
1 

Conducting Compliance Check 
Operations 

Bismarck, North Dakota 

October 21, 2014 

This project was supported by Grant No. 2009-AH-FX-K001 awarded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice.  Points of view or opinions in this document are those 

of the author and do not necessarily represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice. 

Enforcing Underage Drinking Laws  
(EUDL) 

Presentation Objectives 
• Define the need for compliance check operations 

• Understand the components of a successful compliance 
check program 

• List the necessary partners for a compliance check program 

• Learn how to effectively manage underage volunteers 

• List the elements of a compliance check operation 

• Review some successful supporting strategies for compliance   
check programs 

• Understand the use of alcohol purchase surveys in a 
compliance check program 

 Three ways youth obtain alcohol 
 Steal it 

 Given or purchased for them by an adult 

 They are able to purchase it themselves 

 Retailers sell it to them 

 Use of fake IDs 

 Strategies that attack each of these areas are 
necessary to impact the problem 

 Still more young people report showing 
clerks their real identification with a 
true date of birth that shows them to be 
under 21 and the clerk still sells them 
alcohol. 

 

 Many underage individuals self-report that they 
purchase at locations which don’t even bother to ask 
for identification. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Did they assume only a person 21 or older would 
show an identification? 

 Were they just inattentive to detail? 

 Do they know how to read/check an ID? 

 Other motivations? 

 Many strategies target the problems caused once 
underage possess or use alcohol 

 The most effective measures will be those which 
deny access of alcohol 

 Ultimate goal – RESPONSIBLE ADULT   
      BEHAVIOR 

 If retailers are responsible, we can limit the ways in 
which youth obtain alcohol 
 



2 

How Hard Is It to Buy 
Alcohol?? 

 In Concord, New Hampshire, sales to youth decreased 
from 28% to 10% after quarterly compliance checks 
(coupled with increased penalties and a media 
campaign) at 539 off-premise alcohol establishments. 

 
Source: Barry et. al.; Enhanced enforcement of laws                              
to prevent alcohol sales to underage persons.                                       
MMWR; June 4, 2004/53(21); 452-454 

Compliance check investigations are a cost-
effective way to control youth access to 
alcohol from retail outlets.   
 
They involve the use of underage buyers by 
law enforcement agencies as “volunteers" 
to test retailers' compliance with laws 
regarding the sale of alcohol to minors. 

 
 

Source: PIRE, 1999 

 Help reduce alcohol related 
problems and crime using a 
problem oriented policing 
approach. 

 Compliance checks send a message to your 
community that law enforcement cares about 
responsible and lawful sales of alcohol. 

 Allows an agency to assess the level of underage 
availability in the community. 

 Part of a larger comprehensive strategy in preventing 
alcohol related tragedies 

 Can raise community awareness of problems and 
start changing norms. 

 Efficient utilization of resources 
 

 Consider scope of problem using an alcohol 
purchase survey 

 Work with community leaders 

 Work with prosecutors, courts and regulatory 
agencies 

 Work with Industry/Retailers 

 Selection of Volunteers  
 Train Volunteers 

 Documentation of Volunteers 
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 Selection of Locations 

 Procedures/Protocols for conducting 
investigations 

 Data Collection 

 Work with the media 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Determines who is selling to minors and how often 

Builds community awareness and support 

Places the community at the forefront 

Informs merchants that the community is watching 

Helps determine impact of strategies 

Aids law enforcement 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alcohol Purchase Surveys Allow the Community to 

Assess the Scope of Underage Sales 

 Surveys may be conducted without law enforcement 
involvement 
 Volunteers are 21 years old, but look younger 

 Although there is no violation for sale, the clerk who 
fails to check the ID of someone who might look under 
21 is indicative of a problem 

 This information can help communities articulate the 
need for compliance checks before enforcement 
actually begins through use of media advocacy 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Although the selection of volunteers is not as crucial 
as in enforcement checks, the same general rules 
apply 

 
 In purchase surveys, the volunteer is accompanied by 

an escort who acts in the same manner as a cover 
officer in an enforcement check 
 

 The escort is also a witness to the sale, should there 
be a questions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Survey considerations: 

Validity of data when using 21 year olds vs 
younger volunteers 

Inability to use underage volunteers under state 
law without law enforcement involvement 

Compensations and Insurance 

Record and data keeping 

Safety of volunteers 

Financial Considerations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visit the UDETC 
website to 
download free of 
charge at 
www.udetc.org 

http://www.udetc.org/
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Involve the leaders in your community 
Community leaders drive community 

expectations 

Raise Public Awareness/set community 
norms 

Encourage law enforcement to enforce          
existing laws 

Finding a community champion is critical 

 

 

 

 

 Involve prosecutors, courts and regulatory 
agencies 

 Identify every agency that could / should be 
involved 

 Bring them to the table 
 Shared resources 

 Shared outcome expectations 

 Shared responsibility 

 Mutual understanding 

Working with Merchants 
 

 Political Influence 
 Community Influence 
 Contribute to tax base 

 
 Remember – 
 They are business people 
 They may turn on you at some point 
 Their loyalty is to their checkbook  
 

Working with Alcohol Retailers 
Most retailers do NOT want to sell alcohol to youth 

 
Solicit input on how to improve the compliance rate 

before proceeding with compliance operations. 
 

Partner to improve business practices once they 
know the problem checks are coming  

 
Checks should not be a surprise 

 
 
 

 
 

STOP UNDERAGE DRINKING 
IN THE FLATHEAD 

PO Box 7115  Kalispell, MT 59904-7115  (406) 756-6453 

Linda Ravicher, Project Director   lindaravicher@fvcdc.net  

 

 

Dear Prevention Partner, 

 

The STOP Underage Drinkign in the Flathead Coalition is a non-profit organization comprised 

of a large number of social service, prevention, and law enforcement agencies from across the 

valley, working together to prevent the use and abuse of alcohol by Flathead Valley youth. 

 

Although frequently thought of as a harmless “rite of passage”, underage alcohol use and abuse 

is instead, one fo the most serious health issues facing our youth today.  It not only kills more 

young people than all other illegal drugs combined, through drunk driving accidents, homicide, 

suicide, and alcohol poisoning, but it is also responsible for some of the most serious and 

widespread problems among adolescents, such as rape and exual assault, high-risk sex resulting 

in unplanned pregnancies, and sexually transmitted diseases, truancy, vandalism, bullying, 

accidental injuries, and negative impact on brain devleopment. 

 

Unfortunately, Montana has the distinction of being in the top ten states with the highest 

percentage of underage drinkers, ages 12-17. 

 

There are a number of reasons for this, chief among them is easy access, and community norms 

that are accepting of underage drinking.  Simply put, the easier it is for Flathead County youth ot 

obtain alcohol, the more likely it will be used or abused.  

 

We know that youth obtain alcohol from a variety of sources—they take if from their own home, 

obtain it from relatives, or they purchase alcohol or are served alcohol in alcohol sales 

establishments.  Research has shown that one of the most promising ways to reduce risky 

underage alcohol use, is to control access.  This means that as a community we must all work 

togther—parents, educators, business leaders, community politicians, and alcohol retail sale 

establishments ot prevent our youth from obtaining alcohol. 

 

Underage drinking costs the citizens of Montana over $251 million a year.  These costs include 

medical care, work loss, and pain and suffering associated with the multiple problems resulting 

form the use of alcohol by youth.  This translates to a cost of $2,694 per year for each youth in 

the State. (see attachment, Underage Drinking in Montana, The Facts). 

 

Effective October 1, 2011 a State Law has made it mandatory for all sellers and servers of 

alcohol, their immediate supervisors and liquor license holders be trained in responsible alcohol 

Source: STOP 
Underage Drinking in 
the Flathead Coalition, 
Flathead County, 
Montana 

The success of your actual operation depends on the 
performance of your volunteers.   

 

Sources of volunteers 
 Recommend that volunteers not be working off any 

criminal charges or have previous criminal history  
 

Considerations 
 Attempted to purchase in past 
 Availability 
 Credible as witness 
 Character 
 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=Y9bYLmDdoqd4gM&tbnid=WwjwRhCg60NRrM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.vcdeallawyer.com/2011/01/11/simplifying-the-law-could-it-be-that-simple/&ei=9hlsUs_kGObmyQHzmYCQCg&bvm=bv.55123115,d.aWc&psig=AFQjCNFMPUm08K8jZS1LZFmFG8qMmvwpLw&ust=1382902595825151
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=DCwQPSDxcpJPcM&tbnid=1F8gwNozzC3jgM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.theguardian.com/starbucks-youth-action/coffee-house-debate-young-people-politics-and-the-future-covnservative-labour&ei=ex1sUrS3MIqEyAG434HwDg&bvm=bv.55123115,d.aWc&psig=AFQjCNEUh1MlE17mZWyq5gIOjdCqpNtmCg&ust=1382903507569808
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That Volunteer Looked  
Old Enough to Drink!! 

 
 

 Take your potential volunteer to a heavily traveled 
area and ask 10 random people how old they 
think your volunteer looks. 

 
 If reasonable people think your volunteer looks 21 

or older, you should not use them. 
 
 Independent panel made up of responsible 

citizens to assess the age of underage volunteers 

 Should reflect the community 
 Use both male and female 

 Instruct volunteers not to dress in 
ways that make them appear older 
 Facial hair for males 

 Make up for females 

 

 Use volunteers in areas where they 
are not known 

 

Train Volunteers 
The best volunteers are ones that know what 

is expected and follow your direction 
 These are the ONLY volunteers you can use 

Provide specific instructions on how the 
volunteer is to act, what they are to say, what 
they are to purchase 
Instruct volunteers to answer questions 

truthfully and provide photo identification 
when asked 
 

 
 

 Instruct volunteers to avoid situations that seem 
dangerous and not to buy if people in the outlet 
know them 

 Instruct on what they should purchase 
 Type of alcohol 

 Items with the alcohol 

 Emergency exit signals / procedures  

 Clerk keeps license 

 For some volunteers this may be their first 
time doing something as bold as trying to 
buy alcoholic beverages 
 

 Extreme nervousness can impair their ability 
to remember or follow your direction 
 

 Role playing helps build confidence and 
ensures they understand how to react 
 

Documentation of Volunteers 
 

One of the most common defense strategies 
is to attack the volunteer.  

  
Everything from how they look to their 

criminal history to whether or not they have 
ever consumed alcohol will be scrutinized 

  
Documentation of who you use, as well as 

who you don’t is important 
 
 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=dinSxnb-NC_nPM&tbnid=hkgBdBcVzWBcSM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwAA&url=http://gma.yahoo.com/arizona-police-officer-gives-bike-teen-walks-9-160635006--abc-news-topstories.html&ei=2R5sUubgG4SiyAGkn4GIBQ&psig=AFQjCNFr9ZWL9g3qtFfkK6ReUvNlE90HRw&ust=1382903897505612
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&docid=BlXqIcypnr2_YM&tbnid=w5f1HkXJkdDjkM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwADgn&url=http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2458623/Most-amazing-make-makeovers-plain-women-transformed-cover-girls.html&ei=fCFsUtPaJOTYyAGMhYCgCw&psig=AFQjCNEaf_ZWpC0j6TPvaqf7_eMQFd_Uzw&ust=1382904572648010
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=GaoaOUII9lC2yM&tbnid=qMOcm_cOg5FBxM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwADho&url=http://www.build-a-beard.com/bab/tag/beards?currentPage%3D2&ei=kCJsUoGDE66AygGK3oDIBg&psig=AFQjCNHLMWYjluN82jaJNAzoINmZG-2BmQ&ust=1382904848348607
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=IfriwrBydc4HhM&tbnid=VLAdtgIrzsuE5M:&ved=0CAgQjRwwAA&url=http://www.geekalerts.com/duff-beer-six-pack/&ei=cCdsUqC4K4G9yAHCqYHwBw&psig=AFQjCNGeZGcUGwS7Ohj-tFlMbGL29nm8ow&ust=1382906096761994
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=1Vrk0T4v78DhZM&tbnid=OUFNqhvl4-mN5M:&ved=0CAgQjRwwADj6Ag&url=http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2424435/Brendan-Harris-killer-Goth-Sophie-Lancaster-given-extra-sentence-battering-nurse-psychiatric-unit.html&ei=tShsUrG4IOTeyAH48oDQBA&psig=AFQjCNGz5Jxz3mxqEN50sEKzGkCNXj9hpw&ust=1382906421601311
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 Personal history 
form 

 Photograph of 
volunteer 

 Driving and 
criminal checks 

 Injury waivers 

 Parental 
permission form 
(if under 18) 

 Agreement of 
Understanding 

 Copy of Driver’s 
License 

 Age Verification 
Form 

 Record of 
compliance 
checks conducted 

 Compensation 
 Do not recommend you pay by the purchase 

 Insurance 
 In the event they are injured while working 

as your agent 

 Availability for court or administrative 
hearings 
 How long will it take your case to go to trial if 

it is contested? 

 Future conduct 
 Unknown conduct 

Selection of Locations 
 Must reflect fairness 

 
 Investigate all retail outlets in the community 

 
 Select locations at random 

 
 Investigate all retailers in particular geographic areas  

 
 All of one license type 

 
 Based on observation or community complaint 

 Photograph the underage buyer prior to the 
start of each set of compliance checks  

 Audio/Video recording 

 Record serial numbers of buy money 

 Ensure they have only their ID and your buy 
money in their possession 
 Have them empty their pockets before they begin the 

operation 

 Check bags/purses etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Park vehicles so as not to tip off the clerk 
 
 Where possible, a plain clothes officer 

should be present in the store with the 
volunteer. 

 This officer will enter the store before the 
volunteer to ensure the area is safe 

 If possible, the officer will observe the 
transaction 

 

 Volunteer enters store and goes directly to 
alcohol 

 Alcohol is placed in plain view on the counter 

 Volunteer shows ID if asked.  States real age if 
asked 

 Volunteer exits business 

 If a purchase is made, the underage buyer 
should complete a written statement detailing 
the purchase  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=sGCTmFOXPThMVM&tbnid=JbR7NzribJwJ_M:&ved=0CAgQjRwwADgS&url=http://www.wisegeek.com/what-are-the-qualifications-to-be-a-police-officer.htm&ei=MipsUtvsDOWsyAG8x4GgCw&psig=AFQjCNGODJUcYN2OxsPWsAkT6RCuYJpKyA&ust=1382906802270388
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=ynHMfdpr4xA-dM&tbnid=juHCtNA_Bx6adM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://youngmen.wakeacademy.org/cancellieri/2013/01/06/more-earthquest-and-getting-squared/flipping-a-coin/&ei=2ytsUoTHI4WqyQGA34DABA&bvm=bv.55123115,d.aWc&psig=AFQjCNENTQtANc88SQx2oPnqM5mAZdUwKw&ust=1382907194595283
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=2l4EWSXvMB_K9M&tbnid=7aupNuRfFHi1uM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwADhB&url=http://www.vita.mn/food-drink/226920621.html?page%3Dall&ei=Ly9sUvb9CcLbyQG82oCoBw&psig=AFQjCNHt93gk4XQKqftmrWUm91yS3C22ig&ust=1382908079205425
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=qiJX9vpB3KzaOM&tbnid=V1bwz__CzDCVaM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwADiyAg&url=http://www.tbnewswatch.com/news/126505/Credit-union-robbed&ei=kjNsUo2MKOXEyQGf-4CgDw&psig=AFQjCNHATJNr1GnNYy0cp3FPTemgEnjaHw&ust=1382909202700179
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Photograph your underage buyer 

prior to start of the evening 

 

Make sure your buyer has been age 

verified before conducting  checks 

 

If your State allows for it make sure 

your buyer is wired for sound/video 

 

The undercover officer should enter the store 

before the buyer to make sure it is safe 

  

Instruct minor to enter the store 

and proceed directly to the beer 

cooler and select a product 

a minor would typically purchase 
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Minor should then go directly to the 

purchase counter and place 

the product on the Counter,  

the undercover officer should be 

nearby to witness the transaction  

and if possible hear any conversation 

between the clerk and the buyer 

 

If asked for identification the buyer  

should produce their valid  driver’s 

license and answer questions truthfully 

  

  

If your buyer is turned down  

They should exit the store and  

Proceed directly to the vehicle 



9 

 

If your buyer is able to 

purchase once again they 

should exit the store and 

proceed to the vehicle 

 

The buyer should contact 

the back-up officer and 

handoff the liquor and change 

 

Your buyer should immediately fill 

out a statement detailing the 

Transaction while it is still fresh 

in their mind 

 

If a purchase is made the officer 

Should return to the location and  

Issue the appropriate summons 
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Essential Element 
 Keep complete and accurate records 
 A complete case file should be kept for each case 

 Consolidate data onto a tracking sheet to 
share with prosecutors / public 

 Review your data to see if trends emerge 

 Share data with media 

 Age, gender, and 
race of seller 

 Type of outlet 
 Item purchased 
 Was ID requested? 
 Was ID checked? 
 Signage about 

underage purchase  
 

 

 Was a calendar or ID 
checking machine 
present and used? 

 Admissions of clerk 
 Statements relating 

to training of clerk 
 Number of clerks 

working 
 
 

 Develop a positive and proactive relationship 
with the media 

 Notify the media in advance 

 Invite media representatives to observe 
investigations 

 Provide key information to the media after 
investigations are concluded 

 Advocating for alcohol compliance check enforcement 

 Clerical support 

 Media inquiries and use of media advocacy 

 Data collection 

 Provision of responsible beverage service training and 
educational materials to improve retailer compliance 

 Impact assessment 

Shoulder Taps 
 Use the same resources as 

compliance checks 
 Targets adults who purchase alcohol 

for a youth 
 Expands effectiveness of a 

compliance check 
 Tightly controlled to avoid     

perception of entrapment 
 

 

 Pros – Easy to initiate, expands effectiveness of CUB program 
 Cons – Perception that it is “entrapment” – Vendor push back 

Shoulder Taps 
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 With merchant permission, alcohol or store areas 
marked with stickers with underage drinking message 
 Youth Volunteer Opportunity  

 Seeks to stop patrons from even trying to purchase for 
an underage youth 

 Merchants are usually supportive as long as message is 
something they can live with 

Sticker Shock 
 Responsibility 

 

 Education 

 

 Deterrence 

R.E.D. Local merchants 
provided with: 
 Free RBST training 
 Age calculators 
 Follow up with Law 

Enforcement 
 Advertisement in local 

media 

Local merchants 

provided with: 

 
 Signage that warned 

of ID check 
 Fake ID training for 

staff 
 Ability to confiscate 

ID 
 Daily interaction 

with law 
enforcement 

Fake ID 101 

 300 confiscated ID in the first 
month 

 Change in bar policy on ID check 

Community provided 

with: 

 Training on what to 
look for: sale to minor 
and party prevention 

 Tip line calls generate 
law enforcement 
response for 
compliance check 

Tip Line 

Empowers and encourages 
community involvement 

Special event vendors 
provided with: 

 Abbreviated RBST 
training 

 Special event guide 
with best practices 

 Trained community 
observers monitor 
event and use tip line 
for issues. 

Special Event 
Licensing 

Empowers and encourages 
community involvement 

Remember that youth only get alcohol 3 ways 
 

 Purchasing alcohol themselves is one 
 
 Businesses that sell alcohol have a responsibility to 

the community to be responsible 
 
 Law enforcement can help them do this through 

compliance checks and supporting strategies 
 
 Compliance checks are a way to communicate the 

expectation of responsibility while providing the tools 
for success 
 

http://maddky.org/sticker_shock/images/ss_on_gllass2.jpg
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RESOURCES   Services Provided by the UDETC 
• Technical Assistance 

• On-site Training 

• Distance Learning 
Courses 

• Electronic Webinars 

• Publication of 
Documents 

• Resource Alerts 

• Judicial Newsletters 

• Toll-free Technical 
Assistance Hotline  
1-877-335-1287 

• Internet Website 
(www.udetc.org) 

• Success Stories  

• Podcasts 

• Toolkits 

• Research Information 

 

See our Compliance Check document for 
more information. 

Visit our 

website to 

download no-

cost 

publications at 

www.udetc.org 

See our enforcement documents for 
more information. 

Visit our 

website to 

download no-

cost 

publications at 

www.udetc.org 

71 

Visit our website to 
access our no-cost 
distance learning 

opportunities! 

http://www.udetc.org/
http://www.udetc.org/
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Underage Drinking Enforcement Training Center 
Contact Information (UDETC) 

• 1-877-335-1287  toll free 

 

• www.udetc.org website 

 

• udetc@pire.org email address  

PRESENTER  
CONTACT INFORMATION 

JOHN D’ESPOSITO 
UDETC Consultant 

 

 E-mail: jade6384@aol.com 

www.udetc.org 

www.pire.org  

  

UDETC STAFF LEAD 
CONTACT INFORMATION 

R. J. Elrick 
Senior Program Manager 

Staff Lead for TTA to New York 
 

Underage Drinking Enforcement Training Center  
Pacific Institute for Research & Evaluation 
 11720 Beltsville Drive, Suite 900 

 Calverton, MD 20705 
 Toll-free: 1-877-335-1287 (x 2771) 

 Office: 301-755-2771 
 E-mail: relrick@pire.org   

 Web: www.udetc.org 
 

mailto:jade6384@aol.com
http://www.udetc.org/
http://www.pire.org/
mailto:relrick@pire.org
http://www.udetc.org/

