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Police Executive Leadership: 
Managing the Problem of Youth Access 
to Alcohol 
 

Preface 
Access to alcohol by America’s youth is a 
greater problem today than it has ever been.  
Youth alcohol abuse has risen to become the 
number one problem affecting the health and 
welfare of youth today.  While this problem is 
nationwide, the leadership necessary to prevent 
youth alcohol use is in the hands of the nation’s 
state and local police executives. 

This guide has two objectives.   

� First, it seeks to explain to law enforcement 
chief executives (including police chiefs, 
sheriffs, and state police superintendents) 
the benefits of taking a leading role in 
community programs and enforcement ef-
forts to reduce the availability of alcohol to 
youth and resulting underage alcohol use.   

� Second, this guide will describe several 
steps for accomplishing that objective. 

The guide urges police executives to assume a 
more active role in prevention and enforce-
ment, regardless of whether they serve as 
initiators, facilitators, or participants in the 
local effort to combat underage drinking.  Po-
lice executives can apply the prestige and 
credibility of their office to win support for that 
effort.  This guide encourages executives to do 
the following:  

� Plan, develop, and implement enforcement 
efforts. 

� Build positive public perceptions of the 
campaign. 

� Explain the enforcement priority given to 
underage drinking laws and local underage 
drinking behaviors. 

� Work with other agencies and community 
organizations to overcome common obsta-
cles related to youth access to alcohol. 

� Facilitate the cooperation of patrol officers; 
prosecutors; community leaders; bar, res-
taurant, and store owners; and others with 
the capacity to prevent underage access to 
alcohol and enforce alcohol laws. 

� Develop long-term initiatives that result in 
true solutions rather than reactive, short-
term responses. 

Police leadership in this matter acknowledges 
the police executive’s control over the level of 
law enforcement actions and when, where, and 
how to perform enforcement functions.   

In No Easy Victories, John W. Gardner de-
scribes the critical role of leaders: 

Leaders have a significant role in creat-
ing the state of mind that is the society.  
They can serve as symbols of the moral 
unity of the society.  They can express 
the values that hold the society together.  
Most important, they can conceive and 
articulate goals that lift people out of 
their petty preoccupations, carry them 
above the conflicts that tear a society 
apart, and unite them in pursuit of ob-
jectives worthy of their best efforts. 



 

 2Police Executive Leadership: Managing the Problem of Youth Access to Alcohol 

Indeed, police executives occupy positions in 
which they can assume that leadership role, di-
recting society’s state of mind and uniting peo-
ple in pursuit of worthy objectives.  For the 
most part, leading a community’s efforts to pre-
vent youth access to alcohol can be a win/win 
situation—a scenario that makes Gardner’s 
idea a reality.  Any increase in prevention and 
enforcement efforts will likely result in a 
decrease in alcohol-related incidents and other 
related crime in the community. 

Like any police effort, preventing youth access 
to alcohol raises certain risks.  This guide ex-
plains why and how the police executive 
should go about planning for and taking those 
risks.  
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Why Chiefs Should Care 
About Youth Alcohol 
Violations 
Although drug abuse receives more attention 
from the government and media, studies show 
that youth alcohol use is a larger, more perva-
sive problem.  Alcohol is correlated with many 
types of crime, unwanted pregnancies, school 
dropout rates, and other serious outcomes.  For 
example: 

� Nearly half of all college students—some 6 
million—“binge drink” (i.e., five or more 
drinks at a time for men, four or more for 
women).1 

� Underage drinking is associated with the 
leading causes of death among young peo-
ple, such as car crashes, murder, and sui-
cide.2 

� Ten million American teenagers drink 
monthly, 8 million drink weekly, and over 
500,000 teenagers go on weekly binges of 
five or more drinks in a row.3 

� Alcohol is the preferred drug for young 
people, with earlier and earlier initiation of 
consumption, frequently as early as 11 or 
12 years of age.4 

� Alcohol use by youth is associated with 
poor performance in school, truancy, rape, 
drowning, fights, assaults, and vandalism.5 

It is estimated that individuals under age 21 
commit approximately 32 percent of murders, 
45 percent of rapes, 44 percent of robberies, 37 
percent of assaults, and 16 percent of child 
abuse incidents.6  Numerous studies reveal that 
both perpetrators and victims of violence are 
often under the influence of alcohol at the time 
of the offense.7  One study found that some 
types of youth homicide declined after states 
raised the minimum drinking age and that beer 

consumption levels predicted youth homicide 
rates.8 

Beyond the human toll, youth alcohol use is 
costly in economic terms, too.  The annual dol-
lar costs fall into many categories; two exam-
ples include $18 billion in traffic crashes and 
$1 billion in treatment.9   

Overall, because alcohol use is related to juve-
nile crime, and because juveniles commit a 
large percentage of all crime, underage use of 
alcohol may be related to a significant amount 
of a community’s crime problems.  Police ex-
ecutives are responsible for the safety and wel-
fare of the community.  The prestige of the po-
lice executive’s office allows police executives 
to exert significant influence over the initiatives 
that could address these problems, as well as 
the factors working against recognition of the 
problem.   

Clearly, reducing youth access to and use of 
alcohol can lead to an overall reduction in 
crime in the community.  It is important for the 
police executive to win support from those who 
face this problem and to unite all efforts on a 
single front.  The prescription for success is to 
provide strong, continuous, focused leadership 
and support for this issue. 

Police executives who choose to make under-
age drinking prevention a priority will reap 
tremendous benefits, from community recogni-
tion to professional and personal satisfaction. 

The significant harm caused by youth access to 
alcohol, and eventual alcohol use, demands that 
this issue be dealt with through proactive, sus-
tained measures orchestrated in concert with all 
interested parties in the community. 

Role of Law Enforcement 
As noted above, law enforcement agencies are 
key players in combating youth access to alco-
hol.  While enforcing laws is their primary re-
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sponsibility, law enforcement professionals are 
also in a position to be involved in other as-
pects of underage drinking prevention that will 
further impact enforcement efforts and increase 
community support for underage alcohol en-
forcement initiatives.  

When legislators pass laws regarding youth al-
cohol use, law enforcement agencies are tasked 
with enforcing the laws and citing infractions.  
When educators teach youth about alcohol-
related responsibilities, prohibitions, and con-
sequences, they trust that law enforcement 
agencies are enforcing the law and are willing 
to participate in school education and preven-
tion programs. 

When advocacy groups inform the public of 
health, safety, and welfare issues, they often 
use statistics gathered by law enforcement 
agencies and ask police executives to provide 
legitimacy to their efforts by participating in 
media events.   

Police executives should embrace these re-
sponsibilities and take firm steps to ensure they 
are included in such events. 

Law enforcement agencies can effectively pre-
vent underage access to alcohol by:  

� Ensuring that statutes are clearly explained, 
understood, and obeyed by working with 
various sectors of the community and other 
enforcement agencies 

� Providing technical expertise for legisla-
tors, the public, and the media 

� Working to reduce the undesirable out-
comes associated with youth use of alcohol, 
such as automobile crashes, death, property 
damage, crime, and gang activity 

� Working with prosecuting attorneys to en-
sure that underage drinking and alcohol-
related violations are prosecuted 

� Lending credibility to efforts to set societal 
standards 

� Monitoring activities to ensure compliance 
with the law 

The issue of how police should accomplish 
these tasks is becoming increasingly important.  
The expectations for law enforcement agencies 
demonstrate the critical need for police execu-
tives to shift their approach from only reactive 
enforcement to a combination of strategic and 
tactical planning, including both proactive and 
reactive enforcement.  They must also realize 
that enforcement is only one tool for reducing 
youth alcohol use.  

Historically, there have been two approaches to 
law enforcement where issues of public moral-
ity and safety are concerned.  Traditional law 
enforcement approaches are reactive and focus 
on identifying when and where violations occur 
and apprehending the violators.  By contrast, 
the voluntary compliance and deterrence ap-
proach, while using some of the same tech-
niques, focuses less on apprehending violators 
and more on changing behavior.  In a word, its 
goal is compliance.  Both approaches can be 
done in ways that are consistent with commu-
nity policing. 

Traditional Enforcement 
This approach relies on police being in the 
right place at the right time with sufficient re-
sources to apprehend the violators.  It hopes to 
deter crime by teaching the public that en-
forcement is taking place, and it shows viola-
tors and potential violators that they must 

� Cease their illegal activity or be appre-
hended, and probably suffer administrative 
or judicial penalties,  

� Move to a location where there is less 
chance of being apprehended, or 
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� Shift to a different, less visible method of 
committing the violation. 

Those same messages are sent regardless of 
whether the enforcement is directed at impaired 
driving, youth attempting to purchase alcohol, 
distributors and vendors attempting to sell al-
cohol to youth, adults illegally providing alco-
hol to youth, or any other related alcohol viola-
tion. 

The traditional enforcement approach only 
sends the above messages when it is vigorous, 
sustained, and widespread.  It is usually hard to 
dedicate sufficient resources to maintain such 
an effort, especially without support from other 
key players in the community, starting with the 
prosecutor.  The resultant retreat from en-
forcement tells the public that the police cannot 
ultimately change offenders’ behavior, and that 
enforcement is not a continuing priority of the 
department.   

Voluntary Compliance and 
Deterrence 
The dual voluntary compliance and deterrence 
approach aims not merely to arrest offenders 
but also to change the behavior of the wider 
public.  The message it tries to send is: 

� Compliance with these important laws is 
required, not just desired. 

� Compliance should be the accepted norm 
for the majority of the population, espe-
cially youth. 

� Allowing underage youth to obtain alcohol 
is inappropriate and illegal. 

� Protecting youth is a civic duty that creates 
a safer community. 

� Community members should combat ef-
forts by groups that wish to circumvent the 
laws or force governing bodies to withdraw 
support for alcohol law enforcement. 

� Those who violate the laws should be held 
responsible and accountable. 

� Violators are likely to be caught and pun-
ished. 

� Police care about the issue, give alcohol-
related crime a high enforcement priority, 
and allocate adequate resources to enforc-
ing these laws. 

In the voluntary compliance and deterrence ap-
proach, police executives and their agencies 
can: 

� Apply the positive levers of traditional law 
enforcement. 

� Increase the impact of enforcement efforts 
by promoting them in the media, public fo-
rums, and other community settings. 

� Create the perception among the general 
public and potential violators that there is 
an inherent risk of being apprehended and 
prosecuted. 

� Make the case that alcohol law enforce-
ment protects the entire community by re-
ducing many types of risks to life and 
property. 

� See that information distributed by educa-
tors is consistent with enforcement efforts 
and outcomes. 

� Show that community leaders, including 
parents, educators, and law enforcement 
agencies, are working as a team toward the 
same goals. 

� Involve governmental bodies and the pub-
lic so they stay interested in maintaining 
such efforts over long periods. 

� Work to reduce claims of neighborhood, 
ethnic, or economic bias—reduce actual in-
stances of such bias, if they exist—which 
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are sometimes used to convince elected 
bodies to reduce or stop enforcement ef-
forts. 

� Develop relationships with other parties 
working to reduce youth access to alcohol 
so that a united front may be presented in 
response to any potential political backlash. 

The combination of active enforcement, educa-
tional programs, and advocacy for the proper 
use and distribution of alcohol can create a 
strong deterrent and change community beliefs 
and behaviors related to youth alcohol use. 

In summary, enforcement of alcohol laws is 
critical to the demonstration of effective leader-
ship on this issue, but it is also necessary for a 
police executive to realize the importance of 
police working in concert with others outside 
of policing in order to achieve long-term com-
munity behavioral change.   

Community and law enforcement collaboration 
is the only realistic way to bring about the 
change in attitudes and behaviors that will re-
sult in a genuine reduction of youth alcohol-
related problems.  Although law enforcement 
represents only one element in the effort, its 
role is the most critical.   

Youth alcohol prevention programs using the 
combined efforts of traditional enforcement 
and the voluntary compliance and deterrence 
approach have demonstrated that they meet the 
goal of preventing youth access to alcohol.  
These enforcement techniques also help de-
velop strong and trusting relationships with the 
community, a primary goal of community po-
licing. 

Working with Elected Leaders 
As governmental leaders are elected to repre-
sent the community, there may be instances 
when violators or special interest groups turn to 
their elected officials to question the “new” en-

forcement actions of the police—enforcement 
actions that may not seem favorable to the al-
cohol industry or those wanting to violate alco-
hol laws. 

As part of an enhanced and progressive en-
forcement initiative, the police executive 
should be prepared to inform and answer to the 
community and elected officials.  Police execu-
tives can prepare for this step and minimize 
criticism by informing key elected leaders and 
other local policymakers of new enforcement 
efforts—and the basis for these new initiatives.  
It may also be beneficial to involve these lead-
ers in the program initiative in order to build 
“ownership.”  

Informing and involving governmental leaders 
can be accomplished simply by inviting them 
to the initial planning meetings or by sending 
them a newsletter outlining the project and ask-
ing for input. These actions will go a long way 
toward creating and maintaining a good work-
ing relationship with local leaders and will help 
facilitate their support for enforcement actions.  
Furthermore, government leaders appreciate a 
police executive’s efforts to keep them well in-
formed and prepared to answer constituents’ 
questions.   

By taking on the responsibility of involving 
elected and other leaders in the process, the po-
lice executive will open doors of political sup-
port and pave the way for future enforcement 
initiatives that may require similar broad-based 
support in order to succeed. 

Leading the Effort Against 
Youth Access to Alcohol 
To prepare for leading the effort against youth 
access to alcohol, the police executive should 
take advantage of the current situation, re-
sources, and challenges.  For instance, he or 
she should consider the following local factors: 
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� Level of community awareness of the issue 
and the associated problems caused by al-
cohol, such as violence and impaired driv-
ing 

� Importance of the issue to community 
members 

� Existing coalitions dealing with the issue 

� Key community players already publicly 
involved in the issue 

� Governmental leaders’ involvement in the 
issue 

� Recent incidents and trends that have re-
ceived media attention, such as alcohol-
related fatal auto crashes involving youth, 
crime involving youth and alcohol (rapes, 
burglaries, violent crimes, etc.), unwanted 
teen pregnancies related to alcohol, and 
high school dropout rates related to alcohol 

� The police department’s current practices 
used in addressing the issue 

� View of the police department held by local 
governmental leaders and community 
members  

� The community’s previous experiences in 
addressing the problem 

The police executive has the potential to assert 
significant influence over the community’s per-
ception of law enforcement issues. It is impor-
tant for police executives to use their influence 
and take the lead in preventing underage 
alcohol use.  Equally important is learning 
when and how to use this influence effectively. 

An effective police executive knows that by 
providing strong, focused leadership, he or she 
can better address the issues and influence de-
cisions on key matters surrounding the issue 
and ultimately reduce the negative outcomes of 
youth access to alcohol.  To do so, the police 

executive must accept this lead role.  Others 
may have instituted programs to reduce youth 
access to alcohol, but these efforts may not ad-
dress all the technical and legal concerns that 
need law enforcement oversight and participa-
tion.  The police executive is the technical ex-
pert on the use of enforcement techniques, the 
legal ramifications of enforcement, and the ef-
fectiveness of various enforcement strategies.  
As an expert in this area, the executive has the 
knowledge and resources to implement effec-
tive alcohol control programs.   

The best strategy is for the police executive to 
take the lead in programs to reduce youth ac-
cess to alcohol.  However, if a group or organi-
zation in the community has already developed 
a leadership role in this area, the police execu-
tive should initiate a partnership with the leader 
to demonstrate law enforcement’s commitment 
and set the standard that underage alcohol use 
will not be tolerated in the community and al-
cohol laws will be enforced.   

Police executives may also choose to team with 
others involved in community underage drink-
ing enforcement and prevention efforts, such as 
a mayor, local prosecutor, superintendent of 
schools, or prominent citizen.  Teaming with 
these community leaders will rally support for 
enforcement and prevention efforts and ensure 
continuity of the message to youths and alcohol 
retailers in the area.   

The police chief executive can initiate the 
process by performing the assessment de-
scribed above and then taking three major 
steps:  

� Identifying the players 

� Predicting reactions and preparing staff for 
this assignment 

� Building and lending support to the local 
and departmental effort  
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Step 1: Identifying the Players 
The first step in the process is identifying key 
individuals and organizations.  They fit into 
four categories: 

� Economic: those with a vested interest, 
such as alcohol retailers, distributors, 
manufacturers, related businesses, and 
stockholders of those companies 

� Philosophical: those with a deeply felt 
moral commitment, such as Mothers 
Against Drunk Driving (MADD), preven-
tion coalitions, religious organizations, and 
youth alcohol and drug rehabilitation ser-
vices 

� Governmental: those with a political inter-
est, such as elected officials, candidates, 
appointees, school officials, and their staffs 

� Community: those concerned about safety 
and quality-of-life issues (especially par-
ents and neighborhood associations)   

Some of the individuals involved in the process 
might fit into more than one of the categories.  
It is important to know what category those in-
dividuals will fit into and the types of influ-
ences and pressures they may face. 

Step 2: Predicting Reactions and 
Preparing Staff 
After identifying the players, it is beneficial to 
predict how each might react to enforcement 
efforts applied to reduce youth access to alco-
hol.  For example, when decoy efforts are un-
dertaken, retail alcohol outlets may not be sup-
portive of such enforcement.  This is especially 
true of retail outlets cited for violations. 

A common reaction is for the proprietor to 
complain to the city manager or administrator 
or an elected official in the hope of having the 
enforcement efforts stopped and the citation 
withdrawn.  The contacted official may then 

ask the police chief executive why the en-
forcement was undertaken, why the particular 
retail outlet was chosen, and other particulars.  
When the enforcement efforts generate numer-
ous complaints, the official’s requests for ex-
planations become much more intense.  This is 
the unfortunate start of the politicization of en-
forcement. 

Recognizing various parties’ interests and an-
ticipating their reactions prepares the police 
chief executive to decide, in advance, how to 
respond, and more importantly, what actions to 
take prior to implementing any enforcement 
initiative.  These actions include, but are not 
limited to, meeting with key governmental and 
community leaders, holding press conferences, 
and meeting with alcohol industry associations 
in an effort to educate and involve them.  Such 
planning may reduce his or her anxiety and en-
able the police executive to prepare other 
members of the department to respond to in-
quiries and questions in an accurate and profes-
sional manner.  Planning also helps reduce the 
politicization of enforcement.   

Step 3: Building and Lending 
Support 
In the effort to reduce youth access to alcohol, 
police chief executives can develop and offer 
support in many ways and with many other 
community leaders.  

Governmental Support 
Legislators, local elected officials, and advo-
cacy groups often view police executives as 
technical experts who can lend credibility and 
status to an issue.  If police chief executives 
want to participate in the legislative process, 
they should develop positive relationships with 
local, state, and federal legislators.   

Over time, when developing new legislation, 
legislators and their staff may ask police execu-
tives for advice, statistics, and anecdotal infor-



 

 9Police Executive Leadership: Managing the Problem of Youth Access to Alcohol 

mation about youth access to alcohol and may 
also ask those executives to testify when ap-
propriate.  By answering these needs, the police 
executive builds a relationship with the politi-
cal leadership.   

To build relationships and receive support from 
political leaders, police chief executives can 
take some of the following actions: 

� Produce and distribute monthly crime re-
ports and periodic briefing papers. 

� Make presentations to elected officials. 

� Invite elected officials to conferences and 
other meetings where youth access to alco-
hol will be discussed. 

� Provide information from other govern-
ment agencies that study youth access to 
alcohol, such as the following: 

� U.S. Department of Justice, especially 
the Office of Juvenile Justice and De-
linquency Prevention 

� U.S. Department of Transportation 

� National Highway Traffic Safety Ad-
ministration 

� State and county alcohol and drug ser-
vices agencies 

� Meet with governmental leaders individu-
ally to brief them on the teen alcohol issue 
and recommended approaches for address-
ing it. 

� Invite other relevant agencies to assist in 
briefing local leaders. 

Community Support 
Police executives should make special efforts 
to inform the media, community groups, and 
interested citizens once they begin to focus en-

forcement efforts on reducing youth access to 
alcohol.    

The media can help inform and convince the 
community that complying with the law is the 
best approach to reducing the negative out-
comes of youth access to alcohol.  Police chief 
executives should provide the media with sta-
tistics and research studies to show the ration-
ale for greater involvement by law enforcement 
agencies.  Although the media may at times 
seem to be pulling for its own agenda rather 
than the department’s, they are a powerful tool 
for changing public opinion.  It is worth the ef-
fort to win them over. 

To educate community groups and interested 
citizens, police chief executives and their staffs 
may find it useful to do the following: 

� Openly explain how and why the agency is 
initiating enforcement efforts. 

� Brief the community often, through public 
meetings, community events, interviews 
with the media, and press conferences. 

� Designate staff to attend community meet-
ings on such topics as youth and alcohol, 
crime, youth welfare and safety, and qual-
ity-of-life issues. 

� Help educational institutions that are re-
sponding to the youth alcohol problem.  
Police chief executives can assist by:  

� Periodically expressing support for 
educational efforts 

� Participating with educators in private 
discussions and public forums, 

� Providing crime statistics and other per-
tinent data 

� Offering the services of articulate law 
enforcement staffers to serve as pre-
senters and partners 
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Police chief executives themselves should 
oversee the content and distribution of any bro-
chures, news releases, or presentations pro-
duced by their agencies regarding youth access 
to alcohol. 

Coalition Support 
To retain credibility, police executives should 
be cautious in how they approach advocacy.  
When advocating for any issue, including the 
reduction of youth access to alcohol, it is gen-
erally better for those executives to speak out 
independently of outside advocacy groups than 
to belong to them.  Police executives may still 
publicly support such groups, but independence 
generally serves the cause better and protects 
the executives’ credibility. 

These cautions notwithstanding, important lo-
cal coalitions can help police chief executives 
maintain both community and political support.  
Their members are often willing to attend 
community and council meetings and to offer 
support when enforcement efforts receive criti-
cism. 

Coalitions usually consist of organizations that 
have agreed to work together toward a com-
mon goal.  Member organizations may include 
government agencies, religious organizations, 
treatment and rehabilitation service providers, 
educational organizations, and others.  This 
multifaceted membership helps deflect criti-
cisms that are intended to put the police chief 
executive on the defensive and force with-
drawal of, or a reduction in, enforcement ac-
tivities. 

Resources to Consider 
The effort to reduce youth access to alcohol re-
quires the pooling of many resources.  Police 
chief executives can begin their analysis of 
what is needed to accomplish the goals by ex-
amining their own skills, the capabilities of 
their staff, resources within their agencies that 
might be reallocated to the task, and possible 

additional financial resources that might be ac-
quired.   

Historically, police executives have tended not 
to ask for assistance, except for additional 
funding.  However, other resources are avail-
able.  After looking at resources within the de-
partment, the executive should consider ex-
panding cooperation with other agencies.  Such 
cooperation does the following: 

� Gains additional resources for the agency, 
which are available when needed 

� Reduces the amount of resources that the 
agency must reallocate to undertake the en-
forcement efforts 

� Reduces the need for additional funding or 
grants in order to proceed 

� Adds diverse skills to the project 

� Develops a mutual commitment for the de-
sired enforcement efforts by participating 
agencies 

� Can be sustained over much longer periods 
because of the reduced costs to each 
agency involved 

� Provides a higher profile for enforcement 
efforts, increasing the likelihood of positive 
media coverage 

� Tends to be viewed favorably by govern-
ment leaders 

� Helps create more consistency in enforce-
ment approaches across the region 

� Promotes a singular set of messages from 
law enforcement agencies to the affected 
communities in the region 

� Promotes more consistent perceptions on 
the part of community members as to the 
types and frequency of enforcement 
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� Helps law enforcement agencies obtain bet-
ter cooperation from such parties as the 
state alcohol beverage control agency, local 
prosecutors, and the judiciary 

Within the local jurisdiction, several official 
resources may be helpful: 

� Planning and zoning offices, which decide 
whether to approve new permits to sell al-
coholic beverages and also regulate exist-
ing ones 

� Health agencies 

� Education officials and institutions, as well 
as state or regional offices of education that 
have influence over the school curriculum 

Looking to regional, state, and national sources 
of technical and financial support, police chief 
executives may wish to consider contacting the 
following: 

� State highway patrol or state police 

� State or county alcohol and drug treatment 
or services agencies 

� State alcohol beverage control agency 

� State juvenile justice and delinquency pre-
vention agency 

� State highway safety agency 

� State gaming and lottery agencies 

� U.S. Department of Justice, especially the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention 

� U.S. Department of Transportation, espe-
cially the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration 

Taking the Lead Role 
Making a decision to lead the effort to reduce 
youth access to alcohol necessarily involves 
risk.  Police chief executives may experience a 
backlash from businesses cited, persons ar-
rested, alcohol producers and distributors, the 
media, politicians, and others.  Such pressure 
has the potential to make some police execu-
tives wary of taking the lead role in this impor-
tant effort.   

Omitting efforts to prevent underage drinking 
in your leadership agenda deprives the com-
munity of services and increases the potential 
for problems associated with underage drink-
ing, perhaps even with devastating results.  
Furthermore, others may take the leadership 
role, omitting police involvement in developing 
community responses.    

It is better for police executives to lead than to 
be pulled into issues.  That is especially true 
with the issue of underage drinking.  Responsi-
ble retailers and clerks want fair enforcement 
of the law; they do not like to be at a disadvan-
tage to competitors who sell alcohol to minors. 

Reaping the Rewards 
Underage drinking laws, at times, are ignored 
by many jurisdictions.  However, they are 
overwhelmingly supported by almost all inter-
ested parties.  Underage drinking is one issue 
through which police chief executives can reap 
great rewards for their agencies and the com-
munity they serve. 

What can be gained by taking the lead role?  
Rewards include the following: 

� Stronger public belief in community polic-
ing 

� Improved agency image 

� Improved quality of life for the entire com-
munity 
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� Reductions in crashes, deaths, property 
damage, crime, school dropout rates, as-
saults and other forms of violence, and un-
wanted teen pregnancies related to alcohol 

� A safer community that ensures youth the 
opportunity to grow and achieve 

� Increased public confidence in the police 
chief executive and the law enforcement 
agency he or she heads 

� Increased support for future agency initia-
tives on the part of other government agen-
cies and the public  

� Establishment of a network of individuals 
and organizations that can continue to help 
the police chief executive and agency in fu-
ture efforts 

� Improved relationships with other law en-
forcement agencies 

Inventory of Do’s and 
Don’ts 
Do 
1. Do gather relevant statistics and informa-

tion. 

2. Do establish guidelines and be sure all in-
volved parties know them. 

3. Do establish a vision, in writing, and share 
it everyone involved. 

4. Do set short- and long-term goals, includ-
ing near-term achievements that everyone 
can share. 

5. Do listen to all who participate. 

6. Do communicate well and often with par-
ticipants. 

7. Do build consensus. 

8. Do serve as a facilitator or obtain help from 
someone who can. 

9. Do respect all parties involved, even if they 
are not actively participating. 

10. Do set timelines and targets. 

11. Do use parallel processes—where several 
important activities can be ongoing at the 
same time—whenever possible.  Avoid 
processes that rely on sequential steps 
(such that step 4 cannot proceed until step 3 
is completed, for example).   

12. Do expect turnover among participants. 

13. Do decide which participants need addi-
tional training and education, and ensure 
that adequate time and resources are avail-
able to provide it on an ongoing basis.   

14. Do seek and consult technical support 
when dealing with participants who handle 
technical aspects of youth access to alco-
hol, such as judges, prosecutors, and educa-
tors.   

15. Do ensure that similar enforcement efforts 
are applied with equal vigor to all portions 
of the community. 

16. Do design enforcement efforts that reduce 
opportunities for accusations of ethnic, eco-
nomic, or neighborhood bias on the part of 
the law enforcement agency. 

17. Do consult county, state, and federal re-
sources for technical support and research 
data. 

18. Do recognize that in the law enforcement 
agency’s effort to reduce youth access to 
alcohol, additional financial resources may 
facilitate the effort.   

19. Do respect and cultivate local political rela-
tionships. 



 

 13Police Executive Leadership: Managing the Problem of Youth Access to Alcohol 

20. Do keep the city manager or administrator 
and elected officials informed (through, for 
example, newsletters and e-mails). 

21. Do regularly monitor and evaluate progress 
and publish results. 

22. Do expect success. 

Don’t 
1. Don’t expect immediate results. 

2. Don’t assume everyone is operating with 
the same level of understanding of criminal 
and regulatory enforcement. 

3. Don’t micromanage the project and tell 
others how to do their jobs. 

4. Don’t create win/lose situations for partici-
pants. 

5. Don’t become discouraged if crime statis-
tics initially increase. 

6. Don’t give up if parts of the strategy appear 
not to be working. 

7. Don’t expect the same level of commitment 
from everyone. 

8. Don’t expect everyone to follow through 
on commitments; it is up to the police chief 
executive to ensure that participants follow 
up and to see that commitments are hon-
ored. 

9. Don’t expect everyone to take on new re-
sponsibilities willingly.  The executive 
must use effective leadership skills and 
provide a clear understanding of the bene-
fits. 

10. Don’t have all the answers.  Let others help 
develop ideas and solutions. 

11. Don’t dominate.  Share responsibilities and 
tasks. 

12. Don’t fail to let others know the negative 
consequences and significance of youth ac-
cess to alcohol. 

13. Don’t fail to celebrate successes. 

14. Don’t fail to give credit to all involved. 

15. Don’t become discouraged if political pres-
sure is applied. 

16. Don’t fail to prepare yourself and your staff 
for tough questions and criticism. 

Conclusion 
By taking the lead in reducing youth access to 
alcohol, police chief executives gain the oppor-
tunity to frame the issue, select enforcement 
and prevention methods, and ensure the best 
for all members of the community. 

Anytime police executives take a lead role and 
act to solve an underage drinking problem, they 
must ensure that all members of the commu-
nity, including political leaders, the alcohol in-
dustry, and the community, become a part of 
the program.  By not involving these important 
entities, the police executive may be placed in 
the position of reacting to the issues instead of 
leading and directing the effort. 

Fortunately, the fight against underage drinking 
is popular with most sectors of the community.  
For police chief executives, the many benefits 
of taking the lead role in this issue are well 
worth the effort.  Police executives who take 
the lead role in this issue will continue to reap 
benefits in other enforcement initiatives and 
community programs.   

Reducing youth access to alcohol is an oppor-
tunity for police executives to help reduce the 
rates of crime, injuries, death, unwanted teen 
pregnancies, school dropouts, and other prob-
lems.  It provides an excellent chance to make 
the community safer, improve its quality of 
life, reinforce the value of community policing, 
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enhance the image of the law enforcement 
agency, and establish the police chief executive 
as one of the key leaders in the community. 
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