
118 Part I  •  Foundations of Criminal Justice

Common Property Crime
Common property crime refers to a number of different crimes, many of 
which are relatively minor compared to violent crimes that involve stealing 
property from other individuals. State laws define hundreds, if not thou-
sands, of different types of property crime. For our purposes, we focus on 
the property crimes most common and most relevant to readers, including 
larceny, shoplifting, identity theft, and plagiarism.

Larceny

Generally speaking, legal scholars define larceny as taking someone’s 
else’s property with intent to keep the property. This definition covers four 
key elements of larceny:

´´ The offender must physically move the property; it is not enough to 
simply touch someone else’s property.

´´ The property must belong to another person; that is, individuals 
cannot steal their own property.

´´ The offender must have formed mental intent to take the property.

´´ The offender must intend to keep the property.

Most states identify different degrees of larceny (first, second, and so 
on), and some states distinguish between grand larceny and petty larceny 
based on the property’s value. The distinction is important because petty 
larceny tends to be a misdemeanor, which would carry a lesser penalty, 
and grand larceny would be a felony, which would carry a stiffer penalty. 
In one case, an offender who was charged with grand larceny for stealing 
something worth just over $500 (which was the limit this particular state 
set for grand larceny) argued that because he had a coupon for 10% off 
any item in the store, he should have been charged with petty larceny. The 
defense was not successful, but the defendant was later able to plead guilty 
to the lesser charge.

Larceny-theft is the most common Part I crime reported to the 
police. In 2013, 6,004,453 larcenies were reported to the police, which 
represents a 13.4% decrease from the 2004 rate. Just under one-fourth 
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larceny: The taking of 
someone’s else’s property with 
intent to keep the property.


