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Why Are Alcohol-Fueled Incidents Increasing at Clubs?
What may be good for your revenue stream may be bad for your club’s risk exposure. At least that’s what this insurer found when we looked back at our club
claims history from our more than 25 years in insuring city, social and golf clubs.
Although alcohol consumption in our insured clubs trended downward in
the 1990s and 2000s, alcohol-induced incidents at clubs have since been
on the rise. In fact, our in-house data show that, over the past five to seven
years, the frequency and severity of alcohol-related incidents has in total
exceeded those of the previous 20 years in aggregate.
Even as laws governing service of alcohol have become more restrictive
and liability more established, incidents at clubs (as well as other establishments) remain all too frequent. It’s important for club management to
recognize and take action to mitigate this risk exposure and understand their
responsibilities when serving alcohol.
REGULATION HISTORY
Let’s rewind to the 1980s. It was during that time, that state-enacted dram
shop laws became more commonplace across the country. These laws define
to what extent establishments serving alcohol can be held liable for incidents caused by inebriated customers. According to FindLaw, 43 states plus
the District of Columbia have dram laws in effect today.
With these changes to alcohol serving and consumption, insurers worked
to create mandatory training guidelines for staff at insured establishments,
including golf and social clubs. These are not only focused on prevention measures but also focused on helping staff to identify overserved customers.
The regulations of the 1980s were successful. Research from the National
Highway Traffic Safety Admission posted by Rutgers Center for Corporate
Law and Governance shows that since the passage of the dram shop laws
in the 1980s, the percentage of alcohol-related traffic deaths dropped from
54 percent in 1986 to 39 percent in 1997. It continued to decrease from 44
percent in 2004 to 34 percent in 2013.
RECENT CASE STUDIES
According to our records, since 2015, alcohol-related incidents at clubs
have significantly risen. Not only has the quantity of related claims increased, but the size of associated settlements has also increased. This costs
both insurers and clubs millions of dollars.
For example, a club in Florida recently was forced to pay more than $8
million when servers were found to have overserved a member who was a
known diabetic and alcoholic. The member sustained permanent injuries
caused by a fall.
Additionally, a wedding at a Maryland club took a dark turn to the tune of a $5
million pay out when one of the guests suffered severe spinal damages from a
dance move. The guest had been reportedly served more than one dozen drinks.
These cases are just two of many recent incidents implicating the club industry. This rise in incidents could be because of: the increase in pressure to
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sell more food and beverage; the growing availability of review sites; employee fear of negative
repercussions from not serving an influential
club member; or the availability of ride sharing
services. While we continue to speculate about
the roots of the problem, there are measures
clubs can take to mitigate their risk exposure.
Club owners should ensure staff and servers
are aware of the following:
• Clubs cannot serve minors alcohol and
must ID individuals
• Club staff cannot serve those who they
know have histories of alcohol problems
• Bartenders or servers who continue to
provide alcohol to guests who are clearly
intoxicated will be held liable
• Clubs may not serve outside the bounds
of their liquor license.
In addition, these best practices can help
clubs avoid alcohol-related incidents:
• Instruct staff on how to identify intoxicated individuals
• Ensure the club is prepared to offer
transportation to patrons with a ride
sharing or taxi service
• Have food easily available for patrons
who are consuming alcohol
• Provide employees with training so they
understand the state’s dram shop laws
and are prepared to deal with the behavior of a heavily intoxicated customer
• Consider installing a video surveillance
system to assist the club in the event of
fraudulent or exaggerated claims.
Assuming the rate of alcohol-related incidents is rising across the industry as we’ve
seen among our insureds, clubs need to prepare their establishments and employees. To
best understand and implement these best
practices, clubs should work with insurance
providers who understand the club environment and can recommend specific risk mitigation tactics that might work for them. BR

