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lcohol research is a huge 
industry these days, provid-
ing a living for a small army 
of academics, yet surprisingly 
little work has been done with 

those on the frontline – the shopkeepers 
and servers who sell consumers their drink 
every day.

That omission has now begun to be 
addressed. A team of social scientists in 
Glasgow has published a paper on “shop 
servers’ experience of alcohol-related 
issues”, based on in-depth interviews with 
two dozen licensed retailers, plus a ques-
tionnaire that attracted 143 respondents 
city-wide.

The results from these neglected “local 
alcohol experts” are often surprising, and 
they have implications for local authorities 
and others implementing alcohol policy, 
believes one of the researchers, Alasdair 
Forsyth of the Institute for Society & Social 
Justice Research at Glasgow Caledonian 
University.

“Nobody had thought before to ask these 
people what they thought about alcohol 
issues,” he says. “They are seen as part of the 
problem, demonised. There’s the assump-
tion that they are doing their best to sell 
alcohol to 16 and 17-year-olds, but nothing 
could be further from the truth. The stere-
otypes were reversed by our research.

“In carrying out this study we were trying 
to speak up for the little guys who are doing 
their best to serve their communities. 
They’re not well paid yet they’ve got such 
great legal responsibilities. It would be good 
if people work with these shops, give them 
credit for what they do. Local authorities 
should engage with them and build on their 
success.”

The research reveals retailers who genu-
inely care about their communities. 
Three-quarters said most or all of their cus-
tomers lived within walking distance, and 
six in 10 said they knew their regulars well.

“Shop workers can also be proud to serve 
the community and often felt an embedded 
part of their neighbourhood, with a stake in 
the wellbeing of the people who were their 
customers,” the report says.

As a result they were well aware of the 
potential issues caused by alcohol, and their 

responsibility to minimise the problems.
“In contrast to the stereotype often por-

trayed by the media – for example of 
unscrupulous operators selling to under-
age persons and fuelling street disorder 
– off-sales staff went to great personal 
lengths to reduce such harms in their com-
munity,” the report adds. 

So, while drink sales were commercially 
vital to these local businesses, and corner 
shops felt obliged, in some cases, to stock 
the kind of troublesome products not sold 
by supermarkets, the research found they 
had adopted a range of strategies to mini-
mise alcohol harms. 

These included limiting sales of Buckfast 
to one bottle per person per day, and colour-
coding carrier bags to make it easier to 
identify whether the drink they sold finished 
up in the hands of under-age drinkers.

Forsyth also notes that “a lot of these 
shops are run by men who deliberately 
hired local women with their own kids as 
servers, people with a strong vested interest 
in the community”.

The report found that retailers, as local 
residents themselves, were “concerned 
about youth antisocial behaviour and did 
not want to be associated with attracting 
such incivility or fuelling it by providing 
alcohol. 

“The thought they could be personally 
contributing to this issue was anathema to 
many of the shop workers who expressed 
that they felt a social responsibility towards 
their customers and to the area in general.”

The report adds: “In deprived areas 
where alcohol issues are more prevalent, 
some interviewees expressed a personal 
distress at seeing the negative effects of alco-
hol on their customers”.

Being rooted in the neighbourhood was 
itself seen as a way of reducing problems. 

“As interviewees became increasingly 
embedded in their areas over time, allowing 
a gradual building up of relations with their 
clientele, a decline in the number of prob-
lems experienced was correspondingly 
described,” the report says.

When it comes to trouble, though, shops 
felt they didn’t get enough support from 
authorities, and the authors of the report 
concluded that government and industry 

could do more to help.
“Although those who participated in this 

study were cognisant of their responsibili-
ties (both legal and to their communities), 
it was clear that others could assist to make 
their work easier. 

“In particular there would appear to be a 
need to educate the public about servers’ 
legal responsibilities towards proxy-buying 
and selling to intoxicated individuals. 

“We have suggested that relevant govern-
ment or drinks industry bodies could help 
to improve levels of understanding of these 
issues in the same was as they currently do 
with age ID policies.”

Aiming to 
serve and 
protect

Many shops in the study deliberately hired 
women who were mothers and so have a 
vested interest in the community
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A new study investigates the role and feelings of 
the frontline of the alcohol industry – the shop 
staff. Phil Mellows analyses the data

Many retailers went beyond the 
statutory requirements for responsible 
alcohol sales, though they don’t get the 
credit for it. As well as keeping an eye 
out for their regulars on a personal 
level, extra systems are in place to 
control drink sales.

“Interviewees had modified their 
selling practices around certain 
products they considered to be 
‘associated with a certain problematic 
clientele’,” says the report. These 
products were white ciders, fortified 
and tonic wines, superstrength lagers 
and RTDs, which the researchers 
labelled ‘red flag’ products.

Not selling red flag products was not 
a commercial option, but prices might 
be raised and bottles and cans 
positioned behind or under the counter.

“If an attempt at purchasing a ‘red 
flag’ product represented a customer 
breaking from their usual purchasing 
habits, or the customer was not known 
to them, then their suspicions were 
raised.”

‘Red flag’ products

78% feel under threat from 
supermarkets

60% are in favour of minimum 
unit pricing

54% support ban on two-for-one 
offers

48% deal with drunk customers 
daily or weekly

43% deal with under-age 
customers daily or weekly

Survey results
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Minimum pricing

Things they said

Six out of 10 of the retailers surveyed 
backed minimum pricing – but in most 
cases it was for business reasons rather 
than being motivated by health or social 
concerns.

Most felt under pressure from 
supermarkets and that minimum pricing 
would level the playing field for them.

“A lot of these shops won’t be directly 
affected by minimum pricing, but they are 
in favour because they see it as helping 
them to survive,” says Forsyth.

For a similar reason, most supported 
Scotland’s ban on multibuys, although 
more thought it would also be effective 
in reducing consumption.

Test purchasing
Perhaps the weakest area of alcohol 
policy enforcement exposed by the 
survey was the “futility”, as Forsyth puts 
it, of under-age test purchasing.

Not only do these shopkeepers know 
how old the local children are, they are 
also able to spot a test purchaser.

“If a strange kid comes in and asks for 

drink and they just say OK and leave the 
shop when they’re asked for proof-of-
age, it’s a test purchase. It they make a 
fuss it’s not a test purchase and the shop 
could get away with selling them alcohol 
if they wanted to. 

“So test purchases only catch the 
innocent.”

 I’ve refused alcohol to someone who has had too much to drink and then I get 
the verbal abuse. ‘Why are you not serving me?’ and it starts. I’ve had them a couple 
of times throwing stuff off the shelves. 

 Obviously you cannae always tell [if they are drunk]. Like if someone stumbles it 
doesn’t necessarily mean you’re under the influence of alcohol, know what I mean? If 
you’re able to stand still and hold a conversation, generally you’re deemed to be in a 
reasonable state to buy alcohol ... I mean, these guys are hard-core drinkers; 40 or 50 
units of alcohol a day isn’t going to put them on their backside. 

 Sometimes he will come in, thinks he can get served, then can’t so he will go 
outside and try to get someone else in and we need to stop him ... It’s quite a big thing 
to do when you’ve only got a limited amount of time and a limited amount of staff . 

 Something I’ve been drumming into my workers is, ‘right guys, I would rather 
have no sale than an under-age sale’, you know what I’m trying to say? This business 
is worth more than a bottle of beer, or whatever. This is my livelihood. 

 I know everybody now in this area. Because I know their actual age, their mum 
and dad as well, they don’t bother trying it [purchasing alcohol] now. 

 Here, if you knock somebody back, they’re arguing left, right and centre, 
contesting the fact that they’re old enough, whereas people that do the test purchase 
just go, ‘OK, fine, thank you’ and walk out the door. If that happens, you know. 

 I keep Buckfast but that’s behind the counter and well hidden. I don’t sell it to 
Tom, Dick and Harry. 

 We keep our prices high so people who want to buy it will buy it and the ones 
who are into their drink tend to be price cautious so they stay away and we would 
rather have that and keep the idiots away. 

 I keep the booze in separate bags … so I know when it’s been purchased from 
my shop ... I do it for my own benefit so in case there is an issue … and the police 
come back to me and say, ‘was this drink bought from this shop?’, and I can say, ‘yes 
officer, that’s my bag’, or, ‘no officer, that’s not my bag so it’s not from my shop’. 

 It’s very, very, very difficult these days, you know? Running a shop and you’ve got 
all these liars buying the alcohol for them and the police come in and say, ‘you must 
have sold it to them’. Very, very, hard. 

 I read the early guidelines set for minimum pricing and they weren’t going to 
hammer Buckfast and I think they’ve got it totally wrong, you know? They are 
focusing on the wrong type of person; they are basically hammering the respectable 
person who wants to take a bottle of wine home and have it with their evening meal, 
rather than the Buckfast and the alcopops. 

 Minimum pricing for alcohol, I agree with that but only in a business sense. It 
would stop them [major supermarkets] putting in the big offers and taking the business 
away from the convenience stores, because clearly we cannae match that. 

Under-age sales
While 43% of respondents said they had 
to deal with under-age alcohol purchases 
on a daily or weekly basis, it was not 
their biggest worry. 

The better they knew their 
customers the fewer problems they had, 
and servers would not only have a good 
idea of how old their younger customers 
were – they might even know their 
parents.

As well as that, strict proof-of-age 
policies were enforced and seen as 
helping deal with the problem – although 

in close-knit communities schemes such 
as Challenge 25 were perceived as 
causing “friction”.

A bigger, related, problem for the 
sample was proxy purchasing.

“Local shopkeepers who knew their 
community were often aware when 
proxy buying was happening and were 
able to take appropriate action. 

“For example, certain alcohol products 
were associated with proxy buying and 
these were ‘red-flagged’ with modified 
selling practices.”

According to the researchers “dealing 
with drunken customers, rather than 
refusing under-agers, was the biggest 
difficulty” faced by retailers. 

Some 48% of shopkeepers reported 
they had to deal with drunks on a daily 
or weekly basis and many endured verbal 
abuse as a result of knocking back a sale 
– although physical attacks are rare.

It’s something many felt could be 

helped if people were better aware of 
the law.

“Aggressive and abusive customers 
tended not to be alcoholics but regulars 
who came in drunk and were refused 
alcohol,” says Forsyth. “It suggests that 
campaigns by government need to put 
more emphasis on the law of not serving 
to drunks if they want to make 
shopkeepers’ lives easier.”

Selling to drunks
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