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Good morning, everyone. 
Today, I will discuss the Root Cause Analysis of the rise of shoplifting in the UK, focusing on two key factors: inflation and the long-term financial impact of COVID-19. I will also discuss how these issues have directly affected retailers, particularly Co-op, which has experienced a sharp increase in theft-related incidents.
Starting with inflation, shoplifting has increased significantly because many individuals can no longer afford necessities due to the rising cost of living. This is not just a matter of criminal behaviour but a consequence of economic hardship.
Now, looking at this from a 5 Whys method perspective (Ohno, 1988, p.17), we see the following chain of reasoning:
Shoplifting is increasing because more people are taking essentials such as food and hygiene products without paying. They are taking these items because they cannot afford to buy them. They cannot afford essentials because the cost of living has risen significantly. The cost of living has risen due to high inflation, increasing food prices, and energy costs. Inflation is high because of post-pandemic economic recovery, Brexit-related trade issues, and global supply chain disruptions.
This analysis highlights that shoplifting is often a direct response to financial instability rather than opportunistic crime. Retailers such as Co-op have been particularly impacted. According to the Retail Gazette (Hill, 2024), Co-op reported £39.5 million in losses due to theft and fraud in just the first half of 2024. To address this issue, the business invested £18 million by September, in 2024, on measures to protect their staff like security and guarding or new CCTV (Williams, 2024).
Looking at the chart presented in the following slide, we can see a clear increase in shoplifting offenses from 2020 to 2024. In 2020/21, during the COVID-19 lockdowns, shoplifting incidents were lower, primarily because of reduced footfall in stores. However, as restrictions eased in 2021/22, shoplifting began to rise again.
By 2022/23, shoplifting cases skyrocketed, coinciding with the worsening cost of living crisis. The highest spike is recorded in 2023/24, showing that economic hardship directly affects theft rates. According to Statista (Clark, 2024), shoplifting cases in England and Wales hit a 20-year high, with over 469,000 offenses recorded.
The second major cause of rising shoplifting is the long-term financial impact of COVID-19. Many people who lost jobs during the pandemic have struggled to recover financially, leading to a rise in theft to cope with economic hardship.
Using the 5 Whys method, we can break this down further:
More people are involved in theft because they lost jobs or faced reduced income after the pandemic. COVID-19 caused financial instability because business closures, furlough schemes ending, and redundancies left many struggling. Many have not recovered financially because some industries have not fully rebounded, and wages have not kept pace with inflation. Wages have not increased proportionally due to economic uncertainty and cautious wage growth. Economic recovery has been slow due to government policies, international market instability, and Brexit-related challenges.
These factors have directly contributed to increased shoplifting, particularly for necessities. Offences have surged to nearly half a million in the year ending September 2024, marking the highest recorded figure since the implementation of current police recording practices (Gregory, 2025).
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