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a Healthy Campus Environment 
Introduction

When asked why they drink to excess, many college students exclaim, “There’s nothing else to do.” In  
response, many campuses provide alcohol-free social, recreational, and other extracurricular options for 
students to deter them from high-risk alcohol use. Alcohol-free options detract from the culture of alcohol 
use through a variety of mechanisms. Most frequently, they are hosted at times when students commonly 
drink to excess (i.e., Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights between 10:00 p.m. and 4:00 a.m.) or during 
traditional events that increase risk for alcohol use, such as Homecoming, a big football game, or Spring 
Break. Late-night programming consists of a variety of alternative activities, such as dances, movie nights, 
concerts, or midnight breakfasts. Some campuses may also extend library hours or arrange community 
service outings or daytime activities, such as athletic games. In order to combat the typical high prevalence 
of student drinking that occurs during the first few months of the academic year (i.e., the “College Effect”), 
many campuses make a concerted effort to provide alcohol-free alternatives during the first six weeks of 
school, especially for first-year students. 

The goal of this report is to communicate our findings on the impact of alcohol-free options and  
to strengthen campus prevention efforts by disseminating best practices for planning and implementing 
these activities.  

This report addresses the following questions:

 3  What does the research indicate regarding the effectiveness of alcohol-free options in reducing high-
risk drinking among college students?

 3 What are some common challenges that campuses face in offering alcohol-free options?
 3 What are some best practices for implementing this strategy to maximize impact?

Over the years, more and more campuses have made alcohol-free options a priority in their prevention 
efforts. According to a 2008 survey of senior administrators at 1,400 randomly selected two- and four-year 
institutions, nearly 90% of institutions sponsor substance-free events (DiFulvio & Akinola, 2008). 

88%
“Yes”

12%
“No”

Institutions promoting 
alcohol-free opportunities 
increased 10% since 2005

Source: DiFulvio, G. & Akinola, O. (2008). Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse and Violence Prevention: Findings From the Senior 
Administration Survey. U.S. Department of Education’s Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse and 
Violence Prevention.
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Additionally, students are exhibiting strong interest in participating in alcohol-free activities. For example, 
according to data gathered during the 2008 administration of AlcoholEdu® for College, the majority of 
students indicated interest in attending events that do not focus on alcohol. During the course, students 
also indicated which activities interested them most. The graphic below displays students’ responses in  
order of popularity. Notably, one of the most popular options was having “just a cool place to hang out.” 
This finding suggests that campuses may not need to organize large “blowout” events, but instead could 
simply provide students with an attractive place to interact and have fun with their peers. 
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Student Interest in Alcohol-Free Options
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Notably, most popular activities do 
not require extensive resources.

55% of students 
are interested in 
attending events 
that do not focus 
on alcohol
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80,366

74,661

Live Music

Movie Nights

“Cool Place to Hang Out”

Intramural Sports

Outdoor Adventures

Bowling

Community Service

Board Games

Talent Shows

Karaoke Night

Dance Dance Revolution

70,357

59,645

50,772

45,052

36,049

26,619

55% 45%

Number of students that selected the activity

Source: AlcoholEdu® for College 2008 data

A Divide in the Field

Despite the decade or two that campuses have offered alcohol-free events, there is not a clear consensus 
in the field about whether alcohol-free options actually drive down drinking rates or change the alcohol 
environment in meaningful ways.

To address this debate, Alcohol Prevention Coalition research staff investigated this strategy as part of  
a larger research initiative examining the relative effectiveness—and cost-effectiveness—of several widely 
used campus alcohol prevention programs and policies. Coalition staff accessed published literature, web 
sites, and conducted interviews with practitioners and researchers about what worked—or did not work— 
in their collegiate alcohol prevention experience. They also looked into what resources practitioners  
spend on their prevention programming, and how many students are impacted by this work. For more 
information on this initiative, visit our website at: 
http://www.outsidetheclassroom.com/solutions/higher-education/Coalition.aspx



The Alcohol Prevention Compass

Do Alcohol-Free Options Work?

The fi gure above presents a visual depiction of the Coalition’s research fi ndings, with the x-axis 
representing the impact score (i.e., the measure of a strategy’s effectiveness, weighted by the quality 
of evidence) and the y-axis representing the cost of the strategy. The size of the bubble demonstrates 
the percentage of students likely affected by a program (the larger the bubble size, the greater the reach 
of the strategy). The bubble that represents alcohol-free options has been highlighted in red.

Alongside the 21 other alcohol prevention strategies analyzed in The Coalition’s effort—strategies ranging 
from breathalyzer feedback and parental notifi cation to medical amnesty and social norms marketing—
alcohol-free options scored relatively high on impact, demonstrating that well-crafted alcohol-free 
programming can reduce student alcohol use. In addition, this strategy also ranked relatively high in its 
associated cost, with an average annual cost of $27,570. This cost estimate has been scaled for an institution 
of 10,000 undergraduate students, and is based on information gathered from practitioner interviews and 
public documents regarding the level of resources typically invested in alcohol-free activities. Despite these 
higher average costs, our research also uncovered some strategies for reducing costs that are discussed later 
in this publication.
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*Scaled for an instituition of 10,000 undergraduate students

Impact Score = 18

Average Cost = $27,570*



Research Findings
The research has demonstrated that alcohol-free events can 
contribute to a number of environmental and behavioral 
changes on campus and in the surrounding community. 
Many campuses have measured these changes and have 
drawn the following conclusions:

1.  Students generally enjoy alcohol-free activities

Through student surveys, many campuses have found that 
students who attend campus alcohol-free events do enjoy 
themselves. For example, the majority of students who 
attended North Dakota State University’s (NDSU) Club 
NDSU rated the program very highly and indicated that 
they would recommend it to a friend. Note that NDSU 
embedded alcohol education into the late night program. 
Along with fun activities and prizes, students were exposed to educational messages about  
alcohol, such as social normative data, (see case study below), (Vangsness & Oster-Aaland, 2009).

Club NDSU at North Dakota State University provides 
students with free and safe alternatives to drinking.  
The goal of the program is to educate students  
with information about alcohol and to promote the 
fact that there are other things to do on campus 
besides drink.  

Planning and Financing of Club NDSU
Collaboration with other campus entities and  
student organizations (e.g., campus police,  
Residential Hall Association) provides financial  
assistance and support for NDSU’s alcohol-free  
activities. Funding that ranges from $900 to $2000 
per event is provided for items such as publicity,  
non-alcoholic drinks, food, law enforcement  
presence, a DJ, and prizes. Events are promoted 
through various media such as posters, t-shirts,  
web advertising, table tents, and listserv emails.

Components of Club NDSU 
The program has several components that NDSU 
practitioners consider essential to the program’s 
success. In addition to providing fun activities and 

prizes, Club NDSU incorporates alcohol education 
into the night’s activities. Each event focuses on  
a specific educational message, such as, “What  
is .08?” and “Over the Limit, Under Arrest.” During 
the event, students’ ID cards are swiped every time 
they order a non-alcoholic beverage. Based on the 
number of drinks they consume, students are sent 
emails that present an estimate of their BAC had 
they been drinking alcohol. Follow-up emails also  
provide personalized normative feedback and  
reinforce the event’s messages.

Assessing Impact
NDSU evaluated Club NDSU by examining measures  
that include: 
•  Alcohol-related arrests and University Code  

violations on the night of events, as compared 
 to corresponding dates the previous year

•  Surveys on student perceptions and attitudes 
towards the event 

Continued on following page...

Evaluating the Benefits of 
Alcohol-Free Options

Although there is not always one 
clear measure of success for alcohol-
free options, hosting such events 
sends a message to students that 
campuses support healthy student 
behaviors. Additionally, by attend-
ing these events, students see their 
peers engaged in healthy behaviors, 
contributing to perceptions  
of healthy norms on campus. 

Case Study: Embedding Alcohol Education into Recreation
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Positive Student Feedback
After careful analysis, NDSU researchers found that 
students had positive perceptions of Club NDSU. Most 
students agreed or strongly agreed that they would 
tell someone from another university that Club NDSU 
is a “cool option” for a social activity and rated the 
program as exciting or very exciting. In addition, most 
students indicated that going to Club NDSU was  
“substantially” or “somewhat” better than going to 
a bar or party where alcohol was present. They also 
said they were likely or very likely to attend a Club 
NDSU event over going to a bar or party with alcohol.

A Decline in Campus Alcohol Policy Violations
Upon examining rates of campus alcohol policy viola-
tions, NDSU practitioners were initially disappointed 
to discover that violations stayed the same when 
looking at incidents on the night of Club NDSU and 
the same night the previous year.  Once they took into 
account the 23% increase in enrollment the year Club 
NDSU was launched, they discovered a 25% decline 
in violations per 1,000 students.

Activities: 
• Music, dancing
• Video games

Prizes: 
• Small prizes throughout evening
• Grand prizes at end of event

Alcohol Education: 
• Informational cups (standard drink

sizes and normative messaging)
• Audio messages about impaired

driving
• Email after the event with normative

feedback

“Exciting” or 
"Very exciting"

“Better” or “Somewhat 
better” than a party 

with alcohol 

Would attend Club 
NDSU over bar/party 

A "cool option" 
for a social activity

77% 70% 62% 70%

Components of Club NDSU

Student Ratings of Club NDSU
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Source: Vangsness, J. & Oster-Aaland, L. (2009, 
January). Club NDSU: Assessing the Effectiveness 
of Late-Night Programming Through Direct and 
Indirect Measures. NASPA Strategies Conference 
2009: Alcohol Abuse Prevention and Intervention; 
Alcohol Prevention Coalition interview. 

25%

2007 2008

Decline in Campus 
Alcohol Policy  

Violations



2. Alcohol-free options can support and reinforce students’ decisions not to drink

When campuses survey students who attend alcohol-free events, a common finding is that these students 
tend to drink less than other students or not at all. For example, Penn State found that their late night 
participants were significantly less likely to heavily drink (Maney et al., 2002). Similarly, the University 
of Michigan found that attendees of UMix Late Night, (see case study below), drank less than the general 
student population (Robinson & Janevic, 2008). 

Given these findings, it is reasonable to ask whether these events help drive down alcohol use among  
moderate or high-risk drinkers, or if they simply attract lower risk drinkers and abstainers. Regardless,  
it is clear that substance-free options support and reinforce the healthy behaviors of moderate drinkers  
and abstainers by sending the message that administrators are willing to invest resources into these  
healthy activities. Moreover, attendance at these events publicly demonstrates healthy student behaviors,  
counteracting the displays and visible consequences of high-risk and illegal alcohol use which can  
support the perception of an unhealthy campus norm. Alcohol-free events also provide a forum for  
healthier students to meet and interact with one another.

Additionally, there is evidence among student alcohol policy violators and students who have received 
medical attention for alcohol consumption that enjoying alcohol-free options may reinforce students’  
motivation to change their drinking behaviors (Murphy et al., 2007). This  finding suggests that  
providing alcohol-free options can enhance campus efforts to foster behavior change among this  
high-risk population.

The University of Michigan’s program, UMix  
Late Night, has successfully reinforced students’ 
healthy behaviors. UMix Late Night is an alternative 
program held on many Friday nights from 10:00  
p.m. to 2:00 a.m. The events usually offer free food 
and entertainment. 

UMix Late Night was created to reduce students’  
feelings of isolation by providing appealing  
alternatives to drinking. The program aimed  
to appeal to drinkers, with the goal of reducing  
alcohol-related harm among this group.

In 2007, the university evaluated the UMix Late  
Night program after it had been in place for a  
semester. Students who attended the program’s 
events were surveyed, and two surveys were  
administered to a group of undergraduate students. 
Focus groups were also conducted to gather input 
from 21 undergraduate student drinkers who had 
never been to a UMix event.

UMix Attendees Drink Less
One of the key findings from the evaluation was that 
UMix Late Night attendees tend to be more moderate 
drinkers or abstainers. Specifically, most of UMix  

attendees reported no heavy-drinking episodes  
in the last two weeks. In addition, most students 
reported that they did not typically drink on Friday 
nights in general. That said, of the students who did 
report occasionally or often drinking on Friday nights, 
the majority indicated that they drank less on the 
nights they attended UMix. 

The overwhelming majority of attendees also reported 
that they did not drink before or after attending UMix. 
Of those who indicated that they did drink before  
or after the event, half reported that they drank less 
on the nights they attended UMix than they otherwise 
would have. Such findings suggest that UMix  
decreases the prevalence of drinking among  
attendees who drink. 

UMix Supports Non-Drinkers
Fully one quarter of UMix attendees indicated that the 
main reason they attended these events was because 
they were alcohol-free. These findings suggest that 
UMix supports these attendees’ healthy choices not 
to drink. These options likely alleviate peer pressure 
felt by non-drinkers by providing social outlets that do 
not revolve around alcohol. 

Case Study: UMix Late Night Supports Healthy Student Behaviors
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Students Aren’t Averse to “Alcohol-Free”
Upon examining survey responses of the general 
University of Michigan student population, survey  
results indicated that more than two-thirds  
of potential attendees of UMix Late Night did not see 
the unavailability of alcohol as a barrier to attending.  

It is a challenge for institutions to measure the  
impact of alcohol-free alternatives on reducing  
consumption, as oftentimes those who attend events 
tend to be non-drinkers. However, this study  
suggests that offering these options supports 
students’ healthy decisions, and can sometimes 

displace drinking with healthier activities. Moreover, 
because the lack of alcohol at these events is  
not a significant barrier to the general student  
population, this study highlights the potential  
of alcohol-free options to draw both drinking  
and non-drinking students alike. 

Source: Robinson, K. & Janevic, M. (2008). Campus 
studies late-night program’s ability to reduce student 
alcohol abuse. The Bulletin, 76(5). Retrieved April 8, 
2009 from http://www.acui.org/publications/bulletin/
article.

Drinking Behaviors of UMix Attendees

80% Did not drink heavily in 
the last two weeks 

25% Said the reason they attended 
UMix was because it is alcohol-free

84% Do not drink before or 
after attending UMix 

67% Do not typically 
drink on Friday nights 

80% 25%

70%84% 0%0%67%

✓✓

✓✓

✓✓

✓✓

UMix Attendees Drink Less (n=471) UMix Supports Non-Drinkers (n=471)

3. Alcohol-free options can reduce alcohol-related incidents 

Research has found a correlation between providing alcohol-free events and reduced alcohol-related  
incidents, such as arrests or vandalism. For example, in 1997, the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill saw a significant reduction in alcohol-related urgent care visits on the night of “Fall Fest,” an  
alcohol-free street festival, compared to the same evening the previous year (“Prevention Updates,” 2006). 
Similarly, when Purdue University, (see case study on p.9),  hosted a number of alcohol-free activities 
during the university’s high-risk event, “Grand Prix Race,” the university saw a decrease of almost 30%  
in the number of arrests made during that week.

These findings suggest that alcohol-free events may decrease the prevalence and/or intensity of  
alcohol consumption among students. It appears that alcohol-free events are especially effective  
at reducing alcohol-related negative behaviors when provided during campus-wide annual events  
and other times that are typically associated with high-risk drinking. 
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Steps for Hosting Alcohol-Free Options:
There is much to consider when planning alcohol-free events. Below is guidance for practitioners  
on the steps involved in hosting successful events.

To address the problem of high-risk 
drinking during Purdue’s annual “Grand 
Prix Race,” a charity go-kart race, 
the university hosts up to fifty Grand 
Alternative alcohol-free events during 
the week prior to the event. Activities 
such as midnight breakfasts, concerts, 
and dances are sponsored by student 
organizations, with the majority of  
funding coming from their local Drug-
Free Coalition of Tippecanoe County.

According to Tammy Loew, the Health 
Advocacy Coordinator at Purdue’s 
Student Wellness Office, the events at-
tract a variety of students. “It really just 
depends on the night, the activity, and 
on how the wind blows,” she says. She 

also points out that although  
some students may drink before  
or after an event, “it’s not everyone.” 
According to Loew, last year at least 
17,000 students attended at least one 
Grand Alternative activity that week. 

Decrease in Arrests:
Purdue has also seen a decrease  
of 28% in the number of arrests made 
during that week. According to Loew, 
“The fact that the number of arrests 
has decreased from previous  
years indicates that our prevention  
efforts are paying off, and it shows 
that students really do want  
alcohol-free options.”

Case Study: Alcohol-Free Options Decrease Arrests during “Grand Prix”

28%

2007 2008

Decline in arrests 
made during week 

of Grand Prix
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1. Research

Before launching an event, campuses should  
survey students or conduct focus groups to  
generate ideas and gather feedback for possible 
activities. For example, the University of Alabama 
(UA) has utilized student survey data to research 
and organize alcohol-free events, (see case study  
on p.11). Administrators can determine the most 
popular activities and collect email addresses  
of students who indicate interest in being  
contacted about alcohol-free events. With such 
information, UA has worked with students to  
host alcohol-free tailgates.

During the research phase, campuses should also in-
vestigate whether there are historically problematic 
periods of time or events when hosting alcohol-free 
events might be especially beneficial. For example, 
providing late-night alternatives during the first six 
weeks of the academic year is especially critical, as 
this transitional period is notoriously associated  
with an increase in the prevalence and intensity of  
alcohol consumption among first-year students.

Recommendations

 3  Capture data on students’ interests and 
take advantage of survey data currently  
being collected on student interest in  
alcohol-free events

 3  Enlist the support of peer educators 
or graduate students to conduct research,  
such as focus groups, and provide feedback 
on ideas for alcohol-free events

 3   Publicize the data on student interest 
in alcohol-free options to promote  
healthy norms

 3   Reach out to other constituencies on 
campus (e.g., judicial affairs, residence  
life) to determine high-risk times or events 
when providing alternatives might be  
especially beneficial

Source: Alcohol Prevention Coalition interview



2. Budgeting

When budgeting for alcohol-free events, a campus 
should consider allocating resources for rental 
space, food, entertainment, prizes, and promotional 
materials. For example, North Dakota State  
University spends between $900 and $2000 per 
event for items such as publicity, drink mixers, food, 
having a law enforcement officer present, a DJ and 
prizes (Vangsness & Oster-Aaland, 2009).

Recommendations

 3   Explore the possibility of holding alcohol-free 
events at your  campuses’ student union  
or other suitable venues  (e.g., cafe, dining 
hall, college green)

 3  Determine whether student groups can help 
with organizing and running an event

 3   Investigate whether clubs or groups can help 
finance events or donate prizes

 
3. Marketing

Late-night programs are often run by student 
organizations and are marketed through posters, 
flyers, table tents, or mass emails. Events can 
also be introduced to first-year students during  
orientation and promoted throughout the year  
by residence assistants.

Recommendations

 3   Consider enlisting the support of 
marketing students or other student groups  
to help with the design and distribution  
of marketing materials

 3  Take advantage of  a campus activities email 
listserv that may already be in place

 3  Communicate with RAs to assist with 
promoting events to students living  
in residence halls

 3   Do not refer to the events as “alcohol-free” 
as this may hamper efforts to promote the 
events as “cool” or “fun”

4. Evaluation

It is important for campuses to evaluate their 
alcohol-free programming. Tracking student  
attendance and distributing surveys or running  
focus groups to get student feedback will help 
inform future events. Beyond tracking attendance 
figures and satisfaction ratings, however, campuses 
should strive to measure the impact of alcohol-free 
options on student drinking. While this may be  
challenging to assess, an institution can examine  
the relationship between alcohol-free options 
and several indirect measures of drinking, such as 
reported alcohol violations at times of the event, 
incidents of vandalism, noise complaints, or local 
alcohol sales on the day or evening of an event. 

Recommendations

 3  Determine whether data on alcohol-related 
incidents are already being collected by your 
campus

 3  Collect student emails during events so that 
follow-up  surveys may be distributed

 3   Consider enlisting students to assist with data 
collection and analysis

 3  Partner with judicial affairs, residence life 
and other key stakeholders to capture data 
for correlating alcohol-free options and 
drinking rates/negative consequences
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A note about hosting events at  
the beginning of the academic year

Having a list of scheduled events during the 
beginning of the academic year is essential, 
due to the high prevalence of student  
drinking during this time. Consequently, 
student leaders and organizations that  
plan alcohol-free options may need extra 
support from student administrators  
to plan events in advance of the school  
year during the spring or summer before  
the fall semester.



The University of Alabama (UA) uses the student 
engagement feature of AlcoholEdu® for College to 
enhance their prevention efforts. Students taking the 
course can sign up to be contacted with an invitation 
to either attend or help plan alcohol-free events.  
In the survey, students are asked to indicate their 
preferences for alcohol-free activities from an  
extensive list of recreational activities, such as  
bowling, community service, and movie nights.  
Administrators are given a report of the most  
popular activities selected by students and the  
email addresses of students who are willing to  
be contacted about events.

In an effort to enhance their alcohol-free activities, 
UA invited students who expressed interest in being 
contacted about alcohol-free activities to attend a 
dinner run by the Department of Health Promotion 
and Wellness, Housing and Residential Communities. 
During this dinner, students were surveyed about their 
interest in springtime activities and invited to sign up 
for a focus group to discuss the social climate at UA. 

In addition, three focus groups explored student 
interest in alcohol-free tailgate events. As a result, in 
the fall of 2008, the university held two alcohol-free 
tailgates on the student quad with a variety of food  
offerings and live music. The tailgates were advertised 
in the student newspaper and via an email sent to the 
student engagement listserv. 

According to Delynne Wilcox, Assistant Director of 
Health Planning and Prevention at UA, the first event 
had an impressive turnout of two hundred students 
despite some programmatic challenges: UA did  
not have sufficient time to plan the event, and the 
placement of the tailgate was not ideal, as it was 
in the middle of the quad and surrounded by other 
tailgates where alcohol was served. Despite these 
challenges, the alcohol-free tailgate drew in an  
equal mix of upper classmen and first year students.  
Administrators were also surprised to hear  
enthusiasm from alumni regarding the tailgate.

For the second tailgate, UA had more planning time 
and additional support from the Student Government 
Association. Administrators were also able to secure a 
“prime spot” on the quad that was more visible  
and accessible to students. They also had a larger 
tent, more chairs for students, and a local band  
performing. Over 400 students attended this  
tailgate, with a mixture of upper classmen and first 
year students. Some students would come briefly  
to the tailgate, while others stayed the entire time. 
To the surprise of program administrators, when 

students holding alcoholic drinks would approach the 
tailgate, once they were informed that the tailgate was 
alcohol-free, they would respectfully leave and come 
back without their drinks. 

Overall, UA is very pleased with the alcohol-free  
tailgates and surprised by the level of student  
interest in such events. “It seems to be filling a void,” 
explains Wilcox, “and we really see that it plays a  
role in shaping our campus environment.”  UA  
plans to continue to host more alcohol-free tailgates 
in the future. 

Saturday, November 15

Free Food

2:30-5:30pm
on the quad near Carmichael Hall

Alabama vs Mississippi State

Live Music - Bypass

Ferguson Center, Health Promotion & Wellness, 
Housing & Residential Communities, SGA, and RHA

sponsored by: 

Case Study: Using Survey Data to Organize Events
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Source: Alcohol Prevention Coalition interview. 



Addressing Common Challenges
The logistical or financial challenges associated with organizing alcohol-free recreational events can  
be barriers for some campuses. The following outlines some of these challenges along with strategies 
for avoiding or addressing them.

Challenge 1: 
Alcohol-free events can be costly

Recommendations:

1.  Don’t assume events have to be big “blow out”  
occasions. In fact, as data has shown, oftentimes all 
students are really looking for is “a cool place to hang out” 
(AlcoholEdu® for College 2008 data.) There are ways to 
host activities in less expensive ways, such as:
• Extending library hours
•  Hosting an open mike night vs. hiring a popular band  

to perform
•  Utilizing your student union instead of renting a space
• Organizing community service outings
• Organizing athletic games on the college green

2.  Enlist the support of students in the organization, 
planning, and evaluation of events to save on costs.

3.  Conduct market research to gather data on students’ 
interests or preferred activities before investing resources.

4.   Coordinate events with student groups or clubs that 
may already have funds in place for such activities—this  
is a great way to share the expenses for an activity.

5.  Use online promotion, such as sending mass emails or 
creating listervs, to reduce promotional costs.

6.  Take advantage of events or activities that are already in 
place on campus or in the surrounding community. 

Challenge 2: 
Students who drink may not attend  
an “alcohol-free” event

Recommendations:

1.  Include students in researching and planning  
activities. Having student buy-in is crucial to the 
success of an event, so be sure to plan events that  
appeal to your audience. Gather input from a wide  
range of student groups—not just abstainers, moderate 
drinkers, and peer educators. 

2.  Be careful how you market events. Refrain from using 
the phrase “alcohol-free” in your materials. Enlist the help 
of students when designing marketing messages to appeal 
to what students find interesting and fun. Although enlisting 
the support of peer educators to plan and market events 
may be useful, consider whether publicly affiliating events 
with a peer education program may deter students  
from attending.

Challenge 3:  
Students may pregame before an event

Recommendations:

1.  Ramp up enforcement around events. This strategy has 
been an effective way for campuses to deter students from 
drinking before an event. 

2.  Train residential hall staff on how to identify and monitor 
pregaming behaviors in the residence halls.

3.  Advertise that intoxicated students will not be  
admitted into events.

(See Case Study on the following page for additional  

information on addressing pregaming before events)

Challenge 4: 
Behavioral outcomes are difficult to measure

Recommendations:
1.  Administer student surveys and evaluate other 

environmental data 
•  Survey students on their perceptions, attitudes, and  

enjoyment of an event.
•  Survey students on their drinking behaviors on the day/

night of an event.
•  Look at alcohol-related incidences the day/night of  

an event, such as arrests, acts of vandalism, noise  
complaints, DUIs, or ER transports and compare them  
with comparable times and occasions. 
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Guidelines for Providing Alcohol-Free Activities
Providing alcohol-free options is becoming a widely adopted prevention strategy due to the growing  
research revealing the positive impact—both behavioral and environmental—of this strategy. It can be  
argued that adopting this strategy is an essential component of an environmental approach to prevention, 
as such activities support healthy student behaviors and contribute to a healthier norm on campus.  

We encourage institutions to consider some of the following suggestions as they begin or continue to plan 
and host alcohol-free options on their campuses.  

Monitor the literature and other campus experiences

Administrators can learn a great deal from other campus experiences, both anecdotal and published in the 
research literature. The research has demonstrated that many students—both drinkers and non-drinkers— 
hold positive attitudes and perceptions of alcohol-free activities. It has also been found that many students 
are not averse to the alcohol-free nature of such events. Additionally, the research has revealed that  
alcohol-free options may support and reinforce students’ decisions not to drink. As was the case with the 
University of Michigan, where the majority of attendees are light drinkers or abstainers, students may feel 
reinforced in their decisions not to drink by being surrounded by students who share their healthy habits. 

Brown University has been making an effort to  
address pregaming prior to both alcohol and  
alcohol-free events, such as dances, by implementing 
the following strategies:

Professional Party Managers: Brown contracted 
with professional event managers to complement 
student event management, changing what had pre-
viously been a difficult peer dynamic at such critical 
event areas as the door.

Health Education Campaign: Brown created 
a health education campaign to address pregaming 
and coordinated the healthy messages with publicity 
advertising a campus dance. Table slips were  
distributed in the dining halls to promote the  
message that intoxicated students would not be  
admitted.  According to Ricky Gresh, Senior Director 
for Student Engagement at Brown, “We created  
the expectation that if you drank a lot, you would not 
get in. Now, several years later, the pregaming culture 
around this particular event has completely changed, 
and the event continues to be a success from the 
student perspective.”  

Residence Hall Staff Training:  
Brown administrators began working closely  

with residence hall staff to ensure they monitored  
behaviors in the halls, particularly around major  
campus events with some history of issues related  
to pregaming.

Alcohol-Free “Pre-events:” Brown is examining 
ways to encourage alternative pre-events earlier  
in the evening to deter pregaming. According to 
Gresh, “The idea is to create an earlier incentive  
so students will not pregame in their rooms.” Two  
annual events with a history of issues related to  
alcohol and pregaming were selected. Student  
planners and advisors worked to develop plans.  
For example, before an annual ball, a pre-program 
with video games and hair and nail salon services 
was organized.  

Alcohol-Free Events: A “Late Night” fund was 
created to incentivize student organizations to plan 
more alcohol-free events on Friday and Saturday 
nights.  Previously, there was limited student effort  
to “compete” with alcohol-based programming.

According to Gresh, since they began these efforts, 
“Pregaming associated with previously problematic 
events has markedly declined and the culture around 
campus social events has shifted significantly.” 

Case Study: Brown Addresses Pregaming Before Events
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The research also suggests that providing alcohol-free events may reduce the prevalence and severity  
of consumption among drinkers as well as alcohol-related negative incidents. This may be especially  
true when events are provided during campus-wide annual events or periods of time that have been  
traditionally problematic. 

Consider how to plan events effectively, while minimizing costs

Although there are a number of steps to complete when planning events—such as conducting research, 
budgeting, marketing events to students, and evaluating outcomes—many campuses have found ways  
to reduce the amount of required resources, such as enlisting the support of peer educators or students  
to help with tasks. Survey research and focus groups may demonstrate that activities need not be  
extravagant or costly in order to engage students. 

Do not let common challenges stop you in your tracks

There are a number of strategies to reduce the common challenges of hosting alcohol-free events.  
For example, campuses can address the problem of student pregaming before activities with increased en-
forcement at the events and education to inform students of entry policies. To address the challenge  
of attracting students who drink to an event, campuses can increase student buy-in by including a wide 
range of students in the planning and marketing of events to improve the overall appeal.

Alcohol-free events and activities can help to deter high-risk alcohol use and support the decisions  
of healthy students when they are designed and implemented using a best practices approach. This is  
not a “one size fits all” approach: tailoring events to your specific student body is a must. 

Finally, as can be said with any alcohol prevention strategy, this approach to curb student alcohol use must 
be considered in the context of a broader campus alcohol prevention effort. No single prevention policy or 
program can do the job alone.  
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