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The Rise of Shoplifting in the UK
To conclude our root cause analysis of the rise in shoplifting in the UK, Tesco provides a compelling case study that illustrates both the causes and consequences of this retail crime surge. As one of the UK’s largest supermarket chains. Tesco has been heavily impacted by increased shoplifting, making it a valuable lens through which to understand national trends.
Tesco’s executives, including Chairman John Allan, have publicly expressed concern over what they call a “crime wave” sweeping across UK stores (The Guardian, 2023). Reports show that essential items like baby formula, meat, and hygiene products are being stolen more frequently. This trend reflects a wider pattern linked to the cost-of-living crisis. With food inflation reaching over 19% in 2023 (Office for National Statistics, 2023), many households are turning to desperate measures to survive, and shoplifting from major retailers like Tesco has increased accordingly. Another root cause affecting Tesco is the weakening of legal enforcement. Many incidents go unpunished due to a lack of police response. Tesco, like other major retailers, has reported frustration with the criminal justice system. Retail Gazette (2023) notes that in many cases—even when CCTV evidence is available—police do not attend. This creates a sense of impunity among offenders and leaves Tesco staff and customers vulnerable. In response, Tesco has had to increase spending on in-store security and invest in technology like locked display cases and AI-powered CCTV systems. Tesco has also been impacted by organised retail crime. Groups target high-value products in bulk, particularly in city branches, and resell them through informal channels such as social media. According to the British Retail Consortium (2023), incidents of coordinated theft have been rising steadily, and Tesco’s scale and accessibility make it an ideal target. The chain has responded by partnering with local law enforcement and trialling new theft-prevention strategies. In addition to external causes, Tesco’s own store layout and reduced staffing—due to automation and cost-saving measures—may unintentionally facilitate theft. Self-checkouts and large aisles with limited staff visibility give shoplifters more opportunity to act without being noticed. While these measures increase efficiency, they may also unintentionally weaken security on the shop floor (Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, 2022). In conclusion, Tesco’s experience illustrates that the rise in shoplifting is not simply a policing issue—it reflects deeper economic, social, and operational problems. Tackling this issue will require more than security guards and cameras. It demands collaboration between retailers, government bodies, law enforcement, and community services. Tesco’s case shows that unless the root causes—poverty, lack of deterrence, organised crime, and social breakdown—are addressed, the trend will likely continue. A long-term solution must balance enforcement with compassion, recognising that shoplifting is often a symptom of wider societal issues.
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