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The rise of shoplifting in retail – A root cause analysis (RCA)
Introduction to the topic 

Shoplifting has become an increasingly pressing issue for the global retail industry , significantly impacting profitability and operation security . In recent years , retailers have reported rising incidents of theft , leading to billions in lost revenue. According to the Office for National Statistics , there were 469,788 recorded shoplifting offences in England and Wales in the 12 months leading up to June 2024 , marking a 29% increase from the previous year and representing the highest figure since records began in 2003 (ONS,2024).
This alarming trend has prompted a deeper investigation into the root causes of shoplifting , beyond the conventional assumption of opportunistic crime .
While shoplifting has always been a concern, the current surge is driven by multiple economic, social and technological factors.  Economic hardship, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic , has exacerbated financial stress on individuals , leading some to turn to theft out of necessity (Sharma & Grant ,2022). A YouGov poll indicated that 51% of Britons believe it is acceptable to steal food if the individual is starving, highlighting shifting societal attitudes towards theft under economic duress (The Times, 2024). Additionally, organized retail crime (ORC) has now evolved into a sophisticated network, making shoplifting more than just and individual act but a systematic challenge for retailers (Hayes &Blackwood,2021). These organised groups often target high-value items, exacerbating losses and creating an atmosphere of fear among employees.
Technological advancements, while beneficial in many respects, have inadvertently facilitated certain types of theft. The proliferation of self-service checkouts, for instance, has been exploited by some individuals to commit theft, either by failing to scan items or by manipulating the system to their advantage, sometimes rationalizing their actions as “justified “due to pricing discrepancies or corporate profits (Reynolds & Evans ,2020).
Another critical factor is the shift in societal attitudes towards minor theft. Some psychological studies suggest that changing perceptions of crime severity, coupled with lenient legal repercussions, have emboldened shoplifters (Felson et al., 2021). The response from law enforcement has been a topic of debate. Critics argue that a lack of adequate policing and lenient legal repercussions have emboldened offenders. Notably, only 14% of shoplifting cases in the UK result in prosecution, leading to calls for more stringent enforcement and judicial measures (Retail Merchandiser, 2023).
Furthermore, reduced staffing in retail stores—partly due to cost-cutting measures and labor shortages—has weakened in-store security, creating an environment where theft can occur with minimal risk (Jones, 2023). As a result, retailers are increasingly investing in technology-driven solutions such as AI-powered surveillance, RFID tags, and predictive analytics to mitigate theft-related losses.
This presentation  will conduct a root cause analysis (RCA) of the rise in shoplifting within the retail industry, systematically examining economic pressures, technological vulnerabilities, social influences, and the impact of organized crime. By identifying these underlying causes, this presentation aims to provide insights into effective prevention strategies that go beyond punitive measures and address the systemic factors contributing to this growing issue.
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