‘Risk on the dance-floor’: An empirical analysis of
young people’s perceptions of risk associated with
nightclubs, methamphetamine use and young people
in the Adelaide night-time economy.

Andrew Jonathan Groves
BBSc (Psychology), Hons (Criminal Justice)

This thesis is submitted in fulfilment of the requirements
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

Flinders Law School - Criminology
Faculty of Education, Humanities and Law,
Flinders University of South Australia

7 August 2013

DEDICATION
This thesis is dedicated to the memories of grandpa Ben, nanna Selma, grandpa
Roy, aunty Sylvia and uncle Geoffrey. Though you were not able to complete the
journey with me, your unconditional love, support and encouragement gave me
strength, showed me humility and inspired me to accept each challenge, work
hard and achieve this dream.

I hope that I have made you proud.

ii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Dedication ............................................................................................................... ii
Table of Contents ................................................................................................... iii
Abstract ................................................................................................................. vii
Declaration of Authorship ...................................................................................... ix
Abbreviations .......................................................................................................... x
List of Figures ........................................................................................................ xi
List of Tables ......................................................................................................... xii
List of Appendices................................................................................................. xii
Acknowledgements .............................................................................................. xiii

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION................................................................................................... 1
1.1 The Australian drug landscape: The rise of methamphetamines ..................... 1
1.2 Assessing the ‘war on drugs’: The gap between reality and response ............. 3
1.3 The current research project ............................................................................. 6
1.3.1 The Methamphetamine ‘Problem’ ............................................................ 7
1.3.2 The Nightclub Scene................................................................................. 9
1.3.3 The South Australian Context ................................................................ 10
1.4 Thesis rationale, aims and structure ............................................................... 12
1.4.1 Research Questions................................................................................. 13
1.4.2 Research Aims and Objectives ............................................................... 14
1.4.3 Structure of Thesis .................................................................................. 15

CHAPTER 2
A THEORETICAL APPROACH TO YOUNG PEOPLE’S
PERCEPTIONS OF RISK IN ADELAIDE NIGHTCLUBS .............................. 19
2.1 Introduction .................................................................................................... 19
2.2 Explanatory models of risk............................................................................. 21
2.2.1 Professional or ‘Expert’ Risk Models: Objectifying risk ....................... 23
2.2.2 Ignorance Models ................................................................................... 25
2.2.3 Folk Models ............................................................................................ 27
2.2.4 Risk-taking as Pleasure ........................................................................... 30
iii

2.3 The normalisation of youth drug use .............................................................. 33
2.3.1 The Normalisation Thesis ....................................................................... 34
2.3.2 Normalisation in the Australian Drug Context ....................................... 36
2.3.3 Applying Normalisation ......................................................................... 39
2.4 Social context: A step towards understanding youth drug use ....................... 45
2.4.1 The Need for Social Context: Updating the Normalisation Thesis ........ 47
2.4.2 Leisure, Identity, Pleasure and Risk ....................................................... 50
2.5 Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 56

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................... 58
3.1 Introduction .................................................................................................... 58
3.2 The practicalities of ‘doing’ club drug research: Getting access ................... 60
3.3 Researcher role ............................................................................................... 65
3.4 The sample ..................................................................................................... 68
3.5 Pilot study: A first step ................................................................................... 72
3.6 The present study............................................................................................ 78
3.6.1 Learning from the Pilot Study: Implications for Research ..................... 80
3.6.2 Using a Quantitative Research Methodology ......................................... 81
3.6.3 Qualitative Interviewing ......................................................................... 86
3.6.4 Nightclub Ethnography........................................................................... 93
3.7 The process of analysis................................................................................... 97
3.8 Conclusion .................................................................................................... 101

CHAPTER 4
SETTING THE (NIGHTCLUB) SCENE:
IDENTIFYING THE CLUB AND THE CLUBBER ........................................ 103
4.0 Introduction .................................................................................................. 103
4.1 THE ‘CLUB’ AS A SITE OF CONSUMPTION ........................................ 105
4.1.1 The characteristics of the club .............................................................. 106
4.1.2 Club culture .......................................................................................... 119
4.1.3 Sharing the dance-floor: The use of drugs in the club .......................... 128
4.1.4 Conclusion ............................................................................................ 131
iv

4.2 THE ‘CLUBBER’ AS THE CONSUMER .................................................. 132
4.2.1 The meaning of ‘meth’ in the club ....................................................... 133
4.2.2 The purpose of the nightclub ................................................................ 141
4.2.3 The meaning of the nightclub ............................................................... 147
4.2.4 Duality of meaning: Intimacy versus anonymity.................................. 152
4.2.5 Conclusion ............................................................................................ 156

CHAPTER 5
A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS OF ADELAIDE CLUBBERS:
CLUBS, DRUGS AND RISK ............................................................................. 159
5.1 Introduction .................................................................................................. 159
5.2 Attending the club ........................................................................................ 160
5.3 Nightclub risk ............................................................................................... 171
5.4 Drug risk and the club .................................................................................. 181
5.5 Nightclub drug use ....................................................................................... 192
5.6 Conclusion .................................................................................................... 202

CHAPTER 6
UNDERSTANDING RISK IN THE ADELAIDE NIGHT-TIME
ECONOMY: AN EXPERT PERSPECTIVE ...................................................... 205
6.1 Introduction: The identification of risk in the nightclub .............................. 205
6.2 Understanding the ‘club’ as a site of risk and control .................................. 207
6.3 Conceptualising ‘expert risk’ in the club drug landscape ............................ 210
6.4 Regulating the club: A culture of control ..................................................... 213
6.4.1 The Rise of Punitiveness ...................................................................... 214
6.4.2 The Polticisation of the Club Drug Landscape ..................................... 216
6.5 The limitations of ‘expert’ risk and control.................................................. 218
6.5.1 Responsibilising the Youth: Sending Mixed Messages ....................... 220
6.5.2 Delegated Control: Security versus Crime Control .............................. 224
6.6 Conclusion .................................................................................................... 230

v

CHAPTER 7
A QUESTION OF PERCEPTION: YOUTH PERSPECTIVES ........................ 232
7.1 Introduction: The identification of another ‘voice’ ...................................... 232
7.2 Challenging ‘expert’ risk .............................................................................. 234
7.3 Identifying risk: Awareness and knowledge of drug risks ........................... 236
7.4 Distinguishing risk: Danger versus risk ...................................................... .239
7.5 Defining risk: Feeling safe in the club ......................................................... 241
7.6 Risk management: The boundaries of hedonistic consumption ................... 244
7.6.1 Risk Management Strategies in Practice .............................................. 247
7.7 Recreational use versus problematic use: Is it possible to have both? ......... 259
7.7.1 Identifying the Difference..................................................................... 260
7.8 Identifying the gap: The real risks of the club............................................. .265
7.8.1 Alcohol ................................................................................................. 266
7.8.2 Alcohol-related Violence ...................................................................... 269
7.9 Conclusion .................................................................................................... 271

CHAPTER 8
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............................................... 274
8.1 Alternative perspectives of risk .................................................................... 274
8.2 Risk perceptions and the use of drugs .......................................................... 276
8.3 The meaning of club drugs: The emergence of a new youth profile ............ 277
8.4 The need for a new policy dialogue in South Australia ............................... 279
8.5 Recommendations for further research and future drug policy .................... 281
8.5.1 Expanding the Sample .......................................................................... 282
8.5.2 The Need for a New Drug Policy Perspective ...................................... 282
8.5.3 Education and Drugs: Using lay knowledge ........................................ 283
8.5.4 A Grounded Approach .......................................................................... 285
8.5.5 Alcohol versus Illicit Drugs: Widening the focus ................................ 287

Appendices ................................................................................................................ 289
Bibliography .............................................................................................................. 299

vi

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
vii

suggests that they perceive that there are effective controls that enable riskreduced 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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