The Time-Cost Theory of Theft
Deterrence

There is a moment, somewhere between spotting a motorcycle and touching it, when a thief
makes a calculation. Not a moral one. A practical one. How long will this take, how much
noise will it make, and how many people might see me doing it? Everything that happens
afterwards — or doesn't — flows from the answer.

Most riders think about security in terms of strength. Which chain resists an angle grinder
longest, which anchor holds fast when levered, which alarm screams loudest. Those
questions matter, but they sit downstream of a more useful one: how many seconds does
this arrangement buy me? Strength is only interesting because of what it converts into. And
what it converts into is time. Sold Secure, the testing body run by the Master Locksmiths
Association, makes this explicit — its highest Diamond rating for powered cycle locks
requires a product to withstand a minimum of 90 seconds of sustained angle grinder
attack. The rating is a stopwatch reading dressed up as a badge.

This is the time-cost theory of theft deterrence, and once you start viewing your bike
through it, a lot of received wisdom shifts. The expensive chain that lives in the garage
because it weighs eight kilograms buys you nothing on a Tuesday afternoon in a
supermarket car park. The modest device you actually fit every single time buys you a small,
reliable amount of delay, over and over again. Averaged across a year of parking, the second
arrangement often protects better than the first — not because it is stronger, but because it
is present. Analysis of data from almost 200,000 riders by Bennetts motorcycle insurance
found that using even a basic disc lock reduces the chance of a bike being stolen by a
factor of three.

Thieves work to a clock. Every additional second spent crouched beside a machine on a
public street increases the chance of a resident glancing out of a window, a delivery driver
pulling in, or a passing rider taking an interest. Delay is not a side effect of good security. It
is the entire product. Hardware, concealment, positioning and habit are simply different
mechanisms for manufacturing it. The scale of the problem gives that manufacturing some
urgency: police in England and Wales recorded around 119,000 vehicle theft or aggravated
vehicle-taking offences in 2025, a 47% rise over the decade.

Across the next four sections, we will break that idea apart properly: how the thief's internal
stopwatch actually runs, where the seconds accumulate during an attempted theft, why
layered obstacles multiply rather than simply add, and — perhaps most importantly — why
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the security you use consistently beats the security you own impressively. Time is the
currency. Let's work out how to charge more of it.

The Stopwatch Nobody Sees: How a Thief
Measures Your Bike

Theft is not an act of strength. It is a transaction, and the price is paid in seconds.

Ask any rider what makes a bike vulnerable and you will hear about locks, alarms and dodgy
neighbourhoods. Ask what makes a bike safe, and the answers become vaguer. The honest
answer is unglamorous: a bike is safe when the effort required to take it exceeds the effort
the person considering it is willing to spend. That threshold is far lower than most owners
assume — and far more sensitive to small obstacles than the fatalists on the forums would
have you believe.

The abort threshold

Opportunistic theft runs on a tolerance. Rider communities and police prevention advice
tend to converge on a rough figure for street grabs: under a minute, sometimes far less.
Beyond that, the attempt is usually abandoned rather than escalated. UK police
crime-prevention guidance, including that issued by the Metropolitan Police and British
Transport Police, states plainly that thieves are often opportunists who look for the bikes
that are quickest and easiest to steal first. This runs counter to instinct. We picture a
determined thief working methodically until the job is done, but that image describes
organised, pre-planned theft — a different animal entirely, and a much rarer one.

The opportunist is not committed to your machine. They are committed to a machine. When
resistance appears, the rational move is not to fight it but to walk twenty metres and
reassess. This is why marginal delay matters so disproportionately. You are not trying to
build an impregnable fortress. You are trying to push past a threshold that sits,
uncomfortably often, at somewhere between thirty and ninety seconds.

Exposure is the real currency

Seconds only matter because of what they buy the rest of the world. Dwell time in one
location is exposure: the chance that a resident draws a curtain, a taxi turns into the road, a
dog walker rounds the corner, or a neighbouring rider notices something that doesn't look
right.

Consider a bike parked on a residential street in a UK town at seven in the evening. Lights
on in houses, cars coming home, people walking to the pub. Every extra second on the clock



is another roll of the dice against being seen. Now move that same bike to an unlit rear car
park at three in the morning, and the exposure rate per second collapses. Same hardware,
same lock, wildly different risk profile — because the currency has been devalued.

The same logic plays out across the calendar. Bennetts BikeSocial's monthly tracking of
Police National Computer data recorded 2,064 powered two-wheeler thefts across the UK in
June 2025, against 1,390 in December 2025 — longer evenings and more machines on the
road change both the number of targets and the number of witnesses.

This reframes location as an active security component rather than passive background.
You are not simply choosing where to park. You are choosing the exchange rate at which
your delay converts into risk for the thief.

The ranking that happens before anyone touches anything

Here is the part most riders never consider: the majority of protection happens during
assessment, before contact is ever made.

Walk along a row of parked bikes and you are looking at a menu. Machines are ranked
against one another on estimated effort — visible hardware, position relative to sightlines,
whether anything looks awkward or unfamiliar. The slowest-looking bike on the row is
frequently the safest, and it is never touched at all. Deterrence, done properly, is invisible.
You will never know it worked.

This is where disc locks enter the conversation, though not yet as a product to evaluate.
Treat them for now as a unit of measurement — the smallest, most recognisable piece of
hardware whose contribution can be stated plainly in seconds of added delay. Everything
that follows is denominated in that currency: how many seconds does this buy, and at what
exchange rate?

Four Stages, One Clock: Where the Seconds
Actually Disappear

If delay is the product, it helps to know which part of the factory makes it. An attempted
theft is not one continuous action but a sequence of distinct stages, and they consume time
very unevenly. Understanding which stages are slow and which are close to instantaneous
tells you exactly where your money and effort have leverage — and where they are simply
decorating the bike.

Break it down and you get four phases: approach, assessment, engagement, removal.

Approach is a walk. It costs nothing and you cannot influence it. Assessment is the ranking
process, and it is slower than people think — reading hardware, checking sightlines,
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deciding whether a machine is worth the bother. Engagement, the actual attack on the
security, is often the shortest phase of the lot. Bolt croppers on a poor-quality chain are a
matter of seconds. Removal is where the clock runs hot again: getting a heavy machine out
of a bay, onto a road, and away.

So the seconds accumulate at the front and the back. The middle — the bit riders obsess
over, the strength of the steel — frequently contributes less than expected in isolation. That
is not an argument against good hardware. It is an argument for understanding what good
hardware is really doing.

The expensive business of changing method

The single largest time penalty you can impose is not resistance. It is forcing a change of
approach.

When an attacker has to abandon their intended method, the cost is not merely the seconds
of the failed attempt. They must return to a vehicle for different tools, recruit a second pair
of hands, reposition a van closer to the kerb, or reassess the whole job from scratch. A
five-second obstacle that forces a two-minute logistical reset has effectively cost two
minutes and five seconds. This is the compounding effect that raw resistance ratings never
capture.

Think of it as the difference between a locked door and a door that opens onto a wall. The
firstis a delay. The second is a problem requiring an entirely different plan.

Ride-off versus lift-and-carry

Two removal methods dominate, and they sit at opposite ends of the effort spectrum.

Ride-off is the cheap option. Break the steering lock, bypass or bump the ignition, and the
machine leaves under its own power. One person, no vehicle, no lifting, and — crucially — a
departure that looks entirely normal to anyone watching. A bike being ridden down a street
attracts no attention whatsoever.

Lift-and-carry is the expensive option. It demands accomplices, a van parked with kerb
access, physical effort with an awkward two-hundred-kilogram object, and a great deal of
visible commotion. Three people manhandling a motorcycle into a Transit at eleven at night
is precisely the sort of scene that prompts a neighbour to look twice. The dwell time triples
and the exposure rate rises with it. It is also the route that feeds the dismantling trade:
Bennetts BikeSocial reports that UK police closed two "chop shops" handling stolen
vehicles in 2020, and 78 in 2025.

The stakes of failing at this stage are steep, because recovery is the exception rather than
the rule. Historic UK figures compiled by the British Motorcyclists Federation put the



long-run recovery rate at roughly 40%, while security firm BikeTrac reports recovery of over
90% for machines fitted with an active tracking device. Absent electronics, the odds of
seeing your bike again are close to a coin toss you are likely to lose.

This is where disc locks demonstrate the method-switching penalty in its clearest form. By
immobilising rotation, they do not merely slow the ride-off route — they delete it. The wheel
will not turn, and the only remaining path to removal is the slow, noisy, multi-person
alternative that most opportunists have neither the crew nor the appetite for. Police
crime-prevention pages recommend exactly this combination of thinking, advising riders to
use a disc lock on the brake disc alongside a D-lock on the front wheel specifically to stop a
machine being wheeled away.

A small device, then, that operates on the logistics of the theft rather than the mechanics of
the lock. That distinction becomes more powerful still when obstacles start stacking up.

Compound Interest for Cynics: Why Layers Multiply
Instead of Add

Two locks are not twice as good as one. Depending on what you choose, they might be
barely better than one — or they might be five times better. The difference lies in whether
your obstacles ask the same question of the attacker or entirely different ones.

Dissimilar beats similar, every time

Fit two chains of comparable design to the same machine and you have created an
arithmetic problem. The tool is already in hand, the technique is already proven, the body
position barely changes. The second chain costs roughly what the first one cost, and the
attacker knows it the moment they see it. Twenty seconds plus twenty seconds equals forty
seconds.

Now fit one chain and one entirely different device. The attacker cuts the chain, then
discovers the wheel still will not turn. Different tool. Different position — likely kneeling, low,
at the front of the bike. Fresh assessment of an unfamiliar object. Another noise cycle,
another burst of activity in a public space, another opportunity to be noticed. The second
obstacle costs far more than the first because none of the sunk effort transfers.

The rule is simple enough to carry around in your head: variety punishes far harder than
volume. Every time you force a change of tool, stance or technique, you are charging setup
fees on top of the delay itself. It is a principle UK police forces endorse directly, advising
riders that using multiple security measures — rather than one heavier one — is what makes
a machine harder and less attractive to steal.



Uncertainty as a multiplier

There is one layer that works before the clock even starts, and it is the cheapest thing on
the list.

A cover denies the assessment stage the information it needs. What is underneath? A
knackered commuter or something worth the risk? Is there a chain, an anchor, an alarm, a
tracker? How long will this take? None of those questions can be answered without lifting
the fabric — which is itself a suspicious act, performed in the open, with no reward
guaranteed. Police guidance describes a cover in precisely these terms: another
time-consuming obstacle for the thief.

Faced with genuine uncertainty, the estimate always inflates. Nobody assumes the best
case when the downside is being caught. A cover does not add a single second of physical
resistance, yet it can raise the perceived effort of a machine above every uncovered bike
parked around it. It is the closest thing to free protection you will find.

Where the stack stops paying

Layering has a ceiling, and it is not a theoretical one. It is the weight in your top box and the
space in your shed.

At some point, additional hardware stops buying meaningful seconds and starts costing
you mobility, storage and — the real killer — willingness. A stack you resent carrying
becomes a stack you leave at home. The genuinely useful question is not "how much can |
fit?" but "what is the lightest combination that covers the most distinct attack methods?"

A common and effective arrangement runs like this: disc locks as the light first layer,
defeating ride-off; a chain to a ground anchor as the second, defeating lift-and-carry; a cover
over the top, defeating assessment. Three items, three separate problems, minimal
duplication. The smallest and cheapest component sits earliest in the sequence and
contributes disproportionately, because it closes off the fastest route before anything else
is even attempted. The compounding shows up in the insurance numbers: where a basic
disc lock cuts theft odds by a factor of three, Bennetts calculates that heavy-duty security
used at home can reduce the risk to less than 1 in 1,000 — a point at which the average
family car is more likely to be stolen than the bike.

Sequencing beats specification. Which raises an awkward question about the security you
own versus the security you actually deploy.

Your Own Clock Matters Too: The Security You
Actually Use



Every security product carries an implied rating. Almost none carry the figure that matters
more: how often you can be bothered to use it.

A chain rated to resist a sustained attack protects nothing while coiled in a garage. Rated
performance is a ceiling, not an average. What protects your bike is the arrangement
present at the moment someone walks past — and across a year of parking, that average is
set by your habits, not by a badge on the packaging. There are now more than 100 locks
carrying the top Sold Secure Diamond rating, so the hardware exists; the variable is whether
it is fitted.

Friction is the failure point

Security fails on convenience long before it fails on strength.

Consider what deployment actually involves in a UK winter. Kneeling on wet tarmac in
December. Threading cold steel through a wheel in the dark. Hauling a heavy chain out of a
top box, then having nowhere sensible to put it once the bike is unlocked. None of these are
dramatic obstacles, but each is a small tax, and small taxes are paid reluctantly. Winter
offers no amnesty either — 1,390 powered two-wheelers were still recorded stolen across
the UK in December 2025.

The predictable result is selective use. It goes on overnight but not for the school run. It
goes on at home but not at work. It goes on when the weather is decent. Each omission is a
gap, and thieves do not need many. Survey data reported by Visordown found bike theft
spread widely across supposedly safe locations: 23% of bikes were taken from the street,
21% from personal property such as driveways and gardens, and 18% from garages or
sheds.

Ask yourself the uncomfortable question: what percentage of your stops in the past month
were properly secured? Honest answers tend to land well below what riders assume. That
percentage, multiplied by rated resistance, is your real protection level.

Match the effort to the stop

The solution is not more discipline. It is a graduated system that scales to the situation.

e Two-minute stop — nipping into a shop, bike in view through the window. Something
fast and one-handed, fitted without dismounting fully.

e Full working day — same spot, same hours, entirely predictable to anyone watching.
Immobilisation plus something securing the machine to a fixed point.

e Overnight or long-term — the complete stack, deployed properly, ideally out of sight.



Grading effort this way removes the all-or-nothing trap. Riders who believe security means
the full arrangement every time will simply skip it when the full arrangement feels absurd,
and skipping becomes a habit of its own.

The forgetting penalty

Then there is the moment every rider dreads: pulling away with hardware still fitted. A jolt, a
stall, a bent bracket, possibly a damaged mudguard, and a distinctly public display of
foolishness.

The practical fixes are well established — a brightly coloured reminder cable running to the
handlebars, a habit of stowing keys in the same pocket only after removal, or always fitting
to the same side so its absence is visible from the saddle. But the deeper cost is
psychological. One embarrassing incident is often enough to put someone off using that
item entirely, which does more long-term damage than any single theft attempt.

Here is where disc locks earn their place in the time-cost model. Their rated delay is modest
compared with heavier hardware, but they are quick enough to fit that riders genuinely use
them on short stops — and quick enough to remove that the reminder cable stays relevant
rather than resented. High adherence turns a modest figure into a reliably realised one.

Fifteen seconds of delay, applied on nine stops out of ten, outperforms two minutes of
delay applied on three.

Buying Seconds, Not Certainty

Nobody can make a motorcycle untakeable. That was never the offer. What you can do —
reliably, cheaply, and with far less hardware than the forums insist upon — is make your
machine cost more seconds than the person assessing it is willing to spend.

The alternative to prevention is not much of a plan. Home Office figures obtained by
Channel 4 News show that in the year ending March 2025, just 2.9% of police-recorded
vehicle thefts resulted in a suspect being charged, down from 9% in the year to March 2016.
Deterrence is not merely the cheaper option; it is very nearly the only one under your control.

That reframing changes how you shop. Instead of asking which product is strongest, ask
three sharper questions. How many seconds does this add? Does it force a change of
method, or simply repeat an obstacle already present? And, most tellingly, will I still be
fitting it on a wet Tuesday in February?

If you want somewhere practical to start, audit your own behaviour rather than your kit.
Count the stops you made last week and be honest about how many were properly secured.
If the figure sits below eighty per cent, your problem is not resistance — it is friction, and the



fix is something faster rather than something heavier. Adherence responds to structure far
more readily than to willpower, which is why what works here is exactly what works for the
flve-minute check most riders intend to do and rarely finish: a fixed order, always in the
same direction, triggered by something you already do without thinking. Then check for
duplication: if two of your items ask the same question of an attacker, replace one with
something that asks a different one. A cover costs very little and works on the assessment
stage, which nothing else in your collection touches.

There is a quiet satisfaction in all this. The wins are invisible by definition. You will never
know about the evening someone walked down your street, glanced at your bike, ran the
numbers and kept walking. No alarm sounded. Nothing happened. That is precisely what
success looks like. Encouragingly, the national trend has been moving the right way: figures
presented to the Motorcycle Crime Reduction Group showed motorcycle and scooter thefts
down 9.4% against the previous rolling year.

So when you next park up and pause over whether it is worth the bother for a five-minute
errand, consider what you are really deciding. Not whether your bike is safe — that was
never a binary. You are setting a price, and deciding whether anyone walking past tonight is
prepared to pay it.

Fifteen seconds is not much. Multiplied across every stop you make, it is quite possibly
everything.
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