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The rise of shoplifting in retail

Summary 

The recent BBC news informs that retail crime is "out of control" and shoplifters are now carrying out increasingly blatant and violent thefts as they are no longer fearful of being caught because they know nothing will happen, says an industry body. The number of shoplifted incidents reported by shops in the UK in the period from last September rose by 3.7 million to 20.4 million, draining £2 billion from retailers' coffers. The British Retail Consortium (BRC) is urging the government to act swiftly to address this issue and safeguard retail jobs. Furthermore, the BRC has also been highlighting the need for more severe punishments for those who engage in retail crime, with the aim of deterring such incidents in the future (BBC 2025).
Financial struggles, the societal attitude of shoplifting, and the ease with which the goods are resold online are just some of the reasons for increased cases of shoplifting. In addition to that, insufficient security measures within certain shops could also be one reason resulting in rising theft cases.
Retail Security Vulnerabilities
 The move to self-service checkouts and automation, in a bid to cut staffing costs, has unintentionally made it easier for theft. Self-checkouts are vulnerable to tampering, with offenders taking advantage of the lack of direct supervision by skipping barcode scans, swapping labels, or falsely reporting scanning faults. Moreover, due to budget reductions, stores have fewer employees and security officers, making them more vulnerable to theft. This emphasizes the importance of proper security systems to combat shoplifting in retail stores. Retailers must continue to adapt and innovate their ways to stay one step ahead of thieves who are discovering new ways of taking advantage of system vulnerabilities. According to Helen Dickinson, the chief executive of BRC, the crime is increasingly 'bolder and aggressive,' while traders have 'little confidence' that police will arrive on time (Dailymail 2025).
According to Chris Brook-Carter, CEO of retail industry charity the Retail Trust, "Almost half of the retail workers surveyed said they currently fear for their safety, and nearly two-thirds are stressed and anxious about going to work because of this unacceptable level of retail crime” (MSN 2025).
Weak low enforcement
Shoppers complain that police response is inadequate or non-existent to deter shoplifting. The Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime, and Policing Act 2014 classifies thefts of less than £200 as low-level crimes, which would not be pursued. This loophole in legislation has empowered repeat offenders, who feel there is little chance of being prosecuted and arrested (BBC 2017).
This lack of punishment has also created a large escalation of retail crime, as more than 2,000 cases are reported on average per day. Retailers are demanding more law enforcement to combat this escalating problem. The escalation of retail crime not only hurts companies financially but also escalates safety concerns among workers and consumers.
The National Council of Police Chiefs initiated a Retail Crime Action Plan to maximise police reaction to violent crimes or arrests of suspects. Despite high-risk offenders being taken to courts at a higher rate. There is still concern over lower police attendance rates. Policing response to shoplifting was reduced to 22% in 2023 compared to a key point in past years (The workers union 2024).
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