The Association of Increased Alcohol Outlet Density & Related Harms
Summary of Key Literature prepared October 25, 2011 by
MDCH, Bureau of Disease Control, Prevention & Epidemiology
Alcohol Outlet Density & Consumption
Access to an increased number of alcohol outlets in a community is associated with a higher risk
of harmful alcohol consumption among its residents. An increased risk of drinking at high levels,
those associated with harm, at least monthly was observed when there were five or more outlets.
Evidence suggests that when the number of outlets within a 1-km network distance is eight or
more, the risk of drinking at levels associated with short-term harm (weekly and monthly) is
increased. 1
The number of residents reporting riding with a drinking driver, making an alcohol purchase
attempt, and making a successful alcohol purchase attempt clustered significantly within census
tracts with the highest off-premise alcohol outlet density while those reporting frequent drinking
clustered within census tracts with the greatest on-premise density. Driving after drinking and
experiencing nonviolent alcohol-related consequences clustered marginally within census tracts
with the greatest on-premise and off- premise alcohol outlet density, respectively. 2
Alcohol Outlet Density & Violent Crime
Alcohol outlet density was significantly associated with peer violence after controlling for
individual characteristics including alcohol consumption. 3
Alcohol availability was significantly associated with the total crime rate, violent crime rate,
property crime rate and homicide rate (alcohol elasticity of crime rates: 0.92, 0.82, 0.87, 0.12,
respectively). 4
A study in Newark, New Jersey found that alcohol outlet density was the single greatest
predictor of violent crime, at both the census tract and census block group level. 5
Another study in Cincinnati, Ohio suggests that assaultive violence frequently clusters near
agglomerations of alcohol outlets. Areas displaying a higher spatial density of outlets appear to
be more prone to clusters of assaultive violence when compared to agglomerations with a lower
density of outlets. The two most significant clusters of violence are associated with the two most
spatially dense agglomerations of outlets. 6
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In Washington, DC, for every additional alcohol outlet, assaultive violence increases by a factor
of 4.0% while holding all other variables constant. The number of alcohol outlets in a
community is significantly associated with assaultive violence after controlling for other
correlates of violent crime, including the prevalence of weapons and illicit drugs. The number of
alcohol outlets in a census tract was significantly related to the frequency of robbery, assault, and
sexual offenses. 7
A 10% increase in the number of off-premise alcohol outlets and bars were related to 1.67% and
2.06% increases in violence rates across local and lagged spatial areas, respectively. Every six
outlets accounted for one additional violent assault that resulted in at least one overnight stay in a
hospital. These effects increased with larger male populations, doubling with every 3% increase.
Controlling for changes in assault rates, greater numbers of licensed alcohol retail
establishments, especially bars and off-premise outlets, were related to assault rates. 8
For every 10,000 additional liters of pure alcohol sold by an off-site outlet, the risk of violence
on residential premises increased by 26% (in 2000/2001 an average off-site outlet sold 12,000
liters of pure alcohol). The strongest association was evident for assaults which occurred at onsite outlets, estimated as a 5% increase in violent assault for one additional on-premise license. 9
Alcohol Outlet Density & Homicide
Neighborhoods with high densities of off-site alcohol outlets also have high rates of homicide
even after controlling for neighborhood-level confounders including race, unemployment, age
structure and social disintegration. This analysis shows that a typical New Orleans census tract
with two off-sale outlets has a homicide rate 24% higher than a census tract with one outlet. 10
Alcohol Outlet Density & Suicide
Suicides, both attempted and completed, occur at greater rates in rural community areas with
greater bar densities. 11
Intimate Partner Violence
A national (U.S.) population based study of couples indicates that as the density of alcohol
outlets increases, so does the risk of male-to-female partner violence. These findings are
consistent with most studies reporting that physical availability of alcohol increases interpersonal
and family violence. After adjusting for potential confounding factors, an increase of 10 alcohol
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outlets per 10,000 persons was associated with a 34% increased risk of male-to-female partner
violence. 12
A California city study showed that each additional off-premise alcohol outlet is associated with
an approximate 4% increase in intimate partner violence-related police calls and an approximate
3% increase in intimate partner violence-related crime reports. 13
Alcohol Outlet Density & Drunk Driving
Higher densities were associated with more frequent drinking and driving. This association was
moderated by a number of individual-level characteristics, with younger respondents and females
more likely to be affected by outlet densities. Our analysis of riding with drinking drivers found
a similar main effect for density also moderated by age and gender. 14
Alcohol Outlet Density & Motor Vehicle Crashes
In an average Los Angeles County city of 50,000 residents with 100 alcohol outlets, one
additional outlet accounted for a 0.54% increase in the number of alcohol related injury crashes
or approximately 2.7 additional injury crashes in 1990 based on a rate of 1 crash per 100
residents. A significant amount of the variance in the density of alcohol-related injury crashes
and alcohol-related property damage crashes across L.A. County cities during 1990 can be
accounted for by both on- and off-site alcohol outlet density. 15
Suicides, alcohol-related crashes, and alcohol-related crash fatalities are significantly associated
with alcohol outlet density in New Mexico. Data also show that, compared with communities in
the lowest tertile, suicide and alcohol-related crash rates increase about 50% and the alcoholrelated crash fatality rate increases two-fold in the communities in the highest tertile of alcohol
outlet density. Greater availability of alcohol outlets is associated with higher rates of suicide,
alcohol-related crashes, and alcohol-related crash fatalities. With one unit increase in the rate of
liquor outlet density per every 1000 population, the rate of suicide increases by 0.23, the rate for
alcohol-related crashes increases by 2.4 and the rate for alcohol-related crash fatality increases
by 0.22. 16
Alcohol Outlet Density & Adolescent Drinking
Alcohol availability, measured by mean and median number of licenses, was significantly higher
around residences of minority and lower-income families in California. Binge drinking and
driving after drinking among adolescents aged 12 to 17 years were significantly associated with
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the presence of alcohol retailers within 0.5 miles of home. Simulation of changes in the alcohol
environment showed that if the mean number of alcohol outlets around the lowest-income
quartile of households was reduced to the number around households in highest-income quartile,
the prevalence of binge drinking would fall from 6.4% to 5.6% and driving after drinking from
7.9% to 5.9%. 17
The density of bars interacts with reports of parental monitoring such that adolescents living in
areas with more bars per roadway mile report lower levels of parental monitoring behaviors,
which are associated with higher levels of deviant adolescent behaviors. These findings suggest
that in those areas with greater densities of bars parents may spend more time away from home,
making monitoring of their adolescents more difficult, or parents may drink more frequently,
thus impairing their ability to adequately monitor their children. 18
When all other factors were controlled, higher initial levels of drinking and excessive drinking
(binge drinking) were observed among youths residing in zip codes with higher alcohol outlet
densities. Increased consumption and excessive drinking was on average more rapid in zip codes
with lower alcohol outlet densities. Youth who reside in areas with low alcohol outlet density
may use social networks, friends with access to a car, to seek alcohol and drinking opportunities
beyond the local community. 19
Youth initial levels of alcohol access through direct purchase, shoulder tapping, home/family
members, and underage acquaintances were all higher in zip codes with greater alcohol outlet
densities, after controlling for individual-level factors, zip code, and household income. These
findings support the argument that high alcohol outlet densities enable youth access to alcohol
through commercial outlets and social networks (including family members). The deleterious
effects of increasing alcohol outlet density found in the commercial access models are consistent
with a previous study showing that off-premise establishments are more likely to sell alcohol to
minors if they have similar outlets nearby. 20
Alcohol Outlet Density & Chronic Disease
A 10% increase in the rate of packaged (off-site) licenses would increase chronic alcohol caused
hospitalizations by 1.9%, while a 10% increase in on-premise outlets would increase chronic
alcohol caused disease by 0.5%. Higher density of outlets with on-premise drinking (on-premise
licenses) are linked to increasing violence, while higher density of outlets where the cheapest
alcohol is available are associated with elevated rates of diseases related to long-term heavy
drinking. 21
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For a typical census tract in Los Angeles with 5 off-premise outlets the effect size of closing one
of these outlets translates to 42 fewer gonorrhea cases per 100,000. Changes in the number of
neighborhood alcohol outlets are significantly associated with changes in gonorrhea rates. The
findings suggest that efforts to control sexually transmitted diseases, including gonorrhea and
HIV, should address contextual factors that facilitate high-risk behaviors and disease
transmission. 22
Alcohol outlet density was significantly associated with high rates of sexually transmitted
infections (crude OR = 1.80, 95% CI = 1.10–3.00), liver problems (crude OR = 1.33, 95% CI =
1.02–1.75) and experienced violence (crude OR = 1.31, 95% CI = 1.13–1.51). 23
Alcohol Outlet Density & Social Disparities
There were important relationships between higher retail alcohol density and higher proportions
of residents of Black race and Latino ethnicity, higher proportions of families living below the
federal poverty level, and higher proportions of women with less than a high school education.
For these variables, the slope of the association increased as the health disparity indicator
became larger. Higher proportions of residents of Black race and Latino ethnicity, higher
proportions of families living in poverty, and overall lower education attainment among
neighborhood residents all predict higher density of alcohol retail outlets per 1000 population.
Importantly, the relationships were nonlinear, with larger increases in alcohol retail density as
the health disparity risk factor became more pronounced. 24
The most deprived neighborhoods had substantially higher levels of alcohol outlet density than
the least deprived (46% versus 15%). Multi-level analysis showed that the least deprived
neighborhoods were associated with the heaviest alcohol consumption even after adjusting for
individual-level socio-demographic characteristics. Mismatch between supply and demand may
cause people in the most deprived neighborhoods to disproportionately suffer the negative health
consequences of living in area of high alcohol outlet density. 25
Alcohol Outlet Density & Social Capital
Neighborhood off-premise alcohol outlet density was strongly associated with reduced social
capital, supporting the concept that off-premise alcohol outlets in the neighborhood environment
may hinder the development of social capital. An off-premise alcohol outlet in a neighborhood
represents a spatial focus for incivilities associated with physical (e.g., graffiti, liquor
advertising, trash) and social (e.g., loitering, drug sales, prostitution, altercations) disorder.
Consequently, the presence of off-premise alcohol outlets may hinder the expansion of a positive
underlying neighborhood social network and lead to competing neighborhood social networks as
the “eyes on the street” and “defensible space” are reduced.26
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Bars are part of the local neighborhood ecology, and those that fail to control patrons’ behavior
and are in a state of physical decay contribute to the overall level of social and physical
disorder. 27
Alcohol Outlet Density & College Students
Off-campus, on-premise outlet density is strongly associated with college-drinking outcomes.
Higher densities of on-premise alcohol outlets were strongly related to drinking outcomes even
after controlling for individual predictors of college drinking. The association indicated that the
campus means for the average number of drinks when partying and the number of drinking
occasions in the past 30 days were, respectively, 1.13 drinks and 1.32 occasions greater when the
outlet density was 2 standard deviations higher. 28
A campus-level measure of the physical availability of alcohol—namely, the number of onpremise or off-premise alcohol outlets within 3 miles of campus—also was associated with the
overall violence rate. This finding suggests that campuses with higher alcohol-outlet density have
higher drinking levels, which in turn explains their higher rates of violence. 29
Outlet density was correlated with frequent drinking (i.e., drank on 10+ occasions in past 30
days) for all drinkers, including non-Greek affiliated students, women, underage students, and
students who picked up binge drinking in college. 30
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