
Lessons Learned From Diverse 
Experiences in Changing Alcohol 

Taxes in the USA 
 

Preliminary Case Study and Content 
Analysis Findings 

  
Rebecca Ramirez, MPH 

Johns Hopkins University, Bloomberg School of Public Health 
October 8, 2013 



Lessons Learned From Diverse Experiences 
in Changing Alcohol Taxes in the USA 

 • Part of a larger project -- Social and Health Effects of Changes 
in Alcohol Prices: A Research Collaborative  

 

• Co-authors:  Samantha Cukier, MBA, MA, Katherine Clegg 
Smith, PhD, and David Jernigan, PhD 

 

• This presentation was supported by Contract Number 200-
2011-40800 from the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 



Alcohol Regulation in the United States 
21st Amendment 

 
The 21st Amendment of the U.S. Constitution 
explicitly gives states a substantial role in 
regulating the alcohol trade. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

“The transportation or importation into any state, 
territory, or possession of the United States for 
delivery or use therein of intoxicating liquors, in 
violation of the laws thereof, is hereby prohibited.” 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
Alcohol: A Legal but Hazardous Product
Our society recognizes that alcoholic beverages are valued by members of society. We also recognize, however, that alcoholic beverages pose special threats to the well-being of society, including increased rates of crime (especially violent crime), and personal and public health problems, including injury and death. These societies recognize that alcoholic beverages, while legal, are potentially hazardous products, subject to special controls and conditions not applied to other commercial products. Thus, they have created legal structures within which alcoholic beverages are marketed and consumed, to protect the public’s health and safety through the maintenance of a fair and orderly market. 




Alcohol Regulation in the United 
States:  21st Amendment 

After the end of Prohibition, each state was 
responsible for creating a structure to regulate 
the distribution, sales and consumption of 
alcoholic beverages. 
License and control states 
Licensing, enforcement, and adjudication 

powers 
Prices and taxes 

 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
Mention other areas that are controlled at state level:  availability, density, hours and days of sale



Tax Changes in Three States 
State Year 

Implemented 
Excise or Sales 

Tax 
Tax Change 

Illinois 2009 Excise Beer/Cider – from 18.5¢ to 
23.1¢ per gallon 
Wine – from 73¢ to $1.39 per 
gallon 
Liquor – from $4.50 to $8.55 per 
gallon 

 

Maryland 2011 Sales 9% for on- and off-premise 
alcohol purchases vs. 6% for 
purchases of all other goods 

Massachusetts 2009 Sales for off-
premise only 

6.25% (off-premise purchases no 
longer exempt from general 
state sales tax) 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
An initiative placed on the 2010 ballot reinstated alcohol’s sales tax exemption as of January 1, 2011. 




Methodology:  Case Studies 

• Collect key background materials 
 
• Key informant interviews/structured 

discussions 
 
• Use of NVivo 10 for coding of interviews, 

documents, and to identify key themes 
 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
Bills and ballot initiatives
Voter information materials
Press releases, talking points, legislative testimony

Conducted with advocates, legislators, faith leaders, business owners, alcohol industry members, public health officials, news media personnel
33 interviews conducted total





Methodology: Content Analyses 

• Select four newspapers in each state 
 

• Search terms: Alcohol AND (Tax or Excise) 
 

• Time Frame:  Two years 
– Massachusetts exception 

 

• Development of codebook and rulebook 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
2 with the largest circulation
Capital newspaper (if not included above)
1 local newspaper identified through interviews as having covered the issue in some detail
in either Lexis-Nexis, Proquest or Newsbank databases

two years, beginning January 1st of year preceding change in alcohol tax through December 31st of the year alcohol tax change went into effect

– 25-28 questions per state, multiple iterations of coding scheme to capture the content and framing of each article
Coding scheme tested across two coders to assess reliability and validity




Illinois:  Went into effect 9/1/09 
Massachusetts:  Went into effect 8/1/2009, repeal went into effect 1/1/11, so MA timeframe is 2 ½ years instead of two years
Maryland:  Went into effect 7/1/11



Preliminary Case Study Findings 
IL MA  MA 

repeal 
MD 

Past experience with leg. initiatives ++ ++ +++ 
Key politician support at onset + ++ 
Grassroots organizing by proponents + + + +++ 
Grassroots organizing by opponents + + +++ ++ 
Media advocacy/exposure + ++ ++ +++ 
Gains for field ++ +++ 
Use of public health research + + +++ 
State health department + 



Preliminary Findings: 
Case Studies 

• Some campaigns are large, public debates 
while others happen quietly, largely behind 
the scenes. 

• Public health research is necessary, but 
certainly not sufficient. 

• It’s all about the revenue, and in some cases, 
dedicated funding is the key motivation. 



All states had past experience.  

• Illinois – alcopops reclassification in 2007 
• Maryland – alcohol tax increase bills 

introduced in legislature for at least 15 years 
• Massachusetts – advocacy for prevention and 

treatment funds  and alcohol tax increase for 
10+ years 

• Massachusetts alcohol industry– ballot 
initiative on grocery stores to have unlimited 
number of alcohol licenses in 2006 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
MD had experience working on other issues with the legislature as well



Some campaigns are large, public debates while others 
happen quietly, largely behind the scenes. 

“There really wasn’t a huge grassroots organization, there wasn’t 
paid media, there weren’t editorial boards, there really was more of 
a grass tops campaign.” (IL advocate) 
 

“I think the biggest strength was that they created their own 
coalition…it had its own infrastructure…they were not asking for 
permission, and they were making it visible, and they were going to 
push and push.” (MD state delegate) 
 

“If you can get legislative language into the state budget…you’re not 
forcing legislators to vote for an independent tax…there were 200 
other positive things they could say they did with that vote if they 
were getting any heat.” (MA advocate) 



Political Will 
“We were told from the Senate President you mount the 
campaign, you get the support and then I’ll support you, but 
I’m not going to guarantee you that you’ll get the money; you 
guys have to do the ground work.” (IL advocate) 
“The general rule in MD is that you have to have one of the 
big three to really want it: the Governor, the Speaker or the 
Senate President.  We went into the 2011 session without any 
of them.  So we really had to push this from the ground up.” 
(MD advocate) 
“No one in office was a leader on the issue.  I believe that we 
would have won if anyone who was elected would have stood 
up and explained the issue.” (MA former state senator) 
 
 
 



The role of public health research: 
helpful but not sufficient 

“The research helped confirm my gut feeling that it’s the right 
thing to do…My colleagues have had years of dinners, cocktail 
parties (all in completely legal ways of course) where the alcohol 
industry has given them a completely different view of the impact 
of raising taxes on their product, so while the research demon-
strates all the benefits of raising the taxes, it’s not what my 
colleagues are accustomed to hearing.” (MD state senator) 
 

“It positively influenced me, but it played a marginal role in the 
campaign.  I don’t want to give such a cynical view, but in reality, 
that was never the reason it happened.” (MD state delegate) 



It’s all about the revenue… 
“I think we were probably starting to see some serious financial 
constraints on the state’s budget and perhaps people were more 
amenable to reconsider that as an option for generating revenue.” 
(IL advocate) 
 
“I think the legislature was like everyplace else, struggling for 
money…They needed the money.” (MA package store owner) 
 
“I think that what worked in our favor this year was the economic 
times. You had [key] people …open to a tax increase.” (MD 
advocate) 



…and the dedicated funding. 

“When President Cullerton claimed the bill, it was over for 
us…you have to have broad support to get dedicated funds.” 
(IL advocate) 
 

“Once they threw some bones to the developmental disability 
community and that they were going to include the school 
construction, I knew that the bill was going to pass.” (MD 
alcohol industry lobbyist) 
 

“They put in language that created a Substance Abuse Trust 
Fund…voters are more inclined to support a tax if they know 
exactly what the revenue is going towards.” (MA advocate) 

 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
“it made it an easier sell” (MA advocate)



Press Content Analyses 

N (%) IL MA MA repeal MD 

Number of articles 60 183 155 239 

Editorials  0 (0) 24 (13%)  19 (12%) 31 (13%) 

2+ Paragraphs 18 (30%) 39 (21%) 73 (47%) 135 (56%) 

Public health research 1 (2%) 6 (3%) 7 (5%) 26 (11%)  

State budget needs 5 (8%) 102 (56%) 49 (32%) 142 (59%) 

Funding for specific causes 47 (78%) 29 (16%) 54 (35%) 117 (49%) 

Cross-border sales 2 (3%) 45 (25%) 47 (30%) 28 (12%) 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
Mention that all three states used radio (paid in two states) to get their messages out as well.
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발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
Mention that all three states used radio (paid in two states) to get their messages out as well.



Media Messages/Strategy 
“The bill was put out there to get the media, to get the 
discussions, to say we’ve got something on the table. So we 
weren’t expecting the bill to move, but we needed it to continue 
the campaign.” (IL advocate)  
 

“We tested certain messages…the one that polled the largest was 
‘Alcohol doesn’t deserve a tax break.’” (MA advocate) 
 

“I’ve been working with these journalists...through the tobacco 
tax of 2007…all along the way I said the next big revenue source 
was going to be the alcohol tax.  All through 2008 and 2009 I was 
talking to journalists to let them know this was coming, and this is 
just routine for us.” (MD advocate) 
 





Maryland Timeline 
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Massachusetts Timeline  
(passage and repeal of tax) 

Number of newspaper articles per month re: MA passage and repeal 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Ja
n

M
ar

M
ay

Au
gu

st Ja
n

Fe
b

M
ar Ap

r

M
ay Ju
n Ju
l

Au
g

Se
p

O
ct

N
ov De

c

Ja
n

Fe
b

M
ar Ap

r

M
ay Ju
n Ju
l

Au
g

Se
p

O
ct

N
ov De

c

Ja
n

Fe
b

M
ar Ap

r

2008 2009 2010 2011

MA Tax 
Repealed 

MA Tax Repeal 
Vote 

MA Tax 
Implemented 

MA Tax 
Passed 



Conclusions: Content Analysis 

• Volume of coverage varied but did not prevent passage of tax. 
 

• Maryland had highest percentage of articles primarily focused 
on alcohol tax and most articles that focused on public health 
impact. 

 

• Media messages on general state budget needs versus 
funding for specific causes varied greatly by state. 
– Funding for specific causes were not necessarily causes initially 

promoted by campaigns. 
 

• Concern about cross-border sales were most often mentioned 
in states that share borders with states with low/non-existent 
taxes. 
 

 

발표자
프레젠테이션 노트
Volume of coverage also did not predict magnitude of tax increase (confirm numbers).



Preliminary Case Study Conclusions: 
Key Decision Points   

• Excise tax or sales tax? 
• Strength and breadth of coalition 

– Dedicated funding? 

• Role of public health research 
• Timing  
• Media approaches 



Thank you! 

Rebecca Ramirez, MPH 
Senior Research Program Manager 
Bloomberg School of Public Health 

Johns Hopkins University 
410-502-1721 

rramirez@jhsph.edu 
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