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A Note on
Observational Studies of Drinking
and Community Responses*

Robin Room

The concept of observational studies covers a wide variety of ap-
proaches and possible subject matter. We can observe objects, spatial
relations, individual behaviors, or interactions. The observations can
be reported as a straightforward description, in formalistic or struc-
tural terms, or in quantitative terms. All these kinds of topics and
approaches have been used in alcohol studies. Observational studies
are taken here to exclude studies requiring some response—to a ques-
tionnaire, etc.—from those studied.

Many studies, even those characterized as “observational” studies,
use a mixture of methods. The boundary between eliciting con-
versation by a participant observer and unstructured inquiries by an
interviewer is faint.

Here we will mention only briefly observational studies of objects
and spatial relations. A number of studies have mapped the number,
types, and locations of drinking establishments in the community in
discussing their functions and social position (See Calkins 1901, first
edition; Mass Observation 1943; Pfautz and Hyde 1960; Cavan 1966).
A few studies have mapped and discussed the spatial arrangements
inside drinking establishments and their implications (e.g., Mass Ob-
servation 1943; Sommer 1969). A few studies have counted and
mapped the detritus of drinking—beer cans, bottles, ete. Counting
the litter in a given area is an inexpensive, unobtrusive way of mon-
itoring changes in drinking patterns. One study in Arizona used
archaeological methods to examine nutritional and drinking patterns
as revealed in people’s garbage (Harrison et al. 1974).

Observational studies of behaviors and interactions can be divided
into laboratory studies and studies of people in their “natural”
settings. We will not here concern ourselves with laboratory ob-
servational studies, except to remark that a recent comparative

" Prepared for the World Health Organization international study of Community
Response to Alcohol Problems.
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observational study showed quantitative differences in behavior in
the two types of settings (Billings et al. 1976). The classic studies by
Bruun (1959a; 1959b) fall on the borderline between the two types
since he used natural groups, and, to the extent possible, naturalistic
settings, in a laboratory observational study of drinking behavior.

The literature on naturalistic observational studies of drinking-
related behavior and interactions falls into a number of major tradi-
tions, according to topic.

The large tradition of anthropological studies of drinking in tradi-
tional cultures contains many observational studies. A lengthy bibli-
ography of such studies has been compiled by Heath (1976). The
typical study makes an overall characterization of drinking customs
and institutions in the culture. There are a smaller number of studies
in the same tradition characterizing drinking customs and institu-
tions in industrialized cultures, although these studies usually focus
on nonindustrial, nonurban segments of the culture—typically the
small town (e.g., Stone 1962; Warriner 1958; Honigmann 1963). These
latter studies draw both on anthropological traditions and on the
lively tradition of the small-town study which flourished among
American sociologists from the 1930s through the 1950s.

There is a large literature of observational studies in taverns and
other public drinking places. See the following references: Calkins
1919; Stolte 1937-1938; Mass Observation 1943; Lorenzo 1953; Gottleib
1957; Richards 1963-64; Sommer 1965, Cavan 1966; Dumont 1967,
Roebuck and Spray 1967; Ossenberg 1969; Kim 1973; Kessler and
Gomberg 1974; Cutler and Storm 1975; Kruse 1975; LeMasters 1975;
Spradley and Mann 1975; Harford et al. 1976; Roebuck and Frese 1976;
Kotarba 1977; Plant et al. 1977. Some of these studies are oriented
toward characterizing the tavern as an institution and some toward
exploring sociability in the tavern. A spate of recent articles has been
concerned with quantifying the pattern and amount of drinking under
different circumstances. A scattering of studies in the tavern and
anthropological literatures have focused on drinking at festivals or at
other special occasions (e.g., Ossenberg 1969).

There is a tradition of observational studies of skid-row and street
drinking among chronic inebriates—e.g., Jackson and Connor 1953;
Rooney 1961; Dumont 1967, Rubington 1968; Spradley 1970, 1972a,
1972b; Siegal 1971. These studies draw on the much older sociological
tradition of social surveys of homeless men (see Bahr 1970).

Studies of drinking in private places are rare. The one substantial
United States attempt reported substantial ethical and methodo-
logical difficulties with such a study (Riesman and Watson 1964).

There have been some observational studies of interactions in
treatment and other social response agencies—e.g., Wiseman 1970;
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Bittner 1967, Robinson 1973a, 1973b, 1976; Bigus 1973; Collier and
Somfay 1974.

There have also been some observational studies of the functioning
of Alcoholics Anonymous groups—e.g., Groves 1972; Rudy 1976; Tay-
lor 1977, Thune 1977.

In terms of the two categories of observational studies contem-
plated for the World Health Organization community response stud-
ies, the literature is more developed and cumulative in regard to
drinking in public places than in regard to processes in the institu-
tions of community response to drinking.

A general drift can be seen in all these literatures toward greater
self-consciousness about methods and more formalized and often
quantitative approaches. This drift reflects trends in ethnographic
and observational studies generally: The old style of the general
description, laced with telling instances and organized into a coher-
ent characterization, has fallen under suspicion. It is now well recog-
nized in anthropology that a given culture may appear totally
different as interpreted by two different observers using traditional
judgmental and literary methods. In the alcohol literature, formal-
ization has proceeded in three main directions:

e studies that use a formal structure of statement of norms (e.g.,
Rubington 1968). This strategy does not solve the problem of re-
producibility of results since the methodology by which the struc-
ture is elicited is not formalized.

e an emphasis on “ethnosemantics,” with a formalized statement of
the “cognitive maps” with which the culture organizes language
around drinking or associated categories (see Spradley 1970; Hage
1972; Topper 1976). This tradition has drawn on the strength of the
methods of comparative linguistics and the relative determinabil-
ity and fixity of language norms as a way of formalizing methods.
The methodology of “ethno-semantic elicitation” is, however, often
not spelled out.

e anew emphasis on counting of instances of behaviors, interactions,
ete. In the alcohol literature, this is so far most notable for counts
of drinks consumed in tavern studies, where earlier studies (Mass
Observation 1943; Sommer 1965) have been joined by a spate of
recent studies (Billings et al. 1976; Harford et al. 1976; Kessler and
Gomberg 1974; Cutler and Storm 1975; Plant et al. 1977), all explic-
itly concerned with methodological issues and feasibility.

A few studies have counted other items: drunks walking past cer-
tain places (Makela 1974); instances of referral for treatment (Rob-
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inson 1973a); drinkers in the taverns on a given day (Lorenzo 1953).!
There is plenty of room for innovation in this area. Only one obser-
vational study has yet used the interaction episode rather than the
individual as a unit of analysis (Watson and Potter 1962), although
Warren Breed (personal communication) is currently using such a
unit in analyzing observations of the use of aleohol in television
episodes. Bruun’s pioneer use of sociometric data (1959b) has not
been followed up in the observational alcohol literature, although
Plant (1975) used a sociometric method in a drug study to determine
membership in and boundaries of subcultures of users.

The new self-consciousness about methods has meant more sus-
tained attempts to spell them out and formalize their operation. But
these descriptions of method tend to be specific to the study and are
often of doubtful relevance elsewhere. The following references con-
tain substantial descriptions of methods—besides the methodolog-
ical drinking-count studies cited above: Bigus 1973; Taylor 1977; Mass
Observation 1943 (see preface of second edition); Topper 1976; Wise-
man 1970; Wolcott 1974; Cavan 1966; Robinson 1973a; Plant 1975;
Roebuck and Frese 1976; Sommer 1965; Bruun 1959b.

References

Bahr, H. ed. Disaffiliated Man: Essays and Bibliography on Skid Row, Vagrancy, and
Outsiders. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1970.

Bigus, O. “Becoming Alcoholic: A Study of Social Transformation.” Unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation, University of California, San Francisco, 1973.

Billings, A.; Weiner, S.; Kessler, M.; Gomberg, C. Drinking behavior in laboratory and
barroom settings. Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 37(1):85-89, Jan. 1976.

Bittner, E. The police on skid row: A study of peace keeping. American Sociological
Review, 32(5):699-715, Oct. 1967.

Bruun, K. Drinking Behavior in Small Groups. Vol. 9. Helsinki: Finnish Foundation for
Alcohol Studies, 1959a.

Bruun, K. Significance of role and norms in the small group for individual behavioral
changes while drinking. Quarterly Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 20(1):53-64,
March 19596. Reprint. In Pittman, and Snyder, eds., Society, Culture and Drinking
Patterns, New York: Wiley, 1962. pp. 293-303.

! This interesting study combined survey data, an observational census of drinkers,
and anecdotal observations. However, it should be treated with caution because there
is clear plagiarism of the English Mass Observation study in the text of its anecdotal
observations.



242 SOCIAL DRINKING CONTEXTS

Calkins, R. Substitutes for the Saloon, 1901. 2d rev. ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1919.
Reprint. New York: Arno Press, 1971.

Cavan, S. Liquor License: An Ethnography of Bar Behavior. Chicago: Aldine, 1966.

Collier, D. F., and Somfay, S. A. Ascent from Skid Row: The Bon Accord Community
1967-1973. Program Report Series No. 2. Toronto: Addiction Research Foundation,
1974.

Cutler, R. E,, and Storm, T. Observational study of alcohol consumption in natural
settings: The Vancouver beer parlor. Journal of Studies on Alcohol,
36(9):1173-1183, Sept. 1975.

Dumont, M. P. Tavern culture: The sustenance of homeless men. American Journal of
Orthopsychiatry, 37(5):938-945, 1967.

Gottlieb, D. The neighborhood tavern and the cocktail lounge: A study of class
differences. American Journal of Sociology, 62(4):559-562, May 1957.

Groves, D. H. Charismatic leadership in Alcoholics Anonymous: A case study. Quar-
terly Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 33(3):684-691, Sept. 1972.

Hage, P. Munchner beer categories. In: Spradley, J., ed. Culture and Cognition: Rules,
Maps and Plans. San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Co., 1972. pp. 263-278.
Harford, T.; Dorman, N.; and Feinhandler, S. Alcohol consumption in bars: Validation
of self-reports against observed behavior. Drinking and Drug Practices Surveyor,

11: 13-15, Feb. 1976.

Harrison, G.; Rathje, W.; and Hughes, H. “Socioeconomic Correlates of Food Con-
sumption and Waste Behavior: The Garbage Project.” Presented at the annual
meeting of the American Public Health Association, New Orleans, 1974.

Heath, D. B. Anthropological perspectives on alcohol: An historical review. In: Everett,
M. W,; Waddell, J. O.; and Heath, D. B,, eds. Cross-Cultural Approaches to the Study
of Alcohol. The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1976. pp. 41-101.

Honigmann, J. J. Dynamics of drinking in an Austrian village. Ethnology, 2:157-169,
1963.

Jackson, J. K., and Connor, R. The skid road aleoholic. Quarterly Journal of Studies on
Alcohol, 14(3):468-486, Sept. 1953.

Kessler, M., and Gomberg, C. Observations of barroom drinking: Methodology and
preliminary results. Quarterly Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 35(4):1392-1401, Dec.
1974,

Kim, S. D. The night clubs of Seoul, Korea: Plurality and synthesis of traditional and
modern values in organizational structure. Urban Life and Culture, 2(3):314-329,
Oct. 1973.

Kotarba, J. “The Serious Nature of Tavern Sociability.” Presented at the annual
meetings of the Society for the Study of Social Problems, Drinking and Drugs
Division, Sept. 1977.

Kruse, L. Teenage drinking and sociability. Urban Life, 4(1):54-78, Apr. 1975.

LeMasters, E. E. Blue Collar Aristocrats: Life Styles at a Working-Class Tavern. Mad-
ison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1975.

Lorenzo, A. M. The Drink Problem in Urban Bombay: An Inquiry into the Social and
Economic Aspects of Drinking in Urban Centres of Bombay State. Bombay: Govern-
ment Central Press, 1953.

Makela, K. Types of alcohol restrictions, types of drinkers and types of alcohol dam-
ages: The case of the personnel strike in the stores of the Finnish alcohol monop-
oly. In: Papers Presented at the 20th International Institute on the Prevention and
Treatment of Alcoholism, Manchester, England—197). Lausanne: International
Council on Alcohol and Addictions, 1974.

Mass Observation. The Pub and the People, 1943. 2d ed. Welwyn Garden City, N.Y.:
Seven Dials Press, 1970.



ROOM: OBSERVATIONAL STUDIES 243

Ossenberg, R. J. Social class and bar behavior during an urban festival. Human Organ-
ization, 28(1):29-34, Spring 1969.

Pfautz, H. W, and Hyde, R. W. The ecology of alcohol in the local community. Quar-
terly Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 21(3):447-456, Sept. 1960.

Plant, M. A. Drugtakers in an English Town. London: Tavistock, 1975.

Plant, M. A; Kreitman, N.; Miller, T.; and Duffy, J. Observing public drinking. Journal
of Studies on Alcohol, 38(5):867-880, May 1977.

Richards, C. E. City taverns. Human Organization 22(4):260-268, Winter 1963-1964.

Riesman, D., and Watson, J. The sociability project: A chronicle of frustration and
achievement. In: Hammond, P. E., ed. Sociologists at Work. New York: Basic Books,
1964. pp. 235-321.

Robinson, D. Alecoholism as a social fact: Notes on the sociologist’s viewpoint in re-
lation to a proposed study of referral behavior. British Journal of Addiction,
68:91-97, 1973a.

Robinson, D. Becoming an alcoholic: Notes on a study of procedural definitions. Journal
of Alcoholism, 8(1):5-12, Spring 1973b.

Robinson, D. From Drinking to Alcoholism: A Sociological Commentary. London: Wiley,
1976.

Roebuck, J. B., and Frese, W. The Rendezvous: A Case Study of an After-Hours Club.
New York: Free Press, 1976.

Roebuck, J., and Spray, S. L. The cocktail lounge: A study of heterosexual relations in
a public organization. American Journal of Sociology, 72(4):388-395, Jan. 1967.

Rooney, J. F. Group processes among skid row winos: A reevaluation of the undersocial-
alization process. Quarterly Journal of Studies onAlcohol, 22(3):444-460, Sept. 1961.

Rubington, E. The bottle gang. Quarterly Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 29(4):943-955,
Dec. 1968.

Rudy,D.“Slipping and Sobriety: The Functions of Drinking in Alcoholics Anonymous.”
Presented at the annual meetings of the Society for the Study of Social Problems,
Drinking and Drugs Division, New York City, Aug. 1976.

Siegal, H. A. The drinking man: Notes on the life style of the ghetto alcoholic. Yale
Sociology Journal, pp. 1-29, Spring 1971.

Sommer, R. The isolated drinker in the Edmonton beer parlor. Quarterly Journal of
Studies on Alcohol, 26(1):95-110, March 1965.

Sommer, R. Designed for drinking. In: Personal Space: The Behavioral Basis of Design.
Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1969. pp. 120-121.

Spradley, J. P. You Owe Yourself a Drunk: An Ethnography of Urban Nomads. Boston:
Little-Brown, 1970.

Spradley, J. Adaptive strategies of urban nomads. Spradley, J., ed. Culture and Cog-
nition: Rules, Maps and Plans. San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Co., 1972a.
pp. 235-262.

Spradley, J. Beating the drunk charge. In: Spradley, J., ed. Culture and Cognition: Rules,
Maps and Plans. San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Co., 19726. pp. 302-309.

Spradley, J. P., and Mann, B. J. The Cocktail Waitress: Woman'’s Work in a Man’s World,
New York: Wiley, 1975.

Stolte, E. The urban beer tavern—A study of pseudonymity. Studies tn Sociology
(Southern Methodist University, Dallas), 2(2):6-11, Winter 1937-1938.

Stone, G. P. Drinking styles and status arrangements. In: Pittman, D. J,, and Snyder,
C. J., eds. Society, Culture and Drinking Patterns. New York: Wiley, 1962.
pp. 121-140.

Taylor, M. C. “Alcoholiecs Anonymous: How It Works; Recovery Processes in a Self-
Help Group.” Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, San Fran-
cisco, 1977.



244 SOCIAL DRINKING CONTEXTS

Thune, C. E. Alcoholism and the archetypal past: A phenomenological perspective on
Alcoholics Anonymous. Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 38(1):75-88, Jan. 1977.
Topper, M. D. The cultural approach, verbal plans, and alcohol research. In: Everett,
M.W.; Waddell, J. O.; and Heath, D. B,, eds. Cross-Cultural Approaches to the Study
of Alcohol. The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1976. pp. 380-402.

Warriner, C. The nature and functions of official morality. American Journal of Soci-
ology, 44:165-168, Sept. 1958.

Watson, J., and Potter, R. J. An analytic unit for the study of interaction. Human
Relations, 15(3):245-263, Aug. 1962.

Wiseman, J. P. Stations of the Lost: The Treatment of Skid Row Alcoholics. Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970.

Woleott, H. F. The African Beer Gardens of Bulawayo. Monograph no. 10. New Bruns-
wick, N.J.: Rutgers Center of Alcohol Studies, 1974.

U.5. SOVIRNMENT PRINTING OFFICE : 1982 0 - 367-324 : QL 3



