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ABSTRACT  

This paper established prevalence of the characteristics in the shoplifting 
crimes and determined the supermarket operators’ perception of the 

effects of shoplifting crimes on society. The study was guided by three 

objectives: to establish offender characteristics of the shoplifting crimes, to 
establish prevalence of the characteristics in the shoplifting crimes and to 

determine the supermarket operators’ perception of the effects of 

shoplifting crimes on society. The study was guided by Rational Choice and 
the Routine Activity Theories. The study used a census sampling technique 

with a sample size of a hundred respondents. These included 90 junior 

employees of Tuskys, Uchumi and Naivas Supermarkets, 3 branch 

managers, 3 police officers within the area of the study and 4 officials of 
the Nairobi Supermarkets Association. Interview schedule was used to 

collect data. Data collected was organized, summarized and interpreted 

thematically by use of graphs, frequency tables, and percentages. The 
findings revealed that the prevalence of shoplifting was 1-2 incidences in a 

week. The results also revealed that the most commonly used method was 

concealing of items which were majorly done by women. Further, whereas 
there are other types of shoplifters, a concern raised by 30% of the 

respondents is that significant number of criminals has made shoplifting a 

career. This should inform policy makers, especially in this era of 

unprecedented unemployment. Additionally, as indicated by 55% of the 
respondents, staff colluded with criminals to steal from the supermarkets. 

This should appeal to supermarket operators as this may have an 

implication on supermarket businesses in the CBD. The study recommends 
several target hardening strategies to counter shoplifting crimes that 

included using high Radio-frequency identification (RFID) and Electronic 

Article Surveillance (EAS) programmed surveillance and records linked to 
the law enforcement through alarm trigger alerts in case of suspicious 

activities, with high-quality identifiable traceable images of shoplifters, to 

local law enforcement agencies. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Although shoplifting is still invisible to many, this crime may be a threat to the global economy today. 

It is estimated that this crime affects 1 out of 11 people (both children and adults) daily all over the world 

(Liu & Hasin, 2008).  Shoplifting, according to Ama and Ifezue, 2013 has been listed as one of the leading 

causes of stock shrinkage. Ama and Ifezue look at shoplifting as the act of intentionally taking or paying 

less for an item than the sales price. It includes carrying, hiding, concealing, or otherwise manipulating 

merchandise with the intent of taking it or paying less for it. Notably, shoplifting is a crime in the penal 

code and losses incurred due to shoplifting are ever-increasing. Ama and Ifezue (2013) report that this vice 

has become a growing concern not only among the affected retailer but also among consumer educators, 

government, and social scientists. According to Hollinger & Davis (2006), an estimated 40 percent or more 

of inventory loss is employee theft since most retailers tend to concentrate their preventative efforts on 

consumer theft.  

For various purposes and for various categories of criminals, retail goods have been robbed (Clarke & 

Petrossian, 2012). Things for personal gain can be used for profit sale or to encourage more crimes, such 

as drug trafficking (Smith &Clarke, 2014). Retailers also subsume robbery as part of the wider “shrinkage” 

category, which applies to the robbery, mistake, or wastage goods. Loss prevention is a key retailer sector. 

In 2011, damages due to crime by consumers, staff, and suppliers were reported at $119 billion and 6.6 

percent higher than 2010, the 2011 Global Retail Theft Barometer (2011), which measured the costs of 
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retail crimes in 43 countries. It was $7.8 billion in the United Kingdom alone. About 40 percent of these 

losses are reported to be caused by shoplifting. Internationally, protection and loss reduction costs were 

projected at $28 billion per year or 0.3-0.4% of retail revenues. Some retailers are much better positioned 

than others to cope with victimization costs, and all accept lower declines as planned business costs (Clarke 

& Petrossian, 2012). 

According to a study conducted in the U.S. in 2018, 75% of adults compared to 25% of juveniles commit 

the crime. In addition, 3 percent of shoplifters are professionals who steal for resale. These include drug 

addicts who steal to feed their habits, hardened criminals who steal as a lifestyle and international 

shoplifting gangs who do a business out of it (Cheshire Police Department, 2011). The cost of cheating and 

related prevention measures can be, however, devastating for smaller businesses. It is calculated by Kuratko 

et al. (2000) that almost one-third of all small business failures are triggered by employee theft. In addition, 

the costs of robbery inevitably fall to the customer by means of scarce goods and high prices, which 

Bamfield and Hollinger (1996) call a ‘crime levy.’ The level of retail robbery is difficult to measure reliably. 

Farrington et al. (1993) describe how missing items are normally detected through post-event inventory 

checks. Therefore, the proportion of losses attributed to customer theft or staff robbery or legitimate 

reasons, such as sales or misplaced goods, is difficult to determine.  

Studies of assessment have also indicated that theft declines are seen as a result of effective prevention 

or because workers know that losses are better tracked during the time (such as additional stocks or even 

regular stocks – which can be a security intervention as well), thus raising the likelihood of being detected 

(Farrington et al. 1993). The probability of losses is also higher. Therefore, several assessment studies using 

the wider word ‘loss’ in retail environments suggest missing items. The identification rates of police are 

also hesitantly poor. Clarke and Petrossian (2012), in their study, found out that just one out of 150 

shoplifting cases, led to the arrest of a perpetrator. Previous reports by Buckle and Farrington (1984) 

reported the number to be as low as one in 1,000 shoplifters. In realizing that a sample of shop-lifters may 

have responded dishonestly and inaccurately, Hayes & Cardone (2006) found out that an average of 200 

times a year was allowed to loot, four of whom confess that they were never caught in spite of their 

combined 40 years of experience of shoplifting. The latest studies by U.K. retailers have identified four 

types of dismissals: domestic crime, foreign crime, crime with provisionary, and process failures (The 

Smart Cube, 2014). In 2014, stock shrinkage was measured at 0.97%, marginally lower than in 2012, 

reflecting the general downward trend in robbery in many western regions of the world in recent years (Van 

Dijk, Tseloni & Farrell 2012). These scholars established that external robbery was the largest in terms of 

the decline in shrinkage at 31%, followed by process failures (29%), domestic crime (employee theft; 20%), 

and finally, the crime of contractor (13%).  

According to Global Retail Theft Barometer (Bamfield, 2008), the most common items prone to stealing 

are razor lambs, cosmetics, perfumes, and alcohol. The ECR Europe Top Hot Products (2010) study states 

that there are differences in relative theft risk within a group as well; spirits are shoplifted at a higher 

frequency than the frequency of wine and lager; fresh meat is more likely to be missing than drinks and 

sandwiches. Surprisingly, there is a strong preference for named brand products. As a guide for making 

sense of robbery in retail settings, Gill and Clarke (2012) suggest AT CUT Rates. Like the most widely 

used CRAVED model (Clarke, 1999), it defines attributes, namely, products that are inexpensive, compact, 

concealable, untraceable, commercialized, trustworthy, unperishable, durable, valuable, and easy to shift. 

This can make those fast-moving consumer goods more vulnerable to volatility. Besides, certain items are 

targeted more often than others. Eck, Clarke, and Guerette (2007) found that 85 percent of all shoplifting 

cases were in just 20 percent of shops across 78 stores in Danvers, Connecticut (Wilcox & Eck, 2011). In 

terms of the variety of store robbery, criminals’ reports indicate that when determining where to rob and 

what it is, they focus on goal hardening, detention, natural surveillance, and structured surveillance 

(Carmel-Gilfilen, 2011:26). In addition, shops with unattended counters, large, dissimilar screens, few 

workers, and accessible products all have been identified as favored shoplifters’ targets (Hayes and 

Cardone, 2006). 

According to Kosasi and Saragih (2014), supermarket chains in the United States such as Wal-Mart, 

Wool Worth, TESCO and Target have adopted Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) technology and 

Electronic Article Surveillance (EAS) technology to identify better and control stock shrinkages. When 

using RFID or EAS, a label that emits and receives Radio signals is attached to merchandise. This label 

triggers an alarm if the label crosses a detector at the store exit before disarming at the counter during 

purchase (McFarlane et al., 2003). In Kenya, retail supermarkets such as Nakumatt, Tuskys, and Naivas 

among others lose stock through vices such as shoplifting and employee theft. The continued losses have 

led to an adoption of system controls in the monitoring and controlling of shoplifting within the retail 

supermarkets (Gibendi, 2014). In recent report by Mulupi (2012), each year, supermarkets in Kenya lose 

over KES 3.5 billion annually to shoplifters.  These supermarkets, as a response, have adopted technology 

currently in use in global retail outlets, such as EAS and RFID. This, however not notwithstanding, the 

effects of this crime have continued to have a toll on the supermarkets themselves and the society with 
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increased fears that shoplifting is no longer sporadic as some people perceived. Informed by the fact that 

the effects of shoplifting haven’t resonated with the community, the variations of seriousness in different 

social contexts make shoplifting particularly interesting to study. This study, therefore, sought to establish 

an effective surveillance system in preventing shoplifting crimes in supermarkets within Nairobi CBD.  

 

II. PROBLEM ANALYSIS 

Shoplifting continues to be a major source of loss in retail and supermarkets. Despite the introduction of 

many new and advanced technologies aimed at minimizing it, the rate and severity of shoplifting have not 

subsided in the past few decades. The net effect of continued failure of the state machinery to seriously 

sanction these crimes or arrest shoplifting criminals may destroy a country’s economy. It is against this 

backdrop that this study sought to determine the effectiveness of the surveillance mechanism to counter 

shoplifting crimes in the Nairobi CBD area. 

 

III. LITERATURE REVIEW 

According to Clarke and Petrossian (2012), supermarkets cannot take official action against shoplifters 

since it takes time and resources to prosecute. Furthermore, suspicions can lead to legal proceedings and 

the shop can develop a reputation for illegal activity if shoplifting is not reported. Additionally, some shops 

may be concerned about reprisals (Lasky et al., 2015). Some retailers feel that the police can do nothing 

about the issue and may not be able to engage. Others see the position of the police as only dealing with 

criminals who have been caught by security or store detectives (Clarke & Petrossian, 2012). These scholars 

go further and state that when shoplifting is skilled lifting agents are thought to be working, and thus, 

merchants may invite the police to take preventive action, usually by raising their presence or patrols. This 

could not be of any deterrent importance because shopping is done in the shop far from the view of the 

police.  

Whatever the reasons, the police will have an upward mission that convinces retailers that the issue can 

be caused by their sales and lack of protection. Accordingly, the police are reluctant to wash the shoplifting 

hands and to let the shops suffer the consequences. However, according to Clarke and Petrossian (2012), 

there are many explanations to this, including the following: shoplifting is sometimes considered as a crime 

of entry from which young people commit a serious crime. It can be said that shoplifting fuels drug 

trafficking because it provides the money that certain people need to buy drugs. Shoplifting can severely 

erode profits and lead to shop closures for shops in impoverished communities. This can undermine the 

potential for employment and further erode services rendered. Shoplifting will use many police resources 

in the processing of criminals arrested by the shop. The police are, therefore, at the mercy of retailers who 

can resist changing their practices in order to rely simply on security personnel and the police to deal with 

customer service providers (Clarke & Petrossian, 2012).  

Professional shoplifting criminals are increasingly using intimidation, which can lead to injuries to sales 

associates and customers (National Retail Foundation, 2011). Many shoplifting gangs are suspected of 

having a link with organized crime (National Retail Foundation, 2011), and illegal proceeds from 

professional shoplifting can be used to fund terrorist organizations. After 9/11, international terrorism 

became part of our society’s view on domestic crime. Before and after 9/11, however, employee stealing 

and shoplifting were the most expensive crimes in the United States (Langton & Hollinger, 2005). Though 

shoplifting is usually considered a minor crime, it still rates as a highly costly property crime. In 2011, retail 

losses for shoplifting were estimated at $51 billion (Franzensburg, 2012). It is also a very common crime, 

with about 1 out of 11 individuals stealing products from retailers on a daily basis (Blanco et al., 2008). 

Compared to other crimes, shoplifting is also relatively easy without being detected.  

Shoplifting can cause problems in many ways. Firstly, supermarkets, suppliers, and customers are 

charged with shoplifting. Second, for the enforcement of lines of detention and punishment, the criminal 

justice system must budget. Thirdly, shoplifting generates a variety of other concrete and immaterial social 

costs. Shoplifting, for example, is also viewed as a “gateway criminal” against which youth commit more 

serious crimes. Prolific burglars often use it as a “fallback offense” if burglary is unworkable but must be 

stolen (Schneider, 2005). Shoplifting is an expensive crime for customers – shops have to increase the cost 

of goods stolen to compensate for their losses. The criminal justice system incurs expenses because 

shopping is primarily a non-violent crime and one of the more serious small crimes. Shoplifting is very 

expensive. Losses to retailers are the most obvious shoplifting problem, for it can dramatically erode profits 

and contribute to store closures (Clarke, 2003). This, in turn, will reduce the chances of employment 

opportunities and further erode the amenities. Besides the major financial negative impacts of shopl ifting, 

there are tangible and intangible effects on workers and customers. These costs include diminished 

employee values, a physical and psychological loss of jobs, and even death losses (Geason  & Wilson, 

1992). 
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Skade (2012) argues that the negative implications of shoplifting by members of poor communities and 

lowly paid employees were often politicized and viewed as trivial as compared to certain retail stores and 

supermarkets that are viewed as exploitative and making enormous profits. With such general public 

perception that indirectly supported shoplifting, Govender (2013) posits that shoplifting became embedded 

as part of the culture in poor communities. In turn, it was most difficult for retail operators to deal with it 

as a major cause of stock shrinkage. Although the South African Crime Report (2014) and Koekhove (2010) 

highlight that ever since, the rate of stock shrinkage linked to burglary and robbery has been declining due 

to strong actions by retail operators, security companies and the South African police, Govender (2013) 

note that the findings of the surveys conducted across the country still revealed that less than 50 of the 

apprehended shoplifters are handed over to the criminal justice system. 

Laufer (2000) avers that due to the high costs of shoplifting crimes, some jurisdictions have chosen not 

to prosecute certain retail theft cases. Rana (2015) observes that in Pakistan, despite an increase in modern 

security and surveillance, the pilferage of smartphones and mini laptops has dramatically increased. India, 

an emerging global power and, as stated by Sharma (2010), ranks as one of the world’s leading nations in 

shoplifting with a $1.6 billion annual loss. In Russia’s plunging economy, reported shoplifting accounted 

for a $12 million loss, but unofficial estimates put the loss closer to $26 million (Telegraph.co.uk, 2015).  

Fox et al. (2006) argue that even if retailers and supermarket operators intended to deal effectively with 

the causes of stock shrinkage, the limitations would still arise from the fact that the nature of stock shrinkage 

is multidimensional. These authors highlight that the multidimensional nature of shrinkage is usually 

reflected in the fact that it can arise from administration errors such as shipping errors, warehouse 

discrepancies and misplaced goods. Such a view is echoed in Lee and Keiner’s (2011) assertion that the 

other causes are linked to the cashier or price check errors which are done often in customers’ favors, stock 

damaged whilst in transit or in the store, paperwork errors and risks associated with perishable goods which 

are not sold within their self-life.  

According to Kajalo and Lindblom, (2011), the magnitude of shoplifting negatively impacts police work 

and the courts, adds to the costs of goods, and results in the loss of sales taxes for towns and cities. The 

University of Florida’s Security Research Project continues to investigate the effects and preventive 

strategies of retail theft. In its 19th year, the Security Research Project administers an annual survey 

comprised of the most recent empirical data on retail loss prevention, asset protection, and security activities 

(University of Florida, 2011). Thus, based on the above study sought to determine other unknown economic 

and social implications of shoplifting crimes around Nairobi CBD. 

 

IV. METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a cross-sectional research design. This design is appropriate since it intends to explore 

and bring out among other things, employer perceptions on the effects of shoplifting crimes among the 

supermarkets in Nairobi CBD County, Kenya. Purposive sampling technique was used to select 100 

respondents for the study, and interview method was used to collect primary data. The target population for 

this study was members of staff of the three selected Supermarkets within the Nairobi CBD. In addition, 

data from 10 Key Informants were triangulated with data from main respondents to provide a richer picture 

of effective surveillance. 

 

V. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This study sought to assess the perceptions of supermarket operators on the effects of shoplifting crimes. 

From the discussions with the supermarket management, it was clear that shoplifting caused serious 

challenges in the operations of the retail shops.  

According to a respondent, one of the strategic challenges that can be caused by shoplifting crimes to a 

supermarket, in particular, is poor goal setting. It is worth noting that the strategic goals of a supermarket 

are often large and are also characterized by complex objectives that require almost all the resources 

scattered throughout the supermarket. When some items are lost as a result of shoplifting, setting good 

strategic goals becomes a challenge. Besides, there is the strategic challenge of the inability to track 

progress. Getting the right measurements or rather leading indicators also becomes a serious strategic 

challenge. 

As one of the supermarket managers stated; 

“Shoplifting creates tremendous loss and disruption for supermarkets, while affecting all citizens by 

reducing product availability, increasing the cost of goods, and creating violence in stores.” 

Besides, shoplifting causes negative financial impacts to the supermarket. These negative financial 

effects can be explained in two ways. First, the supermarket will incur a direct loss of the money or rather 

capital that was invested in the stolen items. Each item lost to a shoplifter costs money to buy, but the 

supermarket gets no revenue from it. Secondly, the supermarket will lose the profit that could have been 

made following the sale of the stolen items. The direct loss of invested capital and the projected profit will 
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result in a reduction of the overall profit, hence the onset of the financial crises. Moreover, any extra cost 

that a business incurs as a result of shoplifting will typically be passed on to its customers. This is usually 

done through price adjustments to cover the stolen items. Sometimes, the cost is transferred to the attendants 

who are employed to look after the specific shelves.  

“Due to the losses caused by shoplifting crimes, we are unable to monitor performance, neither do we 

have the capacity to respond to competition. More often, we find ourselves struggling to adhere to 

regulations and compliance as well as the risk of increased future uncertainties.”  

Another challenge faced by the supermarkets due to shoplifting is the requirement to invest in security 

equipment heavily. Some supermarkets also increase the number of staff in order to ensure all the areas are 

adequately manned. This investment in security leads to an increase in the operational costs of the 

supermarket hence reducing the profits. Further, shoplifting crimes pose legal challenges to the supermarket 

include compliance issues such as not paying for licensing, termination of employment, overtime disputes 

as well as a violation of shareholder’s agreement(s).  

A. Negative Financial Impacts of Shopping Crimes to Society 

According to this study, shoplifting crimes generally have negative financial impacts on consumers. This 

is the case because consumers end up being forced to pay more for goods as the retailers try to make up for 

the lost revenues and also because of supply shortages. When shoplifting happens in a particular shop, the 

retailer will hike the prices for the remaining items in order to compensate for the losses on stolen goods. 

These consumers are the same people who make up society. With this understanding, therefore, it is in 

order to say that an increased rate of inflation is one of the negative financial impacts that the shoplifting 

crimes would have on society as a whole. In particular, shoplifting crimes will cause a shortage in the 

supply chain and the resulting shortage, in return, will influence the hiking of prices hence the high rate of 

inflation. The fact that shopliftings crimes can make some employees lose their jobs further justifies the 

negative financial impact that such vices will cause to individuals and society as a whole. 

Further, the study revealed that there are also social impacts on society as a result of shoplifting. Some 

of the negative social impacts of shoplifting crimes on society include lower quality of life, high cost of 

living as well as disruption of families. The high cost of living is because of the hiking of prices for common 

goods as the affected stores try to recover their losses. The disruption of families, on the other hand, is as a 

result of the loss of the source of income following the termination of the employment or even the retention 

of some family members that fall victim to shoplifting crimes. Social change is yet another negative impact 

of shoplifting crimes on society.  

In regard to the effects on youth, shoplifting crimes change the lifestyle of young persons, especially 

those falling victims of the crime, by making them not visit some places like where the shoplifting crime 

happened out of the fear of being victimized or re-victimized. Another negative social impact of shoplifting 

on the youth is the loss of trust or touch with the community as well as society.  

“Most of the youths who commit shoplifting crimes might develop the feeling of anxiety and worries out 

of what happened, and as a result, they end up withdrawing from the community and society. This, in return, 

will deny them a chance of enjoying social benefits such as making friends and building families, among 

others.”  

In fact, once a young person is declared a criminal because of committing crimes such as shoplifting, it 

becomes difficult to even marry because of victimization. 

 

VI. DISCUSSION 

The current study has indicated that shoplifting crime caused serious challenges in the operations of retail 

shops. It revealed that some of the common challenges that the supermarket’s experience includes poor 

goal setting, loss of the money or rather capital that was invested in the stolen items, an extra cost passed 

to customers, and the requirement to invest in security equipment heavily. The results support those of Fox 

et al. (2006), who argued that even if retailers and supermarket operators intended to deal effectively with 

the causes of stock shrinkage, the limitations would still arise from the fact that the nature of stock shrinkage 

is multidimensional. Also, Keiner (2011) asserted that the other causes are linked to the cashier or price 

check errors. These are done often in customers’ favors, stock damaged whilst in transit in the store, 

paperwork errors and risks associated with perishable goods which are not sold within their self-life. 

Shoplifting crimes have negative financial impacts on consumers as they end up being forced to pay 

more for goods as the retailers try to make up for the lost revenues and also because of supply shortages. 

When shoplifting happens in a particular shop, the retailer will hike the prices for the remaining items in 

order to compensate for the losses on stolen goods. Skade (2012) claimed that in comparison to some retail 

stores and super sales, which are seen as exploitative and lucrative in enormity. The negative effects of the 

shoplifting of poor communities and low-paying workers are mostly politicized and seen in trivial terms. 

The study found that there are many negative social impacts of shoplifting crimes on society and included 

lower quality of life or rather the high cost of living as well as the disruption of families. The high cost of 
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living is because of the hiking of prices for common goods as the affected stores try to recover their losses. 

In addition, youth are also affected by shoplifting crime as it changes their lifestyle. Some get  hardened and 

commit more serious crimes. Others become socially alienated by failing to go to some places like where 

the shoplifting crime happened out of the fear of being victimized or re-victimized.  

 

VII. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMEDATION 

The second objective of this study was designed to assess the perceptions of supermarket operators on 

the effects of shoplifting crimes. The study revealed shoplifters’ crime imposes some challenges to the 

supermarkets and retailers’ shops, which in turn affects the consumer negatively. The study concluded that 

poor goal setting is one of the major strategic challenges that can be caused by shoplifting crimes to a 

supermarket. Other challenges include loss of the money or rather capital that was invested in the stolen 

items, an extra cost passed to customers, and the requirement to invest in security equipment heavily. From 

the study, we can conclude that these challenges cause negative effects on the consumer as they end up 

being forced to pay more for goods as the retailers try to make up for the lost revenues and also because of 

supply shortages. There are also social effects such as lower quality of life or rather the high cost of living 

as well as the disruption of families and also impacts the youth as they change the lifestyle of young person’s 

especially those who have been victimized or recruited into professional shoplifting crimes and get 

hardened to commit more serious crimes. 
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