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Self-service tobacco displays and con-
sumer theft

To the Editor, — We were interested to read the
paper by Wildey ez al on self-service display of
tobacco products in the San Diego area.' We
note that several communities in the United
States have banned or limited the use of large
self-service, free-standing tobacco displays
(FSTDs) in retail stores in an attempt to
restrict minors’ access to tobacco products.
However, many communities continue to
allow the use of smaller tobacco-product dis-
plays on counter-tops, near checkout
counters.

Massachusetts communities have been
especially active in restricting cigarette vend-
ing machines and large FSTDs: as of March
1994, 46 communities limited (41) or
prohibited (5) vending machines, and 25
communities limited (14) or prohibited (11)
FSTDs (source: Group Against Smoking
Pollution, Boston). However, few regulations
have focused on the more ubiquitous
problem of smaller tobacco counter-top
displays. Although restricting the use of large
FSTDs might partially reduce minors’ access
to tobacco products, we hypothesised that the
continuing use of any self-service counter-top
displays in retail stores presents a powerful
temptation for the illegal purchasing or even
theft of tobacco products by minors. It is well
known that shoplifting is a significant source
of cigarettes for minors.??

We surveyed 28 convenience stores in
Massachusetts and New Hampshire from
March to May 1994 to ascertain the presence
of self-service tobacco displays and reported
theft of tobacco products. The stores we sur-
veyed were privately owned and operated,
and not associated with large chains (such as
Seven-Eleven).

At each store we asked if shoplifting was a
problem. We then asked which items were
commonly stolen. Tobacco-product theft was
recorded only if it was volunteered by the
store owner. We independently counted the
number of self-service FSTD and counter-
top tobacco-product displays in each store.

Of the 28 stores surveyed, 27 (96%) men-
tioned shoplifting as a problem in their store;
16 (57%) specifically mentioned cigarette
theft as a problem. Nineteen (68%) stores
had accessible cigarette counter-top displays
and six (21%) stores had FSTDs with or
without counter-top displays.
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Figure 1 Modelled probability of tobacco-
product theft according to number of counter
displays.

Of the eight stores with neither FSTDs nor
self-service tobacco counter-top displays,
only one reported cigarette theft as a
problem. Of the 20 stores with either FSTD
or cigarette counter-top displays, 15 (75%)
reported cigarette theft.

We also assessed the relationship between the
number of tobacco-product counter displays
and racks, and the probability of cigarette theft.
There was a strong relationship between the
number of tobacco-product counter displays
(figure 1) and racks (figure 2), and the
probability of tobacco-product theft. The odds
ratio (OR) of tobacco product theft for each
additional counter was 1.41 (95% confidence
interval (CI)=1.1 to 1.8) while the OR of theft
for each additional rack was 1.14 (95% CI=1.0
to 1.3).
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Figure 2 Modelled probability of tobacco-
product theft according to number of racks.

Our data suggest that the smaller tobacco-
product counter-top displays are a major
inducement to theft. The greater the number
of tobacco-product counter displays, the
higher the probability of tobacco products
being stolen. Given the association of theft
with the use of self-service FSTDs and
tobacco-product counter-top displays, why
do retailers continue to use them? The only
economically sensible answer is that retailers
are sufficiently compensated by tobacco
companies for maintaining the self-service
FSTDs and counter displays. Stores report
that they receive the most compensation for
self-service cigarette displays closest to the
cash register.

We have identified a potentially important
loophole through which minors could
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continue to obtain tobacco products. Public
health professionals concerned with restrict-
ing minors’ access to tobacco products
should not only promote the removal of large
FSTDs, but all self-service tobacco displays.
We therefore recommend that states and
local municipalities ban all forms of
self-service tobacco product displays, not just
large FSTDs.
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