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ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Sentencing Council consultation on revised guidelines for assault offences. ACS represents 

33,500 local shops across the UK including the Co-Op Group, independent Regional Co-

operatives, Spar, One Stop and thousands of found in Annex A.  

 

Retailers are facing increasing violent crime. Over the past year, there have been an 

estimated 50,338 incidents of violence and threats towards convenience store colleagues 

across the UK1. The sector saw almost 10,000 incidents involving a weapon. Violent 

incidents can be incredibly traumatic for individuals, causing not only physical injury, with 

25% of all violent incidents resulting in injury, but also significant emotional impacts which 

can leave members of staff afraid to return to work. 

 

The law must clearly support the appropriate penalties for violence against shopworkers to 

ensure that both the physical injuries and the psychological impacts are considered. 

Sentencing guidelines must provide as much clarity as possible to Magistrates and Courts 

that an assault against a shop worker or someone in the course of their employment should 

count as an aggravating factor, resulting in a more serious punishment. It would be useful to 

understand how far this aggravating factor is currently being used and any barriers to its use 

by Magistrates. 

 

We welcome that the revised guidelines better account for ‘middling’ harm as referenced in 

the consultation and hope that this will reduce the different interpretations of the factors, 

leading to more consistent and appropriate sentencing for offenders committing assaults 

against shopworkers.  

 

ACS’ response to the relevant questions are detailed below. We have answered the 

questions relating to common assault offences, as these are most relevant to assaults in our 

sector, but our comments also apply to the ABH and GBH sections of the consultation. 

ACS recommends that the Sentencing Council consider the following in response to the 

consultation: 

- Intention to cause fear of serious harm (including disease transmission) should be 

explicitly referenced as a higher culpability factor increasing offence seriousness, 

given the increase in coughing and spitting offences related to Covid-19 

- The sentencing guidelines for assaults must better account for violence against shop 

workers and the psychological impacts of these offences, to ensure offenders receive 

appropriate sanctions and to deter repeat offending 

- The barriers to the use of ‘serving the public’ as an aggravating factor by Magistrates 

must be understood and resolved to determine whether clearer language is required 

 
 

 
1 ACS Crime Report 2020: Evidence for Action 

https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/acs_crime_report_2020_online_versionb_spreads.pdf


1. Do you have any comments on the proposed culpability factors? 

ACS would welcome the inclusion of the additional high culpability factor ‘intention to cause 

fear of serious harm, including disease transmission’. Despite being recognised as key 

workers, violence and abuse towards people working in local shops increased throughout 

the Coronavirus pandemic; 40% of convenience retailers saw an increase in their stores 

since the start of lockdown, with shopworkers facing Covid-19 related threats, including 

coughing and spitting, particularly from offenders attempting to steal from stores.  

The inclusion of this culpability factor would provide further clarity for police, Magistrates and 

the public of the seriousness of this type of assault, particularly in the current context of 

Covid-19 where disease transmission can be life threatening.  

ACS also welcomes the inclusion of threatened or actual use of weapon or weapon 

equivalent. There were 9,704 violent incidents where a weapon was used in convenience 

stores in the last year, the majority of which (43%) were knives2. Other types of weapons or 

weapon equivalents used include axes, hammers and syringes (57%). 5% of these crimes 

involved a firearm3. 

 

2. Do you agree with the revised approach to assessing harm, and with the 

factors included? 

 

Yes. Whilst the majority of common assaults might not result in a physical injury, or the level 

of harm may be difficult to determine from a visible physical injury it is important that the 

psychological harm/distress is taken into account. The factors included under the three 

categories should enable more assaults against shopworkers to be covered under Category 

1 and 2 where these incidents have not only injured store colleagues, but also caused 

emotional and mental-health impacts on victims.  

The City University report ‘It’s not part of the Job’ documents the significant emotional 

impacts on shopworkers that are victims of violence, including Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD)4. There were 50,338 incidents of violence and threats towards convenience 

store colleagues in the last year, with one in four violent incidents resulting in injury5. ACS 

Crime Report 2020: Evidence for Action includes case studies which detail the impact of 

these crimes on retailers.  

 

3.  Do you have any comments on the proposed sentence levels?  

Guidance must be clear on what is considered ‘appropriate’ to impose a custodial sentence, 

whilst considering that assaults against public facing workers should be punished more 

seriously. 

Whilst we understand the move away from shorter custodial sentences, consideration must 

be given to what credible alternatives will be used in their place to deal with violent offences 

as fines are not effective in deterring repeat offences. Theft is the top trigger for violent 

 
2 ACS Crime Report 2020 
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4 ‘It’s not part of the job’: Violence and verbal abuse towards shop workers - A review of evidence and policy 
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https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/acs_crime_report_2020_online_versionb_spreads.pdf
https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/acs_crime_report_2020_online_versionb_spreads.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/5ywmq66472jr/22QfMejeWYbimJ9ykX9W9h/0e99f15c0ed24c16ab74d38b42d5129a/It_s_not_part_of_the_job_report.pdf
https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/acs_crime_report_2020_online_versionb_spreads.pdf


offences in convenience stores, with 77% committed by repeat offenders, 52% of which are 

motivated by a drug or alcohol addiction6. We want to see more offenders dealt with by 

courts allowing for better assessment of offenders’ motivations and the delivery of more 

effective sanctions, such as drug or alcohol orders, to better address the root causes of their 

offending.  

 

4.  Do you have any comments on the proposed aggravating and mitigating 

factors?  

ACS welcomes that the sentencing guidelines maintain that “an offence committed against 

those working in the public sector or providing a service to the public” remains an 

aggravating factor. However, violence and abuse against shopworkers is still increasing. The 

Home Office’s Commercial Victimisation Survey showed that workers from the wholesale 

and retail sector suffered around 590,000 incidents of assaults and threats in 2018, more 

than twice the number recorded in 20167. 

We need to understand how far this existing aggravating factor is used in current practice, 

and the barriers to its use in sentencing prosecutions for violence against shopworkers. A 

more explicit reference in language could be used, for example “assault in the course of a 

person’s employment serving the public” in order to make clearer to Magistrates where the 

aggravating factor should be used. Alternatively, specific examples could be referenced in 

the sentencing guidelines such as “shopworker” or “train guard”. 

We welcome the removal of a ‘single push, shove or blow’ as factor indicating lower 

culpability in the updated guidelines, as these type of assault offences account for violence 

typically experienced by shopworkers and can cause serious harm, both physically and 

psychologically. 

We welcome the explicit reference to ‘spitting or coughing’ as a factor increasing the 

seriousness of the offence, as retailers’ reported increases in these incidents towards 

colleagues through the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

5.  Do you have any other comments on the Common assault guideline? 

We believe that appropriate sentencing is an important factor in reducing crime and 

reoffending. ACS continues to provide retailers with comprehensive guidance on how to 

tackle retail crime and violence. The recommendations we have made will support the retail 

sector in protecting its employees and their businesses, whilst providing further clarity for 

Magistrates. 

The above responses are also relevant to questions 14 to 18 relating to ABH offences and 

questions 19 to 26 relating to GBH offences. 

 

 

  

 
6 ACS Crime Report 2020 
7 Home Office: Crime against business: findings from the 2018 Commercial Victimisation Survey  

https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/acs_crime_report_2020_online_versionb_spreads.pdf
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