Greggs trials behind-counter service in response to record shoplifting surge
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In response to a dramatic surge in shoplifting, Greggs, the popular bakery chain, has announced a trial initiative aimed at enhancing security in select stores. The move, which sees sandwiches and beverages shifted from self-serve fridges to behind the counter, is currently being tested in five locations, notably including a store in Whitechapel, east London. This decision comes against the backdrop of alarming crime statistics revealing a historical high of over half a million recorded shoplifting offences in England and Wales, with a staggering 20 per cent increase from the previous year.
The initiative, while focused on addressing specific locations that experience greater levels of anti-social behaviour, signifies a broader strategy among retailers to combat rising theft. A Greggs spokesperson stated, “This is one of a number of initiatives we are trialling across a handful of shops which are exposed to higher levels of anti-social behaviour." The shift to counter-based service is expected to heighten customer safety while ensuring staff are less vulnerable to theft-related incidents.
Greggs’ experience reflects a troubling trend within the UK retail sector, where businesses are increasingly concerned about losing inventory to theft rather than the aftereffects of the cost of living crisis. According to the latest figures from the Office for National Statistics, a record 516,971 shoplifting offences were recorded in 2024, marking a sharp rise that many attribute to the aftermath of the pandemic. Retailers, struggling to balance security measures with customer experience, are implementing various tactics ranging from security cameras to modified store layouts.
Highlighting the urgency of the situation, one Greggs branch in Bradford underwent drastic measures after enduring 11 break-ins in just six months. Security shutters were installed following police recommendations to prevent further damage. Similarly, another location in West Norwood, London, resorted to using bike locks to secure a drinks fridge after frequent theft incidents, with staff manually assisting paying customers. These creative approaches reveal the extent to which retailers are adapting in a shifting landscape marked by significant economic challenges.
Beyond Greggs, supermarket giants are also reevaluating their self-checkout systems, with some, like Sainsbury's, incorporating advanced surveillance technology to monitor customer behaviour more effectively. Meanwhile, a Brisbane supermarket has opted to close its self-serve checkouts entirely due to rising theft.
As inflation pressures continue to shape consumer behaviour, incidents at Greggs have increased significantly, particularly in areas where accessible exit points make theft easier. In places like Deptford, staff reported daily incidences, reflecting the compounding stresses of high living costs.
In light of these challenges, Greggs recently initiated the use of body cameras for staff, particularly in high-traffic areas, as a measure to safeguard employees during confrontational situations. This decision underscores the necessity for enhanced security protocols amid a navigating climate of rising theft and customer demand for convenience.
As Greggs and other retailers adapt their operations to thwart theft, the implications for customer service and staff safety are increasingly intertwined. This balancing act highlights the evolving landscape of retail in the UK as businesses strive to safeguard their assets and employees while continuing to serve their communities amidst challenging economic times.
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