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About this series:  
This is brief 26 of a series of short, speculative papers developed by the UCL Jill Dando Institute to 
support the police services during the current pandemic. The raison d’être of the series is fully 
described at:  https://www.ucl.ac.uk/jill-dando-institute/research/COVID-19-special-papers 

 

pandemic will have reinforced trends towards reduced cash usage for payment. The trend will be welcome 
for the banking industry, retailers, and public finances who experience any economic benefit but bear little 
or none of the crime cost. Even customers, unlikely to factor-in the crime risk, are likely to perceive only the 
potential benefit.  
 
There are sound theoretical reasons to believe that acquisitive crime to steal plastic cards will increase. 
Even if each stolen card is only used once, each card will be more than three-times as valuable to thieves in 
2021 than 2020 due to the £100 limit. Other things equal, we might expect theft of contactless cards for 
illicit swiping to more than treble.  
 
Studies of crime trends strongly indicate that easy crime opportunities such as these can have a lasting 
effect. With more teenage offenders recruited into an easy and rewarding crime, more progress to commit 
other types of crime over the longer-term. This leads to wave after wave of cohorts of aging offenders 
committing various types of crime at higher rates (Farrell, Laycock and Tilley, 2015)  
 
Hence, we suggest that the potential short and long-term crime risk in England and Wales may more than 
offset the potential and uncertain short-term gain from reduced fingers on keypads.  

 
Some ideas in response 
 
¶ To avoid increasing the reward from card theft, do not increase the ceiling for contactless 

payments.  
¶ Contactless phone payments should be preferred and encouraged because they are more secure. 

(requiring biometric or PIN verification) and over 90% of UK adults own a smartphone. Apple Pay, 
for instance, does not have payment limits.  

¶ Bank of England research (Caswell et al. 2020) found that COVID-19 is not well transmitted on 
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