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Alcohol Delivery and  
Underage Drinking:  
A COVID-19 Case Study

By C. Jarrett Dieterle

Alcohol has long been an easy target to blame for society’s many ills.  
In the end, as with all things, conscientious policymakers must seek  

out hard data upon which to base their public policy decisions.

Introduction

In January 2020, the world of alcohol rules seemed to be mired in a kind of stasis. It 

had been 85 years since Prohibi琀椀on, but the broad legal structure governing alcohol 
remained remarkably unchanged. Just three months later, in March 2020, everything 
changed. 

The COVID-19 global pandemic that gripped America and the broader world led to 
unprecedented realignments in our way of life. Governments began issuing mask 
mandates, social distancing orders, and even rules around how—and if—businesses 
could con琀椀nue opera琀椀ng. 

In response, innova琀椀ons like to-go and delivery alcohol took hold across the country, 
leading to a substan琀椀al shi昀琀 in how alcohol was regulated. Now, three years later, 
opposi琀椀on to these changes has started to become more prevalent. Most of the 
pushback has been focused on concerns that less stringent alcohol regula琀椀on could 
create nega琀椀ve externali琀椀es. One of the prime areas of concern has been underage 
drinking and whether enhanced alcohol delivery will lead to a spike in youth drinking 
across the country. 

This study breaks down the latest underage drinking data to help provide a more 
informed debate around America’s pandemic-era alcohol reforms.

A Boiling Debate

Once COVID-19 hit in March 2020, most jurisdic琀椀ons required businesses like 
restaurants, bars and liquor stores to close at least temporarily. When such businesses 
were allowed to reopen, it was usually at limited capacity.1 Unsurprisingly, this 
challenged businesses that tradi琀椀onally relied on in-person shopping or on-premise 
dining. 
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A restaurant that was only able to operate at 25 percent capacity, or a liquor store that 
could only allow a handful of customers inside the premises at a 琀椀me, found it di昀케cult, 
if not impossible, to stay a昀氀oat. This grim reality forced policymakers to adjust rules to 
allow these businesses to adopt delivery-based business models. 

While goods like electronics or food from the local pizza parlor had li琀琀le issue conver琀椀ng 
to a delivery format, things were much less simple when it came to alcohol. Given 
America’s an琀椀quated rules governing the sale of alcohol, it was illegal for en琀椀琀椀es like 
restaurants or bars to sell alcoholic beverages for takeout or delivery in nearly every locale 
across the country (a few jurisdic琀椀ons, such as New Orleans, operated under relaxed 
open-container laws that allowed beverages to be carried outside an establishment).2 

Although a fair number of states already allowed alcohol to be included in grocery store 
delivery orders pre-COVID, a signi昀椀cant propor琀椀on s琀椀ll did not. And alcohol producers 
like breweries and dis琀椀lleries were rarely permi琀琀ed to deliver their products directly to 
customers.3

Policymakers therefore included alcohol delivery and to-go authoriza琀椀on in many of the 
emergency orders they issued during the pandemic. These newfound market access 
channels allowed many restaurants and alcohol stores to survive the months-long 
shutdowns.4 

Once states began loosening their COVID-19 restric琀椀ons and reopening, however, 
lawmakers discovered that many of these temporary alcohol authoriza琀椀ons were 
tremendously popular. In states where polling was conducted, strong majori琀椀es  
favored making to-go and delivery alcohol a permanent feature of the legal  
landscape.5 On cue, state legislatures began passing laws that either extended  
these authoriza琀椀ons for several years or made them permanent. 

A before-and-a昀琀er snapshot of alcohol delivery laws shows the impact COVID-19 had 
on American alcohol markets. Before the pandemic, no state in the country had passed 
a statewide law permi琀�ng restaurants or bars to sell alcoholic beverages in a to-go or 
delivery format. As of last year, 38 states had passed a law either extending or making 
permanent to-go or delivery drinks from such establishments.6  

As noted, alcohol delivery from groceries and other o昀昀-premise businesses was more 
common than delivery from restaurants and bars pre-pandemic. But COVID-19 s琀椀ll had 
a signi昀椀cant impact on those retailers as well: 8 more states passed laws that authorized 
or expanded the ability of such stores to deliver alcohol. In addi琀椀on, 14 states enacted 
laws expanding the ability of alcohol producers, such as brewers or dis琀椀llers, to deliver 
their products directly to customers.7 

However, at the same 琀椀me this COVID-19 alcohol reform wave was taking hold, 
opposi琀椀on to these changes began to crop up. Much of the pushback focused on 
poten琀椀al nega琀椀ve externali琀椀es associated with alcohol, such as driving under the 
in昀氀uence, overall drinking rates and underage drinking.8 

Underage drinking became a par琀椀cular source of concern because of the worry  
that teenagers might be able to clandes琀椀nely order alcohol to their homes by using their 
parents’ online delivery accounts or apps. Notably, such claims lacked any empirical 

As the COVID-19 alcohol reform 
wave was taking hold, opposition 
to these changes began to crop 
up. Much of the pushback focused 
on potential negative externalities 
associated with alcohol, such as 
underage drinking and teenagers 
using their parents accounts to 
order alcohol. Such claims lacked 
any empirical backing that this was 
occurring. 
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backing or actual evidence that such nega琀椀ve externali琀椀es were occurring. Of more 
substance were several government-run “decoy opera琀椀ons”—also known as “s琀椀ngs”—
that uncovered examples of alcohol being delivered to underage buyers. 

The most prominent example was featured in a Washington Post ar琀椀cle in May 2020 
that reported the results of a California Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control 
(ABC) inves琀椀ga琀椀on of alcohol delivery early on in the pandemic.9 According to California 
ABC, out of 200 alcohol orders placed via its decoy opera琀椀on, 25 percent wound up 
in the hands of minors. Even more jarring, California ABC reported that minors were 
able to obtain alcohol in 80 percent of the deliveries conducted by third-party delivery 
companies or apps.10

This 80 percent 昀椀gure generated substan琀椀al headlines at the 琀椀me, although much of 
it can be traced to the fact that, in the 昀椀rst month or two of COVID-19, the emergency 
rules suddenly greenligh琀椀ng alcohol delivery had just taken e昀昀ect and delivery 
companies were learning how to implement them on the 昀氀y in the midst of a global 
pandemic. Unfortunately, the fact that delivery viola琀椀ons plummeted from 80 percent 
to between 14 and 20 percent by 2022—which is largely within the industry norm of 
viola琀椀on rates for decoy opera琀椀ons for in-store sales—garnered li琀琀le a琀琀en琀椀on.11 

More recently, the Virginia ABC Authority claimed that a 2021 decoy opera琀椀on it 
ran on alcohol delivery resulted in 32 of 52 underage buyers being able to obtain 
alcohol.12 While such results are doubtlessly concerning, it is di昀케cult to draw signi昀椀cant 
conclusions from one-o昀昀 state decoy opera琀椀ons that have extremely small sample sizes 
of several dozen transac琀椀ons. 

The COVID-19 Experience

Un琀椀l now, a broad-based empirical analysis of alcohol delivery and underage drinking 
rates during COVID-19 had not been conducted. To provide such an analysis—and to 
expand the scope to a more na琀椀onwide snapshot—we have used the results of the 
Center for Disease Control and Preven琀椀on’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System 
(YRBSS) survey.13 

Among other things, the YRBSS measures drinking rates among America’s youth via 
its biennial survey administered to high school students across the country.14 The 

YRBSS asks whether high schoolers currently drink alcohol, which the survey de昀椀nes as 
consuming at least one alcoholic drink in the past 30 days.15 The two most recent YRBSS 
surveys—from 2019 and 2021—provide a before-and-a昀琀er comparison of the poten琀椀al 
impact of COVID-19-related alcohol reforms on underage drinking.

The key is to overlay this YRBSS data with a breakdown of what states allowed alcohol 
delivery during COVID-19 versus those that did not. Analyzing this data can help us 
determine whether alcohol delivery reforms are or are not correlated with underage 
drinking rates. (It is worth no琀椀ng that the YRBSS is not administered in every state, so 
states that did not have 2019 or 2021 results were not included in our analysis.)

We grouped states into three categories when it came to their alcohol delivery rules 
during COVID-19 for both on-premise and o昀昀-premise establishments: Yes, No, or Par琀椀al 
(as shown in Table 1 below). Importantly, we categorized these states based on the 琀椀me 

The fact that delivery violations 
plummeted from 80 percent to 
between 14-20 percent by 2022—
which is largely within the industry 
norm of violation rates for decoy 
operations for in-store sales—
garnered little attention.
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period between September and December 2021, which was when the 2021 YRBSS was 
administered.16 In other words, the categoriza琀椀ons for states are based on the status of 
that state’s law from September to December 2021. 

To qualify as a “yes” or “par琀椀al” for whether it allowed delivery, a state had to have at 
least some form of a delivery law or execu琀椀ve order in e昀昀ect during that en琀椀re period 
(“par琀椀al” denotes a state that allowed delivery but had some type of limita琀椀on, such 
as allowing only beer/wine delivery or allowing only employees, and not independent 
contractors, to conduct deliveries). 

Table 1: States On- and Off-Premise Delivery Rules from 2021

States
On-Prem Delivery  
Pre-COVID

On-Prem Delivery  
During COVID

Off-Prem Delivery  
Pre-COVID

Off-Prem Delivery  
During COVID

Change from  
2019 to 2021

Alabama No No* No* No* -3.7

Alaska No No Yes Yes -4.2

Arkansas No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks) No Par琀椀al (emloyee only) -3.3

Colorado No Yes Par琀椀al (employee only) Par琀椀al (employees only) -1.0

Connec琀椀cut No Par琀椀al (employee only) Yes Yes -8.4

D.C. No Yes Yes Yes -5.0

Florida No Yes Yes Yes -2.4

Georgia No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks) No Yes 7.2

Hawaii No No Par琀椀al (employee only in 
some locali琀椀es)

Par琀椀al (employees only in 
some locali琀椀es)

-3.8

Idaho No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks) Yes Yes -3.3

Illinois No Par琀椀al (employee only) Yes Yes -4.3

Iowa No Yes Par琀椀al (employee only) Yes -3.7

Kansas No No No No -9.2

Kentucky No Yes Yes Yes -6.0

Louisiana No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks) Par琀椀al (employee only) Yes -2.8

Maine No Yes Yes Yes -5.0

Maryland No Par琀椀al (not statewide, but 
some locali琀椀es allow)

Yes Par琀椀al (employees only in 
some locali琀椀es)

-4.7

Massachuse琀琀s No Yes Yes Yes -7.3

Michigan No Yes Yes Yes -8.7

Mississippi No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks) No Yes -4.0

Missouri No Par琀椀al (employee only) Yes Yes -3.6

Montana No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks, 
employee only)

No No (employees only) -2.0

Nebraska No Yes Yes Yes -2.1

Nevada No Par琀椀al (not statewide, but 
some locali琀椀es allow)

No Par琀椀al (not statewide, but 
some locali琀椀es allow)

-6.4

New Hampshire No No Par琀椀al (employee only) Par琀椀al (employees only) -5.5

New Jersey No Yes Yes Yes -4.3

New Mexico No Yes No Yes -8.9

New York No No Yes Yes -6.4

North Carolina No No Yes Yes -4.8

North Dakota No Par琀椀al (not statewide, but 
locali琀椀es allow)

No No -3.9

Ohio No Yes Yes Yes -3.1

Oklahoma No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks, 
employee only)

No Par琀椀al (employees only) -3.3

Pennsylvania No Par琀椀al (no mixed drinks) Par琀椀al** Par琀椀al** -3.2

Rhode Island No No Par琀椀al (employee only) Par琀椀al (employees only) -4.3

South Carolina No No No No -3.9

South Dakota No No No*** No*** -2.0

Tennessee No No Yes Yes 0.7

Utah No No No No -1.9

Vermont No No (employee only) Par琀椀al (employee only) Par琀椀al (employees only) -6.3

Virginia No Yes Yes Yes -6.0

West Virginia No Yes No Yes -6.2

Wisconsin No No No No -4.1

Sources:  See Page 7. 
Legend: * Alabama passed S.B. 126, allowing for delivery, but it did not go into e昀昀ect un琀椀l 10/1/21  
 ** Pennsylvania’s law is structured so that it makes delivery imprac琀椀cal for many businesses 
 *** South Dakota has an o昀昀-sale delivery license, but requires the purchase to be made on-premise and in-person before it can be delivered
Note: In order to count as a “Yes” or “Par琀椀al,” a state must have had some type of delivery rules in e昀昀ect from Sep.-Dec. 2021 (the months in which the YRBSS was administered)

Table 1 categorizations for states 
are based on the status of that 
state’s law from September 2021 
to December 2021.
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Overall, underage drinking rates fell during 2021 in nearly every state. During a 琀椀me 
of unprecedented expansion in alcohol delivery rules across the country, this topline 
trend alone is noteworthy as a counterpoint to those who claim more delivery will 
inevitably lead to more youth drinking. (Notably, underage drinking rates have also fallen 
substan琀椀ally over the past several decades, from over 50 percent of American high 
schoolers drinking in the early 1990s to around 30 percent today).17

Once again, to further determine whether alcohol delivery contributed to youth 
drinking, one can compare the average change in drinking rates in states that allowed 
delivery versus those that did not. We did this in Table 2 below (which shows the 

percentage point change in underage drinking levels), while also weigh琀椀ng the data to 
account for popula琀椀on di昀昀erences between states. 

Table 2: Changes in Delivery from 2019 to 2021

Allowed Delivery Change in Drinking Rates

On-Prem Delivery
No -4.44

Yes -4.55

Par琀椀al -2.43

O昀昀-prem Delivery
No -4.11

Yes -3.88

Par琀椀al -3.57

No g Yes/Par琀椀al (for O昀昀-prem Delivery)
Arkansas -3.30

Georgia 7.20

Mississippi -4.00

New Mexico -8.90

Oklahoma -3.30

West Virginia -6.20

Note: Unlike o昀昀-premise alcohol delivery, no state had laws on its books allowing on-premise delivery prior to 2020. 
Therefore, every state listed as “Yes” or “Par琀椀al” for on-premise delivery enacted those rules in 2020.

Our results show that states that allowed the most extensive forms of on-premise 
alcohol delivery in 2021—that is, states that were categorized as a “yes”—saw their 
underage drinking rate fall by 4.55 percentage points, whereas states that did not allow 
any on-premise alcohol delivery saw their rate decline by only 4.44 percentage points. 
States in the “par琀椀al” category, in which some modi昀椀ed/limited version of on-premise 
alcohol delivery was permi琀琀ed, saw their rates decline by 2.43 percentage points.

The data for o昀昀-premise delivery is a bit more nuanced. In states that allowed the most 
extensive forms of alcohol delivery from o昀昀-premise outlets, the underage drinking 
rate fell by 3.88 percentage points, whereas in states that did not allow o昀昀-premise 
delivery, that rate declined by 4.11 percentage points. While this is a minimal di昀昀erence, 
it could appear at 昀椀rst glance to suggest that for o昀昀-premise delivery—in contrast to 
on-premise—there may have been some slight correla琀椀on between alcohol delivery and 
underage drinking rates.

It is worth no琀椀ng, however, an extreme outlier state in this data: Georgia. With the 
excep琀椀on of Georgia and Tennessee, all states saw a decline—o昀琀en substan琀椀ally—in 
their underage drinking rates from 2019 to 2021. Tennessee’s rates barely rose—by 0.7 

percentage points—but Georgia had a large increase of 7.2 percentage points. 

Our results show that  
states that allowed the most 
extensive forms of on-premise 
alcohol delivery in 2021—that 
is, states that were categorized 
as a “yes”—saw their underage 
drinking rate fall by 4.55, whereas 
states that did not allow any on-
premise alcohol delivery saw their 
rate decline by only 4.44.
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The fact that every state other than Georgia saw their underage drinking rates either 
fall signi昀椀cantly or increase only modestly suggests that we should exercise cau琀椀on in 
over-relying on Georgia’s data. This is par琀椀cularly true in a small dataset of 50 states 
(especially when weigh琀椀ng for popula琀椀on, given that Georgia is one of the top-10 
most populous states in the country).18

If Georgia is treated as a sta琀椀s琀椀cal outlier, the data almost exactly matches the on-
premise numbers, showing that among states allowing the most extensive types of 
delivery, underage drinking rates fell by 4.63 percentage points, and among states that 
did not allow o昀昀-premise delivery, rates declined by 4.11 percentage points. (Georgia 
was categorized as “par琀椀al” in the on-premise delivery categoriza琀椀ons, which also 
explains the incongruence of the “par琀椀al” results in the on-premise data.)

In the o昀昀-premise delivery sphere, it is also important to note that a majority of states 
already allowed o昀昀-premise alcohol delivery before the pandemic. Therefore, the 
delivery status quo had not changed in the vast majority of these states from the 2019 
YRBSS. If one analyzes only the few states that prohibited o昀昀-premise alcohol delivery 
before COVID-19 but then allowed it by 2021, the underage drinking rates declined in 5 
out of 6 of those states (Georgia again being the excep琀椀on).

Importantly, these results do not suggest that alcohol delivery reduces underage 
drinking, but they do demonstrate a lack of correla琀椀on between alcohol delivery 
and increased rates of youth drinking. This data also aligns with prior research 
demonstra琀椀ng that long-exis琀椀ng types of alcohol delivery, such as direct-to-consumer 
wine shipping, likewise did not produce any discernible rise in underage drinking 
rates.19

Conclusion

Alcohol has long been an easy target to blame for society’s many ills. In the end, as 
with all things, conscien琀椀ous policymakers must seek out hard data upon which to 
base their public policy decisions.

It is natural and normal to have concerns about American youth drinking rates. Yet, 
as this data shows, there is no real evidence to suggest that the passage of laws 
permi琀�ng restaurants and stores to deliver alcohol to consumers’ homes led to an 
increase in underage drinking.  

As with any type of alcohol purchase, it is important to con昀椀rm that a buyer is of the 
appropriate age. But just because an ID check takes place on a front porch rather than 
at a gas sta琀椀on cash register does not inherently make it any less e昀昀ec琀椀ve. Going 
forward, lawmakers should understand that alcohol delivery can be done safely and 
responsibly without leading to a rise in illicit youth drinking.

These results show that there is no 
discernible link between alcohol 
delivery and youth drinking. This 
data also aligns with prior research 
demonstrating that long-existing 
types of alcohol delivery likewise did 
not produce any perceptible rise in 
underage drinking rates.
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