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ABSTRACT
S. Geidne & C. Eriksson: How do minors
succeed in buying beer in Sweden?
Aims
This study examines the compliance
with the law against selling beer to
under-aged persons in Sweden. It also
analyses determinants of compliance
and the importance of checking IDs. The

Introduction
One of the most effective strategies for reducing problems related to alcohol is to decrease
its availability (Room et al. 2005). In particular, raising the minimum age for buying alcohol has found strong support in the research.
The minimum age requirements will, however, only be effective if they are properly implemented and supervised (Babor et al. 2003).

 Swedish alcohol policy
In 1995 Sweden entered the European Union,
whose central tenet of regulatory integration
is in conflict with Sweden’s restrictive alcohol
policy (Holder et al. 1995; Norström & Ramstedt 2006). A key element of this alcohol policy
is to restrict the availability of alcohol, particularly to young people. In Sweden, alcoholic
beverages can only be purchased at state-run
stores: Systembolaget AB. The age limit is 20,
with one exception; medium-strength beer
(2.8–3.5% alcohol by volume) can be purchased from the age of 18 in grocery stores.
The grocery stores themselves are responsible
for not selling to minors. Minors can not be
punished for purchasing alcohol. The grocery
Financial support for this study was received from
the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare.
The study would not have been possible to carry
without the ambitious and voluntary participation
of the young members of UNF.

paper also aims to reveal the strategies
used by youths when purchasing beer.
 Methods & Data
The study is the result of a close
collaboration between the Swedish
Youth Temperance Movement (UNF) and
researchers at Örebro University. UNF
has been responsible for the purchase
attempts, and the research team for
the analyses. The data consists of 681
purchase attempts in seven cities in
Sweden during 2003–2004.
Results
Almost half of the purchase attempts
made by under-aged persons (14–17
years old) resulted in successfully
buying beer. The study reveals that the
genders of the check-out clerk and the
buyer are significant with regard to both
selling/buying beer and asking for ID.
The proportion of sales was significantly
higher to girls than boys, both in total
and when they were asked for ID first.
Conclusions
The study shows that under-aged
teenagers succeed in purchasing beer in
Sweden despite the present legislation.
Some succeed because of the tricks they
use, and some because of the check-out
clerk’s negligence. The procedure used
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in the present study – letting

stores do not require a permit to start selling beer, but they are

under-aged persons

required to register with the municipality. The municipali-

attempt to purchase beer

ties have the right to assess a fee for monitoring compliance.

– resembles the situation

Failure on the part of grocery stores to obey the law can result

for ordinary teenagers

in a warning or a sales ban (Government bill 2000/01:97).

trying to buy beer under
normal circumstances.
Key words

 Consumption of medium-strength beer by Swedish
youth

Sweden, adolescents, beer,

The Swedish Council for Information on Alcohol and other

purchase attempts, NGOs

Drugs (CAN) performs a yearly survey of alcohol and drug
habits among Swedish schoolchildren (Hvitfeldt et al. 2004).
In 2003 the survey included both sixth and ninth grade students. 25% of the boys and 15% of the girls in grade six (12–
13 years old) reported that they “at least once a year” drink
at least one glass of beer. In grade nine (15–16 years old) 47%
of the boys and 41% of the girls made the same statement.
The proportion of beer consumers in the ninth grade has
decreased from around 70% at the beginning of the 1990s.
A similar but smaller reduction was seen in grade six. In
grade six, medium-strength beer is one of the most common
alcoholic beverages, being the second most common among
boys, and third among girls. In grade nine, medium-strength
beer is the least common alcoholic beverage among girls, and
among boys the next least common after wine.

 Purchase attempts
During the last decade purchase attempts have been a tool in
alcohol as well as tobacco research (e.g. Sundh & Hagquist
2004; Sundh & Hagquist 2006; Forster et al. 1994; Forster et
al. 1995; Huckle et al. 2005; Schofield et al. 1994; Vaucher et
al. 1995; Willner & Rowe 2001; Willner et al. 2000; Rehnman
et al. 2005; Holmila et al. 2005). In most studies the purchase
attempts have been carried out by persons of legal age (to
buy alcohol or tobacco), but who look younger. Two previous studies that have used minors for purchase attempts are
Vaucher et al. (1995) and Willner et al. (2000). Vaucher et al.
(1995) showed that alcoholic beverages were sold in 80% of
the purchase attempts in bars and restaurants in Switzerland.
In Willner et al. (2000), purchase attempts were made by 13
and 16-year-olds in Great Britain. The 16-year-olds were able
to buy alcohol in over 80% of the attempts, and the 13-yearolds in one quarter of the attempts. Significantly higher pro116
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portions of the girls, especially of the 13year-old girls, were able to buy alcohol. A
meta-analysis by the Swedish National Institute of Public Health (2004), including
30 Swedish purchase attempt studies from
1996–2004, reported no improvement over
time. A majority, 60–80%, were able to buy
beer. A study from 2004 reported that 50%
of the stores failed to ask for ID.

 The Swedish Youth Temperance
Movement (UNF)
The Non-governmental organization (NGO)
UNF – the Swedish Youth Temperance
Movement – is a politically and religiously independent organization. It has approximately 7000 members in Sweden, all
between 13 and 25 years of age. To be a
member you have to be a teetotaler. UNF
has a 20-year history of making purchase
attempts. Their central viewpoint is that
beer should not be sold in grocery stores
at all, as it is more accessible to the underaged. Since UNF is an ������������������
NGO���������������
, they can use
minors (their own members) for the purchase attempts, although many countries,
including Sweden, have legislation against
entrapment methods in criminal investigations. Besides dealing with alcohol regulations and politics regarding alcohol, they
also work with international exchange and
democracy issues. This study is the result
of a close collaboration between the Swedish Youth Temperance Movement (UNF)
and researchers at Örebro University. UNF
has been responsible for the purchase attempts, and the research team for the analyses.

 Aims
The study has four aims. Firstly, what is the
degree of compliance with the law? Can 14
to 17-year-olds buy medium-strength beer
in Sweden, and are there any differences
between boys and girls in different age
groups with regard to their success rates at
purchasing? Secondly, is it of importance
for the degree of compliance where, when,
and from whom the young person tries to
buy the beer? Thirdly, are there any difference in who gets asked for ID, and who
asks for ID? And finally, why is it that minors can sometimes buy beer even if they
are asked to show ID?
 Methods
Data
In the autumn of 2002 UNF received a
grant from the National Board of Health
and Welfare (NBHW) for the project
“Folkölsprojektet” (The medium-strength
beer project). One goal of the project was
to build a database registering all purchase attempts. These were documented
with a standardized protocol, which was
made even more structured after a period
of time because of the high proportion of
internal missing cases in the beginning of
the project. The database has been updated
continuously from the spring of 2003.
In this paper, data from March 2003 to
November 2004 is used. During this period, 681 purchase attempts, conducted
by more than 60 buyers, in seven cities in
Sweden were registered. The cities are of
different sizes, the smallest having around
25 000 inhabitants and the largest over a
million. The database includes information on, among other things, estimated age
and sex of buyers and check-out clerk, type
of stores, date, time, weekday, ID, course
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of events (open-ended question) and of
course whether the purchase attempt was
successful or not.

Purchase attempt procedure
This project is coordinated by a national
project leader and implemented by the local UNF-chapters. The local chapter, in cooperation with the national project leader,
decides on the choice of different types of
grocery stores and times for the purchase
attempts. All the local chapters use the
same procedure for purchase attempts.
The basic requirements are clear:
• The buyer must be a member of UNF.
• There must be a witness over 18 years of
age present at each purchase attempt.

 Analysis
Data were converted from Microsoft Access to SPSS for windows version 13.0
and then analysed by the research team.
The outcome measure of interest for the
first three aims is the proportion of successful purchase attempts. In the analysis
chi-square tests and 95% confidence intervals, Mann-Whitney U-test and multivariate logistic regression have been used.
The fourth aim uses the written narratives
of the course of events. In this paper the
qualitative content analysis was restricted
to the narratives from the minors asked to
show their IDs but that still could buy beer.
The variation in verbal strategies will be
given.

• The buyer must agree with why UNF is
performing the purchase attempts.
• The buyer must be between 14 and 17
years old.
• The buyers must behave in a realistic
manner, for example, by saying that
their ID is in the car when they are denied. The purchase attempts must be
equivalent to reality (UNF, 2007).
Beside these requirements, UNF (2007)
instruct their buyers to choose one or two
buyers per store, always buy a six-pack of
3.5 % beer, desirable is to buy the cheapest beer and something else as well and
always use their own IDs. The buyers are
instructed to act in a way that they feel
comfortable with, for example be persistent or not. In the end all instructions aim
to make the purchase attempt equivalent
to reality. The protocol must be filled in
directly after the purchase attempts. When
all the chosen stores are tested the protocols, receipts and the beer must be sent to

Results
 Compliance with the minimum age law
Can 14–17 year-olds buy medium-strength
beer in Sweden? In 43% of the 681 purchase attempts the 14–17 year-olds succeeded in buying beer. Girls performed
about 70% (n=452) of the purchase attempts. The proportion of sales was significantly higher among girls than boys
(49% vs. 37%, p=0.04). The buyers who
were 15 years and younger could buy beer
in 42% of the attempts. The ones who
were 16 years and older could buy beer in
48% of the attempts. The group with the
highest proportion of minors able to buy
beer was girls 16 years and older (52% of
this group could buy beer). The girls who
were 15 years and younger could buy beer
to a larger extent than boys who were 16
years and older (44% vs. 37%). There was
no significant difference between the older
and the younger boys (Table 1).

the national project leader.
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Table 1. Purchase outcome by buyer’s age and sex.
Attempts

Success (%)

95% CI

681

43

40–47

All

p-value*

p=0.04

Sex
Girls

452

49

44–54

Boys

186

37

30–44

< 15

259

42

36–48

> 16

379

48

43–53

Girls < 15

181

44

p=0.12

Age

Sex and age

*

> 16

271

52

Boys < 15

78

36

> 16

108

37

p=0.09

p=0.87

c2 -test with one df

 Determinants of compliance
Is there a difference between where, when
and from whom the teenagers can buy the
beer? About half of the check-out clerks in
this study were female. There was a tendency that female check-out clerks in this

study sold beer to minors to a greater extent
than male check-out clerks (51% vs. 47%,
p=0.37). Both male and female check-out
clerks sold beer to girls to a greater extent
than boys (table 2).

Table 2. Purchase outcome by check-out clerk’s and buyer’s gender
Attempts

Success (%)

95% CI

Check-out assistant

p=0.37

Male

224

47

40–53

Female

251

51

45–57

Missing

206
p=0.15

Male
Selling to boys

56

39

Selling to girls

165

50
p=0.34

Female

*

p-value*

Selling to boys

61

46

Selling to girls

185

53

c -test with one df
2
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Table 3. Purchase outcome by check-out
clerk’s age
Attempts

Success
(%)

95%
CI

34% were able to buy beer. The difference

p-value*

Check-out assistant

between petrol stations and other stores
was significant (34% vs. 46%, p=0.031)

p=0.18

18–25

131

57

49–66

25–35

104

42

33–52

35–45

52

56

42–70

45–55

57

46

32–59

55–65

14

50

20–80

Missing

323

(Table 4).
There was a significant difference between the seven cities included in the
present analysis. The number of purchase
attempts ranged from 36 attempts up to
207 per city. In the two largest cities over

Check-out assistant

*

ple were able to buy beer. In petrol stations

50% were able to buy beer. In the smallest

p=0.054

< 25

131

57

49–66

> 25

227

47

40–53

city, a quarter could buy beer (table 5).
Are there differences related to the time
of the purchase attempt? The majority of

c2 -test with four and one df

attempts were made during 2004 (68%).
There was no difference in law compli-

There was no significant connection be-

ance between 2003 and 2004; similar pro-

tween the check-out clerks’ estimated ages

portions of minors could buy beer in 2003

and the probability of their selling beer to

as in 2004. However, there was a differ-

minors. However, there was a tendency

ence due to the time of day of the purchase

that those estimated to be under 25 years

attempt. A higher proportion of the pur-

old sold beer to a greater extent than those

chase attempts performed in the afternoon

estimated to be over 25 years old (57% vs.

(12 pm to 6 pm) resulted in a purchase

47% p=0.054) (Table 3).

of beer (58% vs. 42 or 43% evening and

Three types of stores were tested in this

morning, p=0.003). There was also a differ-

study: grocery stores belonging to a nation-

ence in what day of the week the purchase

al chain, petrol stations and finally other

attempts occurred. Most of the purchase

stores including kiosks and after-hours

attempts were conducted on Fridays and

markets. Almost half of the tested stores

Saturdays and those were also the days

were grocery stores. In grocery stores and

with the highest proportion of succeeded

other stores about 45% of the young peo-

purchase attempts (Table 6).

Table 4. Purchase outcome by store
Attempts

Success (%)

95% CI

Petrol station

114

34

Grocery store

305

44

262

46

Other stores (e.g. kiosks,
after-hours markets)
*

p=0.03**

c2 -test with two df **Mann-Whitney U-test (petrol stations – other stores)

120

p-value*
p=0.09

Store
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Table 5. Purchase outcome by city
Attempts

Success (%)

95% CI

City (descending population)

p<0.001

Stockholm

207

52

45–59

Gothenburg

65

57

45–69

Norrköping

36

42

25–59

Umeå

94

49

39–59

Karlstad

72

46

34–58

Motala

139

30

22–37

Söderhamn

68

24

13–34

*

p-value*

c2 -test with six df

In addition to these results a multivari-

purchase attempts in all cities except Karl-

ate logistic regression has been performed

stad is more likely to be successful than

to analyse more than one variable at a

in Söderhamn (the smallest city). Contrary

time. The result indicates that it is over

to the result above it also indicates that it

three times (OR=3.1; CI 1.7–5.7) more like-

is almost three times (OR=2.8; CI 1.2–6.4)

ly that buyers 16 years and older can buy

more likely that a purchase attempt ended

beer compared to the younger ones. That

up successful in 2003 than 2004.

Table 6. Purchase outcome by year, time of day
Attempts

Success (%)

Year

p-value*
p=0.85

2003

219

44

2004

462

43

Weekday

p<0.001

Monday

74

43

Tuesday

19

37

Wednesday

109

29

Thursday

56

21

Friday

167

47

Saturday

248

52

Sunday

8

75

Before 12 pm

60

43

12 pm – 6 pm

147

58

After 6 pm

357

42

Time

*

95% CI

p=0.003

c -test with one and two df
2
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Table 7. Purchase outcome when ID is requested, according to buyer
Attempts

Asked (%)

Success (%)

Asked for ID

416

100

15

Not asked for ID

215

0

100

Boys

182

70

7

Girls

438

64

19

p<0.001

All

p=0.197**

Sex

p=0.002***
p=0.20**

Age
<

254

69

14

>

366

64

17

*

p-value*

c -test with one df
2

**asked

p=0.413***

***succeeded

 Importance of checking ID
Is there any difference in who gets asked
for ID and who asks for ID? One third of
the participants could buy beer without
anyone asking them for ID. The other two
thirds were asked for ID, but 15% of those
could still buy beer. There was no significant difference between the proportions of
girls or boys who were asked for their IDs.
Nevertheless girls were able to buy beer to
a greater extent than boys (19% vs. 7%,
p=0.002).

There was no significant difference between the younger and the older teens
when it comes to being asked for ID and
still being able to buy beer (Table 7).
The sex of the check-out clerk had no
impact on asking for ID. There was, however, a significant difference in selling beer
despite having asked for ID. Female checkout clerks sold beer without checking to
a greater extent (24% vs. 13%, p=0.014).
Older check-out clerks asked for ID to a
greater extent than younger ones (68% vs.

Table 8. Purchase outcome when ID is requested, according to check-out clerk
Attempts

Asked (%)

Success (%)

Gender
Male

213

62

13

Female

244

65

24

< 25

125

49

10

> 25

218

68

20

p=0.014***

Age

*

p<0.001**

p=0.09***

c2 -test with one df **asked ***succeeded

122

p-value*
p=0.608**
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Table 9. Purchase outcome when ID is requested, by store
Attempts

Asked (%)

Success (%)

Petrol station

112

76

13

Grocery stores

295

67

17

Other stores (e.g.
kiosks, after-hours
markets)

224

60

13

Store

*

p-value*
p=0.012**

p=0.519***

c2 -test with two df **asked ***succeeded

49%, p<0.001)  despite the fact that older

ID and the ones who did not.

check-out clerks tended to sell beer to a

Starting with the ones who did not show

greater extent (20% vs. 10%, p=0.086) (Ta-

their IDs, many different tricks were used.

ble 8).

Some examples are:

There was a difference between the proportions who were asked for ID between

“Went in, took the beer, was going to

the different stores. In 76% of the pur-

pay when the check-out clerk asked for

chase attempts made at petrol stations, the

ID. I showed her the car keys and said

minor was asked for ID. This was the high-

that my driver’s license was at home.”

est proportion of all the types of stores. In
grocery stores, 67% were asked for ID, and

“Took a six-pack. The check-out clerk

in other stores 60% (Table 9).

asked for ID. I told him it hasn’t arrived
yet. He mumbled ‘I don’t give a shit’

 Youth Strategies for Purchasing
Why is it that under-aged persons sometimes can buy beer even if they are asked
to show ID?
In three quarters of the purchase attempts the buyer wrote down the course
of events. The descriptions are written in
a potted version with quite a few slang
expressions. In spite of this they reveal a
great deal about the meetings between the
teenagers and check-out clerks. The ones
chosen for this particular study are the
comments occurring when the minor has
been asked for ID, but still could buy beer
(n=63). Of these 63 comments, 16 were
not interpretable. The remaining 47 can
be divided into two groups both of which
could buy beer, the ones who showed their

and registered the beer.”
“The woman at the check-out asked
for ID. I said that it was at home. The
check-out clerk explained that everyone under 40 was asked for ID, but it
was OK this time.”
“The buyer went in to the store, got a
six-pack of beer, went to the check-out
where the check-out clerk asks for ID.
The buyer answers that she forgot it,
but that she usually buys beer in this
store. The check-out assistant said OK
and sold the beer.”

The ones connected to cars and drivers
licenses are among the most common, be-
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cause the age limit for driving cars is 18

perance Movement (UNF) and a research

years in Sweden. What are the responses

team at the University of Örebro. Accord-

to these tricks then? Some of the check-out

ing to Green (2001) these types of studies –

clerks believe the explanations straight

where the gap between university-centred

away, while others are more hesitant. In

research and, for example, local groups, is

some cases the teens have to persuade the

bridged – are needed to ensure that future

check-out clerk, but often it is not a long

research is relevant to local needs.

discussion.

In this study UNF has been responsible

Even more peculiar are the cases where

for the purchase attempts and the research

they actually showed their ID, but could

team for the analysis, though cooperation

still buy beer.

has occurred during the process.

Some examples are:

An important precondition for this research collaboration is the high quality of

“Went in and took the beer, picked

the UNF’s systematic way of conducting

some sweets, went to the check-out.

purchase attempts. Although this strategy

The check-out clerk asked for ID. She

could mean less control on the side of the

looked at the ID, but much too fast,

researchers, this is outweighed by the ben-

hadn’t a chance to see what year it

efits of an NGO conducting the purchase

said.”

attempts. As an NGO they can sometimes
use radical and new methods. In this case

“Got asked for ID immediately. ID was

that means, among other things, that they

shown. Question: ‘but you are not 18,

can use under-aged persons for their pur-

are you’ The buyer: Yes, I am Clerk:

chase attempts, to make them as realistic

Okay, then.”

as possible.

“Brought the beer, she asked for ID,

purchase attempts in the present study

but she didn’t know how old you are

resulted in the buying of beer. Many pre-

if you were born in 87. I told her that

vious studies from Sweden (Swedish Na-

you are 18.”

tional Institute of Public Health 2004) as

It is no surprise that almost half of the

well as other part of the world (Holmila et
“Went in, took the beer, he asked for

al. 2005) show similar or even worse re-

ID, I showed him, he said ‘well 85’, it

sults. In this study girls could buy beer to

said 88. I paid and went out.”

a greater extent than boys. That is also the
case in Forster et al. (1995) and Willner et

It seems that many of the check-out

al. (2000), but not in the case of purchas-

clerks did not look at the IDs thoroughly

ing tobacco in Sundh & Hagquist (2006)

enough. Some of them even appear to sell

where the tendency was the opposite.

to minors deliberately.

There is also the question of who is selling
the beer. Sundh & Hagquist (2006) find no

Discussion

correlation with check-out clerks’ sex and

This study is the result of a close collabo-

age. Forster et al. (1994) finds a difference

ration between the Swedish Youth Tem-

connected with age. In the present study,

124
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we find a tendency towards a difference

attempt. Willner & Rowe (2001) conclude

based on gender and age. Female check-

that around half of all sales of alcohol to

out clerks sell to minors to a greater extent

underage persons can be connected to

than males, and check-out clerks below

misperceptions of age, but that other fac-

the age of 25 sell to a greater extent. The

tors must account for the other half. This

fact that female check-out clerks sell more

is very obvious in this study in some of

frequently than males could be because

the instances when participants have ac-

they were a bit younger than the males. It

tually shown their own IDs. Willner et al.

could also be explained by the fact that fe-

(2000) assert that sales were less likely to

males, according to Willner & Rowe (2001)

occur when there was more than one ven-

make higher age estimates than males do.

dor present; this would suggest that some

The result may be skewed by the fact that

vendors knew that the buyers were under-

the proportion of missing cases was quite

age. Reading some of the course of events

high. It is especially interesting to com-

narrated in this study inclines one to be-

pare the check-out clerk’s gender with

lieve that selling to minors can sometimes

that of the buyer, because both male and

be intentional. But why?

female check-out clerks sell beer to girls to

NBHW’s decision to provide funding

a greater extent than boys. An interesting

to UNF was questioned, since purchase

fact is that the type of store doesn’t seem to

attempts made by minors could be seen

matter, something at least the stores in the

as entrapment. Lawyers at NBHW inves-

national chains believed.

tigated the issue and decided that it was

Only a third of the participants in this

okay to provide funding as long as UNF

study were not asked for ID when they

financed the purchases of beer themselves.

tried to buy beer. This is quite low com-

The youth in UNF are, as members, doing

pared to Forster et al. (1995), who say that

this totally voluntarily, and there is always

a majority of young people in their study

a witness over 18 years of age present out-

could purchase alcohol without showing

side the store. To do this kind of practice-

ID, and also to Swedish conditions where

based research you have to let the practi-

Sundh & Hagquist (2006) claim that two

tioners be the owners of the project. We

thirds of the minors were not asked for

have confidence in their handling of their

ID when they tried to buy cigarettes. This

actions and have been a part of their proc-

could be due to the fact that in this study

ess during the project. These procedure

the participating young people actually

challenges us to also consider ethical prin-

were under-aged. An interesting result is

ciples basic to research. Issues of main-

the 15% who could buy beer despite their

taining confidentiality, weighing the risk

being asked for ID. In Sundh & Hagquist

and benefits of a study and paying atten-

(2006) 9% could buy cigarettes despite

tion to promoting justice and equality are

being asked for ID. In their study, how-

important. The researchers in this study

ever, none of the buyers had their ID with

have in the analysis of the database in no

them. In our study the teenagers have in

way violated these basic principles.

some cases actually presented their own

This study has shown, as other studies

IDs and still succeeded with the purchase

have shown, that it is quite easy for minors
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to buy beer in grocery stores in Sweden.
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It has also shown that the genders of the
check-out clerk and of the buyer are significant. The study has given a picture of
how teens in Sweden manage to purchase
beer and the tricks they use. These tricks are
probably used by ordinary teenagers as well.
Future research will tell which of the
following methods gives the best results if
you want to improve the practice of grocery stores: a method based on cooperation with the stores, or a method based on
confronting the stores.
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