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Safe at the 
stadium
Plan ahead to keep game day  
injury-free
BY JOE BUSH
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The excitement of a stadium on game day never 
gets old. The rumble of the crowd as you pass 
through the gate. The first glimpse of the green 

of the field or the glare of the ice as you go from the 
concourse to the stands begins the experiences you don’t 
get anywhere else. 

However, with unpredictable crowds, an occasional 
steep staircase and many venues vulnerable to Mother 
Nature, a day at the stadium comes with risks that, if not 
addressed, could ruin a fun family event. 

Rest assured, though: Some pregame preparation can 
equip you to handle the possible hazards of a crowded 
arena or stadium, regardless of the sport.

Before the big day
Sporting venues, often in conjunction with the host 
teams, have websites devoted to the fan experience – 
policies and rules for safety and behavior, as well as maps 
and guidance for tools such as text messaging systems 
that connect fans to stadium operations. 

It doesn’t take long to familiarize yourself with an 
arena’s game-day operations, and it can ease any wor-
ries you might have, said Bill Squires, a stadium safety 

consultant and former president of the Stadium Manag-
ers Association. 

“It’s a good idea for people who are going to a venue for 
the first time, or maybe have gone to the venue several 
times but never took the opportunity just to go on the 
website, and kind of look at what are the frequently asked 
questions, what are the policies and procedures,” Squires 
said. “People think they know what they are, but I guar-
antee they’re not really sure.”

Because weather can play such a factor in the enjoy-
ment and safety of a game-day outing, Squires recom-
mends a check of the forecast as early as a week in 
advance. Fans headed to open-air venues should take 
note of their seat locations to determine whether direct 
sun exposure or extreme heat could pose a risk. If so, use 
sunblock and hydrate. In addition, many venues don’t 
allow umbrellas, so having an outerwear strategy is key, 
he said.

“It’s easier to take clothes off than to put clothes on if 
you didn’t bring them,” Squires said.

Of course, if you have medical needs that can’t wait 
until you return to the car or home, be sure to bring the 
necessary items. The National Football League, for exam-
ple, mandates in its clear-bag policy that stadiums have 
separate entrances for fans with prescribed medicine or 
medical equipment.

Once inside
Squires emphasizes that fans should use all the security 
and customer service resources available. That begins 
with a visit to a guest services booth, especially for fans 
with small children or older relatives.

Getting separated from a group or a loved one is a 
real possibility in a crowded venue. Squires said that at 
guest services booths, fans can have their seat loca-
tion written on a wristband in the event they get lost. 
Stadium personnel then can provide an escort back to 
the seat. 

Personnel at the New York Giants’ MetLife Stadium go 
a step further, Squires said. An employee will stay with 
a lost fan at his or her empty seat until a member of the 
person’s group returns.

Paul Denton, a stadium safety consultant and former 
chief of campus police at Ohio State University, says your 
smartphone can help.

“One idea is to take a ‘selfie for safety,’” Denton said. 
“A current picture of the group – and children in par-
ticular – is extremely helpful to safety officials called 
upon to locate someone who is reported missing. The 
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photo can be circulated among event staff and provides a 
specific image of the child’s appearance and dress.”

Posted signs and public-address announcements 
should point fans to the stadium’s text messaging system, 
a valuable tool for anonymously alerting stadium staff 
to spills, loose handrails, broken concrete or fan distur-
bances. If an arena doesn’t have a messaging system and 
nearby fans are misbehaving – blocking views, shouting 
profanities, harassing other fans – Denton suggests using 
other safeguards.

“If people are being belligerent nearby, move away,” 
he said. “Take a different seat, if that’s possible. Report 
the matter to an usher. Certainly, if a fight is imminent, 
move away immediately and contact security or law 
enforcement.”

Guest services, ushers and the video message board 
can provide additional safety information, Squires said, 
including:
• Pregame evacuation videos
• Shelter-in-place instructions in cases of severe 

weather
• Help with different seats in the event the ticketed seats 

are too high, are exposed to excessive sunlight or are in 
an area where potential foul balls at baseball games are 
likely to cause a hazard

Fans with seats close to the action – courtside at a 
basketball game, near the glass at a hockey game or just 
beyond the netting at a baseball game – risk being part of 
the action. The best advice for these situations?

“Pay attention to the event,” Denton said.
Baseball and hockey arenas have nets to protect most 

of the fans in these areas, but, especially in baseball, not 
all areas are behind a net, and not all baseball stadiums 
are required to have netting beyond behind the home 
plate area. On occasion, whole bats or splinters of broken 
ones have flown into the crowd.

Know where left- and right-handed hitters are likely 
to foul off balls, Squires said. If you’re in the bleachers 
beyond the outfield wall, be aware that pregame batting 
practices can pose injury hazards, as well.

Weather emergencies
If weather turns inclement, put your trust in the stadium 
staff, Denton said. 

“Follow the instructions or announcements of authori-
ties and take shelter when directed to do so,” he said. 
“Know where the shelter locations are in or around a 
venue. These are sometimes marked by signs. Look for 

them in advance and consider that the closest shelter 
may be in another building.”

Is it crowded in here?
Crowds are an essential aspect of the electricity of a 
sporting event. Still, you don’t have to be claustrophobic 
to be alarmed or frightened by crowds, particularly when 
entering or exiting a venue. Becoming separated from 
your family or group can exacerbate the feeling of being 
trapped. If you know you may be uncomfortable in or 
around large crowds, Squires suggests arriving and leav-
ing when crowds are minimal.

Denton recommends being flexible when choosing 
an exit route. “Most people, even season-ticket hold-
ers, know only one way in and one way out to reach 
their seats,” Denton said. “Multiple exit routes give you 
options to avoid the crowd.”   

“One idea is to take a ‘selfie for 
safety.’ A current picture of the 
group – and children in particular –  
is extremely helpful to safety 
officials called upon to locate 
someone who is reported missing.”
Paul Denton 
Stadium safety consultant
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