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Root cause analysis (RCA) to examine the cause of the recent increase in retail shoplifting – What key factors have influenced the increase? 

There has been an unprecedented surge in retail shoplifting in the UK in recent years. According to the British Retail Consortium (BRC), stores are now experiencing approximately 55,000 thefts daily with up to 50% rise in violent incidents reported in the past year. Such escalation has a tremendous impact on businesses, employees and consumers. 
Below I will list a few key factors which have led to this increase: 
Economic Pressure:
The current economic climate is a primary factor contributing to shoplifting in retail. High inflation, together with the increase in living costs, has put constraints on certain household budgets, leading eventually to individuals to resort to theft out of necessity.
Inflation and economic downturns often tend to lead to increased financial stress among individuals, making some more likely to resort to theft as a means of survival (Hayes, 2022). 
The Guardian highlights that the recent surge in shoplifting coincides with these economic challenges, suggesting a direct connection between financial difficulties and increased theft rates. 

Reduced Law Enforcement and Legal Penalties:
Previous changes in policies and legal penalties have also contributed to the increase in shoplifting incidents. Some jurisdictions have raised the threshold for felony theft, meaning that offenders are now facing less consequences for stealing goods below a certain value (Piquero & Stickle, 2021). Meaning that repeated offenders are now exploiting these lenient policies because they are aware, and they know that they most likely do not suffer any severe consequences. 

Social Factors: 
Social attitude towards minor theft has increased with certain segments of society viewing shoplifting as an easy crime offense. Some individuals justify stealing from large corporations, arguing that such businesses can absorb the financial impact (Felson, 2023).


Organized Retail Crime:
Criminal networks have now become more inventive in targeting retail stores, on many occasions they are stilling in bulk and reselling the goods through the online market. These groups operate with tactics and precision, exploiting the gaps in store security and legal enforcement (Finklea, 2023). Organized retail crime is not just petty theft, but it can also be a coordinated effort which can cost retailers millions of dollars annually.

Self-Service Technology:
Most modern retails supermarkets benefit from self-service checkouts and open store layouts which have created and encouraged the opportunities for theft. The lack of direct supervision makes it even easier for individuals to steal without immediate detection. In addition, due to stores now prioritizing customer convenience can sometimes compromise security, leading to the increase vulnerability and surge in shoplifting. 

Finally, the impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic has played a significant role in contributing to the increase in shoplifting. Many supermarkets have run their operations with reduced staff and, going back to economic pressure, the financial strains on the day-to-day consumer led to huge opportunities for theft. When a significant role, I will refer to the mandatory mask-wearing policies which provided anonymity for offenders, which in the end has made the identification of individuals almost impossible for the law enforcement. 
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