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Age verification compliance in convenience retail isn’t failing because teams “don’t 
know the policy”. It fails when the trading reality of speed, queues, lone working, repeat 
customers, fatigue, and shifting daypart footfall nudges staff into automatic 
transactions—where Challenge 25 becomes inconsistent. 

This white paper uses operational audit findings from 154,000 age verification audits 
delivered in 2025 to benchmark convenience performance against other environments, 
show how outcomes vary by product category, and highlight one behavioural factor that 
consistently predicts pass/fail: whether customers are acknowledged with eye contact 
before the transaction becomes automatic. This paper closes with an estate-ready 
improvement framework designed to protect franchise standards and strengthen 
defensibility. 

Introduction 
Convenience retail is uniquely exposed. Stores operate at high pace, often with lean 
staffing and lone working, and are frequently serving regular customers who feel 
familiar. The result is that age verification can become less about policy and more about 
pattern recognition under pressure. That’s exactly where risk lives: not in the obvious 
underage attempt, but in borderline decisions made quickly, late in the day, with a 
queue behind the customer and a colleague juggling ten other tasks. 

For symbol groups and franchised estates, the stakes go beyond an individual store. 
Weak or inconsistent Challenge 25 delivery creates brand inconsistency across the 
network and makes it harder to demonstrate due diligence to stakeholders when 
performance is questioned. 

At the same time, enforcement focus on underage sales—particularly around vapes—
continues to be a live issue in the UK, alongside wider trading standards pressures. 

This paper draws on Serve Legal client programmes and audit outcomes, including: 

• 154,000 age verification audits delivered in 2025 across multiple retail and 
hospitality environments 

• Real-world testing of age-check behaviours in live trading conditions 

• Reporting designed to support training, coaching, and customer experience 
improvements 

The benchmarking results presented here are intended to help convenience operators 
and symbol groups contextualise performance and focus attention on the conditions 
and behaviours that most reliably change outcomes. 
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What good looks like 
Across UK retail, Challenge 25 is widely recognised as best practice for age-restricted 
sales. Association of Convenience Stores guidance for retailers recommends Challenge 
25 and frames underage sales controls around policy, training, and consistent 
implementation. 

Separately, trading standards guidance aimed at businesses commonly recommends 
operating a Challenge 25 scheme as part of an age verification policy, reinforcing that 
the expectation is not just “have a policy”, but run it in a way that can be evidenced 
when needed. 

Across the environments audited, results vary dramatically. Convenience performs 
better than some sectors, but significantly poorer than others. Convenience stores 
operate in conditions that make inconsistency more likely—and inconsistency is what 
creates headline risk. 

Pass rates by environment (Serve Legal audit dataset) 

 

For convenience, a 76% average can lull estates into thinking they are “basically fine”. In 
practical terms, it means that nearly 1 in 4 relevant attempts are not seeing the agreed 
policy applied as intended. When you look store-by-store, shift-by-shift, or category-by-
category, you start to see where the gaps sit. Convenience’s operational reality can 
produce pockets of weakness that don’t show up in a simple overall average. Those 
pockets are where failures cluster, and where enforcement or reputational damage 
tends to originate. 
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Benchmarking by product 
A consistent pattern appears when outcomes are segmented by product type. Staff 
tend to be more compliant for products they perceive as high-risk categories. This is the 
case even when internal standards require the same Challenge 25 discipline. 

Pass rates by product/category (Serve Legal audit dataset) 
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Public and regulatory scrutiny continues to sit heavily on underage access to tobacco, 
vapes, and bladed articles, due to the impacts on health, communities, and business 
risk. If you only measure alcohol, you can easily miss where habits are weakening. 
Estates often discover that standards “hold” for higher-salience categories but slip 
elsewhere—creating a compliance gap that stays invisible until a test purchase targets 
the weaker category or a colleague makes the wrong call on a borderline customer. 

The most actionable finding 
One nuanced but powerful insight from the dataset is how strongly acknowledgement 
and eye contact correlate with age verification success. This is not about politeness; it’s 
about whether the sale is being handled consciously or automatically. 

Age verification pass rate by acknowledgement behaviour 

 

“No acknowledgement” is a proxy for an autopilot transaction: scan, bag, pay, next. In 
autopilot, Challenge 25 becomes optional, and decisions drift toward convenience for 
staff rather than caution for the business. When the customer is engaged before the 
transaction begins, the staff member is more likely to actively assess age and follow 
process, while also delivering a more engaging, customer-friendly interaction. 

This is a rare compliance lever that is both measurable and coachable without needing 
a complicated intervention. 

Across many sectors, the same risk pattern repeats: as the day goes on, people tire, 
competing priorities build, and clientele changes. In convenience, that drift is often 
amplified by staffing patterns and predictable changes in footfall. 
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A typical convenience risk profile often includes higher youth footfall in afternoons and 
evenings, more part-time or less experienced coverage on evenings/weekends, 
increased lone-working exposure during peak periods, and a greater temptation to 
“speed serve” when queues form. 

The most important point is not that these patterns exist—it’s that they are predictable. 
That means estates can design around them, but only if measurement and reporting are 
good enough to reveal where risk concentrates. 

What should a symbol group or franchised estate be 
able to prove? 
When standards are challenged by regulators, stakeholders, or franchise governance, 
the question is rarely “did you have a policy?” It is whether the estate can demonstrate 
that: 

1. Standards are consistently implemented across stores, not just written centrally 

2. Training and support are targeted to real weaknesses, not delivered generically 

3. Performance is monitored independently and acted upon 

4. Reporting is clear enough to be defensible and useful 

That is what “protecting franchise standards” looks like in practice: consistency, 
evidence, and a visible improvement loop. 

Recommendations: an estate-ready improvement 
framework 
The objective is not to make teams “more careful” in the abstract. The objective is to 
reduce inconsistency under pressure. The following framework is designed for 
convenience estates where time and simplicity matter. 

1) Make “acknowledge first” a standard 

Because the data shows such a large gap between “no acknowledgement” and “eye 
contact before”, estates should treat early acknowledgement as part of the compliance 
process, not just a soft customer service extra. This can be trained quickly, observed 
easily, and reinforced through coaching. 

2) Train for borderline decisions and familiarity bias 

Recent “guess the age” training hosted by Serve Legal highlighted just how unreliable 
visual judgement can be. When the individual’s actual age was 16–17, participants 
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guessed 2.59 years older on average, and fewer than 1 in 10 (9.76%) correctly identified 
the person’s age across all questions and sessions. That’s exactly why policies like 
Challenge 25 matter: they reduce reliance on perception and bias, replacing guesswork 
with a consistent, defensible check. 

Training should explicitly address those moments when someone looks “probably OK,” 
or when a regular customer feels familiar: what “Think 25” means in real life, what 
“borderline” looks like, and how to hold the line without conflict. 

3) Design staffing and task allocation around peak-risk windows 

If your youth footfall rises after school hours, and your least experienced colleagues are 
disproportionately on evenings and weekends, your risk is structurally baked in. You 
don’t always need more staff—you need smarter coverage: more experienced presence 
during peak-risk windows, clearer escalation routes, better security measures where 
appropriate, training refreshers, and less lone-working exposure when it matters most. 

4) Stop treating one category as the whole story 

The product benchmarks show that behaviour shifts by category. A convenience estate 
that is strong on alcohol can still be weak on other categories where staff perceive lower 
risk. Multi-category auditing (aligned to your policy and what you sell) is one of the most 
reliable ways to uncover hidden inconsistency. 

5) Reinforce “what good looks like” with evidence-led coaching 

One-off training fades. A programme that measures, reports, and follows up turns 
training into improvement. Stores that perform well should be recognised; stores that 
struggle should get targeted support that is specific to the failure pattern. 

6) Report in a way that supports action and defensibility 

A useful report should make it easy to answer: which stores are strong, where is risk 
concentrated, what do we do next, and can we prove we did it? The outcome should be 
a practical improvement plan, not a spreadsheet that sits in a folder. 

What Serve Legal delivers for convenience estates and 
symbol groups 
Serve Legal provides a scalable age verification audit programme built for convenience 
retail, designed to protect brand standards and generate independent evidence. The 
programme can be rolled out across single regions or whole estates, with consistent 
scoring and clear reporting suitable for training and customer experience improvement 
plans. 
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Coverage includes international delivery for multi-market requirements where brands 
operate internationally. 

Programmes commonly cover alcohol, cigarettes and vapes, and can also include 
additional age-restricted or policy-controlled categories where your standards require 
Challenge-style checks. Examples include energy drinks, analgesics, lottery and 
scratch cards, and bladed articles—tailored to your estate and risk priorities. 

Whole-estate programmes are designed for consistent application of standards across 
large convenience networks, supporting franchise governance through comparable 
scoring and reporting. Programmes are also designed to reflect how your estate actually 
trades: store formats, staffing patterns, regional risk differences, and category 
priorities—so you get insight you can act on. 

Conclusion 
Convenience retail can achieve strong age verification performance, but the operating 
model creates predictable points where standards drift: later-day fatigue, queue 
pressure, lone working, repeat customers, and category-based complacency. 

The 2025 dataset shows that outcomes differ sharply by environment and product, and 
it highlights a rare, highly actionable behavioural lever: early acknowledgement and eye 
contact. Estates that treat compliance as a measurable operating standard—rather 
than a periodic training topic—are the ones that protect franchise standards and can 
demonstrate defensibility when it matters. 

Get in Touch with Serve Legal 
Website: www.servelegal.co.uk/  

Explore our Convenience Store Age Verification services: 
https://www.servelegal.co.uk/c-store-age-verification-compliance-audits  

Business Enquiries: businessenquiries@servelegal.co.uk  

Media Enquiries: mediaenquiries@servelegal.co.uk  

LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/servelegal/ 

http://www.servelegal.co.uk/
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