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Risk Management Tips for Special Events 
Two alumni have their wedding in the quad where they first met.  Not one but two bridesmaids 
trip and break their ankles trying to cross a wet, hazardous area of sidewalk that had not yet had 
its summer maintenance. 

The varsity lacrosse coach decides to host a casual mini-camp for local high schools charging a 
small fee.  During a particularly aggressive drill a camper takes a hit to the head.  There was no 
trainer on duty and the coach encourages the camper to stay in the game.  Before the day is out 
the camper falls to the ground unconscious. 

At a pep rally the band brings in as a special guest a popular rock band (a member is an alumni).  
Social media lets out that the band is appearing and crowds from outside school arrive.  They 
overwhelm campus police and cause a stampede, injuring minors. 

Special events come in all shapes and sizes.  Some are clearly delineated under school policy 
complete with form contracts; others are informal and can occur without advance warning to the 
administration.  Any of them could result in a significant loss to the institution without clear risk 
management policies and procedures.    

 

Understanding Special Events on Campus 
A special event can be any event that occurs outside of the normal operations on campus.  Fundraisers, 
concerts, political rallies, weddings, camps – any short-term event beyond the day-to-day can offer 
benefits to the institution in terms of community relations, attracting talented students and faculty, or 
even as an income generator.  But there are direct and indirect risks to the institution.   

Most institutions have a clearly defined policy and procedure governing special events.  Often there is a 
designated person or department that coordinates events and provides permits after an application 
process.  That person will be able to determine what other departments need to be contacted – for 
example campus or local police, food services, or facilities.  A key part of the process is normally 
identifying adequate insurance coverage and ensuring that all liability will flow to the extent practicable, 
by contract, to the third-party event organizers and/or the appropriate vendors. 

A process such as that will work out fine for the couple that pays $5,000 for the privilege of having their 
wedding ceremony at the campus chapel.  But what about the coach who wants to quickly organize the 
weekend mini-camp?  He and his assistant coaches called the local high school coaches, and then maybe 
informed the fields director there would be some extra people at the athletic center over the weekend.  
No policy checklist to review with the main office, and most likely no special event insurance coverage.  
Should anything happen, the injured party would sue the coaches and the institution, and the ensuing 
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direct litigation and insurance coverage litigation would swiftly outweigh any benefit the coach hoped to 
get out of his mini-camp.   

 

Mitigate the Risks 
In order to mitigate the risks involved in both the pre-planned and also the more casual special events 
like that lacrosse mini-camp requires a two-part Risk Management approach:  

• First, educate all institution stakeholders of the importance of notifying the applicable 

administration official or department about the potential event.   

• Second, establish a clear policy and procedure for everyone to follow when planning the event.  

The procedure will encompass (1) identifying the potential risks; (2) notifying the potentially 

impacted parties; (3) mitigating risks through planning and insurance. 

Education is at the same time the easiest and most challenging.  While sending out an email to the all 
departments about the need to follow a special events process is part of it, such boilerplate messages 
can be lost to the slew of work and other emails.  It is therefore important for the institution’s risk 
manager to first identify all the types of special events that could take place on campus, and then identify 
the departments potentially hosting them.  Like many types of risk management the risk manager should 
then seek the waterfall effect of risk mitigation: the better education you give to the department heads 
and lead stakeholders, the better those individuals will be able to deliver the message the rest of the way 
down through the ranks.  This includes education on all the potential risk areas, a few of which are: 

• Participant Safety: Whether a 5k or a high school tour, participants will encounter risks on campus.  

How will they move about the campus?  Are they aware of where they can and cannot go?   

o Security Concerns: How do you protect participants from hazards posed by third parties? 

o Emergency Medical Services:  Is there anything about the event that increases the 

likelihood the institution will need to put their EMS on standby, or enlist more help? 

o Minors: If participants are minors there are a host of concerns which could require 

background screening for volunteers to enhanced waiver requirements to ensure parental 

release. 

• Student Safety: Might the participants pose a risk to students?   

o Crowd / Traffic Control: Extra individuals moving around campus could disrupt classes or 

other regularly-scheduled events.  Anticipate conflicts. 

• Media Coverage: Departments should be counseled on not only how to approach the media if 

things go well, but how it might look in the media if the worst should happen. 

This is by no means a comprehensive list.  The goal should be to get the department and all other 
members of the campus community thinking about the risk implications of a special event.  
Environmental; noise complaints; alcohol; fire risks; uncooperative vendors: there are a number of ways 
special events could end up costing rather than benefiting the institution, and the only way to know 
about them is to educate departments to ask questions and organizers to raise concerns.       

A clear policy and procedure is then necessary to vet a special event once the organizer has properly 
brought it to the applicable department or risk manager’s attention.  An institution should engage with 
its in-house or outside counsel regarding this area.  But there are some key points to consider.   
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A risk manager may want to provide a checklist – via an online platform, for example – to guide the 
organizer.  This will collect not only Who-What-Where-When points of information, but will also prompt 
the organizer to consider risk factors and think through whether the benefits outweigh those risks.   

A clear policy and procedure will also encompass contractual controls.   In particular where the special 
event will bring vendors or other third-party organizers to campus, wherever possible there should be a 
governing contract.  A contract records the agreement between the parties of each’s rights and 
responsibilities in a given situation.  In addition to delineating responsibility for the tasks surrounding the 
event like security or trash clean up, it will also articulate indemnification and insurance obligations.  In 
most scenarios, the institution will want to be indemnified by the third-party for any damages to people 
or property.  The contract will also likely spell out the express insurance obligations of the third-party, 
including adding the institution as an additional insured for the special events (or GL or other applicable) 
policy.  It is important to set expectations with the institution’s event organizer as well as third parties 
when it comes to the insurance requirements, because certain special events will require enhanced 
insurance (e.g., liquor liability requirements if alcohol will be distributed).   

Contractual controls also include waivers for participants.  The function of the waiver is much like any 
other contract in that it defines the roles and responsibilities of the parties.  A waiver for a participant, 
however, serves the additional purpose of memorializing that the individual understood the type of event 
and thus the types of risks that may be encountered.  Depending on the type of event, there may need to 
be specific waivers for athletic activities, athletics involving minors, waivers related to laboratory work or 
participation in experiments, or any number of items.  Where volunteers will help at an event often those 
volunteers (whether student or from outside the institution) will need to sign a waiver.   

 

Conclusion 
Starting the conversation with potential organizers and stakeholders is the most important thing, as 
conversation will lead to knowledge transfer.  The more risk management can convert unknowns to 
knowns, the better off the institution will be. 

 
AIG’s Client Risk Solutions and Education Practice Group stand ready to help your institution 
manage risk. 

• For more information about AIG’s Education Insurance Solutions, see 
o http://www.aig.com/business/industry/education-and-public-entities 

• For more information on solutions from AIG’s Client Risk Solutions at www.aig.com/CRS or please 
contact CRS@AIG.com 
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