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To Serve and Protect
Examining the Relationship between Selling Alcohol in College Foot-

ball Venues and Negative Fan Behaviors

 

Nels Popp
Archer Bane

Steven M. Howell
Barbara Osborne

Abstract
Currently, many university and college athletics administrators are weighing the 
decision to sell alcoholic beverages at on-campus sporting events. Prior studies 
have found negative behaviors related to binge drinking spike on college cam-
puses during football gamedays. However, empirical research examining the effect 
of a policy change regarding the selling of alcoholic beverages in college athletic 
venues on fan behavior remains somewhat limited. The current study examined 
longitudinal campus police records at 12 institutions which have recently changed 
their in-venue alcohol policy. Results from the analysis confirm prior studies sug-
gesting negative behaviors increase on home football gamedays. The decision to 
sell alcohol within the campus football stadium, however, has no statistical impact 
on the rates of deviant behaviors recorded by campus police. 
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While alcoholic beverages are sold at nearly all professional sporting events, 
college athletics departments and university administrators have been slow to al-
low the sale of alcohol within their on-campus venues. This decision stems from 
a variety of reasons including: (a) negative public perception, (b) state and local 
statutes limiting the ability to serve on campus, and (c) a fear that serving alco-
hol may lead to an increase in negative fan behavior. The number of universities 
allowing alcohol sales, however, continues to increase as many athletic depart-
ments have found the need to offset decreasing in-game attendance and create 
additional revenue streams (Dodd, 2016; Rovell, 2014). Since 2015, the num-
ber of NCAA Division I schools selling alcohol has increased from 34 (Malone, 
2015) to 78 at the start of the 2019 season (Hayes, 2019). These include tradition-
al, top-tiered programs and marquee, Power-5 athletic conferences such as the 
Ohio State University (Myers, 2017), University of Texas (Cohen, 2017; Davis, 
2016), and the Southeastern Conference (Sallee, 2019). 

Prior research suggests sports fans consume alcohol more heavily than non-
sports fans (Nelson & Wechsler, 2003), fans consume more on gamedays (Glass-
man et al., 2010; Glassman et al., 2007; Leavens et al., 2019; Merlo et al., 2011; 
Neal & Fromme, 2007), and increased levels of consumption on gamedays results 
in greater criminal activity (Lindo et al., 2018; Merlo et al., 2010; Rees & Schne-
pel, 2009). Concurrently, many college athletics administrators believe allowing 
alcohol sales at sporting events may produce significant increases in revenues 
(Huang & Dixon, 2013; Kimes, 2014; McDonald, 2020; Mitchell & Montgomery, 
2015; Myers, 2017; Murphy, 2015; WWL Staff, 2019). For example, in 2017, the 
Ohio State University athletic department reported generating made more than 
$1.2 million in total net revenue from beer sales alone at Ohio Stadium (Myers, 
2017). Despite this increase in revenue, the university also recorded 39 in-stadi-
um arrests in 2017—an increase from the 22 occurring during the 2016 season. 
More recently, Louisiana State University’s (LSU) Senior Athletic Direct, Robert 
Munson, reported that Tiger Stadium spectators made approximately 280,000 
beer and wine purchases, resulting in more than $2.25 million in net revenue 
for LSU’s athletic department during the 2019 football season (McDonald, 2020; 
WWL Staff, 2019). Interestingly, however, previous research has yet to confirm 
that the availability of alcohol within the venue has a positive impact on game-
day attendance (Augustin et al., 2018; Chastain et al., 2017).

Although growing, there remains a dearth of empirical research exploring 
the relationship between fan behavior and crime with policy changes allowing 
alcohol sales at collegiate sport venues (Barry et al., 2019; Howell et al., 2015; 
Menaker & Sheptak Jr., 2018). Therefore, the primary objective of the present 
study is to investigate changes in levels of deviant behaviors and alcohol-relat-
ed incidents during gamedays at universities which allow alcohol sales at their 
on-campus football venues. More specifically, the study examines a sample of 
universities which have recently changed their policy affording a pre- and post-
policy comparison of behaviors. 
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Alcohol Usage on College Football Game Days
Alcohol consumption tends to spike among college students surrounding key 

events such as birthdays, holidays, and major campus sporting events (Glassman 
et al., 2010; Neal et al., 2005; Neighbors et al., 2011; Woodyard & Hallam, 2010). 
In fact, increased drinking has been positively correlated to the quality of foot-
ball opponents  particularly on the home campus (Barry et al., 2014; Menaker & 
Chaney, 2014; Neal & Fromme, 2007). Additionally, nonstudents attending col-
lege football games are also more likely to consume alcohol (Barry et al., 2014; 
Glassman et al., 2011; Haun et al., 2007), many times at dangerously high levels 
(Glassman et al., 2010; Glassman, et al., 2007; Merlo et al., 2011; Neal & Fromme, 
2007). Researchers have also found a spike in alcohol-related deviant behaviors on 
college football gamedays (Barry et al., 2019; Lindo et al., 2018; Merlo et al., 2010; 
Rees & Schnepel, 2009). For example, college-aged rape incidences were reported 
at a 41% higher rate, and disorderly conduct, DUI, and liquor law violations went 
up 80%, on days of home college football games (Lindo et al., 2018).

Little research has explored the impacts of a change in stadium policy related 
to selling alcohol and conclusions from those studies have been mixed. In 1996, for 
example, the University of Colorado at Boulder eliminated alcohol sales at football 
games, resulting in a decrease in security incidents during the next season (Bor-
mann & Stone, 2001). Vingilis et al. (1992) found post-game DUI arrests near the 
ballpark did not significantly increase when Major League Baseball’s Toronto Blue 
Jays began serving alcohol at home contests. More recently, Howell et al. (2015) 
analyzed in-venue alcohol-related incidents for 20 home football contests over 
three seasons at a single university, which included a change in policy during the 
years examined and found during the two years in which alcohol was prohibited, 
more alcohol-related incidents occurred than in the year in which it was allowed. 
When comparing reported crime and stadium ejection rates at college football 
stadia, Menaker and Chaney (2015) found a statistically significant relationship 
between a university’s alcohol sales policy and game-day reports of criminal be-
havior. Further research has found game start time and opponent quality predicts 
increases of alcohol-related ejections from college football stadiums (Menaker et 
al., 2018). Most recently, in a case study examination of one Power Five university, 
Barry and colleagues (2019) saw a general upward trend in crime incidents on 
gameday weekends after an in-venue alcohol policy was implemented. 

To our knowledge, however, no comprehensive study has investigated devi-
ant fan behavior data at multiple institutions in which there has been a change 
in alcohol policy, despite calls to do so (Barry et al., 2019; Chastain et al., 2017). 
As a result, the purpose of the current study is to compare measures of nega-
tive fan behavior before and after a change in alcohol sales policy at on-campus 
college football venues. Specifically, the study examines two research questions: 
(RQ1) whether differences in criminal offenses and alcohol-related incidents ex-
ist between collegiate football gamedays compared to non-gamedays; and (RQ2) 
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whether differences in criminal offenses, alcohol-related incidents, and in-stadi-
um offenses exist between gamedays before and after a policy change to sell alco-
hol in-venue. 

Methodology
University campus police crime data were requested from schools in which 

alcohol is sold at an on-campus football stadium. At the time of data collection, 
23 universities were identified as selling alcohol within on-campus football stadia 
(several other schools which sold alcohol play home games off campus, typically 
in a National Football League venue). Citing the Cleary Act, campus crime log 
data were requested from those universities for three years prior to and three years 
after allowing alcohol sales at their on-campus venues. Twelve schools, located in 
eight different states, provided timely and relevant data. Mean undergraduate en-
rollment for these institutions was approximately 20,000 students (range = 6,500 
to 31,000 students). Four of the schools participated in a Power Five conference, 
while eight participated in a Group of Five conference. The mean population of 
the city in which the university resides for the sample was 301,789 (range = 30,955 
to 1,345,000) and the mean MSA population for the schools in the sample was 
2,445,046 (range = 139,044 to 7,573,136).

Once crime logs were acquired, the researchers collected the dates of home 
football games for three years prior and three years after a change in alcohol sales 
policy. For every game date selected, another fall non-gameday Saturday was se-
lected. In all, a total of 400 game dates and 400 non-game dates were identified. 
The crime logs for these 800 dates contained a total of 4,905 criminal offenses and 
2,352 alcohol-related incidents. Campus crime logs were analyzed and incidents 
were categorized into three subgroups: (a) campus criminal offenses, (b) campus 
alcohol related incidents, and (c) in-stadium criminal offenses.

A paired samples t-test was conducted to compare rates of criminal offenses 
and alcohol-related incidents between gameday Saturdays and non-gameday Sat-
urdays (RQ1). Next, paired samples t-tests were conducted to compare the rate 
of: (a) gameday criminal offenses, (b) gameday alcohol-related incidents, and (c) 
in-stadium criminal offenses before and after the decision to sell alcohol in-venue 
(RQ2). The significance cutoff for all statistical tests was set at the .05-level.

Results
To address RQ1, a paired samples t-test was conducted to compare both crimi-

nal offenses and alcohol-related incidents between gamedays and non-gamedays. 
Reported criminal offenses were significantly higher on gamedays (M = 7.7, SD 
= 4.6) than on non-gamedays [M = 4.6, SD = 2.8; t(11) = -3.259, p = .008], while 
reported alcohol-related incidents were also significantly higher on gamedays (M 
= 4.0, SD = 3.3) than on non-gamedays [M = 2.0, SD = 1.5; t(11) = -2.831, p=.016]. 

To address RQ2, the researchers used the mean number of crime log entries 
for the three years pre-alcohol selling policy, which eliminated two of the univer-
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sities in the sample. Conducting paired samples t-tests, mean scores were tested 
against the number of crime log entries the first, second, and third years after 
selling, as well as the three-year average after selling. The full results, including p-
values and mean scores, can be found in Table 1. In all cases, crime log entry mean 
scores decreased post-alcohol sales policy; however, the mean differences were 
not statistically significant.  

Discussion and Implications
Currently many college athletics departments and university administrators 

are considering or have altered their policy on the sale of alcoholic beverages at 
their on-campus athletics facilities. While these endeavors may yield additional 
financial returns (Cohen, 2017; Davis, 2016; McDonald, 2020; Myers, 2017; WWL 
Staff, 2019) such decisions carry significant consequences in terms of public per-
ception, legal liability, and spectator safety (Myers, 2017). To date, administrators 
and university stakeholders have little empirical findings to assist with this specific 
decision-making process. As a result, the present study provides some quantitative 
context by exploring deviant behavior trends surrounding college football home 
games in which alcohol is available for sale.

The first research question posited whether deviant behavior increases on 
college football gamedays on campuses where alcohol is served in-venue. Echo-
ing previous research findings (Barry et al., 2019; Lindo et al., 2018; Merlo et al., 
2010; Rees & Schnepel, 2009), study findings suggest significantly more negative 
behaviors are registered by campus police on college gamedays compared to non-
gameday Saturdays. College football gamedays at FBS schools tend to be major 
events and bring large numbers of visitors to a campus. This increase in numbers 
could explain some of the difference in campus police activity. Excessive drinking 
by both students and non-student fans on college gamedays may also contribute 
to the uptick in reported incidents. While the purpose of the study was not to de-
termine the cause of changes in number of incidents, the present findings support 
prior research suggesting college football gamedays produce a greater number of 
negative behavior incidents, both in general crimes and alcohol-related negative 
behaviors, on campus (e.g., Barry et al., 2019; Menaker & Sheptak, Jr., 2018).

The focus of the second research question was whether the availability of alco-
hol for sale within college football stadia has an impact on the number of negative 
incidents recorded by campus police compared to the same venue prior to the 
introduction of alcohol sales. The results point to a reduction in negative behav-
iors when alcohol is sold, which is counter to the findings of Barry and colleagues 
(2019). Three different measures were utilized to test the effects; number of re-
corded gameday criminal offenses, number of recorded gameday alcohol-related 
incidents, and number of recorded in-stadium criminal offenses. For all three cat-
egories, the mean number of incidents actually decreased. For a small number of 
individual schools, criminal and negative behavior did increase slightly after the 
introduction of alcohol sales, but for the schools with the most total incidents, 
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Table 1										
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recorded negative behavior lowered considerably. Overall, averages went down 
across all institutions. 

Several explanations exist as to why these differences emerged. First, schools 
introducing in-venue alcohol sales are also likely to increase security and safety 
measures accompanying the decision. For example, Ohio State reported the addi-
tional revenue generated through alcohol sales was directed toward funding four 
additional university police officer positions, increased security, and other cam-
pus safety initiatives (Myers, 2017). Second, by adding the availability of alcohol 
within the venue, spectators may reduce the amount they drink outside the venue 
because they are now able to maintain an alcohol-related “buzz” in the venue by 
purchasing beverages. This could reduce binge drinking immediately prior to en-
tering the stadium (Glassman et al., 2010; Glassman et al, 2007; Leavens et al., 
2019; Merlo et al., 2011; Neal & Fromme, 2007). Third, alcohol sold within the 
venue is more cost prohibitive (and can only be purchased in lower quantities (i.e., 
limiting patrons to the purchase of one or two beverages at a time). 

Despite providing new findings on the impact of alcohol sales at college foot-
ball venues, the present study is not without its own limitations. First, the analysis 
was limited to only 12 D1 universities, when currently 78 D1 institutions serve 
alcohol in some capacity within their football venues. Additionally, only four of 
these schools were members of a Power Five conference, while the other eight 
were members in a Group of Five conference. Future research should endeavor 
to examine a larger sample of universities over a more extended period of time. 
Further work in this area would benefit university administration, college athletic 
departments, and campus/local law enforcement agencies. Finally, future research 
should also assess the impact of newly formed initiatives surrounding alcohol 
sales, such as increased gameday security presence and campus social media cam-
paigns. Exploration of these issues will provide local officials and university ad-
ministrators the most complete information when deciding on the extent to which 
to allow alcohol sales their respective athletic and campus venues.

While university and athletic administrators continue to introduce alcohol 
sales at their athletic events, the associated health and social risks should not be 
overlooked (Nietzel, 2018). As a result, continued research in this area is warrant-
ed to provide a better understanding of these issues as these discussions progress. 
Ultimately, it is important that university administrators, athletic departments, 
public health officials, and local law enforcement agencies work collaboratively 
to assess the potential benefits of increased financial gains against the cost of in-
creased alcohol-related behavior.
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