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What's the Problem? 

 There are serious consequences for making an illegal alcohol sale. The illegal sales that 
create the greatest problems are selling alcohol to minors and obviously intoxicated customers.  
 
 These are crimes that can result in: 
 

• Criminal Liability — This means the person who sells or serves can be arrested, fined or 
ordered to do community service--even spend up to six months in county jail. The law 
says fines for alcohol violations can range from $250 to $1,000 and more. That doesn't 
even include the Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC) penalties! 

 

• ABC Penalties — The ABC can suspend your alcohol license, fine you $750 to $20,000 
or even revoke your ABC license. 

 

• Civil Liability (Lawsuits) — You can be sued in certain cases if intoxicated customers 
who had been drinking at your business cause injuries or death to themselves or someone 
else. Judgments and settlements in these cases can be in the millions of dollars. And 
sometimes liquor liability insurance does not cover the entire amount. 

 
 To prevent these problems, many alcohol retailers train their employees in responsible 
beverage service. Yet they often don't have written alcohol policies to guide employees and 
communicate expectations. There are several reasons for this 
 

• The retailer may lack the skills to identify problems and solutions or to implement policies.  
 

• They may perceive a lack of need for policies.  
 

• They may fear loss of revenue or believe that risks are unavoidable.  
 
 Yet, written alcohol policies are just as critical as training your employees. And the 
benefits far outweigh the costs of implementing them.  
 
 Here are 10 reasons why you, as a liquor licensee, should have written alcohol policies: 
 

1. Reduce Your Risk of Legal Problems 
 

 You reduce your risk of criminal, ABC and civil liability for serving minors, intoxicated 
customers and other violations at your establishment. 
 
 If you are accused of an ABC violation, having written alcohol policies can weigh in 
your favor. The ABC, Administrative Law Judges and the criminal courts may consider written 
alcohol policies as evidence of responsible business practices. This may qualify you for a 
lowered penalty. 
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 The ABC and local law enforcement are out in force, responding to complaints of sales to 
minors, intoxication and other alcohol-related crime. They are doing undercover investigations, 
Minor Decoy Programs (“sting” operations) and TRACE investigations to hold accountable 
those licensed businesses and individuals who violate the law. When you implement and enforce 
written alcohol policies, your business is less likely to be complained about. 
 
 The Alcoholic Beverage Control Act says licensees have “an affirmative duty” to prevent 
violations. Written alcohol policies show ABC you take your duty seriously. 
 
 If you are sued, written alcohol policies may help. The Responsible Business Practices 
Defense outlines a proposed defense for licensees in civil liquor liability lawsuits. To have a 
defense, a defendant-licensee would have to prove that at the time of service the licensee or 
server was adhering to “those business practices which an ordinary, prudent person would follow 
under like circumstances.” Business practices include written alcohol policies and procedures. 

 

2. Save Money on Your Insurance 
 
 Your insurance company may require written alcohol policies. 
 
 If you implement written alcohol policies and train your employees, you may qualify for 
reduced insurance rates—up to 15-20%. 
 

3. Save Money on Fines, Lawsuits and Lawyers 
 

 Save money on fines, lawsuits and lawyers by preventing problems before they occur. 
According to the San Diego County Responsible Hospitality Coalition, a pub in San Diego 
County began enforcing their corporate policies and experienced a dramatic reduction in alcohol 
problems without a loss in revenue. 
 
 How much did you invest in your liquor license and business? With written alcohol 
policies, you are protecting that investment.  

 

4. Increased Teamwork Among Staff 
 
 Written alcohol policies show you are an effective leader. They prove to your employees, 
your customers, your community, local law enforcement and the ABC that you are proactive 
rather than reactive. 
 
 With written alcohol policies, employees will better understand your vision and the rules. 
Having this knowledge, they will work better as a team. 
 
 Without written alcohol policies, employees lack direction and each employee will do 
things his or her own way. 
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 Written policies communicate your expectations to your employees. 
 
  Businesses that have systems in place have a better chance of success. 

 

5. Improved Employee Performance 
 
  Combined with ongoing training, alcohol policies provide employees with knowledge 
they need to make the best decisions. 
 
 When new employees have a guide to follow, things are easier on existing employees. 
 
 Provides a mechanism to hold staff accountable. 
 
 When you post your policies in your establishment, it makes employees' jobs easier. They 
can point to them and say, “I'm sorry, it's house policy.” This can defuse an otherwise sticky 
situation. 
 
 Employee morale goes up with training and when alcohol policies support their actions 
on the job. 
 
 Employees will be happier because they'll know exactly what to do when problem 
situations arise. 
 

6. Target Your Desired Demographics 
 
 When you develop written alcohol policies, you are shaping the type of environment you 
want. This in turn attracts the type of guests you are looking for. For example, inexpensive 
drinks and loud music increases your risk of heavy drinking, rowdy guests and problems. 
 
 You can't control individual drinkers, but you can and should control the drinking 
environment. This begins with written alcohol policies. 

 

7. Promote Public Health and Safety  
 
 Written alcohol policies can help prevent injuries and deaths from overconsumption and 
impaired driving. This means safer roadways and neighborhoods. 

 

8. Provide Superior Customer Service 
 
 Alcohol policies reduce the likelihood of loud and obnoxious customers, who drive away 
good customers. When customers drink too much, their behavior is not worth the profit made by 
selling alcohol to them. 
 
 Alcohol policies address topics such as offering alternatives to alcohol. This means 
policies help satisfy the needs of your customers who don't drink alcohol.  
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 Written policies help create a safer, more enjoyable atmosphere for dining and 
entertainment. 
 
 A more enjoyable atmosphere means loyal customers. 
 

9. Be Recognized in Your Community 
 

 You'll be recognized in your community as a good businessperson. Honest efforts in 
preventing underage drinking and intoxication help you to be a good neighbor and improve 
relations between your business and the local community. If your business is disruptive or 
disorderly because of no policies and poor management, nearby businesses and neighborhood 
groups will likely complain to ABC and/or law enforcement. 
 
 Written alcohol policies can reduce problems for local law enforcement. You will reduce 
their burden of dealing with drunk driving, public drunkenness, underage drinking and other 
alcohol-related problems. This means fewer calls for service to your location. 
 

10. Alcohol Policies Are Supported by Research 
 
 Alcohol researcher Robert F. Saltz, Ph.D., said, “. . . lopsided attention to server training 
at the expense of working on changing house policies and community law enforcement would 
seem to ensure failure.”  
 
 In one research study, five bar owners were given training and help on implementing 
written alcohol policies. Each received a $300 incentive to participate. At the end of the program, 
all of the business owners said the program was so valuable, they would have completed the 
program even without incentive money. Toomey, et al. Project ARM. 
 
 Compared with control establishments, bars that took part in the Project ARM study sold 
alcohol to people who looked and acted drunk less often.  
 
 Project ARM researchers said, “Employees liked having clear rules about what is 
acceptable or not in terms of serving alcohol to underage or intoxicated customers.”  

 James F. Mosher, notable lawyer and alcohol researcher, believes the most effective 
Responsible Beverage Service Programs include training of servers and managers . . . and 
development of management policies supportive of server practice.  

Conclusion 

 
 In summary, you will have less stress, worry and embarrassment and more peace of mind 
if you implement a written alcohol policy. 
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 You'll save time and frustration because you won't have to “go digging” every time you 
have a staff meeting or a situation arises. How much time do you spend looking through piles of 
papers looking for answers? 
 
 Have you ever been to an ABC hearing? It's no fun. Who wants all that stress? 
 
 You avoid potential embarrassment and humiliation of getting your license suspended. 
Have you seen the ABC suspension sign? The ABC posts it inside and outside your 
establishment for the whole world to see. On top of that, your name goes on ABC's published 
weekly report along with other liquor law violators. 
 
 You'll gain peace of mind knowing that if you have a problem, you can show ABC and 
the courts you made a good faith effort to run your business responsibly. 
 
 You'll just be happier and more worry-free knowing that you have written policies in 
place. 
 
 


