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High Street retail sector in the UK is in unprecedented challenging situation, and shoplifting is a very concern that put operational stability and financial performance at the high risk. The presentation materials that show shoplifting in retail shops has been on an incredible rise over the past 20 years also has considerable effect on store revenues, operational costs, and the safety of both employees and customers (Syal, 2024). Shoplifting offenses recorded by police in Co-op stores have reported the largest increase in retail crime, as the Office for National Statistics (2025) states the rate of shoplifting offenses recorded by police in 2024 was the highest rate in England and Wales since 2002. This report seeks to analyse external factors affecting UK High Street retailers specifically the rising shoplifting epidemic, causing its rise, and remedies for the problem using structured analysis frameworks. Out of this will emerge insights that can guide strategic recommendations to retailers in this challenging space.
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[bookmark: _Toc194079325]PESTLE Analysis of External Factors
Political Factors
The retail sector has been greatly impacted politically by the security challenges. The UK government is aware of the seriousness of retail crime and has introduced a number of pieces of work such as the Pegasus initiative by the Home Office in 2023 (Home Office, 2023). Furthermore, an action plan has been developed to tackle shoplifting in which governmental commitment in tackling retail crime is shown (Home Office & Chris Philp MP, 2023). However, as Taylor et al. (2024) note, there is still a lack of effective strategies for policing high volume retail crime to the extent that many retailers are unable to provide the police response to shoplifting incidents that they want.
Economic Factors
Resulting from higher economic pressures, growing shoplifting is the largest motivating factor. The presentation articulates that retail theft definitely has a fundamental stimulus in the form of the cost of living crisis. In fact, BBC News (2023) states that precisely because of rising inflation, more shoplifting incidents are occurring, as consumers are experiencing financial hardship. Co-op’s 2024 ‘Stealing with Impunity’ report adds further evidence to this, explaining that the economic hardship that has pushed people to steal essential items (Co-op, 2024). In his research Butler (2024 ), details the paradoxical situation of rising Co-op profits at a record-high level of shoplifting pointing towards the complexity of the economic implications for retailers.
Social Factors
Thus, what Coop (2024) call a “stealing with impunity” happens because of the socioeconomic inequality. With wages stagnating and inflation rates increasing, it has become increasingly normalized for some of the country to have to steal, particularly as all else in their world is not improving (Taylor et al., 2024). Moreover, retail crime is perceived as "victimless" and consequently prevails as only around 5% of shoplifters end up in the court (BBC News, 2023). The social normalization of retail theft is a big problem for retailers trying to figure out how to keep store secure.
[bookmark: _Toc194079326]Technological Factors
Retailers have both opportunities and challenges to deal with in the technology arena. The presentation details Co-op’s investment in technological solutions including AI-powered security systems, body cameras for staff and better CCTV. Although it may have beneficial security implications, Wakefield (2020) observes that facial recognition technology is a privacy concern. In terms of technological solutions for overcoming the problem of retail crime, the UK government recently has decided to invest the sum of £55.5 million in AI based facial recognition technology (Crime Bill Announcement, 2024). There is, however, an ethical debate that retailers must tread cautiously on concerning the surveillance technologies.
[bookmark: _Toc194079327]Legal Factors
In turn, the legal framework protecting shoplifting has a great bearing on the extent to which retailers can respond to shoplifting. In Co-op’s “Stealing with Impunity” report the author urges for legal reforms, such as addressing career criminals and prolific offenders (2024). According to the report, retailers need stronger legal deterrents and a decade long plan to curb crime, which includes the following ten points. Nevertheless, in the presentation it is underlined that only 5% of shoplifters end up before the courts, which implies the imperfection of the existing legal framework.
[bookmark: _Toc194079328]Environmental Factors
Though not directly associated with shoplifting, environmental factors do impact on the retail incident. Generally, product availability and pricing are affected by supply chain disruptions (Weinbren, 2023) and climate change effects on agricultural production (Taylor et al., 2024). These factors indirectly ratchet up economic pressures that lead to retail theft, and so, implicitly, form a complicated link between environmental sustainability and retail security.
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[bookmark: _Toc194079330]Strengths
Several strengths in Coop’s retail security strategy are identified by the presentation. They have invested in AI based security system, a body camera for staffs, and they proactively hired undercover guards (Oliver, 2023). In this SWOT analysis slide, Co-op positions it as a company that values innovative security solutions and has a solid brand reputation. From a strength perspective, the retailer has the qualifications for possibly leading the industry in solving shoplifting issues.
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Although these are strengths, there is still plenty of weaknesses. The weaknesses of internal nature comprising of inefficient theft reporting processes, poorly designed store layouts, inaccurate inventory systems, poor staff training, faulty self service checkout systems demonstrate in the fishbone diagram. For instance, unleashing the safety measures in some supermarkets, as noted by Weinbren (2023), has made such supermarkets take the form of fortresses, which may not be good for the customer experience.
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The technological advancements and government support are external opportunities. Notably, the UK government has made an investment in AI facial recognition technology which the retailers can use to fight shoplifting (Crime Bill Announcement, 2024). Also, collaboration between retailers, police and government agencies can be improved for better security that implicates the conclusions slide of the presentation.
[bookmark: _Toc194079333]Threats
Economic pressures that lead a person to engage in shoplifting behavior and the absence of legal consequences to deter offenders, are the most significant threats. This can be justified by the fact that severe cost of living crisis, as The Telegraph (2023) indicates as police’s disinterest in responding to retail theft, makes a convenient space for the shoplifting practice to thrive. Furthermore, violence against retail staff has risen sharply, as noted in BBC News (2024); as such, the threat against safety and morale for employees becomes a serious issue.
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Analysis shows that the UK High Street retailers are faced with a complicated web of external challenges, where shoplifting is just a symptom to a broader economic, social and political process. Co op alone lost £33m in 2023 and has almost 1,000 shoplifting incidents a day in its 2,400 stores (Sky News, 2023), it is a financially significant problem. Financial pressure is determined as the major shoplifting’s driver by the root cause analysis through the fishbone diagram; however, the fishbone diagram also demonstrates the role of store operations, technology implementation, and legal framework in the problem.
Therefore, when the presentation ends, without cooperation between each other, cases of shoplifting can be reduced but not solved. However, implementing security measures cannot be moderated by individual retailers alone but rather through collaboration between retail staff, police, and government to come up with better outcomes. Since the decline during the pandemic period, shoplifting offences have been rising constantly.
[bookmark: _Toc194079335]Recommendations
1. Enhanced Security Systems are applicable with Privacy Safeguards implemented.
Retailers should spend on complete security systems such as AI run facial recognition (with privacy safeties and checks) coupled with smart CCTV and exit doors locks that are operational only in the event of trigger on alarms. This multi layered approach seeks to address several store layout and security weakness exposed by the fishbone diagram problem. Invest in training their staff so that they use technologies ethically and also effectively, in adherence to apprehensions raised by Wakefield (2020) that privacy issues will not overthrow security benefits.
2. Form Collaborative Retail Security Networks
Local Police, other retailers, and other community organizations should be included in these informal collaborative networks and intelligence about shoplifting patterns and offenders should be shared with High Street retailers. Concerning the conclusion that “it takes more than just Co-op to implement the right strategies and laws against theft and crime” this recommendation helps. Standards reporting protocols, regular security forums and in some cases technology platforms supporting real time information sharing should be part of the network. According to IT Retail (2023), incorporating an enforcement collaboration is an important security measure for grocery stores, and formalizing this collaboration can significantly improve that.
3. Develop Customer-Centered Preventive Strategies
Instead of only imposing punitive measures, retail shops should work on preventive strategies that get to the root of shoplifting and sustain good customer experience. Partnerships with local support organizations who can help customers in financial hardship, ethical pricing of essential items, and community engagement programs are some. The approach incorporates the key economic factors that drive shoplifting behavior (refer slide 8 - 5 Whys Analysis) and aligns with the brand values of Coop—being community focused. Furthermore, these strategies may also assist in neutralizing the negative effects of fortress security measures described by Weinbren (2023).
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