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Foreword 

 
“This report shows that retailers have woken up to the fact that they 

have to get tough when it comes to making sure employees are 

checking IDs. While this is good news in reducing underage alcohol 

consumption, it is foolish to assume under-18s aren’t getting their hands 

on alcohol elsewhere.  

 

“The battleground is changing in the fight against underage drinking – 

online retailers need to take heed of the warnings in this report and 

improve their age-checking procedures. Meanwhile parents and friends 

also need to understand the harm their proxy purchasing is doing.” 

Ed Heaver, Director, Serve Legal 

 

 

 

“Most underage drinkers realise that it’s now not that easy to walk into a 

shop to buy alcohol.  This factor, added to more relaxed attitudes toward 

alcohol consumption by parents and relatives, added to the growth of the 

internet, is creating a perfect storm in the battle against underage 

drinking.  

 

“The report should give plenty of food for thought for anyone involved in 

reducing underage drinking.” 

Dr Adrian Barton, Plymouth University 
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Executive Summary 
 

• Alcohol consumption by young people is falling in the United 
Kingdom 

 
• This is due to the impact of a suite of measures delivered by a 

range of organisations. However, the retail sector is a the forefront 
of many policy initiatives and has had an important role in 
facilitating this reduction 
 

• The retail sector plays an especially important role in reducing 
alcohol consumption by under-age young people chiefly by an 
increasingly robust and consistent approach to age-checking at the 
point of sale 
 

• There has been a steady growth in age-checking over recent years 
to the point where age-checking and the use of ‘mystery shoppers’ 
to support this is embedded into most retail organisations whatever 
their size 
 

• The relationship between this robust and consistent approach to 
age-checking and reduction in alcohol use has been noted by the 
NHS amongst other organisations 
 

• That said, there is room for improvement especially in the on-sales 
sector; a point that has been noted by sections of the retail sector 
 

• There are some emerging challenges including a rise in proxy 
purchases and the potential posed by the growth of on-line alcohol 
sales to under-age consumers which will add further pressure on 
the retail sector in the near future. 
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 This report is the result of collaboration between Serve Legal and researchers 
from Plymouth University Business School. Serve Legal are market leaders in 
providing an independent "mystery shopper" service for retailers of age-restricted 
products to check their members of staff are asking for proof-of-age ID in line with 
company policy/UK law. Serve Legal has access to over 5,000 18 and 19 year olds 
who take part in the mystery shopper activity.  
 
1.2 Historically Serve Legal’s focus has been on testing alcohol and cigarette 
purchasing, but they also now test for other age restricted products, such as 
gambling and blades. 
 
2. Report structure 
 
There are eight substantive elements in the report. These are:  
 

a) A brief contextual overview (page 5). 
b) A timeline of public policy developments over the past decade set against the 

trends uncovered in Serve Legal data. Selected examples of local authorities 
influencing licensees' behaviour will be included in this section (pages 6-7). 

c) A mapping of Serve Legal trend data against alcohol consumption among 
young people highlighting any relationship between the increase in licensed 
premises asking for ID and any reduction in alcohol consumption by young 
people (pages 7-9).  

d) The role an increase in online retailing will have on the alcohol market and 
ability of young people to access alcohol (pages 9-10). 

e) The role of 'proxy purchasing' in sales of alcohol, especially the rise in parents 
buying alcohol for under-age young people (pages 10-12). 

f) An examination of trends in alcohol testing including the impact of door staff 
on age checking in on-sales outlets. Within this there will be an examination of 
changes in types of alcohol which are most likely to be challenged by servers 
and changes in drinking habits of young people (pages 12-16).  

g) Recent developments and trends specifically a brief appraisal of the claim that 
pubs play a vital role in policing good alcohol behaviour and the possible 
impact of minimum unit pricing (page 16). 

h) Conclusions (page 17). 
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3. A brief contextual background 
 
3.1 Controlling young people’s access to products which may cause them harm has  
a long history in the UK. For example legislation prohibiting access to alcohol dates 
back to the 1886 Intoxicating Liquors (Sale to Children) Act. Since then various Acts 
of Parliament have refined alcohol legislation to the point where we are today. In 
brief:  

• It is illegal for Under 18s to purchase alcohol in any form of retail outlet 
• Purchasing alcohol for Under 18s (outside the exceptions noted below) is 

illegal 
• Between the ages of 5 to 17 it is legally permissible for children to drink 

alcohol at home or in a friend’s house with the permission of the parent or 
guardian 

• People aged 16 and 17 may consume wine, beer or cider on licensed 
premises with a meal. In England and Wales an adult must be present 
order to alcohol. Adults do not need to be present in Scotland 

 
3.2 Legislation controlling young people’s access to other products has become 
more common and for the purposes of this report we note that there have been a 
variety of legislation aimed at preventing the purchase of tobacco and associated 
products by under 18s1; prohibiting the sale of knives and other bladed weapons to 
under 18s2; some restriction on buying National Lottery Tickets and Scratch cards 
under the age of 163 

 
3.3 Enforcement of sales related legislation is undertaken by a range of bodies 
working at the local level including Trading Standards Service, the Police, and the 
local licensing authorities in the Borough and District authorities.  

 
3.4 Liability for the offence may fall across a number of people involved in the sale. 
These can be some or all of the following:  

• the person who makes the sale 
• the designated premises supervisor 
• personal licence holders 
•  the company operating the business 

 
3.5 Arguably, the focus on the harms to themselves and society (both potential and 
actual) caused by young people accessing age-restricted products is a growing 
concern for government. The following section of the report details policy 
developments in this area since 2000 
 

                                                
1 Most recently the Children and Young Persons (Sale of Tobacco etc.) Order 2007 
2 Under the Offensive Weapons Act 1996 
3 Most recently the National Lottery Act 2006 
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4 A timeline of public policy developments 
 
4.1 This section provides an overview of those developments since 2000. The first 
and most detailed looks at alcohol. 
Policy Initiative Year Relevant Key Points 
Alcohol: Can the 
NHS afford it? 

2001 Recommended the early publication and implementation of a National 
Alcohol Strategy 

Launch of FRANK 
education campaign 

2003 Aims to promote open discussion of drugs among youth, parents and 
teachers, and to provide relatively unbiased factual information 

Licensing Act 2003 2003 Introduction of flexible opening hours, allowing for 24 hour opening; 
Under 18s allowed to sell alcohol as long as the sale has been 
approved by a responsible person;  became a criminal offence for 
someone under the age of 18 to attempt to purchase alcohol, 
punishable by a fine up to £1000 

Alcohol Harm 
Reduction Strategy 
for England 

2004 Providing alcohol education in schools that can change attitudes and 
behaviours; reviewing the code of practice for TV advertising to ensure 
that it does not target 

Calling Time: The 
nation’s drinking as 
a major health issue 

2004 Highlighted per capita alcohol consumption as a major health issue; 
identified three factors for increased alcohol consumption – economic; 
physical; and social 

Violent Crime 
Reduction Act 2006 

2006 Introduction of Drinking Banning Orders and Alcohol Disorder Zones; 
Gave the Police the power to apply to the relevant licensing authority 
for a review of premises licences; Persistently selling alcohol to 
children becomes an offence for which a closure notice can be issued, 
a licence suspended and up to a £10,000 fine issued 

Safe. Sensible. 
Social. The next 
steps in the National 
Alcohol Strategy 

2007 Ensure that the laws and licensing powers are being used widely and 
effectively; w, local authorities and the police have more powers to 
prosecute and even close premises that persistently sell alcohol to 
children; authoritative, accessible guidance for young people and 
parents; all Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships required by law 
to have a strategy to tackle crime, disorder and substance misuse 
including alcohol-related disorder and misuse) in their area 

Tackling Underage 
Sales of Alcohol 
Campaign 

2007 10 week campaign targeting premises known to be problematic; test 
purchase failure rate (persistent underage sales) was below 15% 

Review of the Social 
Responsibility 
Standards for the 
production and sale 
of Alcoholic Drinks 

2008 Found that the Standards are being interpreted as "recommendations" 
rather than requirements and are therefore not meeting their objectives 
of self-regulation, self-improvement and social responsibility 

The Local 
Authorities (Alcohol 
Disorder Zones) 
Regulations 2008 

2008 Clarifies the role of the Local Authority in relation to Alcohol Disorder 
Zones  

Annual report of the 
CMO 

2009 Licensing laws should reflect the full impact of passive drinking, making 
public health considerations central to licensing; Consideration should 
be given to setting the minimum price per unit at 50 pence 

Police Reform and 
Social 
Responsibility Act 
2011 

2011 Amends and supplements the Licensing Act 2003 with the intention of 
‘rebalancing’ it in favour of local authorities, the police and local 
communities; fine for persistently selling alcohol to children doubles 
from £10,000 to £20.000 

The Government's 
Alcohol Strategy 

2012 introduce a minimum unit price for alcohol; consult on a ban on the sale 
of multi-buy alcohol discounting; introduce stronger powers for local 
areas to control the density of licensed premises including making the 
impact on health a consideration for this; pilot innovative sobriety 
schemes to challenge alcohol-related offending 
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4.2 Turning attention to tobacco, it needs to be noted that the ill-effect of smoking 
have been known for some considerable time. As a result there is a robust set of 
legislation, public health warnings and growing social unacceptability toward 
smoking. We have subsequently seen a ban on smoking in public places and a new 
approach to packaging. 
 
4.3 Knives and blade legislation encompasses a range of products. Much of this 
developed from an increase in youth gang violence and an increase in stabbings and 
wounding where bladed weapons were used 
 
4.4 Gambling is known to cause problems for sections of the population and the rise 
of on-line gambling plus more aggressive forms of advertising from bookmakers, 
including ‘free bets’ has led to a concern about young people’s involvement in 
gambling. 
 
4.5 Responsibility for enforcing these sets of legislation falls at local level. As such, 
the actions of local authorities in terms of consistency and robustness of 
enforcement impacts on the local retail culture – the more consistent local authorities 
are the more consistent retailers in that area will become. There are many examples 
of good practice where local authorities have been at the forefront of developments 
including for example, in St Neots Cambridgeshire the local authority, in conjunction 
with the police and a major retailer have been at the forefront of dealing with proxy 
sales of alcohol4.  The actions of local authorities are therefore an important factor in 
ensuring that the various pieces of legislation are adhered to in a consistent and 
robust fashion. 
 
5 Trends in alcohol use by young people over the past ten years 
 
5.1 Academic and medical research5 highlighted that alcohol consumption in the UK 
reached problematic levels by the beginnings of the new millennium. As a result, 
there have been a number of developments aimed at reducing per capita alcohol 
consumption.  
 
5.2 Whilst documents such as Safe, Sensible, Social6 note the importance of 
addressing the alcohol use of all drinkers, young and under-age drinkers are one of 
the groups given special attention. Policy aimed at curbing under-age drinking can 
take a different dimension due to the fact that the purchase of alcohol by this group 
is illegal, thus allowing greater levels of enforcement regarding access to alcohol. 
Therefore, controlling under-age drinkers’ access to alcohol has become a key policy 
option making age-checking at retail outlets important. 

                                                
4 http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/05/partnership-app.html 
5 Academy of Medical Sciences (2004) Calling Time: the Nation’s drinking as a major health issue Academy 
of Medical Sciences: London. 
6 NHS (2007) Safe. Sensible. Social. The next steps in the National Alcohol Strategy, Department of Health: 
London 
 



 

 

8 

 
5.3 Using Serve Legal data we can see a number of positive points regarding age-
checking as a way of reducing under-age alcohol use including: 

• proof of age at the point of sale has become an accepted norm and 
recognised as best practice 

• the use of independent test purchasing has now become an operational 
standard for off sales and is seen as key aspect of restricting under-age sales 
by the on-trade 

• there is an overall upward trend in retailers’ performances regarding age-
checking for alcohol 

• many retailers have consistently achieved an 80% pass rate and some are 
aiming for a 100% pass rate. (It must be noted that some commentators 
wonder if this is achievable. We pass no comment on this save to point to 
some alcohol retail outlets in the USA where age checking is mandatory 
regardless of the perceived age of the customer). 

 
5.4 Whilst this would indicate success in terms of changing retail processes, a more 
pertinent question would be has it impacted on under-age drinking? In order to 
answer this, the report now turns to three sets of information produced by the 
government6 
 
5.5 Taken together, these tell us a number of interesting facts about the drinking 
experiences and drinking habits of young people aged 11 to 24 of which the key is 
that alcohol use is in decline amongst this group.  
 
5.6 Looking at reasons for this, and especially for evidence of the impact of age-
checking at point of sale, it is interesting to note that: 

• under 18s claim that they are more likely to be given alcohol than purchase it 
themselves 

• parents are the most likely people to supply children with alcohol 
• 48% off those aged 11 - 15 who had drunk alcohol claimed to buy alcohol  

 
Other information from the NHS research which looked at where young people 
obtained their alcohol shows that: 
 

• 26% bought alcohol off friends and relatives 
• 16% from ‘someone else’ 

 
5.7 From these figures we note that 42% of under-age drinkers who do purchase 
alcohol do so from ‘proxy purchasers’ and it is the proxy purchaser group that are the 
main suppliers of alcohol to under-age drinkers. (Interestingly, the figure that claim to 
buy from retail outlets runs roughly parallel to the figure of unchecked aged-related 
sales; see below 8.5). 
 

                                                
7 Smoking, drinking and drug use among young people in England 2010 NHS; Scottish Schools Adolescent Life 
Style and Substance Use Survey NHS Scotland and the Household Survey 2011 ONS 
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Figure 1: Adapted from Smoking, drinking and drug use among young people in England  (2010) NHS: London 
Ratio of retail purchases to proxy purchases for under-age drinkers 

 
5.8  NHS research confirms the decline in under-age drinkers buying from shops and 
the rise in the use of proxy purchasers. NHS Scotland assigns the decline in buying 
alcohol from retail outlets to ‘alcohol retailers [having] become much stricter in selling 
to under-age individuals…’  
 
6. The future role of on-line retailing on young people’s ability to access 
alcohol 
 
6.1 On-line shopping has seen a massive expansion in the past decade. This reflects 
the larger social phenomenon of the growth of the internet. 
 
6.2 This report is not the place to discuss the impact that the internet has on society. 
What is important is to note that we have a generation of people who only know life 
with the internet and who have become adept in its use. In most cases, the internet 
is a valuable aid to modern living. However, the internet also provides opportunities 
to circumvent legislation and allow consumers access to prohibited products or age 
inappropriate products. Due to the nature of the medium, policing on-line purchases 
is problematic. 
 
6.3 Clearly, the internet allows scope for under-age purchases. We do not have 
figures for the amount of alcohol purchased by under-age drinkers via the internet, 
but it is interesting to note that on-line alcohol sales saw a 25% year on year 
increase in May 2011 and that the average basket value in May 2011 was £1617. 
 
6.4 Research done in the compiling of this report found that the major retailers all 
have age-related policies in place regarding on-line alcohol purchases (most use 
age-checks at the point of delivery8). However, we found a number of sites selling 
alcohol where there was either no discernible age-check policy or a simple 
disclaimer noting that the consumer needed to be over 18 to complete the purchase. 
 
                                                
7 http://www.retailtechnology.co.uk/news/online-shopping-growth-continues 
8 For example http://www.tesco.com/termsandconditions/termsconditionsGroc.htm?rel=help 
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6.5 At present, it appears that little work is being done around the problems 
associated with the on-line purchasing of alcohol by Under 18s either in regard of 
research looking at the size and scope of under-age purchases or developing 
coherent and consistent policies to guard against it. As things stand, on-line 
purchases present a significant potential problem for controlling under-age 
purchases and an often unrestricted source of goods for under-age purchasers 
determined to circumvent age-restricted legislation. 
 
7. The role of 'proxy purchasing' in sales of alcohol, especially the rise in 
parents buying alcohol for under-age young people  
 
7.1 Available evidence shows that consumption of alcohol by young people is falling. 
In a field as complex as this there will be many reasons for this but one reason is an 
increase in vigilance by retailers, making the purchase of alcohol by Under 18s 
increasingly difficult. 
 
7.2 That said, alcohol use by Under 18s remains. This begs the question as to where 
and how under-age drinkers are obtaining their alcohol. As noted, one route with 
great potential for growth is via on-line purchases. 
 
7.3 Research indicates that at present the preferred route for under-age drinkers to 
obtain alcohol is via proxy sales: that is an adult of legal age buying alcohol on 
behalf of the minor. Those adults range from strangers, to older friends and 
immediate family. The NHS recognises this and note that since the late 1990s there 
has been an increase in the proportion of under-age drinkers who buy alcohol from 
other people. 
 
7.4 Serve Legal data supports this. In a survey of young people for a major retail 
outlet they asked a number of questions regarding under-age purchases. This 
provided the following headline information: 
 

• Only 4% of under-age consumers would attempt to obtain alcohol from a large 
supermarket main till 

• Only 13% of under-age consumers would attempt to obtain alcohol from a 
high street chain pub 

• 74% of under-age consumers would attempt to obtain alcohol from their 
parents 

• 86% of under-age consumers would attempt to obtain alcohol from older 
siblings or friends 

 
This is reflected in perceived success rates for obtaining alcohol under-age. When 
asked to list the three most likely places an under-age person could obtain alcohol 
Serve Legal found that proxy sales from older siblings or friends dominated the 
responses with parents coming second. Major high street retailers in both the on and 
off trade sales sectors scored lowest across the board. This is represented in detail 
below in figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Serve Legal Data 
Consumer’s perception of the most likely outlet for under-age drinkers to 
obtain alcohol 
 
7.5 It is worth reiterating here that it is legal for Under 18s to consume alcohol in 
private spaces with the permission of the parent or guardian. However, some types 
of proxy purchases, for example, those that involve a stranger or legal-age young 
person buying on behalf of the under-age consumer may contravene the law. There 
are examples of local authority trading standards, the police and retailers coming 
together to address this form of proxy purchasing9 
 
7.6 Recent research from Drinkaware 10  coupled with existing health research 
suggests that parents are the main providers of alcohol to children. Drinkaware’s 
research shows that the last time children aged 10 -17 drank alcohol in 50% of cases 
it was parents who supplied it, making parents the largest group of alcohol suppliers. 
 
7.7 It would appear that due to greater vigilance at the point of sales proxy 
purchases have become the chief avenue through which under-age drinkers are 
accessing alcohol. 
                                                
9 http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/05/partnership-app.html 
10 www.drinkaware.co.uk 
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8. An examination of trends in alcohol testing including the impact of door 
staff on age checking in on-sales outlets. 
 
8.1 Controlling the use of alcohol presents the government, local authorities, the 
police, retailers and the public with a complex task, yet within that complexity there is 
a general consensus that young peoples’ access to alcohol needs to be regulated. 
The principle manner in which this is applied is to restrict uncontrolled access to 
alcohol.  
 
8.2 Historically, the policing of age-related sales is one which lacks a coherent and 
consistent approach from the retailers and by an absence of any coordinated form of 
checking by regulatory bodies. It is fair to say that the sale of alcohol and other 
products to under-age consumers was a fairly common place occurrence until 
relatively recently. 
 
8.3 Due to mounting concern over the negative effects of alcohol use in both 
individual and social terms, the last decade has seen an awareness of the need for 
increased vigilance from retail staff regarding alcohol sales to Under 18s. As a result 
we have seen an increase in age-checking for products and an accompanying rise in 
independent testing aimed at ensuring staff are adhering to the regulations and 
processes regarding age-checking. 
 
8.4 Serve legal are one of the leading providers of this and, by using their data, it is 
possible to make comment about the developing trends in a range of outlets. These 
results can be divided into three main categories: frequency; type of outlet; variations 
and their possible causes 
 
8.5 Frequency  
As noted, increased vigilance at the point of sale has led to a decrease in the 
number of under-age consumers attempting to buy alcohol at retail outlets. This 
pattern took root around the time age-checking became embedded within the 
industry.  
 
Examining Serve Legal data from 2007 to 2010 we can see that there has been a 
steady increase in pass rates11 from 55% in 2007 to 71% in 2010. However, whilst 
this reflects the average figure it is important to note that some retailers have pass 
rates above 80% and that some are aiming for 100% pass rates. 
 

                                                
11 A Serve Legal test purchase is a pass if the visitor is required to provided official ID to complete the purchase 
(either at the door or till/counter) 
 



 

 

13 

 
 
Figure 3: Adapted from Serve Legal, 2010 Market Report: Age Restricted Sales 
Pass rates over time 
 
Thus it is possible to conclude that in terms of frequency, under-age checks will take 
place around 3 out of every 4 times a young person tries to purchase alcohol. This 
demonstrates a good level of consistency. The consistency of the checks can be 
evidenced by other data which shows a reduction in young people trying to purchase 
alcohol at retail outlets. To use everyday language, it would appear that word has 
spread across the young people of the UK that most retailers will check for age-proof 
most of the time alcohol is purchased. ‘Mystery shopper’ checks will have helped to 
embed this as a routine activity amongst retail staff. 
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8.6 Type of outlet 
Whilst those rates are high, they are not uniformly spread across the whole retail 
sector. It is possible to break alcohol retail outlets into four main types: 

1. Supermarket 
2. Convenience 
3. Forecourt (garages) 
4. On-trade 

 

 
 
Figure 4: Adapted from Serve Legal, 2010 Market Report: Age Restricted Sales 
Retail sector pass rates 2010 

 
The best performers were the supermarkets and the convenience stores which 
averaged out at 77% - it is in this sector where some outlets were obtaining scores of 
80% plus and this sector is clearly a leader in the field. 
 
Forecourt trade scored lower at 66%. This is a smaller sector and it is also one 
where the sale of alcohol is a relatively recent development. That said, this sector is 
making strides to catch up and is showing steady improvement 
 
On-trade checks scored the lowest with only 64%.  However, what is interesting is 
the variation within that sector and it may be worth considering this in detail. 
 
It appears that where door staff are employed the age check rate is 72%, which is 
just below that for the supermarket/convenience sectors. On the other hand, bar staff 
only check 46% of the time. There may be reasons for this which we will explore 
below. 
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8.7 Variations and their possible causes 
 
Clearly, the retail industry recognises that it has a both a legal and a corporate social 
responsibility to ensure that it does its utmost to control illegal access to alcohol and 
over the past five years has taken great steps in ensuring this. A recent retail 
working group12 estimates that the alcohol retail sector invests around £20 million 
p.a. in on-sales testing. There are, however, variations in practice and it is to this the 
report now turns. 
 
The first and simplest reason for variation is lack of sufficient training for staff. One 
factor in this may be that the British Retail Consortium estimates that the annual 
turnover of customer facing staff in retail is between 30% and 50% with staff turnover 
in pubs being as high as 60% per annum13. In these circumstances it is highly 
possible that new staff forget to check or have not yet realised the importance of 
age-checking. 
 
Beyond that, Serve Legal data identifies a number of other variations. These include: 

• Age; retail staff aged 30 plus are significantly more likely to ask for age I.D. 
than their younger colleagues 

• Gender; the gender of the customer is not a factor but the gender of the 
server is. Female staff are more likely to ask for I.D. than males 

• Time of day; frequency and consistency dipped at the weekends and after 5 
pm on weekdays 

• Staff volume; in the convenience sector servers working alone are slightly less 
likely to ask for I.D. 

• Staff making stereotypical assumptions about ‘young persons’ drinks’; Serve 
Legal found that age-checks were more likely if drinks such as alcopops, 
lagers and ciders are being bought 

• Local authority action; there is more likely to be a consistency about the 
actions of the retailers if the local authority also act in a consistent manner.  

 
There are some geographical variations with Scotland and Northern Ireland 
representing the higher and lower end of the spectrum respectively. However, it 
needs to be noted that those regional variations are becoming less pronounced as 
retailers become more consistent in their approaches. As noted above, local 
authorities have a role to play in enhancing this level of consistency in the retail 
sector by adopting a consistent and robust approach themselves. 

                                                
12 http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/brdo/docs/publications-2010/10-1398-arp-report-with-annexes.pdf 
13 http://www.brc.org.uk/brc_home.asp 
 



 

 

16 

 
Looking more closely at the sector that is performing less well – on-sales – it is 
possible to suggest that bar staff have become reliant on door staff to do their age-
checking for them. Put simply, there appears to be an assumption by bar staff that if 
customers have been allowed in to the venue by door staff they have been age-
checked. Serve legal data suggests that this will be the case 3 out of 4 times but 
nevertheless it is a dangerous assumption to make and greater emphasis on the 
importance of checking regardless of the presence of door staff needs to be made 
clear for bar staff. As an aside, it will be important to monitor the performance of this 
sector given the forthcoming demise of the SIA. Given the centrality of door staff to 
age-checking in the on-sales sector any move which undermines their 
professionalism and diligence holds the potential to become a serious risk to that 
sector’s ability to control age-related sales. It is safe to say that without the input of 
door staff checks the on-sales sector would be performing significantly below that of 
other forms of outlet. 
 
9. Recent developments and trends 
 
9.1 Like any market, the markets in age-restricted products evolve and there are a 
number of recent developments that hold the potential to affect retailers selling age-
restricted items. We have already discussed one in detail: the rise of on-line sales. 
There are two other key developments regarding alcohol that are worthy of a note. 
 
9.2 The first is the application of a minimum unit price for alcohol. The basis of this 
policy is the economic law of supply and demand that states that as a price rises 
consumers will leave the market. In this instance, a price rise will more likely impact 
on those consumers with low or limited incomes. Most under-age consumers would 
fall into this category. As such, it is possible to suppose that because of the price rise 
under-age consumers will purchase less. However, there are a number of debates 
currently taking place as to what the level will be and the extent of the impact the 
proposed 40 pence price will have. 
 
9.3 The second is the rise in home drinking prior to going out into the night time 
economy and the relative demise in on-sales drinking this is causing. It has been 
argued that young people who are gaining their first experiences of alcohol in the 
absence of more mature and ‘experienced’ drinkers and/or outside the relatively 
controlled environment of the pub lack the skills and information needed to drink in a 
controlled and ‘sensible’ manner14. As such, there have been calls to encourage 
young drinkers back into pubs in order to ‘learn to drink’. Whilst there is some 
research evidence to support the claim that those who do pre-load at home prior to 
going out are more likely to get involved in violence both as victims and 
perpetrators15, there is as yet little hard evidence to support the claim that learning to 
drink in a pub environment creates ‘better’ drinkers. 

                                                
14 Barton & Husk 2012 
15 ibid 
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10. Conclusions 
 

• Alcohol policy has developed in a piecemeal fashion and in many respects 
can be said to lack a coherence. Nevertheless, there is a determination by 
central and local government to control the worst aspects of alcohol 
consumption 
 

• The retail trade is at the forefront of this, especially with regard to policing 
under-age sales 

 
• Over the last decade, but especially over the last five years, the retail trade 

has taken good measures to control access to alcohol with age-checking by 
staff and the use of ‘mystery shoppers’ to reinforce this becoming an industry 
norm 

 
• These practices and policies have moved beyond alcohol and are becoming 

embedded in the sale of all age-restricted items 
 

• However, there is more to be done. Forecourt and on-trade sectors need to 
improve their performance to match that of supermarkets and convenience 
stores; staff need to recognise the importance of age-checking at all times 
and in all circumstances. Greater thought could be given to the USA model 
where age-checking is pervasive and consistent 

 
• There are new challenges for the retail sector: on-line sales pose a serious 

threat due to the nature of the internet and the difficulties we have in policing 
it; proxy sales, especially those that take place by legal age young people and 
strangers on behalf of under-age young people, have become the key method 
of obtaining alcohol for young people and pose a real problem 

 
• Alcohol use has increasingly come under the spotlight in recent years and this 

has led to a search for better and more effective control which balances the 
rights and freedoms of the population with the need to protect the vulnerable. 
This search has recently moved beyond alcohol and into a number of age-
restricted products. It is clear that we have yet to achieve such a delicate 
balance. Nevertheless, strides are being taken to move closer to that point. 
The retail sector is aware of this and its work in controlling access to alcohol 
at the point of sales is impacting, as part of a larger suite of measures, on 
young peoples’ drinking patterns. In turn, lesson learned in the alcohol field 
will feed into all areas of age-restricted consumption. 
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