loss. 

With external loss as well, if the 
process calls for a product to be stocked 
little and often, but the staff says, “Oh, 
we can’t be bothered,” and they pile 
loads of products on the shelf, then the 
breakdown of the process provides the 
opportunity for shoplifting. 

Understanding process failure 
enables you to identify where the losses 
may be occurring. One approach is 
process mapping in which we map all 
the processes, then look at where they 
potentially fail and try to fix the biggest 
process failures in order to reduce the 

opportunity for people to exploit these 
loopholes in the organization. 

EDITOR:  Are the U.S. and European 
approaches similar in approaching 
process as a contributor to loss? 

BECK: There are definitional issues, 
and I’m often not sure we are talking 
about the same thing. The definition of 
shrinkage varies depending on which 
surveys you look at. You could be talking 
about shrinkage when I’m talking about 
process failure. Someone else will say, “I 
have known loss, and don’t worry about 
it. I’m only interested in unknown loss.” 
These are completely different subjects. 
So there is a definitional issue that needs 
to be resolved about what we mean by 

shrinkage. Then we can make genuine 
comparisons. 

EDITOR: Would process failure play a role 
in organized retail crime [ORC]? 

BECK: ORC is one issue that is quite 
perplexing to me. I recently looked 
at some of the numbers on ORC, and 
they don’t add up. You’ll hear some 
people suggest that ORC accounts for 
something like 80 percent of all shrinkage. 
However, the statistics from [Dr. Richard] 
Hollinger’s study [National Retail Security 
Survey] would suggest that this cannot 
be true. And yet there’s so much energy 
being expended on this subject. We could 
end up with a definition for organized 

continued on page 38

There is a sense that we have been overly obsessed 
with the problem of external theft. There’s a danger 

it’s been turned into the bogeyman of loss 
prevention—that is, if in doubt, let’s blame the outsider 
for our losses. I’ve been trying to show that we should 

not be afraid of looking within the organization, 
measure and understand what is going on, and 

determine how we can have an impact on it.
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retail crime that is going to encompass 
everything that is external theft. 

People find ORC so exciting. It enables 
them to link up with the police, get on 
the local news, and make a splash. What 
they’re missing is the nuts and bolts of 
everyday retail loss prevention—did the 
goods arrive at the right store, were they 
labeled correctly, did they end up on the 
shelf, did anybody steal them along the 
way, have they got the right price on—all 
those mundane retailing issues that are 
very dull, but actually are critical. 

Another aspect of ORC that bothers 
me is how could such amazing amounts of 
merchandise walk out of the front of the 
store? What was the staff doing? Did they 
not realize all this stock was disappearing? 
Have they not got systems and processes 
in place that would enable them to 
understand quickly what is going on? That 
is why I find it difficult to believe. And yet 
it makes great press. 

EDITOR: Over the last several years, 
you’ve done some research with U.S. 
retailers and LP leaders. Can you talk 
about that study?

BECK: The study was inspired by work 
that came out of ECR Europe where we 
found that retailers with low levels of 
shrink shared certain characteristics. The 
idea is to discover what it is about the best 
that makes them so good. But I wanted 
to do it differently than to rely just on 
quantitative measurements. The numbers 
don’t always mean that much. I wanted to 
use a more qualitative methodology—to 
talk to people and understand their 
organizational cultures and what they’re 
doing about shrink. 

I was very fortunate to meet with five 
very goods heads of loss prevention in the 
U.S. They were talking a similar language 
in the way that they were going about it, 
even though they were in different retail 
businesses. But the underlying ways in 
which they talk about dealing with loss 
prevention were similar. I defined ten 
components that these organizations, 
for the most part, were following, and I 
came up with this idea of a pyramid. The 
foundation of the pyramid is based on 

having senior management commitment 
and making sure that the problem of loss 
prevention is embedded in the culture of 
the organization. 

The pyramid idea for me captures 
what I think are some of the key 
elements of good loss prevention—good 
communication, strong leadership, quality 
data, and making sure you have the right 
people onboard. I think it touches most 
of the bases that people see as good 
loss prevention. I was pleased in the 
way the methodology worked because 
people often are critical of qualitative 
methodology. There’s a sense that if you 
haven’t got the numbers, it can’t be true. 
There’s a lot to be said for going out and 
talking to people, listening to them, and 
understanding how they’re doing things. 

EDITOR: If you look at your results, how 
would you compare the management of 
outstanding programs in the U.K. and the 
U.S.? Are they similar? 

BECK: Where the U.S. is probably 
stronger in some respects is the way they 
focus on the importance of leadership 
and also on getting good quality data. I 
think the U.S. has been using data longer. 
There has been an expectation with U.S. 
retailers that you’ve got to show your 
numbers—the ROI for justifying anything 
you do. I saw that in the ROI study I did a 
year or so ago. 

In Europe, they more often than not 
get away with vague numbers and just 
saying that you need to have security. 
In the U.S. it’s more about showing that 
security will add value to the business. 
Europe is catching up in terms of the 
quality of the data that they’re using to 
understand the impact of interventions 
they bring into their business. 

EDITOR:  So much of retail has become 
international. Do you sense that the loss 
prevention community is making more 
attempts to understand the international 
aspects of loss prevention? 

BECK:  When retailers have aspirations to 
move into new markets around the world, 
that brings a host of problems for the 

loss prevention function.  Retailers must 
look for people who have a much broader 
range of skills than perhaps they had 
in the past. I’ve seen people going into 
Central and Eastern Europe and, while 
obviously there is the issue of language, 
there is also a huge range of economic, 
political, and cultural factors that need 
to be considered. It’s getting more 
challenging for loss prevention as retailers 
move into broader markets. 

EDITOR: Having now looked at the U.S. 
retail market and having expertise with 
the U.K. and Europe, what things can each 
side learn from each other? 

BECK: What Europe can learn from 
the U.S. is the importance of 
measurement—measuring the impact 
of intervention and defining business 
cases for using technology as forms of 
intervention. 

ReSeaRching LOSS
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Additional Readings
Following is a list of Adrian 
Beck’s articles published in 
LossPrevention magazine. These 
articles can be found on the 
magazine’s digital archives.

  “Shrinkage in Europe” 
May-June 2008, p. 54

  “Lessons from Low-Shrink 
Retailers” September-October 
2007, p. 56 (with Colin Peacock)

  “Benchmarking Your 
Performance on Shrinkage” 
July-August 2007, p. 62 (with 
Walter Palmer)

  “Redefining Shrinkage—Four 
New Buckets of Loss” 
July-August 2006 p. 44 (with 
Colin Peacock)

  “The European Road Map—
Managing Stock Loss in the 
Retail Sector” May-June 2005 
p. 24 (with Colin Peacock)

continued on page 40
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Where the U.S. is weak is that there 
still isn’t a culture of sharing research 
openly and freely, at least not as freely 
as we do with something like the ECR. 
Research results should be shared with 
everyone, not just a few retailers who pay 
to be involved. Also in the U.S. I don’t see 
a large community of researchers working 
in loss prevention. I search around for 
academics and researchers working in the 
field in the U.S. and it’s difficult to find 
anybody. So, I think that’s where the U.S. 
could improve. 

EDITOR: Both in the U.S. and U.K., there 
are a lot of colleges and universities that 
offer degrees in criminology, but do 
you sense there is a drive to promote 
the “profession” of loss prevention and 
security management?

BECK: There’s a sense that security 
management is growing into a profession, 
but I don’t think it’s a profession yet. It 
is an area that is still very light in theory. 
There is work needed in terms of the 
theory of loss prevention and security 
management. There are lots of nuts and 
bolts courses, which is good, but I’m 
more interested in people getting the 
broader, more theoretical context. 

EDITOR: Tell us about your current 
research and writing projects. 

BECK: I am currently working on a book 
with the working title something like 
New Loss Prevention. It’s about the idea 
of a much more holistic understanding 
of the problem of loss prevention; trying 
to develop some of the theory I’ve been 
talking about. If someone is looking 
for a book about how to install CCTV, 
this isn’t it. If you’re looking for a book 
that will tell you whether CCTV is an 
effective way of dealing with some loss 
prevention problems but not others, this 
is your sort of book. It’s a book that will 
try and develop a broader appreciation 
of the whole area of loss prevention. For 
example, I want to get across the linkage 
between poor process, opportunity, and 
theft that we discussed earlier. Frankly,  
I’m hoping the book will ruffle a few 

feathers in terms of how we think about 
the causes of shrink and how to deal  
with them.

EDITOR:  What’s your next research 
project focused on?

BECK: I’m trying to get some research 
funding together to look at the issue 
of self-scan checkouts. There has been 
discussion about the potential impact of 
self-scanners on shrink. Loss prevention 
managers seem to feel that self-scan 
checkouts are a license for people to 
steal. Yet, there is at least one study that 
seems to show that shrink went down, 
not up, because customers can be more 

reliable than retail staff at scanning. I 
want to talk to thieves themselves about 
whether they use self-scan. I want to talk 
to customers. I want to test the self-scan 
systems myself to see how much I can 
get away with. I want to collect data from 
companies using self-scan to see what the 
impact has been so far. 

I also continue to be interested in the 
whole area of RFID and how this can be 
used in the future to enable us to more 
fully understand how shrinkage impacts 
upon retail businesses. Perhaps we will 
finally be able to draw a ‘shrinkage pie’ 
that genuinely reflects what is happening 
rather than what people think is 
happening.  

I think there is a difference between the U.S. and Europe 
in that in Europe the big blue-chip companies still tend 
to say, “You know what, I still want the commander of 
the police to be the head of security.” But still, in the 

positions below that you are seeing people come in who 
are much more retail-based than before.
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