
Alcohol Beverage Control:  
The North Carolina Policy Implications 

In North Carolina, 27% of high school students are drinking alcohol regularly and nearly 50% of those 
students binge drink.  Alcohol consumption during adolescence is associated with significant differences 1

in structure and function in the developing human brain.  Consequences of underage drinking include 2

violence, traffic crashes, property damage, injury, and high-risk sex and cost the citizens of North 
Carolina $1.3 billion in 2013.  Finally, underage drinking is not a phase or period of life that people grow 3

out of.  Nationally, nearly 97% of heavy drinkers started drinking before the age of 21.   There are 4

multiple evidenced based strategies identified by researchers and expert panels across the world that 
address underage and excessive drinking; particular significance has been given to alcohol beverage 
control.  

In scores of peer reviewed scientific journal articles, alcohol control has been shown to reduce alcohol 
outlet density, overall consumption and generate more revenue than the private sale of alcohol.  In 2012, 
the Centers for Disease Control as part of their Community Guide series on alcohol, recommended 
against the privatization of state run alcohol sales after a systematic review of existing evidence. As per 
the CDC: 

Seventeen studies assessed the effects of privatization on per capita alcohol sales, a well-established 
proxy for excessive alcohol consumption and related harms:  

o Overall, there was a 44.4% median increase in per capita sales of privatized
alcoholic beverages within the jurisdiction that underwent privatization 
during the years following privatization of retail alcohol sales (interquartile 
interval [IQI]: 4.5% to 122.5%; 17 studies). 

o During this same time frame, sales of non-privatized alcoholic beverages
within the jurisdiction that underwent privatization decreased by a median of 
2.2% (IQI: -6.6% to -0.1%; 9 studies). 

o One study in Finland assessed the effects of privatization for groups
reporting different levels of alcohol consumption. It found privatization 
increased consumption across all groups.  5

Alcohol Control and Outlet Density: 

• In the seven States surrounding and including North Carolina, three of which are control states
and four of which are license states, control states average 5 off premises spirits outlets per 100k
residents whereas license states average 14.  That is nearly 3 times as many outlets (per capita)
in license states as are in control states! , ,6 7 8

• For direct comparison, North Carolina has 4 off premises spirits outlets per 100,000 people
and Kentucky has 21.  6,7 

• And the negative effect of increased outlet density is clear. Higher outlet density is correlated
with:

• Higher levels of alcoholism and violence; , 9 10

• Increased physical assaults (by 3.4 assaults per additional outlet);11

• Increased alcohol-related injury crashes;12

• Increased alcohol consumption by college students;13

• Increased underage drinking; 14

• Economic decline in neighborhoods; and15

• Higher murder rates. 16

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/alcohol-consumption


Alcohol Control and State Revenue:  

• In the seven states surrounding and including North Carolina, 3 of which are control states and 4
of which are license states, control states average $30 per capita in spirits ethanol sold, while
license states average less than half as much revenue at $14 per capita per gallon of spirits
ethanol sold. 7

Alcohol Control and Consumption Levels: 

• Alcohol beverage control is good for both public health and state revenue. Among all 50
states, North Carolina ranks 44th per capita in consumption per gallon and 7th in revenue
per gallon.  In comparison, South Carolina, a state with private sales, ranks 27th in consumption
per gallon and 38th in revenue per gallon.7 

• States with private spirits sales have significantly more outlets per capita, more outlets lead
to increased consumption and increased health and safety issues. 5 

• A substantial body of research links overall alcohol consumption in a society to a variety of
alcohol-related harms including deaths and injuries from accidents, homicides and other
violent assaults, suicide, cirrhosis and other diseases. 17

• Higher consumption of alcohol across populations has also been linked to cancer, fetal
alcohol syndrome, reduced worker productivity and increased crime. , , 18 19 20

Cautionary Tales: Washington and Iowa  

Two of the cases of a states switching from the controlled sale of spirits to privatization have occurred in 
Iowa and Washington.  

• In Iowa, the change was found to increase spirits consumption by 10% and overall consumption
of alcohol by 5%. , 21 22

• In Washington:

o Before privatization Washington had 330 outlets that sold spirits, 6 years after privatizing
that number has sky rocketed to 1600 and counting.

o A study analyzing voter’s opinions after privatization found that 20% who were in favor
of privatization would change their vote if they had the option, most citing increased
outlets as the reason. 23
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