
Environmental Strategies to Prevent Underage Drinking 

Environmental Prevention Strategies (EPS) are population-based interventions that change the context 
in which individuals make decisions.1 EPS are important because they have the potential to alter the 
environment in such a way as to facilitate large numbers of individuals to make healthy choices. EPS that 
reduce underage drinking (i.e., among individuals 21 years of age or younger) exist, but information 
regarding what they are and their key elements may not always be clear. Substance use prevention 
leaders and practitioners working at the state, tribe, jurisdiction, and local levels need to fully 
understand EPS in order to select strategies that are a good “fit” given their available resources and 
readiness. They also need to understand the key elements of these strategies in order to track activities 
during monitoring and evaluation. 

This guide includes information from existing research and practice literature on key elements 
associated with the EPS for reducing underage drinking. It also includes the populations for which the 
original strategy was designed, evaluation outcomes that support its effectiveness, and additional 
resources (e.g., links to more information) for readers. 

Specifically, it includes environmental prevention strategies designed to reduce underage drinking 
and/or their consequences by: 

• Promoting policies, laws, and regulations (Policy) 
• Enforcing new and existing policies, laws, and regulations (Enforcement) 
• Communicating positive health messages (Communications) 

Policy Strategies 

Lawmakers have developed, enacted, and applied a variety of policy strategies that target society- and 
community-level influences to reduce underage drinking and its associated consequences. These 
strategies include raising the minimum legal drinking age (MLDA), setting lower blood alcohol 
concentration (BAC) limits for young drivers, and limiting commercial and social access to alcohol. 

Research suggests that policies are more likely to be effective if they do the following: 

• Hold adults accountable. For example, adults can be held accountable for the purchase of beer 
kegs. State keg registration laws requiring retailers to tag, sticker, or engrave an identification 
number on kegs that exceed a specified capacity (two- to eight-gallon minimum, depending on 
the state), help law enforcement identify the liable adult that purchased kegs used in underage 
drinking situations.[1] 

• Increase the price of alcohol. Increasing the price of alcohol through excise taxes is associated 
with effectively reducing underage consumption—both the number of times consumed and 
amount consumed.2 Price increases are also associated with reductions in various alcohol-
related problems, including motor vehicle fatalities and driving while intoxicated.3 

• Provide deterrents to using alcohol or incentives for not using. Suspending the driver’s license 
of a person under age 21 following a conviction for any alcohol or other drug violation is an 
effective way to increase compliance with minors in possession laws.4 Setting the legal blood 
alcohol concentration (BAC) limit to 0.00 or 0.02 for young people under the age of 21 also has 
been shown to reduce traffic deaths among young people.5 Reduced BAC levels for minors are 
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usually paired with a variety of driving restrictions that are gradually lifted as the driver gains 
experience. 

• Restrict use and sale of alcohol. Restricting alcohol sales at youth- and community-oriented 
events (e.g., county fairs, sporting events, political fundraisers) may lead to reduced underage 
consumption and its consequences.6 

• Restrict alcohol advertising that targets young people. Prohibiting advertisements that target 
minors is associated with fewer youth alcohol-related, single-vehicle, and driver traffic 
fatalities.7 Both partial and complete bans on alcohol advertising are associated with reduced 
alcohol consumption, including adolescent binge drinking.8 

• Educate the public about increased enforcement efforts. For policy changes and enforcement 
to be successful, the public must know what policies they are expected to follow, and the extent 
to which penalties for violating such policies are appropriately severe, and swiftly and 
consistently applied. 

Policies summarized in this section include the following: 

• Alcohol Advertising Restrictions 
• Alcohol Home Delivery Restrictions 
• Alcohol Price Increases 
• Alcohol Restrictions at Community Events 
• Beer Keg Registration 
• Blood Alcohol Concentration (BAC) Limits for Minors 
• Dram Shop Liability 
• Graduated Driver’s License Laws 
• Happy Hour Restrictions 
• Limit Location and Density of Alcoholic Beverage Outlets 
• Minimum Age of Alcohol Purchase, Sale, and Server Laws 
• Minor in Possession of Alcohol Laws 
• Responsible Beverage Server/Seller Training Ordinance 
• Social Host Liability Laws 

Communication Strategies 

Media and other communications efforts can be used to help change or reinforce community norms 
concerning tolerance of alcohol sales to, and use by, minors. Policies must correspond with community 
beliefs about the harm of a particular substance or the "rightness" or "wrongness" of a particular action. 
For a community to accept, promote, and enforce a particular policy or regulation, there must be some 
understanding of the problem and a readiness to change based on that understanding. 

For this reason, prevention practitioners frequently employ the local media and use public education 
strategies to influence community norms. Media can also increase public awareness of specific issues 
and problems related to underage drinking; attract community support for program efforts; reinforce 
individual-, family-, and community-level programs for young people and/or their parents; and keep the 
public informed about program progress. Research suggests that these communication campaigns are 
more effective when they: 
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• Are combined with more intensive and interactive prevention approaches. When coupled with 
other, more intensive and interactive prevention approaches or with policy and enforcement 
activities, the media can be a useful tool for reaching many people in the surrounding 
community.1 

• Present messages that appeal to young people’s motives for and perceptions of drinking 
alcohol. Messages that appeal to or correct young people’s perceptions of risk are more likely to 
be effective than messages that do not.2 For example, counter-advertising campaigns that 
disseminate information about the hazards of a product or the industry that promotes it can 
help reduce alcohol sales and consumption. 

• Tailor messages to the audience. "Young people" are not a homogeneous group—they vary by 
a range of characteristics, including (but not limited to) age, gender, ethnicity, education, social 
group, and experience. Knowledge of these traits can help prevention practitioners develop and 
deliver appropriate messages that resonate with the particular audience(s) they are trying to 
reach.3 

• Place messages where young people are likely to see and hear them. It is strategic to pay for 
television and radio "spots" in choice airtimes when youth are more likely to view or 
listen.4 Similarly, new media and social media provide other channels to reach youth with 
messages about underage drinking. 

Communication strategies summarized here include the following: 

• Counter-advertising 
• Media Advocacy 
• Social Marketing 
• Social Norms Campaign 

Enforcement Strategies 

Laws and regulations must be enforced in order to be effective. Police officers, in particular, play a 
critical role in enforcement efforts and, as such, should be represented on community advisory boards, 
health task forces, or school and community coalitions. Police, however, are not the only ones who are 
key to enforcement in the community. Young people, their parents, and other community members also 
play an important role in combination with police. Prevention practitioners can educate law 
enforcement about the effectiveness of existing enforcement strategies and key program elements that 
increase their effectiveness. 

Research suggests that communities are more likely to reduce underage drinking and its consequences if 
they: 

• Enforce minor-in-possession as well as minimum-age-of-purchase laws using undercover 
buying operations (e.g., compliance checks). Undercover community buying operations that 
provide positive and negative feedback to merchants are effective in increasing retailer 
compliance with underage drinking laws.1 

• Limit driving privileges for those who violate minimum-age purchase and minor-in-possession 
laws. Suspending the driver’s license of a person under age 21 following a conviction for any 
alcohol or other drug violation is an effective way to increase compliance with minimum-age of 
purchase and minor-in-possession laws among youth.2 
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• Enforce impaired driving laws. This kind of enforcement is important because it increases public 
perception of the risk of being caught and punished for driving under the influence of alcohol. 
Sobriety checkpoints are one example of this kind of public enforcement of underage drinking 
laws.3 

• Pair enforcement of laws against sales to minors with server training. Such pairing increases 
the effectiveness of training programs in producing changes in selling and serving practices.4 

• Educate the public about increased enforcement efforts. For policy changes and enforcement 
to be successful, the public must know what policies they are expected to follow, and the extent 
to which penalties for violating such policies are appropriately severe and swiftly and 
consistently implemented.5 

Enforcement strategies summarized here include the following: 

• Alcohol Purchase Surveys 
• Compliance Checks 
• Cops In Shops 
• Juvenile Diversion 
• Party Patrols 
• Sobriety Checkpoints 

 

Environmental Strategies to Prevent Underage Drinking 

DESCRIPTION 

This tool includes information from existing research and practice literature on key elements associated 
with the environmental strategies for reducing underage drinking. It also includes the populations for 
which the original strategy was designed, evaluation outcomes that support its effectiveness, and 
additional resources (e.g., links to more information) for readers. 
LINK 

https://preventionsolutions.edc.org/services/resources/environmental-strategies-prevent-underage-drinking 
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