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ABSTRACT

In Australia young people’s use of nightclubs has recently garnered substantial
media and government policy attention due to a perceived increase in the use of
illicit drugs such as methamphetamines in these leisure venues. This study sought
to gain a deeper understanding of young people’s risk perceptions and how they
frame their nightclub use and, for some, the use of drugs. Specifically, this
research examined to what extent their perceptions, and thus ultimately their
leisure practices, are guided by lay models of risk-thinking, the normalisation of
methamphetamine use in Adelaide nightclubs, and the characteristics, values and
expectations of this social context. This research constitutes the Perception of

Risk framework developed in this thesis.

To achieve this level of analysis, a mixed-method approach was employed
with a sample of 549 young people in Adelaide, South Australia. Following an
initial pilot study the main research used quantitative surveys, qualitative
interviews and ethnographic participant-observation to collect data from 460
young people who attended one of five prominent Adelaide nightclubs during a
54-night period in 2010. In total 457 surveys and 22 interviews of drug users and
non-drug users were completed that collected demographic data and evaluated
their patterns of nightclub attendance, leisure practices, and methamphetamine
use (perceived and actual), and perceptions of risk associated with nightclubs and
drug use. This represents an original methodological approach and a first step in
addressing the paucity of grounded research in this area.

Using the Perception of Risk framework the data obtained identified three
pervasive themes perceived as having significant influence on young people’s
perceptions of risk: (1) the development of alternative forms of risk knowledge,
(2) the use of risk management strategies and (3) a shift in leisure consumption
ideals in the nightclub. The data also highlights the value of a bottom-up approach
to understanding young people’s perceptions of risk, as it not only impacts how
drugs should be perceived/managed in the nightclub but also highlights the need
for a broader acknowledgement of risk and other concerns within these venues. In
addition, the use of informal risk management strategies by these young people
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suggests that they perceive that there are effective controls that enable risk-
reduced recreational forms of drug use and challenges current zero tolerance
policy approaches. The data also indicates a substantive shift in the purpose and
meaning of the nightclub as a site of leisure consumption for these young people.
In this redefined environment drug use appears to have a limited role, suggesting
the creation of a new youth profile that has moved away from traditional
associations with deviance previously attached to this nightclub-drug use
behaviour. Collectively, these themes demonstrate the need for a different
approach to Australian drug policy that takes into account the changing nature of
drug use in certain settings, particularly the nightclub, and incorporates lay
perspectives and experiences in the development of realistic harm-minimisation
strategies. This thesis argues that only by the adaption of this broader approach
will a more effective, appropriate and situated response to young people’s

nightclub drug use in Australia be achievable.
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