
Causes of the Rise of Shoplifting 

The rise in shoplifting has become a major concern for retailers, law enforcement, 

and policymakers. Understanding the root causes behind this increase is essential to 

develop effective strategies to mitigate the issue. Several factors contribute to the 

surge in shoplifting incidents, including economic conditions, technological 

advancements, changes in policing strategies, organized retail crime, and societal 

attitudes toward theft. 

Economic Conditions and Financial Hardship 

One of the primary drivers of the increase in shoplifting is economic hardship. Rising 

living costs, inflation, and financial instability have forced many individuals into 

desperate situations where they feel compelled to steal essential goods, such as 

food and hygiene products. The PESTLE analysis framework (CIPD, 2024) 

highlights how economic instability directly affects consumer behaviour and crime 

rates. Periods of recession and high unemployment often correlate with spikes in 

theft, particularly in urban areas with high levels of poverty. Retailers report that theft 

of essential goods, rather than luxury items, has become more common, indicating 

that economic pressures are a significant contributing factor. 

Reduced Police Presence and Lenient Law Enforcement 

Another crucial factor is the decline in active policing of retail theft. In some regions, 

law enforcement agencies have deprioritized shoplifting due to resource constraints, 

leading to fewer arrests and prosecutions. This creates a sense of impunity, 

encouraging repeat offenders. Additionally, some jurisdictions have increased the 

threshold for prosecuting theft as a felony, meaning that individuals can steal more 

expensive goods without facing serious legal consequences. As Adair (2019) 

discusses, decision-making in law enforcement is heavily influenced by available 

resources, and prioritization of crimes such as violent offenses often results in less 

focus on retail theft. 

Organized Retail Crime (ORC) and Professional Theft 

A significant portion of shoplifting incidents is linked to organized retail crime (ORC). 

Unlike opportunistic theft, ORC involves professional thieves who steal large 

quantities of goods to resell through underground markets or online platforms. 

Criminal groups take advantage of weaknesses in security systems and exploit 

loopholes in the law to operate with minimal risk. Retailers have noted an increase in 

"smash-and-grab" incidents, where multiple individuals steal large amounts of 

merchandise within minutes before escaping. This method overwhelms security 

personnel, making it difficult to prevent theft. 

Technological Advancements and Self-Checkout Theft 

The introduction of self-checkout machines has unintentionally contributed to 

shoplifting. Some individuals take advantage of these systems by intentionally 



scanning items incorrectly or not scanning them at all. Proctor (2019) emphasizes 

that technological innovations, while beneficial, often create new challenges that 

require adaptive problem-solving. Retailers are now forced to invest in artificial 

intelligence (AI) and machine learning to detect fraudulent activity at self-checkout 

kiosks. 

Social and Cultural Attitudes Toward Theft 

Changing societal attitudes have also played a role in the increase in shoplifting. 

Some people perceive retail theft as a victimless crime, especially when targeting 

large corporations. Social media trends that glorify shoplifting, sometimes referred to 

as "borrowing culture", have further normalized the behaviour. Videos showcasing 

stolen goods and shoplifting "hauls" encourage copycat incidents, particularly among 

younger demographics. 

Conclusion 

In summary, the rise in shoplifting is driven by a combination of economic, legal, 

technological, and societal factors. Financial instability, reduced law enforcement 

focus, organized crime, and new opportunities created by self-checkout systems all 

contribute to the growing problem. Retailers must adopt a multifaceted approach, 

including improved security measures, policy advocacy, and public awareness 

campaigns, to combat the increasing threat of shoplifting. 
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