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Safer Alcohol Sales Policies 

Where and how alcohol is sold plays an important role in family safety. Neighborhoods that 
have fewer alcohol stores experience significantly less crime. When communities have smart 
policies and practices around alcohol sales, we keep everyone safer — and physically and 
mentally healthier — by reducing excessive drinking and related violence.  
 
The Alcohol and Violence Challenge 
 

• Alcohol is responsible for approximately 178,000 deaths per year in the U.S., including 
more than 7,000 homicides.1  

 
• Neighborhoods with high concentrations of alcohol sales are linked to an increase in 

individual drinking habits — including young people binge drinking2  — and higher rates 
of violence3-5 and driving under the influence.6  

 
• Multiple studies have found that more homicides, aggravated assaults, sexual assaults, 

and robberies are committed in areas with more alcohol outlets.3-5  
 
• Alcohol outlets are more likely to be located in low-income neighborhoods, despite the 

fact that alcohol consumption rises with income, and in majority non-white 
communities.7  

 
A Healthy Solution: Safer Alcohol Sales 
 

• Reduces violence — By limiting the density of alcohol outlets, research suggests that 
cities can reduce alcohol-related violence8 and binge drinking.2,9  

 
• Falls within city authority — Most cities have the authority to limit, suspend, revoke, or 

deny liquor or business licenses that can affect the number and location of outlets that 
sell alcohol. Cities can also use other local powers (such as zoning) to affect a wide range 
of service practices and activities in or near alcohol outlets.  

 
• Makes communities safer — By taking straightforward actions, such as limiting hours 

and days during which alcohol sales are permitted or requiring minimum distances 
between alcohol outlets and sensitive land uses (like schools and parks), cities can help 
make neighborhoods safer for everyone. 
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What is the Evidence that Safer Alcohol Sales Can Improve Health? 

• The Community Preventive Services Task Force, the CDC’s expert advisory group on 
what works best in public health, found strong evidence that limiting alcohol outlet 
density, often done through local powers such as zoning and licensing, can reduce 
excessive alcohol consumption and related harms.10  
 

• When Atlanta policymakers intentionally decreased the availability of alcohol in the 
city’s Buckhead neighborhood by 3% from 2003 to 2007, researchers compared the 
outcomes to those in similar Atlanta neighborhoods. While overall crime went down 
across the city, Buckhead’s drop in crime was two times greater than the decrease in 
comparable neighborhoods.8   
 

• Reducing opening hours among the most common type of alcohol outlet in one 
neighborhood of Baltimore led to an immediate 14% drop in violent crime and a 29% 
annual decrease in violent crime, compared to similar neighborhoods in the city.11 

 
How Can Safer Alcohol Sales Policies Help Address Health Disparities? 
 

• Multiple studies have found that, despite the fact that alcohol consumption rises with 
income,12,13 alcohol outlets are more likely to be located in low-income neighborhoods 
and in neighborhoods whose residents are predominantly people of color.14-17  
 

• Researchers have explored a variety of explanations for why alcohol outlets are 
clustered in certain neighborhoods, and the reason that stands out statistically is the 
long history of racially discriminatory lending practices – known as redlining – by private 
and public lenders that stigmatized neighborhoods of color and subjected them to 
decades of disinvestment.7,18  

 
• Conversely, reducing the number of alcohol outlets in these neighborhoods could lessen 

the level of risk residents face from violence on a daily basis, as was found in the Atlanta 
and Baltimore studies.8,11  

 
What Are Some Future Issues to Consider? 

The role of alcohol in health and safety is often overlooked. Alcohol is the drug most commonly 
used by young people,19 and on average each year, almost 4,000 people under 21 die because 
of alcohol use.1 Many cities already have substantial alcohol-related laws on their books, and 
dedicated funding for enforcement of such laws has been shown to make them more effective 
in reducing related problems.20 Cities can also take action to restrict alcohol advertising on 
billboards and retail establishments within their borders, as numerous long-term studies have 
linked exposure to alcohol marketing with a greater likelihood of underage drinking.21,22 Finally, 
the U.S. Surgeon General and the CDC’s Hi-5 Initiative,23,24 which identifies cost-effective 
policies proven to improve community health within five years, both recommend increased 
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taxes on alcohol as an evidence-based strategy to improve public safety and reduce the risks 
associated with alcohol abuse and misuse. Some U.S. cities already have the authority to 
institute higher excise taxes as a means to discourage excessive alcohol consumption, especially 
among underage youth.25  

Resources for Cities 

United States Surgeon General’s Advisory on Alcohol and Cancer Risk: 
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/reports-and-publications/alcohol-cancer/index.html  
Strategizer 55 - Regulating alcohol outlet density: An action guide. Alexandria: Community for 
Anti-Drug Coalitions of America (CADCA); Center on Alcohol Marketing and Youth (CAMY), 
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health; 2011. 
https://wwwapp.bumc.bu.edu/BEDAC_Camy/_docs/resources/reports/alcohol-
availability/strategizer-55-regulating-alcohol-outlet-density.pdf  
ChangeLab Solutions. Alcohol Outlet Density; An evidence-based strategy to reduce alcohol 
consumption and related harms. https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/alcohol-outlet-
density  
ChangeLab Solutions. Status of Local Authority to Regulate Alcohol Outlet Density.  
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/status-local-authority-regulate-alcohol-outlet-
density  
Center on Alcohol Marketing and Youth. Preemption Tool: What can my community do about 
alcohol outlets? 
https://wwwapp.bumc.bu.edu/BEDAC_Camy/ResearchToPractice/Place/AlcoholOutletDensity/
PreemptionDataTool  
 

References 
 
1. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Alcohol-Related Disease Impact (ARDI) 
Application. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Accessed March 3, 2024. 
https://nccd.cdc.gov/DPH_ARDI/default/default.aspx. 
2. Fairman BJ, Goldstein RB, Simons-Morton BG, et al. Neighbourhood context and binge 
drinking from adolescence into early adulthood in a US national cohort. International Journal of 
Epidemiology. 2019;doi:10.1093/ije/dyz133. 
3. Franklin FA, Laveist TA, Webster DW, Pan WK. Alcohol outlets and violent crime in 
Washington D.C. Western Journal of Emergency Medicine. 2010;11(3):283-290.  
4. Toomey TL, Erickson DJ, Carlin BP, et al. The association between density of alcohol 
establishments and violent crime within urban neighborhoods. Alcoholism: Clinical and 
Experimental Research. 2012;36(8):1468-1473.  
5. Han D, Gorman DM. Exploring Spatial Associations between On-Sale Alcohol Availability, 
Neighborhood Population Characteristics, and Violent Crime in a Geographically Isolated City. 
Journal of addiction. 2013;2013:356152. doi:10.1155/2013/356152. 
6. Lipton R, Ponicki WR, Gruenewald PJ, Gaidus A. Space–Time Analyses of Alcohol Outlets 
and Related Motor Vehicle Crashes: Associations at City and Census Block-Group Levels. 

https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/reports-and-publications/alcohol-cancer/index.html
https://wwwapp.bumc.bu.edu/BEDAC_Camy/_docs/resources/reports/alcohol-availability/strategizer-55-regulating-alcohol-outlet-density.pdf
https://wwwapp.bumc.bu.edu/BEDAC_Camy/_docs/resources/reports/alcohol-availability/strategizer-55-regulating-alcohol-outlet-density.pdf
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/alcohol-outlet-density
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/alcohol-outlet-density
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/status-local-authority-regulate-alcohol-outlet-density
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/status-local-authority-regulate-alcohol-outlet-density
https://wwwapp.bumc.bu.edu/BEDAC_Camy/ResearchToPractice/Place/AlcoholOutletDensity/PreemptionDataTool
https://wwwapp.bumc.bu.edu/BEDAC_Camy/ResearchToPractice/Place/AlcoholOutletDensity/PreemptionDataTool
https://nccd.cdc.gov/DPH_ARDI/default/default.aspx


  DEEP DIVE 
 

 4 

Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research. 2018;42(6):1113-1121. 
doi:10.1111/acer.13758. 
7. Lee JP, Ponicki W, Mair C, Gruenewald P, Ghanem L. What explains the concentration of 
off-premise alcohol outlets in Black neighborhoods? SSM Popul Health. Dec 2020;12:100669. 
doi:10.1016/j.ssmph.2020.100669. 
8. Zhang X, Hatcher B, Clarkson L, et al. Changes in density of on-premises alcohol outlets 
and impact on violent crime, Atlanta, Georgia, 1997-2007. Preventing Chronic Disease. 
2015;12(5)doi:10.5888/pcd12.140317. 
9. Xuan Z, Blanchette J, Nelson TF, Heeren TC, Oussayef N, Naimi TS. The alcohol policy 
environment and policy subgroups as predictors of binge drinking measures among US adults. 
American Journal of Public Health. 2015;105(4):816-822.  
10. Campbell CA, Hahn RA, Elder R, et al. The effectiveness of limiting alcohol outlet density 
as a means of reducing excessive alcohol consumption and alcohol-related harms. American 
Journal of Preventive Medicine. 2009;37(6):556-559.  
11. Rosen EM, Trangenstein PJ, Fullem PL, Yeh JC, Jernigan DH, Xuan Z. Interrupted Time 
Series Analysis of Bar/Tavern Closing Hours and Violent Crime. JAMA Intern Med. Apr 1 
2024;doi:10.1001/jamainternmed.2024.0255. 
12. Lines SR, Marroquin A, Corbett S, Sergeant J, Choi W, Faseru B. Factors associated with 
binge drinking-Findings from 2019 Kansas behavioral risk factor surveillance system. Subst 
Abus. 2022;43(1):949-955. doi:10.1080/08897077.2022.2060437. 
13. Bohm MK, Liu Y, Esser MB, et al. Binge Drinking Among Adults, by Select Characteristics 
and State - United States, 2018. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. Oct 15 2021;70(41):1441-1446. 
doi:10.15585/mmwr.mm7041a2. 
14. LaVeist TA, Wallace JMJ. Health risk and inequitable distribution of liquor stores in 
African American neighborhoods. Social Science and Medicine. 2000;51:613-617.  
15. Berke EM, Tanski SE, Demidenko E, Alford-Teaster J, Shi X, Sargent JD. Alcohol retail 
density and demographic predictors of health disparities: A geographic analysis. American 
Journal of Public Health. 2010;100(10):1967-1971.  
16. Gorman DM, Speer PW. The concentration of liquor outlets in an economically 
disadvantaged city in the northeastern United States. Subst Use Misuse. Dec 1997;32(14):2033-
46.  
17. Romley JA, Cohen D, Ringel J, Sturm R. Alcohol and environmental justice: the density of 
liquor stores and bars in urban neighborhoods in the United States. J Stud Alcohol Drugs. Jan 
2007;68(1):48-55. doi:10.15288/jsad.2007.68.48. 
18. Trangenstein PJ, Gray C, Rossheim ME, Sadler R, Jernigan DH. Alcohol outlet clusters and 
population disparities. Journal of Urban Health. 2020;97(1):123-136.  
19. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Youth On-line: High School YRBS. Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention. Accessed December 18, 2024. 
https://nccd.cdc.gov/Youthonline/App/Default.aspx. 
20. Elder RW, B. L, Janes G, et al. Enhanced enforcement of laws prohibiting sale of alcohol 
to minors: systematic review of effectiveness for reducing sales and underage drinking. 
Transportation Research E-Circular. 2007;(E-C123):181-8.  

https://nccd.cdc.gov/Youthonline/App/Default.aspx


  DEEP DIVE 
 

 5 

21. Jernigan D, Noel J, Landon J, Thornton N, Lobstein T. Alcohol marketing and youth 
alcohol consumption: a systematic review of longitudinal studies published since 2008. 
Addiction. Aug 26 2017;112:7-20. doi:10.1111/add.13591. 
22. Sargent JD, Babor TF. The Relationship Between Exposure to Alcohol Marketing and 
Underage Drinking Is Causal. J Stud Alcohol Drugs Suppl. Mar 2020;Sup 19(Suppl 19):113-124. 
doi:10.15288/jsads.2020.s19.113. 
23. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) Office of the Surgeon General. 
Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016. 
Accessed September 21, 2017. https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/. 
24. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Health Impact in 5 Years. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. Accessed November 21, 2020. 
https://www.cdc.gov/policy/hst/hi5. 
25. Mosher JF, Adler SS, Pamukcu AM, Treffers RD. Review of State Laws Restricting Local 
Authority to Impose Alcohol Taxes in the United States. Journal of studies on alcohol and drugs. 
2017;78(2):241-248. doi:10.15288/jsad.2017.78.241. 
 

https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/policy/hst/hi5

