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Summary: 

Textbook theft is a nation-wide problem. The high cost of these textbooks and 

the re-sale environment allows thieves to get easy money with very little risk.  As 

the cost of textbooks continues to rise, so does the potential profit for thieves. 

 

Project Coordinator/Contact: 

Name   Erik Pearce  
Position/Rank  Police Officer (Southeast Campus Community Officer) 
Address  1429 Monroe Street 
City/State  Madison, WI 53711 
Phone    (608) 265-5223 [office]. (608) 262-2957 [dispatch] 
Fax   (608) 262-9768   
Email   empearce@wisc.edu 
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[Scanning] 

The University of Wisconsin Madison campus identified a serious increase in 

textbook thefts from 2005 to 2006. This was evident by the increase in number of 

reported cases and complaints from the UW Campus community.  The dollar 

amount of the textbooks stolen in 2006 was only around $6,000. However, the 

damage to student confidence and the University’s reputation was much higher.  

 

[Analysis] 

In October of 2006, Officer Pearce initiated a project to address the concerns of 

textbook theft. In comparing textbook thefts from 2005 to 2006, the number of 

incidents increased 164%, while the number of books stolen increased 314%.  

Several root problems were identified. One was the lack of student education, 

with many textbooks being left unattended or unsecured.  The other main cause 

was the motivation behind the thefts. Thieves were targeting textbooks because 

of their high demand, high value, and ease at which they could be turned into 

cash. The core issue was the ability of the thieves to sell these books while 

maintaining complete anonymity because some stores were not checking IDs.  

 

 

 



[Response] 

To formulate a response to the problem, Officer Pearce studied the analysis 

data. He worked to educate the community about textbook thefts, he looked at 

possible locker vulnerabilities and also worked to have cameras installed in 

several of the problem buildings.  

After many failed requests by the UW Police to get certain book stores to 

consistently check IDs, Officer Pearce approached the Madison City Council with 

the idea of requiring book resellers to check IDs for textbooks. Madison 

eventually adopted a ground breaking ordinance to address textbook resellers, 

which was determined to be the first such ordinance in the country.  

 

[Assessment] 

During this project, Officer Pearce arrested several key textbook thieves 

identified through ID checks at some book stores. This led the closure of 20+ 

open theft cases, a testament to the effectiveness of checking IDs. Since the 

textbook ordinance took effect on July, 1st 2007, there has been an 86% 

reduction of total textbook thefts from the same time period in the previous year.  

Additionally, it doesn’t appear the recently stolen textbooks were specifically 

targeted for resale.  
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Appendices:  Attached to this submission are three news articles related to this project. 
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[SCANNING] 

Textbook theft is a rapidly increasing crime on college campuses across the country.  In 

2006, several major state universities contacted the UW Madison Police to see if we 

had a problem with textbook thefts.  These universities were puzzled by this latest crime 

trend and were looking for suggestions. At the start of this project, UW Madison Police 

made contact with dozens of other universities and searched online to gauge how wide 

spread the problem was.  The conclusion was startling. It appeared that almost every 

university across the country was dealing with this issue and that the problem was 

growing.  

The UW Madison Police Department’s approach to these thefts was primarily re-active, 

just like most other campus police organizations in the country. We took a theft report 

and directed the victims visit one of two local (off campus) book stores that would buy 

used textbooks.  After that, the case was (sometimes) assigned to a detective for follow 

up. However, often these cases were thought of as unsolvable and not worthy of police 

resource allocation. 

In late 2006, UW Madison Police Department noticed a general increase in textbook 

theft reports. However, it wasn’t until one 

particular case drew the attention of Officer Erik 

Pearce, the community officer responsible for 

the southeast section of the UW Campus, that 

this project got underway.  This case involved 

two female business school students, Joanne 

Joanne and Lauren 
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and Lauren (last names omitted). They were your typical college students. They were 

scraping by financially, and even shared a locker in the business school building, 

Grainger Hall.  However, in November of 2006, they had their locker broken into.   

Joanne and Lauren had several very expensive business textbooks (valued at 

approximately $600 total) stolen right before exam time. This locker theft was puzzling, 

as there were no signs of forced entry and no sign of lock tampering.  With no way to 

study for their upcoming exams, Joanne and Lauren begged, scraped and borrowed to 

get the stolen books replaced.  

Joanne and Lauren made every effort to ensure they were not victimized again. They 

moved to a different locker on a different floor and wing of the building. However, a 

week later, Joanne and Lauren had their new locker broken into again, and the new 

books they had obtained were also stolen (another $600 worth). Again, there was no 

sign of forced entry or lock tampering.  Joanne and Lauren asserted their locker padlock 

was secured, especially after being victimized a week prior.   

When Officer Pearce took this second theft complaint, Joanne and Lauren were in tears 

and begging for something to be done. They were stunned, scared, and there was a 

sense that they were being specifically targeted for these crimes.  Joanne and Lauren 

indicated that it was exam week and there would be no way to obtain the necessary 

books they needed to study for their exams, not to mention that the information they 

needed to study was highlighted in the original textbooks stolen from them.   

In addition to the immediate financial and long term academic impact to Joanne and 

Lauren, Officer Pearce realized this problem was starting to affect the University on a 
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much larger scale. Joanne and Lauren both indicated that there was talk amongst the 

student population of how unsafe the business school was and that students were 

starting to avoid using the business school lockers.  It was evident this problem was not 

limited to only the business school. This lack in confidence and increase in reported 

thefts was creating a bad reputation for the University and could easily affect future 

student enrollment and faculty recruitment.  Though the dollar amount of the textbooks 

stolen in 2006 was only around $6000, the damage to student confidence and the 

University’s reputation was much higher.  

[ANALYSIS] 

The analysis involved fitting together many pieces of the puzzle and studying the data. 

The UW Madison Police Department realized pretty quickly there was serious lack in 

community education. The UW Madison Police also identified a need to harden the 

target, or make it more difficult to steal. Lastly, the Department worked to identify the 

motivations behind these textbook thefts.  

The UW Madison Police Department realized the textbook theft problem was not simply 

a UW Madison Police issue. Officer Pearce had already reached out to numerous other 

university campus law enforcement agencies to see how they were handling the 

problem.  However, Officer Pearce wanted to get some local collaboration in solving the 

problem.  During a Madison City Council committee meeting about the textbook theft 

issue, Officer Pearce connected with Professor Michael Scott of the University of 

Wisconsin Law School. Professor Scott, who is well versed in Problem Oriented 

Policing issues, offered to allow one of his graduate students to complete a research 
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paper into the textbook theft problem.   In early 2007, Officer Pearce collaborated with 

UW Law School Student, Zeke Wiedenfeld, to study the textbook theft issue.  Zeke was 

allowed unprecedented access to police reports and statistics to complete his research.  

This research paper was a valuable tool in helping Officer Pearce to analyze the 

problem.  Not only did this research paper provide Officer Pearce with statistical 

analysis of the problem, it also confirmed some of Officer Pearce’s suspicions about the 

root causes of these thefts. 

In reviewing crime statistics, Officer Pearce noticed a significant increase in thefts on 

campus from 2005 to 2006. Though most areas of reported crime remained relatively 

stable, thefts in general increased by 25%. (see chart 1).  
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Additionally, textbook theft incidents on campus rose a staggering 164% from 2005 to 

2006.  However, the actual number of books stolen increased at the rate of 314%.  

 

The lack of awareness within the student and campus community became readily 

apparent.  One of the biggest issues was students leaving backpacks and textbooks 

unattended in various academic buildings on campus.  This accounted for 69% of all 

textbook thefts on campus.  Locker thefts only accounted for 21% of these thefts. 

However, the perception from the community and police department personnel 

indicated locker thefts were occurring at a much higher rate than in the past.   

Chart 2 Textbook Thefts 
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This increase in frequency and size coupled with numerous reports of textbooks being 

taken from lockers indicated the possibility that textbooks were being stolen in an 

organized and targeted manner, rather than from random crimes of opportunity, which 

had been the primary scenario in the past. (see charts above).  

After analyzing the crime statistics, the majority of thefts (23%) occurred at Grainger 

Hall.  Grainger Hall is a relatively new building and is the location of the UW School of 

Business. The location with the next highest occurrence of textbook thefts (17%) was 

the Student Memorial Union. The “Union” is an open student building, with dining, hotel 

rooms, a theater, a lakefront terrace and numerous conference rooms.  After that, the 

Chemistry Building had 11% of the total textbook thefts (see chart 5).  

Chart 4 Description of Reported Thefts
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Though educating the community about textbook thefts was certainly a priority, Officer 

Pearce also wanted to address the ease at which these textbooks were being taken. 

Because so many of locker theft victims were 100% sure they locked their padlocks, 

Officer Pearce wanted to investigate the possibility that someone was circumventing the 

locks.  Officer Pearce realized part of his strategy would be hardening the target, or 

making it more difficult to steal.  

Initially, Officer Pearce acquired several of the actual locks involved in the locker thefts, 

including the padlock belonging to Joanne and Lauren from Grainger Hall.  Officer 

Pearce had several locksmiths and lock experts examine the locks to see if there were 

any signs of tampering (forcing or picking the lock).  Officer Pearce thought it was 

possible a group of thieves had discovered a weakness in a particular brand or style of 
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lock.  The conclusion was no signs of lock tampering existed and none of the locksmiths 

were able to pick the padlock used by Joanne and Lauren.  

So, Officer Pearce went back to the school of business and met with the building 

manager. While walking around the building Officer Pearce decided to start tugging on 

locks (which all appeared locked). As it turns out, he was able to open 6 padlocks that 

students were pre-loading to make it easier to access between classes. Officer Pearce 

discovered this was a common practice among students, which created a serious 

security problem.  Thieves were simply going down the hallways and tugging on locks to 

see which were unsecured. In the Department’s efforts to harden the target, they 

realized the issue might fall back to education. In talking with students about this 

practice, most felt that cheaper locks might be more difficult to open properly, so they 

were not fully seating the padlock in order to speed things up between classes. 

Other issues with target vulnerability were identified. First, the secluded nature of many 

of the locker hallways allowed thieves relative privacy when stealing textbooks. Second, 

there were often no identifying marks on the textbooks. And due to the off-campus 

nature of the bookstores and with student purchasing books online, it made it difficult to 

standardize a book tagging system commonly used at other smaller universities.  

The next phase of the analysis revealed the driving motivational force behind these 

textbook thefts... their inherent value and the ease at which thieves were able to convert 

the stolen textbooks into quick cash. 

Students routinely sell their textbooks back to resale stores when they are done with 

them.  This allows other students the opportunity to purchase these second hand books 
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at a discounted price.  However, savvy thieves in the Madison area realized these 

textbooks offered quick cash with little risk of the stolen books being traced back to 

them.  One of the issues unique to Madison is the several private book resellers that are 

located just off-campus.  Two of these stores are larger and compete with each other. 

The first store, “The University Book Store”, has been in business for 20 years, requires 

the seller provide an ID and has video surveillance. Consequently, they do not often get 

stolen textbooks brought in for resale. The other store, “The Underground Textbook 

Exchange”, was a relatively new business with no video surveillance or ID 

requirements.  

The UW Madison Police Department’s typical response to a textbook theft was to send 

the victims to both of these book stores to ask if their book title had recently been 

bought back.  Officer Pearce found that thieves were demonstrating a preference for 

The Underground Textbook Exchange, where they weren’t required to show ID or have 

their video images captured.  Often, the victims would miss the thieves by a matter of 

minutes. It seemed the thieves would steal the textbooks and sell them within an hour.   

In these instances, the suspect descriptions were vague and not helpful (ie. white male, 

college age, wearing a red sweatshirt).  Officer Pearce knew getting the textbook stores 

to consistently check ID’s was going to be a challenge.  

Members of the UW Police Department, including Officer Pearce, had approached the 

owner of The Underground Textbook Exchange several times in the past, and were told 

they’d be happy to check IDs and keep a log of the books sold back.   However, the 

reality was little, if any, compliance was observed.  In December of 2006, Officer Pearce 
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approached the owner of The Underground Textbook Exchange and again asked for 

the store’s cooperation. The owner’s reply was the same, that they would check IDs 

when it was convenient for their staff to do so.  Officer Pearce was also told there was a 

concern that students would be inconvenienced by ID checks.  It was apparent their 

cooperation would not be consistent.   

Officer Pearce realized The Underground Textbook Exchange actually benefited from 

the textbook thefts.  For example, a $180 stolen text might be bought back for $70, but 

then sold to another student for $120. Every time a text was stolen, it created a new 

customer who would then have to go out and buy a replacement textbook.  Even though 

The Underground Textbook Exchange didn’t directly encourage these thefts, their 

relaxed policy of anonymous buy-backs provided enough financial motivation to keep 

the offenders busy.  

[RESPONSE] 

Officer Pearce’s response was based 

primarily on information learned during the 

Analysis portion of the SARA model.  The 

response involved numerous community 

representatives, from the students, lock 

experts, the building managers, textbook 

resellers, and even the Madison City Council.  Officer Pearce realized the response 

would need to be multi-pronged to have any chance of success.  
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Following the RESPONSE MATRIX (Fig. 1), 

Officer Pearce worked to educate the 

community. Since the analysis showed 69% of 

all textbook thefts occurred because they were 

left unattended, Officer Pearce worked with key 

campus buildings, identified during the 

analysis, to have signs posted in study areas to warn students about the thefts and to 

urge them to never leave their valuables unattended. Officer Pearce also used red 

colored cards to remind students to secure their property. These cards were made 

available to building managers to leave near unattended property.   

Since the analysis showed the next biggest category of textbook thefts (23%) were 

those taken from lockers, Officer Pearce asked building managers to post warning signs 

near the lockers. Since the analysis indicated these locker thefts were likely caused by 

students “pre-loading” their locks, these signs instructed students NOT to pre-load their 

lockers and asked them to report anyone seen “tugging” on locks.  

To address overall community education and awareness, numerous articles were 

published in student news media and our monthly police newsletters.  

To address target hardening and increase the risks for offenders, Officer Pearce worked 

with several buildings to get cameras installed in high theft areas. Getting cameras 

installed involved overcoming major legalities with FERPA (Family Educational Rights 

and Privacy Act).  It was determined that any cameras installed on the UW Madison 

campus might fall under the regulation of FERPA, as any recording of a student could 
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constitute an “educational record”.  According to FERPA, any cameras installed needed 

to be under the control of the UW Madison Police Department. Building managers were 

receptive to the idea of cameras and were willing to install modest security camera 

systems. However, the regulation and red tape increased the costs astronomically.  For 

instance, one building planned to purchase and install an 8-camera system for around 

$5,000. However, when they started to encounter FERPA restrictions, the costs 

skyrocketed to near $60,000.   To get around these restrictions, Officer Pearce worked 

with buildings to find alternate funding sources and to make sure they purchased 

compatible equipment from the start.  

The analysis identified two buildings with the most textbook thefts, Grainger Hall, with 

23% of all textbook thefts, and the Memorial Union with 17%.  These two buildings 

currently have cameras systems installed, which Officer Pearce believes has had a 

significant deterrent effect. Officer Pearce is continuing to work with these and other 

buildings to get cameras installed or to expand their existing camera systems. 

Another target hardening effort involved changing how several buildings operated 

regarding student lockers.  In the past, many buildings charged money for padlock 

rentals, which caused many students to purchase lower quality locks. For instance, 

Grainger Hall now provides higher quality padlocks free of charge to students. Since the 

analysis showed that lower quality locks might encourage students to pre-load them, the 

UW Madison Police Department feels this effort is beneficial.   

To address the motivational issues and to disrupt the stolen textbook market, Officer 

Pearce contacted Madison City Council President Austin King in December of 2006. 
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Officer Pearce informed Rep. King of the problem regarding textbook thefts. As a 

current UW Student, Rep. King appreciated the scope of the problem and the potential 

for adverse effects for the University.  Rep. King and Officer Pearce discussed adding 

textbooks to an already existing Madison City Ordinance which requires pawn shop 

retailers to check ID’s and track high value electronics.  After numerous hearings, 

meetings, and legal revisions, the textbook ordinance was finally enacted on May 1st 

and took effect on July 1, 2007.  This groundbreaking ordinance was determined to be 

the FIRST such ordinance in the country.  It also received recognition by several 

national news organizations, including USA Today and the Associated Press. 

This ordinance was not without controversy or roadblocks. Madison is a hotbed of 

political activism and many in the public saw this ordinance as a way for government to 

secretly “spy” on people’s to find out what they were reading. Continued public 

education on the ordinance’s true purpose eventually won over many critics.  

The owner of The Underground Textbook Exchange, was vocal in his opposition of the 

ordinance, citing that it was too much of a burden to his business and would drive his 

student customers away.  However, most students realized this ordinance leveled the 

playing field of book resellers, which prevented displacement of the problem.   

Yet another issue was that Rep. Austin King, the Textbook Ordinance sponsor, retired 

from the Madison City Council in 2007, but luckily City Alders Eli Judge and Michael 

Verveer continued to revise and push for the passage of the ordinance.  
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[ASSESSMENT] 

In assessing the actual success of the overall Textbook POP project, Officer Pearce 

studied statistics and also looked for community feedback on the perceptions of the 

problem.  

Officer Pearce evaluated the total textbook theft trends from 2006 to 2007 and noticed a 

38% total reduction of textbook theft incidents and a 45% reduction in the number of 

books stolen. (chart 6)    

 

In assessing the success of Madison’s Textbook Ordinance, Officer Pearce tracked 

data from July 1 (date ordinance took effect) until December 31, of 2007.  Officer 
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Pearce compared this data to the same time period of the previous year and noticed an 

86% decrease in textbook theft incidents and a 91% decrease in the actual number of 

textbooks stolen.  (chart 7).  

Though there were three textbook theft incidents that have occurred since the passage 

of the Madison Textbook Ordinance, further analysis of these cases indicated these 

textbooks were not specifically targeted for theft. As an example, a backpack containing 

an iPod and other electronics was stolen, and the backpack happened to contain a 

small outdated textbook. That textbook was not resold to any local book resellers. 

 

One consideration was the data’s validity. Officer Pearce believed there was a serious 

issue of under reporting textbook thefts prior to the project starting.  The UW Madison 

Chart 7 
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Police heard from many students who knew of friends who had their books stolen, but 

did not report it because they didn’t have confidence anyone would ever be caught.  

Due to the enormous local media and student attention given to the textbook ordinance, 

the UW Police Department strongly believes students are more likely to report a 

textbook theft now than they would have been prior to the ordinance.  Since greater 

reporting is likely now, Officer Pearce feels this only strengthens the rate reduction 

statistics. 

Officer Pearce also considered the anticipatory benefit of the textbook ordinance.  

However, after reviewing the data, he determined that though there was a drop in the 

rate of textbook thefts for the 6 months leading up to the ordinance’s effective date 

(likely attributed to other response efforts), the significant decrease did not occur until 

after the ordinance took effect. 

Officer Pearce concluded that community perception on problem of textbook thefts is 

that it no longer exists.  Police officers at the UW Police Department have a general 

feeling that the problem is non-existent, and the students no longer voice complaints to 

their respective building managers. Considering that there have been no targeted 

textbook thefts since the passage of the Textbook Ordinance, it is not hard to 

understand this public perception.   

In February of 2008, Officer Pearce met with Madison City Council Alder, Eli Judge, to 

discuss the success of the textbook ordinance.  Alder Judge, who is also a UW Madison 

student, informed Officer Pearce that for several months in late 2007 there was a 

boycott effort by UW students against the Underground Textbook Exchange. Alder 
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Judge informed Officer Pearce this effort was driven by numerous online student “blogs” 

in response to the owner of the “Underground” taking a public stance against the 

ordinance. Alder Judge said the general feeling of the UW students was this ordinance 

was going to make them and their books safer.  Because of this “backlash” against the 

“Underground”, Alder Judge contacted their competitor, “The University Book Store” and 

discovered that “UBS” reported an abnormal spike in sales during this same time 

period, which illustrates the boycott’s effectiveness.   Officer Pearce feels the presence 

of a boycott against a major opponent to the textbook ordinance, demonstrates the 

community’s confidence of the ordinance’s success.   

In conclusion, Officer Pearce feels the education and target hardening efforts worked 

well to address the immediate concerns of the community, and the Textbook Ordinance 

will work to address the long term concerns of textbook theft.  He is also confident the 

nature of the textbook ordinance works to level the playing field of textbook resellers to 

prevent displacement of the problem.   

The assessment phase of this project will continue to ensure this problem doesn’t 

resurface in some other fashion.  However, the UW Madison Police Department is fairly 

confident the root problem was addressed by reducing anonymity and removing the 

rewards for stealing textbooks.  Madison’s Textbook Ordinance was the FIRST such 

ordinance in the country and has received the recognition of several national media 

outlets.  The data clearly shows that writing this textbook ordinance worked better at 

addressing the problem of textbook thefts than previous “reactionary” policing methods. 

This only goes to prove that the pen IS mightier than the sword.  
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    University of Wisconsin – Madison 
                                                                POLICE DEPARTMENT 

      1429 Monroe Street 
                Madison, WI 53711-2018 

 
      Chief Susan Riseling 

Associate Vice Chancellor 
 

     Non-Emergency (608) 264-COPS 
  Fax (608) 262-9768 

               www.uwpd.wisc.edu 
             

 Emergency 911 

“Respect, Integrity, Compassion, Honor” 

 
Rob T. Guerette, Ph D      March 11, 2008 
School of Criminal Justice 
Florida International University 
University Park PCA 366B 
11200 SW 8th Street 
Miami, FL 33199 
 
 
Dear Dr. Guerette, 
 
The University of Wisconsin-Madison Police Department proudly and respectfully 
nominates the “Textbook Thefts Project” for Goldstein Award consideration. For over 
fifteen years this agency has placed a premium on crime prevention and problem-
solving as evidenced by our ongoing commitment to use community feedback, self-
assessment and best practices to solve community problems.  We encourage and 
support problem-solving, especially at the street and community officer level.  
 
This project provides a wonderful example of what is possible when all the necessary 
components of problem-solving and the formal application of the SARA model are 
brought to bear on a community issue. We have supported Police Officer Erik Pearce in 
his problem-solving endeavor since its inception and we are proud to continue that 
support through the nomination process for this most prestigious honor.      
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Susan Riseling 
Chief of Police 
Associate Vice Chancellor 
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