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Underage Drinking Coalitions across the county have many outstanding initiatives 

underway in addressing teen drinking, such as teen education, community awareness 

campaigns, increased law enforcement actions and legislative policy initiatives.  One 

major area that is lacking in attention by many of these coalitions is “retailer education 

and collaboration”. The following information describes the barriers that coalitions may 

face when attempting to partner with retailers as well as the many benefit of involving 

business leaders.  Coalitions as well as the vast majority of retailers do not want to 

alcohol sold to teens.  Both of these groups just have to decide on the best way to achieve 

this common goal. 

 

As a Loss Prevention professional for several major supermarket chains for over 18 

years, I understand the day-to-day pressures faced by Store Managers, who are on the 

“front line” in the battle for retail profits and, in some cases, solvency.  In my role, I was 

responsible for managing programs and policies intended to help our stores comply with 

regulatory issues regarding alcohol and tobacco sales.   
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Most recently, I served as the Loss Prevention Director of a supermarket chain of over 

155 stores in six states with over 17,000 employees.  During my tenure, public health 

professionals, state officials and law enforcement professionals recognized my company 

as having an outstanding record at preventing underage access to alcohol and tobacco 

products.  This was done without draconian measures or drastic initiatives which many 

people advocate.  Instead, it was accomplished through senior leadership support and 
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involvement as well as a strong sense of community responsibility.  Store level associates 

were given the tools and most importantly, the support and training they needed to meet 

this challenge.  Were their missteps and violations?  Absolutely.  Did we continue to 

address the challenges and opportunities that caused the breakdowns and missteps?  

Absolutely! 

 

The retailer for whom I worked, employed about 17,000 people.  This number was 

always expressed in terms of “about” because of the massive turnover we and most 

retailers face (in many cases over 100%). 

 

Several years ago, I was asked to join the North Carolina Initiative to Reduce Underage 

Drinking, which was the beginning of my “awakening” to this complex issue.  Prior to 

that time, my beliefs and understanding of the issues involving teen access to alcohol 

were like that of most retailers.  Most retailers hold the view that that their cashiers are 

properly trained and if it weren’t for the teens trying to “illegally” purchase alcohol 

through “deception”, we would not have underage sales to minors.  This is a very 

unenlightened but understandable view given the fact that retailers are frequently not part 

of the education process and are targeted for law enforcement action.   

 

The first response retailers usually have to these actions is one of denial, resentment and 

resistance.  Therefore, instead of creating meaningful and lasting behavioral change, 

barriers are created that can harm your coalition’s impact in reducing youth access to 

alcohol. 

  

After being invited to become a member of the NC Initiative, I slowly began to realize 

the complexity of the underage drinking issue.  For the first time, I realized that much 

more had to be done on the part of retailers, including my company, to make an impact 

on illegal sales to alcohol to minors. 
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Initially, I felt like a fish out of water with all the talk of “policy” and  “models”.  

Fortunately, the Initiative director and her staff included me in policy and initiative 

discussions.  More importantly, they solicited information about the “side of the store 

operator”.  They listened to the tremendous challenges that face cashiers on each and 

every sale: 

• Greet each customer with a “smile. 

• Accurately record all merchandise 

• Remember produce codes and other codes for “non-scanable” items 

• Know the procedures for taking credit cards, debit cards, food stamps, WIC 

vouchers, regular coupons, and of course, cash. 

• On alcohol and tobacco sales, request the ID of every customer who looks to be 

under 30 years of age. 

• They must not only look at the birth date on the ID, but also scrutinize the 

individual and if they have any question at all, they MUST contact store 

management.  

• Lastly, cashiers must do all of this ACCURATELY AND VERY QUICKLY! 

 

Most customers want to get in and out of grocery stores a quickly as possible, which 

makes the cashier’s role even more difficult.  (Maybe even some of you reading this have 

actually complained or wanted to complain about the “slow’ service you encounter in a 

checkout line.) 

 

With the national turnover rate for cashiers well over 100% and the resulting training 

deficit and need for “reinventing the wheel” every 30 to 60 days, retailers face particular 

challenges that those outside of the business community may not understand. 

  

By first “listening” to the barriers faced by retailers, the subsequent assistance offered by 

the Initiative was received as “genuine”.  Therefore, it is very important for coalitions to 
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think about how to approach the business community and others in order to garner the 

full power of collaborative thought.   

 

According to the Barbara Alvarez Martin, Project Director for the North Carolina 

Initiative, “At first, I wanted retailers at the table to keep track of the enemy. After I 

started listening to them and learned more about the daily pressures on them, I found that 

they really wanted to do “the right thing” with regards to underage alcohol access.  My 

charge became how best to assist them in their efforts and how best to lend the 

Initiative’s support and encouragement to create meaningful and lasting change.” 

 

Ms. Martin went as far as to conduct a meeting with other state coalition directors 

at one of our stores where cashiers, who are on the “front lines of restricting alcohol 

access”, could share both their frustrations and also success stories at stopping 

underage alcohol sales.  What a learning experience! 

 

Since the first days of the Initiative, I have given presentations to other advocacy groups 

and at public health conferences all over the country in an effort to share the successes of 

collaboration.  In the very first session of the very first national public health conference I 

ever attended, the presenter told the audience, “The first thing you have to do is freeze 

out the retailers!”  This may be true with some rogue sectors of retail or in abnormal 

geographic and demographic situations.  However, those are definitely in the minority 

and should not be your basis for stereotyping the “normal” retail operator.  Remember, if 

you focus on the minority, you will miss the benefit of working with those in the majority 

who are the key to influencing positive, meaningful change. This is not to say that Law 

Enforcement should not identify those rogue operators or problem demographic areas and 

target them for strict enforcement and police actions. 

 

One Caution: It may not be easy to get retailers to the table especially if you 

concentrate on the store level operators.  One State coalition director told me, “I 

4733 Kuykendall Rd. Suite 110   !  Charlotte, NC  28270 
704.841.7759 (Office) !  704.841.0673 (Fax) 

Balford @ ILHGroup.com 



Collaboration to achieve Positive Change:  Working with Retailers 
Written for Pacific Institute for Research and Evaluation 
William A. Alford, CFE 
Page 5 
 
sent letters to the local store managers but no one showed up for my meeting.”   

While I understand this person’s frustration, ask yourselves these questions: Do you 

have too much work to do and not enough time to do it in?  Are you really looking 

for ANOTHER project to be added to your plate?  Do you have time to be on 

another committee and attend more meetings?  Unless, you are unlike most of the 

work force, the answer to each of these questions is a resounding NO!   

However…when YOUR BOSS wants you to get involved in a project or meeting 

that THEY FEEL IS IMPORTANT, you suddenly find the time and energy to “get 

involved”.   

 

Therefore, the following strategy should be used to get the “decision makers” and high 

impact champions to the table: 

 

• First, approach the retail trade organizations and tell them what you are trying to 

do with regards to “listening to the retail community” and that you really need 

their perspective when crafting policy and legislative action.  This will definitely 

get their attention as most trade groups also serve as lobbing groups for their 

membership. 

• Next, get the trade group representatives to help you identify those retail 

members who are the most influential in terms of leading the local industry.  

Many trade groups have as their board members, the very companies you are 

seeking. 

• After identifying the possible companies, ask the trade group representative to 

personally contact retail companies asking them to serve on your coalition board.  

They will probably call high-level executives or even the president of the 

companies themselves. 

• While the trade groups were important to make the contacts, at this point, they 

can bow out and serve in an advisory role rather than an active capacity.  You 
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may not realize that trade organizations are in existence to serve their 

membership; they are, for the most part, cautious in proposing new programs or 

initiatives for fear of alienating even a portion of their membership. 

• Once you have retailers at the table, LISTEN to them and HEAR their concerns.  

(A public health professional told me that she advocated ”alcohol only” lines in 

grocery stores and “if we really cared” about reducing underage sales, we would 

enact this measure.  This comment came just after I had just told her that my 

company had the highest wine sales in three of the six states in which we 

operated.  Would YOU, as a normal customer, be willing to stand in a separate 

line to buy a nice bottle of wine if it meant waiting, in some cases, an extra ten 

minutes or more?  I felt that she was not listening and was not thinking through 

the process.  Another example that illustrates the need to actively solicit and 

obtain feedback before enacting policy occurred in Alpharetta, GA, which is a 

suburb of Atlanta.  The town council was very concerned about underage 

drinking and passed new legislation making it mandatory that a picture ID be 

shown by every person purchasing alcohol whether it is in a grocery store, 

restaurant or bar.  Sounds good doesn’t it?  Remember, for every policy or law, 

there is the desired effect and there can also be an unintended secondary 

effects.  The secondary effect in this case was to have older citizens, some of 

whom were in their 60’s and 70’s, “carded” by waiters and cashiers and refused 

service or sales if they did not have their ID’s.  The backlash by the citizens and 

by the local media was brutal.  The town council had the best of intentions but 

either did not ask or did not receive the input they needed from the retail and 

restaurant community in order to make an informed decision   Collaboration 

helps maximize the desired effect and minimize the potential of an unintended 

secondary effect. 

• After you get your Retail Champion to the table, learn from them and allow them 

to learn from you.  Do not try to “feed each other with a fire hose” with 
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information and data that supports your position.  Opinions will change over time 

with mutual trust and “walking in each other’s shoes.” 

• Find out what the Retail Champion is doing “right” and assist them in gaining 

recognition and praise for their actions.  Public, positive reinforcement goes a 

very long way in sustaining positive results.  Read the paper after a sting 

operation by law enforcement.  Usually it says something like “Ten Retailers 

Cited for Selling Alcohol to Undercover Officers”.  What the media often fails to 

tell you is how many stores did their jobs correctly and often times it is 70 to 80% 

of those checked. Yes, 20% failure rate is not good or something to be proud of at 

all.  However, do the stores or cashiers that did well ever get recognized for doing 

a good job?  Positive reinforcement is a powerful tool and should always be used 

with those cashiers who perform their job properly during underage compliance 

checks.   

• At this point, your Retail Champion should be seeing the benefits of getting 

recognized for doing a good job in limiting alcohol access to underage people. 

The sphere of influence that the Retail Champion has and the “intangible force” 

called COMPETITION should be motivating other retailers to join the 

bandwagon.  Again, the good majority can create inordinate pressure on the 

minority that is performing poorly!  At this point, the Retail Champion may need 

some prodding to contact their peers within the retail industry because they may 

be reluctant to share the accolades and recognition they have received for their 

company.  However, using multiple retailers in the advocacy of underage 

drinking policies is critical to effective change and successful implementation. 

By the end of the first year of your collaborative strategic plan, you should craft and 

chose all future policy initiatives with the input of your Retail Champions.  There will 

be items on which you disagree.  More likely than not, you will discuss your differences 

and how each initiative should be crafted and molded into a workable piece of 

legislation.  This is a very critical step.  Choose your battles wisely and get some “wins” 
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under your belt before you draw a line in the sand over a single issue. These “wins” or 

“low hanging fruit” issues are important in building your credibility and momentum. 

Whenever appropriate, have your Retail Champion (translation: business leader) testify 

in front of legislative committees reviewing proposed legislation pertaining to your 

coalition goals.  Issue papers, talking points and briefings are critical to helping coach 

the Retail Champion as to the hot buttons to push and the hot potatoes to avoid.  

Legislators will no longer see the particular issue as “public health vs. business”.  The 

matter is now viewed as one that has consensus and broad backing from the business 

community.  Of course, the Retail Champions will have gone to their respective 

companies and retail trade groups and “sold them” on the policy initiative long before 

the hearing.  Notice that the public health professional did not have to do the “selling” 

or the convincing. This is a very powerful and effective way to get public policy 

initiatives out of committee and into law. 

 

This “model” of consensus building worked in North Carolina thanks to the Initiative 

coalition, which had the vision, the “tenacious tenacity” of it’s beliefs and the strength 

to drop some of it’s beliefs to adopt new ideas which sometimes went against 

conventional wisdom. 

The successes in North Carolina include: 

• The first statewide convocation of Retailers, Law Enforcement Officials, 

Public Health Officials and Legislators designed to address how these groups 

can work together to reduce underage drinking. 

• The first on-going state committee comprised of Retailers, Law Enforcement 

and Public Health professionals to address underage alcohol access issues from 

a retail industry prospective.  (Responsible Alcohol Sales and Service –RASS) 

• Success in passing legislation that increased penalties on adult providers 

including the actual cashiers. 
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• Modification of the state drivers license to add a color “stoplight” background 

as a “low tech” solution to help cashiers identify underage customers. (Red is 

under 18, Yellow is 18 to 20, Green is over 21.) 

• Statewide Retailer and Law Enforcement relations training which brought 

two very different groups together to share ideas and dispel some preconceived 

notions and stereotypes. 

Once your gain the trust of your team of retailers and business leaders though a working 

relationship of collaboration, consensus and sometimes “agreeing to disagree”, these 

Retail Champions, along the way, change from “participant or initiative member” to 

advocate.  When this occurs, you have succeeded in creating meaningful change.  

 

 

 

 

William A. Alford, CFE, is president of International Lighthouse Group, 

Inc., a retail consulting firm, which specializes in Loss Prevention and 

Risk Management solutions.  Mr. Alford also works with public health 

coalitions and agencies across the country in building collaborative 

partnerships with business and industry. 
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