We Card: 25 Years as Trusted Resource
For a quarter century, The We Card Program has trained and educated retailers and consumers alike. 
By Sarah Hamaker

Since 1995, customers have encountered the bright red-and-yellow We Card logo in convenience stores, tobacco retail outlets, grocery stores, pharmacies and other locations that sell tobacco products. “The impact of The We Card Program has been remarkable over its 25-year history,” said Doug Anderson, president of We Card. 

Government studies around the time of We Card’s founding showed a 40% violation rate, which meant four out of 10 underage buyers were successful in buying tobacco. “We Card set out to correct that by educating the retailer and consumer,” Anderson said.

That year, the Coalition for Responsible Tobacco Retailing—made up of tobacco retailers and wholesalers, manufacturers and other industry groups—established The We Card Program to train and support retailers in selling tobacco products. “Now, the latest government study in 2018 found that only one out of 10 underage buyers were successful in buying tobacco—that’s evidence of the positive impact We Card has had,” Anderson said.

For the past 25 years, We Card has offered its national, comprehensive program to help retailers successfully sell age-restricted products. The iconic logo adorns stickers at checkout counters, posters on break room walls, tip sheets for managers and training materials for associates. Throughout its storied history, We Card has stayed true to its mission to serve the nation’s retailers of tobacco, alcohol, e-cigarettes, vapor products and other age-restricted products. 

We Card changed the retail landscape by providing a comprehensive program to educate employees on how to sell—and consumers on how to purchase—age-restricted products. “It’s an effective way to ensure all of our associates have quick, easy tools and training in order to maintain compliance,” said Toni Doran, organization and operations training manager for Casa de Montecristo Inc., a chain with 20 locations. “I love the online training and the tracking software that helps us keep up with who needs recertification, etc.”

Wawa has been working with We Card for years. “We find We Card’s resources extremely helpful in making sure we are getting the full picture of our compliance needs,” said Jason Homola, Wawa director of category management. “It’s great having a trusted partner that is only a phone call away.” 

The Kroger Co. has integrated The We Card logo into its virtual training. “This is a mandatory training course for all associates in a cashier role,” said Tracy MacDonald, compliance manager/product manager for The Kroger Co. “We Card fits in to our mission to take proactive steps to protect the health and safety of our associates, customers, and communities. The company has a continuing commitment to responsible marketing of age-restricted products and to the health and welfare of our nation's youth.”   

Kroger displays We Card signage at the entrances, tobacco product displays, employee break rooms, and at each point of sale in each store. “The brand notoriety associated with the We Card logo provides a consistent and recognizable point of reference for both associates and customers. This aids our associates by providing a visual representation of the law during customer interaction,” MacDonald said.

We Card continues to innovate by adding more online training and working with the industry and retailers on solutions to social sourcing of tobacco products. We Card’s continues to engage in constant communication with retailers, manufacturers, trade associations and others on the issues surrounding age-restricted products. 

“We Card has been successful for a quarter century because we don’t stray from the fundamentals of making sure retailers and customers know how to legally purchase age-restricted products,” Anderson said. “And we continue to work with retailers through difficult situations, such as COVID-19 pandemic, to keep on mission. I feel confident that We Card is well-positioned to continue its work well into the future.”

Sarah Hamaker is a freelance writer based in Fairfax, Va. 
Sidebar: We Card By the Numbers 
In its 25-year history, We Card has gone from a startup nonprofit 25 years ago to the go-to organization for training materials and age-verification tools for retailers. During that time, the words ‘We Card’ transitioned to an action verb, a retail company policy and a corporate social responsibility program. Overall, We Card was a major reason retailers moved from a 40.1% violation rate in 1997 to a 9.6% violation rate in 2018.

Here are some of the numbers telling just how far-reaching We Card has become.

· More than 1.1 million We Card kits have been sent

· More than 500,000 retail employees trained directly—who in turn generally train an additional 11 co-workers

· 90% of retail locations selling tobacco have We Card signage.
· We Card has provided retailers:
· 4.3 million age calculation tools

· 7 million training tools

· 60,000+ monthly website hits providing retailers with tools, law summaries and other key information needed to prevent underage sales. 

