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Social Host Liability: Preventing 

Underage Drinking Parties  



 

 

 
 

 
  



2008-2009 Drinking Locations by 

Age Group, 12 -20 

 

Source: National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2010  
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Binge Drinking and Party 

Characteristics  

54 percent of 9th and 12th grade students*  who 

reported binge drinking** during the previous two 

weeks were significantly more likely to drink at 

parties: 

 
Å With few or no adults 

Å With 11 or more participants 

Å Occurring at someone elseôs residence 

*Minnesota and Wisconsin survey, 1992 

 **5 or more drinks on a single occasion 

Source: Mayer et al. 1998 

 



What is Social Host Liability?  

Social host liability refers to laws that hold non-

commercial individuals responsible for underage 

drinking events on property they own, lease or 

otherwise control. 

 

 



What is Social Host Liability 

(cont.)?  

ÅHosts are prohibited from providing a location for 

underage drinking events. 

ÅFurnishing the alcohol is not a required element 

of the offense. 



Types of Social Host Liability  

ÅCivil/tort liability  

ÅCriminal 

ÅCivil/cost recovery 



Type 1: Civil/Tort Liability  

Laws and court opinions that allow third parties 
to sue social hosts for damage caused by minors 
who consumed alcohol on the hostôs property. 



Civil/Tort Social Host Liability  
as of January 1, 2011 
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Legend

Statutory liability and at least two limitations

Statutory liability and at least one limitation

Common law or statutory liability with no identified

No clearly recognized social host liability 

limitations



Type 2: Criminal Statutes  

ÅSocial host laws that impose 

criminal sanctions (fines or 

imprisonment) 

 

ÅCriminal prosecution requires 

strong evidence of 

wrongdoing. 

 



Type 3:Civil/Cost Recovery  

ÅTreats underage drinking parties as a public 
nuisance and threat to public safety. 

 

ÅImposes an affirmative duty on home owners to 
prevent parties from occurring. 



Type 3:Civil/Cost Recovery 

(cont.)  

ÅImposes civil fines, including possible 
reimbursement to local government for cost of 
law enforcement and emergency services. 

 

ÅMay include landowners, landlords, tenants, and 
hotel and motel operators. 



 



 



Advantages of  

Civil/Cost Recovery Laws  

Å Strict liability ï no knowledge requirement. 

Å Fines imposed administratively, not through 
criminal justice system. 

üQuicker, more certain process 

üGreater likelihood that punishment will be 
imposed 

Å Promotes shift in community/social norms  

 



State Statute and/or Local Ordinance?  

State role  
üEstablish ñfloorò requirements 

ü Usually imposes criminal liability 

ü Dependent on local enforcement 

 

Local role  
ü Tailor hosting requirements to local conditions 

ü Can be civil/nuisance based 

ü Enactment is easier to accomplish; may set the stage for 
State reform 

ü Law enforcement may be easier to promote 

 



Prohibitions Against Hosting Underage 

Drinking Parties as of January 1, 2011 

No hosting law 
Specific hosting laws 
General hosting laws 



INDIVIDUALS POPULATIONS 

Social Host Ordinances: Their 

Role in Changing Community 

Alcohol Environments  



Role of Policy in 

Affecting Drinking Behavior  

Public and 

Institutional  

Policies 
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Source:  Wagenaar et al., 1986 



Supersized Alcopops:  

ñBinge in a Can ò 


