
1

Thinking Drinking: d'AbbsThinking Drinking: d'Abbs 11

Alcohol policy for postAlcohol policy for post--industrial industrial 
society: meeting new challengessociety: meeting new challenges

Peter Peter dd’’AbbsAbbs
School of Public Health & Tropical School of Public Health & Tropical 
Medicine, James Cook University Medicine, James Cook University 

(Cairns)(Cairns)

Thinking Drinking: d'AbbsThinking Drinking: d'Abbs 22

OROR
Taking drinking cultures seriouslyTaking drinking cultures seriously

““Thinking DrinkingThinking Drinking”” Conference, Conference, 
Melbourne, 21Melbourne, 21--23 February 200523 February 2005



2

Thinking Drinking: d'AbbsThinking Drinking: d'Abbs 33

The shifting focus of alcohol policyThe shifting focus of alcohol policy

•• Public health policyPublic health policy
–– Goal: reduce alcoholGoal: reduce alcohol--related harm at related harm at 

population levelpopulation level
–– Rationale: prevention paradoxRationale: prevention paradox
–– Means: reduce per capita consumptionMeans: reduce per capita consumption
–– Strategy: harm Strategy: harm minimisationminimisation

•• Supply reductionSupply reduction
•• Demand reductionDemand reduction
•• Harm reductionHarm reduction
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Revisions:Revisions:

•• Drinking levels and drinking Drinking levels and drinking patternspatterns
–– Distinguishing chronic and acute harmsDistinguishing chronic and acute harms
–– Prevention paradox revisitedPrevention paradox revisited
–– Regaining supportRegaining support
–– Revised NHMRC guidelinesRevised NHMRC guidelines

•• From drinking patterns to drinking culturesFrom drinking patterns to drinking cultures
–– Focus on Focus on ‘‘binge drinkingbinge drinking’’
–– Societal tolerance for alcohol problemsSocietal tolerance for alcohol problems



3

Thinking Drinking: d'AbbsThinking Drinking: d'Abbs 55

ImplicationsImplications

•• Acknowledges social dimensions of Acknowledges social dimensions of 
drinkingdrinking
–– Drinker no longer an Drinker no longer an atomisedatomised individualindividual
–– Drinker as social actorDrinker as social actor
–– Mirror?Mirror?

•• BUTBUT
–– Conceptual and practical implicationsConceptual and practical implications
–– Room: addressed some practical implicationsRoom: addressed some practical implications
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Conceptual implicationsConceptual implications

•• 1. Need to clarify what we mean by 1. Need to clarify what we mean by ‘‘drinking drinking 
cultureculture’’
–– More than drinking patterns/practicesMore than drinking patterns/practices
–– MeaningsMeanings
–– Signs, symbolsSigns, symbols

•• Culture and epidemiology: the Culture and epidemiology: the ‘‘talk backtalk back’’
episodeepisode

•• 2. The need to understand cultures from the 2. The need to understand cultures from the 
‘‘insideinside’’
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Implications (cont.)Implications (cont.)

•• 3. Need to question our own categories3. Need to question our own categories
–– Two dichotomies:Two dichotomies:

•• Responsible drinking and Responsible drinking and ‘‘binge drinkingbinge drinking’’
•• NonNon--drunkenness and drunkenness.drunkenness and drunkenness.

–– Intoxication as taboo.Intoxication as taboo.
•• Intoxication as continuumIntoxication as continuum
•• Managing intoxicationManaging intoxication
•• The three states: abstention; responsible drinker; binge The three states: abstention; responsible drinker; binge 

drinkerdrinker
•• LimboLimbo--land of risk.land of risk.
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Implications (cont.)Implications (cont.)

•• 4. Drinking as pleasure, pleasure as 4. Drinking as pleasure, pleasure as 
consumptionconsumption
–– Defining boundaries between work and playDefining boundaries between work and play

•• Cultural changes in times and spaces for drinkingCultural changes in times and spaces for drinking
–– Jo LindsayJo Lindsay’’s works work

•• Work/play changes: lunchtime drinkingWork/play changes: lunchtime drinking
–– SallySally’’s storys story
–– Biographical and social changesBiographical and social changes
–– Other trendsOther trends

•• Globalization, Globalization, labourlabour markets, & drinkingmarkets, & drinking
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•• Pleasure as consumptionPleasure as consumption
–– Brain, Parker et al: Brain, Parker et al: 

•• Drinking for a buzzDrinking for a buzz
•• PsychoPsycho--active repertoiresactive repertoires
•• Drinks as lifestyle markersDrinks as lifestyle markers

–– Bounded hedonism:Bounded hedonism:
•• ““You just donYou just don’’t drink on school days really you just feel tired t drink on school days really you just feel tired 

and thatand that”” ((RachRach, female, age 15) (Brain, parker et al). , female, age 15) (Brain, parker et al). 
•• ““II’’ve got to go to work on weekdays so I only drink at ve got to go to work on weekdays so I only drink at 

weekends (weekends (BazBaz, male, age 16)., male, age 16).”” (Brain, (Brain, parketparket et al, 16).et al, 16).

Thinking Drinking: d'AbbsThinking Drinking: d'Abbs 1010

•• Bounded and unbounded hedonismBounded and unbounded hedonism
•• Explanation: a postExplanation: a post--modern alcohol marketmodern alcohol market

–– GlobalisationGlobalisation and traditional markets in UKand traditional markets in UK
–– Emergence of illicit drug culturesEmergence of illicit drug cultures

•• Industry responseIndustry response
–– New spacesNew spaces
–– New drinks: merge with New drinks: merge with illicitsillicits; stronger; stronger
–– Marketed as consumer items.Marketed as consumer items.
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Pleasure as consumptionPleasure as consumption……

•• ““ItIt’’ll be a twoll be a two--prong shakeprong shake--up.  First, Bacardi up.  First, Bacardi 
intends to saturate the market with news that intends to saturate the market with news that 
their premier their premier RTSsRTSs now come in cool glass now come in cool glass 
packaging, thus making it a more attractive onpackaging, thus making it a more attractive on--
premise drink, particularly to the more stylepremise drink, particularly to the more style--
conscious female sector.  Second, thereconscious female sector.  Second, there’’ll be an ll be an 
enhanced ad campaign again featuring soccer enhanced ad campaign again featuring soccer 
rogue and film star rogue and film star VinnieVinnie Jones, focusing on the Jones, focusing on the 
brandbrand’’s status as the ultimate party fuel while s status as the ultimate party fuel while 
bolstering itbolstering it’’s [sic] image as a s [sic] image as a ““stillstill--toughtough””
alternative to beer.alternative to beer.”” BYO Magazine.BYO Magazine.
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Bounded hedonismBounded hedonism……

•• In Australia?In Australia?
–– Duff: similaritiesDuff: similarities

•• Bounded hedonism as more pervasiveBounded hedonism as more pervasive
–– Sideways: Miles and JackSideways: Miles and Jack
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•• The sequelThe sequel
–– Binges bounded; order restoredBinges bounded; order restored
–– Increases in sales of Pinot Noir in US and Increases in sales of Pinot Noir in US and AustAust..

•• 5. Controlling drinking5. Controlling drinking
–– The silence regarding Informal controlsThe silence regarding Informal controls
–– Controls as personal factors, informal (cultural) Controls as personal factors, informal (cultural) 

controls and formal controlscontrols and formal controls
–– How mixed?How mixed?
–– Relationship between formal and informal controlsRelationship between formal and informal controls
–– Controls and the new public healthControls and the new public health
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•• 6. Explaining drinking cultures6. Explaining drinking cultures
–– Cultures as historicalCultures as historical
–– Shaped by economic, social, political factorsShaped by economic, social, political factors
–– Need to beware of simplistic explanations Need to beware of simplistic explanations ––

•• Economic rationalism; globalizationEconomic rationalism; globalization

•• 7. Messy research7. Messy research


