Greggs trials counter service to tackle rising anti-social behaviour in select stores
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The recent decision by Greggs, the beloved bakery chain, to trial the removal of certain self-serve items in select locations has sparked a wave of concern among customers. The move, influenced by increasing incidents of anti-social behaviour, means popular choices like sandwiches and bottled drinks will now be available only from behind the counter at specific sites, including Whitechapel in East London. This trial reflects a broader trend within retail, as businesses grapple with rising levels of theft and safety issues that have come to define customer experiences in urban settings.
Customers have expressed their dismay on social media, highlighting a collective nostalgia for a time when shopping was not clouded by the threat of crime. Comments on forums reveal a shared frustration over the necessity of such measures, with one user lamenting, “It was nice to have grown up in a high trust society. I feel sad my kids won’t experience it.” Another remarked that this regression resembles the service norms of earlier decades, asserting, “We’re going to end up back at counter service like corner shops had in the 1940s.” This sentiment underscores a palpable sense of loss regarding community trust and safety.
Greggs, acknowledging the challenges faced by its staff and customers alike, stated that the initiative is one of several being tested across various locations exposed to heightened anti-social behaviour. A spokesperson for the company explained, “Customers can expect to see our full range of great value and tasty Greggs favourites available from behind the counter. The safety of our colleagues and customers remains our number one priority.” While some customers welcome the added security as necessary, viewing it as a rational response to the theft epidemic, others remain sceptical, voicing concerns over the implications for customer experience.
This move follows a series of escalating measures taken by the chain in response to rising crime rates. Reports indicate that Greggs staff in certain locations have been equipped with body cameras to deter thefts, particularly in high-traffic areas such as London Bridge station. Here, a clear notice informs patrons that audio and video may be recorded to enhance safety. Additionally, specific branches have resorted to more drastic security implementations; one in Southwark, for example, has installed D-locks on its drinks fridge to combat a surge in shoplifting incidents, a step indicative of just how pervasive these issues have become.
In a broader context, more than 90,000 shoplifting incidents were recorded in London alone in 2024, marking a troubling increase from the previous year. This spike in crime has left countless businesses fearful for their safety and viability, culminating in actions like Greggs’ decision to retract an application for a 24-hour operating licence in Canterbury, where residents feared the potential for anti-social behaviour in the area.
The growing trend of anti-social behaviour has escalated to the point where even express concerns about mundane operations, like the opening hours of a bakery, reflect deep-seated anxieties about community safety. Following a well-publicised series of disturbances, another Greggs outlet in Newark Market Place encountered trouble when a group of young individuals brazenly stole items in broad daylight, raising alarms about the effects of persistent petty crime on local businesses.
As the nation navigates these challenges, Greggs' actions highlight a precarious balancing act between ensuring customer convenience and upholding safety in an increasingly volatile retail landscape. The bakery's trials of counter service reflect not just an operational shift, but a commentary on the evolving relationship between businesses and their patrons amidst growing fears over crime and disorder. Ultimately, the consequences of such measures may shape retail experiences for generations to come, redefining how we interact with local establishments.
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