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How Criminals Get Close: The Art of Gaining Proximity 
Criminals don’t just strike at random—they position themselves strategically before making a move. 
Whether their goal is robbery, assault, or another form of attack, they use psychological 
manipulation, environmental awareness, and careful planning to close the distance between 
themselves and their target without arousing suspicion. 
Understanding how criminals gain proximity can help individuals recognize warning signs, increase 
their situational awareness, and take action before an attack unfolds. Here’s how criminals 
systematically move in on their victims. 

 
Blending In: Hiding in Plain Sight 
One of the most effective ways criminals gain proximity is by not looking like a threat. They blend into 
their surroundings, dressing and behaving in ways that make them appear ordinary. 

• A potential attacker may dress like a commuter, a shopper, or a casual pedestrian to avoid 
standing out. 

• Instead of acting suspiciously, they mirror the behaviors of people around them, adopting a 
relaxed posture and neutral facial expression. 

• They avoid direct eye contact that might alert the target to their intentions, instead making 
their approach seem natural and unthreatening. 

By appearing harmless and unremarkable, criminals can move into close range without setting off 
alarm bells. 

 
Using Crowds as Cover 
Crowded places offer anonymity and distraction, making them ideal environments for criminals to 
get close without drawing attention. 

• Busy streets, public transport, and festivals allow criminals to position themselves near a 
target unnoticed. 

• In crowds, people are often too preoccupied to notice someone getting too close. 
• Criminals use the movement and density of the crowd to conceal their approach, sometimes 

pretending to be another hurried commuter or shopper. 
In crowded settings, being aware of personal space, securing belongings, and recognizing unnatural 
movement patterns can help individuals detect potential threats before it’s too late. 

 
Exploiting Kindness: The "Help Me" Ploy 
Many criminals disguise their approach by playing on human decency. They pretend to need help, 
knowing that most people instinctively want to assist. 

• A common tactic is asking for directions, assistance, or help with a task to lure the target into 
conversation. 

• Some may pretend to be lost, feigning confusion to lower the victim’s guard. 
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• Others may carry an object (like a map or a phone) to make their request seem more 
convincing. 

While it’s natural to want to help, maintaining cautious engagement—such as keeping physical 
distance, staying aware of surroundings, and trusting gut instincts—can prevent falling into this trap. 

 
Creating Distractions: The Misdirection Tactic 
Criminals often use diversion tactics to shift a victim’s attention just long enough to close the 
distance undetected. 

• A criminal may drop an object near a target, waiting for them to look down or turn away. 
• Some work in pairs, with one person causing a scene or engaging the victim in conversation 

while the other moves into position. 
• In more elaborate setups, criminals may stage an argument or minor accident, using the 

distraction to move closer without suspicion. 
When faced with an unusual or staged-seeming event, maintaining awareness of nearby people and 
movements can prevent falling for these tactics. 

 
False Pretenses: The Disguise of Legitimacy 
Some criminals approach victims under the guise of an official role, using props, uniforms, or false 
identities to gain trust and justify their presence. 

• Posing as a delivery person, maintenance worker, or survey taker allows criminals to enter 
personal space without raising concern. 

• Wearing fake badges, uniforms, or carrying clipboards can make them appear official or 
trustworthy. 

• Criminals may pretend to be from a charity or organization, handing out flyers as an excuse 
to step closer. 

Verifying credentials, maintaining a safe distance from strangers who initiate interactions, and being 
wary of unsolicited approaches can help prevent deception. 

 
Exploiting Social Norms: The Power of Politeness 
Many people hesitate to reject or confront someone out of politeness—criminals exploit this 
hesitation to gain proximity. 

• They may force a handshake, initiate small talk, or use humor to disarm suspicion. 
• Some may persistently engage, knowing that social conditioning makes people reluctant to 

be rude. 
• In some cases, criminals will step into personal space subtly to test whether the target will 

push back. 
Recognizing when someone is overstepping boundaries and feeling comfortable asserting personal 
space without guilt is key to avoiding this manipulation. 
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Using Props to Create a False Sense of Legitimacy 
Criminals often carry objects that make them seem more trustworthy or harmless, reinforcing their 
cover story. 

• A map, clipboard, or package can make them look like a lost tourist or a delivery person. 
• A pet or stroller may make them appear as a non-threatening parent or pedestrian. 
• A fake injury (such as a limp or bandaged hand) may be used to gain sympathy and lower 

suspicion. 
While not everyone using a prop has bad intentions, it’s always smart to stay aware, assess body 
language, and trust instincts when approached by a stranger. 

 
Timing and Positioning: The Perfect Moment to Strike 
Criminals don’t just rush in—they wait for the right moment when the target is most vulnerable. 

• They may approach when a person is unlocking their car, withdrawing money, or carrying 
multiple items. 

• They time their approach when the target is deep in thought, looking at their phone, or 
engaged in another task. 

• Some criminals "shadow" their victim, following closely until the perfect moment presents 
itself. 

Recognizing when someone is lingering too close, moving in sync with you, or timing their approach 
with a moment of distraction can be a red flag to act preemptively. 

 
Acting Inconspicuously: The Subtle Approach 
A skilled criminal avoids sudden movements, aggressive behavior, or actions that would put a target 
on high alert. 

• They move naturally within the environment, positioning themselves near their target in a way 
that feels normal. 

• Their body language is neutral, avoiding signals of aggression until they are in position. 
• They often observe from a distance first, waiting until they are confident their approach will 

be successful. 
This "low-profile" strategy makes criminals harder to detect—unless the target is actively scanning 
their surroundings and picking up on unusual patterns. 

 
How to Protect Yourself: Disrupting the Approach 
While criminals use strategic tactics to get close, individuals can take steps to detect and disrupt 
their efforts. 

• Stay aware: Periodically scan surroundings, especially in isolated or crowded environments. 
• Keep distance: If someone you don’t know gets too close, create space or reposition 

yourself. 
• Trust instincts: If a situation feels off, remove yourself before a potential threat escalates. 
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• Set boundaries: Politely but firmly disengage from unwanted interactions. 
• Be prepared: Have a personal safety plan, carry self-defense tools, and know your escape 

routes. 
By understanding how criminals gain proximity, individuals can proactively recognize and respond 
to threats before they materialize—turning awareness into a powerful tool for personal safety. 
 


