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Speaker Notes: Root Cause Analysis – Shoplifting in the UK 

Good morning/afternoon everyone, and thank you for joining us today. The focus of our presentation is a Root Cause Analysis exploring the significant and concerning rise in shoplifting across the United Kingdom. Over the past year, shoplifting has surged by more than 25%, and this increase is not only quantitative but also qualitative in nature. According to *The Guardian* (2023), many thefts are now carried out with alarming boldness, often in broad daylight and with little apparent fear of reprisal.

Our aim this morning is to unpack the underlying causes behind this trend. We will investigate the key contributing factors, assess the broader implications on retailers, employees, and society at large, and finally discuss potential solutions. As part of this analysis, we’ll look closely at The Co-op Group as a case study to understand how one of the UK's most well-known retailers is managing these escalating challenges.

To begin with, it's important to contextualise the national impact of shoplifting. According to the British Retail Consortium (BRC, 2024), UK retailers lost an estimated £1.76 billion to theft in 2023. This represents a considerable blow to the retail sector and has wider knock-on effects. Not only do such losses impact company profit margins, but they also result in increased prices for consumers, reduced customer service quality, and potentially reduced job security for staff (*Retail Economics*, 2023).

Perhaps even more concerning is the human cost. The BRC’s 2024 Crime Survey reported more than 867 incidents of abuse or violence towards retail workers each day—a staggering figure. The rise in aggression and threats faced by retail employees contributes to increased staff turnover and low morale, ultimately affecting the quality of service and workplace safety (Usmanova et al., 2021).

Our Root Cause Analysis uses a Fishbone Diagram to illustrate the complex, multi-dimensional nature of the problem. We categorise the drivers into four main themes: economic, legal, technological, and social. Economically, the ongoing cost-of-living crisis, inflation, and insecure employment have left many individuals financially vulnerable (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023). Legally, a lack of visible policing and what are perceived as lenient sentencing structures have created a sense of impunity, particularly for low-value thefts (Home Office, 2023). Technologically, the rise of self-checkouts and understaffed shops has created more opportunities for undetected theft. Socially, there has been a cultural shift, with changing public attitudes, online forums sharing shoplifting "tips", and a reduced sense of stigma around petty crime (Daly, 2022).

Turning to our case study, The Co-op has experienced more than 300,000 incidents of shoplifting in the past year alone—averaging over 800 incidents per day (*BBC News*, 2023). This includes an increase in repeat offenders and the emergence of organised criminal groups targeting high-value goods such as alcohol and meat. In response, the Co-op has ramped up its security measures, including the installation of body-worn cameras, hiring of additional security guards, and use of AI monitoring tools. However, these solutions are costly and may not be sustainable in the long term, particularly for smaller businesses.
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