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A Sober Message: ProtecƟ ng Your Workplace from Impaired Driving Risk

The atmosphere at workplace parƟ es and 
company-sponsored events is oŌ en one 
of celebraƟ on, fueled by music, food, and 
drinks. However, when those drinks include 
alcohol, the potenƟ al for severe, unfortunate 
consequences dramaƟ cally increases. For 
employers, ignoring the possibility that 
employees or guests may drive home 
impaired is an open invitaƟ on to signifi cant 
legal and fi nancial trouble. A proacƟ ve 
approach is essenƟ al for safeguarding your 
staff  and your business.

Deep Dive into Employer Legal Liability
The decision to serve or allow alcohol at a company 
funcƟ on creates a legal exposure that few businesses 
can aff ord to ignore. Improper use of alcohol can lead to 
liability under various legal frameworks.

1. Tort Law and Social Host Liability

An employer’s most immediate risk comes from tort 
law, specifi cally concepts like negligence and social host 
liability.

 Social Host Laws: Many states have laws that can 
hold individuals (and, by extension, corporate 
enƟ Ɵ es) liable if they provide alcohol to guests who 
subsequently cause injury or damage while impaired. 
This liability is parƟ cularly acute if the server knew, 
or reasonably should have known, the person was 
intoxicated or was planning to drive.

 Negligence: Liability can arise from a simple 
failure to exercise reasonable care in managing 
the event. Did the employer have trained servers? 
Was transportaƟ on provided? Was consumpƟ on 
adequately monitored? A “no” to these quesƟ ons can 
support a fi nding of negligence if an incident occurs.

2. Workers’ CompensaƟ on and Scope of Employment

While workers’ compensaƟ on typically covers injuries on 
the job, lines blur when an employee consumes alcohol 
at a company-sponsored event:

 “Quasi-Employment” ExcepƟ on: If the employer 
derives a direct business benefi t from the party (e.g., 
networking, morale, team building) and aƩ endance 

is strongly encouraged, a court might fi nd that the 
event falls within the “scope of employment.” If an 
employee is injured or injures a third party aŌ er 
drinking at the event, the employer could potenƟ ally 
be held liable under workers’ compensaƟ on or a 
related negligence claim.

3. Dram Shop Laws (Applicable if Employer is Licensed)

For businesses that regularly serve or sell alcohol 
(restaurants, bars, hospitality), Dram Shop laws impose 
liability on establishments that sell or serve alcohol to an 
obviously intoxicated person who later causes damage. 
While most offi  ce parƟ es don’t fall under this, employers 
who use their own premises or staff  to serve alcohol 
must be aware of these strict standards.

The True Financial Burden: Costs Beyond the Lawsuit
Beyond the highly publicized seƩ lement and judgment 
costs from lawsuits, impaired driving incidents levy a 
signifi cant, hidden fi nancial toll on businesses of all sizes.

 Increased Insurance Premiums: Even a single 
incident—whether a crash or a legal claim—will 
dramaƟ cally increase your general liability, auto, 
and workers’ compensaƟ on insurance premiums for 
years.

 Staggering Industry-Wide Costs: The NaƟ onal 
Highway Traffi  c Safety AdministraƟ on (NHTSA) 
esƟ mates the annual employer cost of motor vehicle 
crashes involving at least one alcohol-impaired driver 
to be over $9 billion. This fi gure includes not just 
direct losses but also complex factors like wage-risk 
premiums.
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 ProducƟ vity and Managerial Time Drain:
• Absenteeism: Employees involved in incidents, 

or those managing the resulƟ ng fallout, incur 
higher rates of absenteeism, directly impacƟ ng 
producƟ vity.

• AdministraƟ ve and Legal LogisƟ cs: Managers 
spend invaluable Ɵ me on crash reports, 
insurance fi lings, coordinaƟ ng with legal 
counsel, covering the absent employee’s work, 
and aƩ ending to court Ɵ me or administraƟ ve 
hearings required by law.

 ReputaƟ onal Damage: A high-profi le crash involving 
an employee aŌ er a company party can cause severe 
reputaƟ onal damage, hurƟ ng recruiƟ ng eff orts, 
customer trust, and public percepƟ on, which is 
parƟ cularly detrimental to small businesses.

CreaƟ ng a Culture of Safety: ProacƟ ve PrevenƟ on 
TacƟ cs
The return on investment for an employer-sponsored 
impaired driving prevenƟ on program is considerable 
compared to the fi nancial burden of just one crash. 
PrevenƟ on starts with a clear policy and smart event 
management.

1. Develop a Clear Workplace Alcohol Policy 

 Establish ExpectaƟ ons: Create a formal, wriƩ en 
policy staƟ ng the company’s rules on alcohol at 
company events, including expectaƟ ons for behavior 
and consequences for policy violaƟ ons.

 Mandatory Training: Require all employees, 
especially managers, to undergo brief training on 
recognizing signs of intoxicaƟ on and the importance 
of responsible consumpƟ on.

 Communicate Consequences: Clearly state that the 
company will not tolerate impaired driving and that 
all employees must take responsibility for securing 
safe transportaƟ on.

2. Responsible Event HosƟ ng Measures

If you choose to serve alcohol, miƟ gate risk by 
implemenƟ ng these tangible steps:

 Control DistribuƟ on: Use professional, licensed 
bartenders who are trained to monitor consumpƟ on, 
check IDs, and refuse service to intoxicated guests. 
Never allow self-service or open bars.

 Focus on Food and Non-Alcoholic OpƟ ons: Serve 
large amounts of protein-rich and complex 
carbohydrate-rich foods, which slow the absorpƟ on 
of alcohol. Ensure non-alcoholic beverages are 
appealing, diverse, and as prominent as the alcoholic 
opƟ ons.

 Implement a Ticket System: Limit the number of 
alcoholic drinks served per person by using a Ɵ cket 
system. For example, give each guest only two or 
three drink Ɵ ckets.

 PrioriƟ ze Safe TransportaƟ on:
• Off er Vouchers: Pre-pay for or provide ride-share 

vouchers (e.g., Uber/LyŌ  codes) or taxi chits that 
can be used easily by guests at the end of the 
night.

• Designated Driver Perks: Off er incenƟ ves (like giŌ  
cards or free parking) for designated drivers.

 End the Bar Early: Stop serving all alcohol at least one 
hour before the party’s scheduled end Ɵ me. Switch 
to coff ee, dessert, and water.

By taking proacƟ ve steps to promote safety and sobriety, 
employers do more than just safeguard business assets 
and miƟ gate liability. They contribute directly to the 
naƟ onwide campaign to eliminate a devastaƟ ng and 
preventable crime. Employers play a vital, ethical part 
in making their communiƟ es safer for their employees, 
friends, and families.


