
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Risk Practices amongst  
Recreational Drug Users  

at Music Festivals 
 in Amsterdam 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hayley Murray 
10601597 

Medical Anthropology and Sociology 
Master’s Thesis 2014 

 
Supervisor: Dr. Patrick Brown 

Second Reader: Dr. Anita Hardon 
 
 
 



 1 

 
Acknowledgements 

 
I would like to thank all participants who openly shared their stories with me and made this 
research possible. Their interest maintained throughout the interview process consistently 
matched mine and I believe this enthusiasm was truly something special to be a part of. 

 
I would like to thank my supervisor and first reader, Patrick Brown, for his positivity and 

genuine curiosity in my research. His never-ending passion in exploring risk and trust 
motivated me to constantly re-evaluate my ideas and improve my work. I would also like to 

thank my second reader, Anita Hardon, for her insight and interest on this topic. 
 

Last but not least, I would like to thank everyone that gave me encouragement, 
perspective, and support when I needed it most. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 2 

Table of Contents 
 
Acknowledgements          1 
 
One: Overview          4 
 
Two: Context           6 
 2. Drug Use in Amsterdam        6 
 2.1 The Festival Environment        8 
 2.2 Relationship between Risk and Environment     8 

2.3 Harm reduction in the context of drug use      9 
2.3.1 Harm reduction in the Dutch context     10 
2.3.2 Harm reduction in the festival environment    11 

2.4 Purpose of Study         11 
 
Three: Theory          13 
 3. Introduction          13 

3.1. Field and habitus          13 
3.2 Understanding and legitimizing recreational drug use     15 
3.3 ‘In-between’ strategies         17 
3.4 ‘Leaps of faith’         19  

 3.5 Narrative and Identity        19 
3.6 Conclusion         20

     
Four: Methodology and Methods        21 
 4. Introduction          21 
 4.1 Research Design         22 
 4.2 Sampling          22 

4.3 Interviews          23 
  4.3.1 Participant Information       24 

4.4 Fieldwork Descriptions and Content      25 
  4.4.1 5 Days Off        25 
  4.4.2 DGTL         25 

4.5 Ethical Considerations and Reflexivity in the field    26 
4.6 Obstacles, Limitations, and Adjustments      28 
4.7 Data Analysis         29 

 
Five: An Exploration of ‘Risk’        31 
 5. Introduction          31 

5.1 Perceived Risk         31 
  5.1.1 Unknown substances and their effects     32 

5.1.2 Becoming physically or mentally ill     33 
5.2 Trust          34 

5.2.1 Trust in self        35 
5.2.2 Trust in others        37 
5.2.3 Past experiences        39 

5.3 Harm reduction and management       40 
5.3.1 Keeping track of time and dosage     41 
5.3.2 Drinking more water/less alcohol     42 
5.3.3 Mixing         42 



 3 

5.3.4 Testing pills        43 
5.4 Conclusion         44 

 
Six: Understanding Participants Change in Drug Use Plans    47 
 6. Introduction          47 

6.1 Planning Overview        47 
6.2 Accommodating via ‘In-between’ Strategies     48 
6.3 A Safe Environment        49 

6.3.1 Familiarity        50 
6.3.2 Sense of Community       51 

 6.3.3 Socio-physical environment      52 
6.4 Camaraderie         53 
6.4 Spontaneity          54 
6.6 Conclusion         55 

 
Seven: Examining Participant Narratives       58 
 7. Introduction          58 

7.1 Biographies         58 
7.1.1 Shift in drug use        59 
7.1.2 Learning lessons       61 

7.2 A lack of future considerations       62 
7.3 Conclusion         64 

 
Eight: Conclusion          67 
 8. Introduction                     67 

8.1 Empirical Findings        68 
 8.2 Limitations         69 
 8.3 Future Direction         69 
 8.4 Final Remarks         70 
 
References           72 
Appendices           76 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 4 

One: Overview 

 Over time, drug use has shifted from occasional, recreational use to being integrated 

into leisure landscapes (Duff, 2005). In connection to this shift, specific drugs have gained 

popularity within youth culture, namely ecstasy, cocaine, and amphetamine. Collectively, 

these three substances are known as ‘party drugs’ because of the environment in which they 

are typically consumed. Ecstasy use in particular is on the rise amongst Dutch youth aged 15-

35 (Abraham et al., 2003; van Laar et al., 2011; Goossens et al., 2013). Recreational ecstasy 

use is both visible and prevalent in large events such as music festivals (Bellis et al., 2002, 

van Havere et al., 2011). 

However, there is currently little research conducted on risk behaviours related to this 

type of recreational drug use, as current research focuses almost exclusively on injection 

drugs (Marshall et al., 1990; Cohen 1999; van Solinge, 1999; MacMaster, 2004). Likewise, 

the literature largely ignores recreational ‘party drug’ users and the risks and behaviours of 

this emerging yet significant chemical practice. Acknowledging that more young people are 

experimenting with these illicit substances is worthwhile because it gives us an opportunity to 

address and understand the challenges related to the consumption of ‘party drugs.’ For 

example, ecstasy harm reduction requires awareness of mental and physical well-being, 

overheating, hydrating, overcrowding, exhaustion, and substance mixing (Panagopoulous & 

Ricciardelli, 2005).  

This increase in ecstasy use, coupled with the rise of popularity of music festivals, 

produces a new environment to explore and understand perceptions and practices of risk. The 

shift in socio-physical environment in which ecstasy is being used, clubs to multi-day 

festivals, calls for an exploration into how these current spaces shape individuals’ ideas of 

risk and risk-taking practices. As such, I have investigated how individuals manage, perceive, 

and legitimize their drug use through engaging with notions of risk and risk management. 
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This increase in ‘party drug’ users amidst festival-goers who potentially lack harm 

reduction practices points us to the discourse of risk, trust, and uncertainty. The research 

project investigated individuals’ risk perceptions and practices at the music festivals 5 Days 

Off and DGTL. I approached my fieldwork with the aspiration to understand the ways in 

which particular environments shaped the way people perceive, understand, manage, and take 

risks. Specifically, I was interested in seeing if and how the particular environment of music 

festivals influenced people’s drug use, specifically ecstasy, in relation to their original plans. 

Even though recreational drug users appeared to have a basic understanding of the risks 

involved with their practices, these were not always carried out while using drugs this was in 

part due to the environment in which they were consumed. Dependent on several factors, 

such as familiarity with the venues and their past use, friendships and community, and 

perception of safety, trust, and risk, participants modified their drug use plans.  

The present task is to provide an account of participants’ risk practices at two music 

festivals and a comprehensive analysis of their responses in a way that lends itself to a deeper 

understanding of risk and trust around drug use. This research was valuable in revealing the 

ways in which recreational drug users perceive risk in their practices, which, in turn, is 

helpful to inform harm reduction practices.  
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Two: Context  

2. Drug use in Amsterdam 

Addressing the cultural, historical, and social aspects of substance use in Amsterdam 

is necessary in order to understand the present social environment of drug use, and to 

understand the factors that led to a change in perception in this field. Ecstasy, cocaine, and 

amphetamine, collectively knows as ‘party drugs’, are gaining popularity amongst Dutch 

youth aged 15 to 35 (Abrahams et al., 2003; van Laar et al., 2011; Goossens et al., 2013). 

Since ecstasy is the most popular choice of these three, I chose to focus on my research on 

this substance as far as possible. There are several studies that explicitly point to the rise in 

ecstasy use in both Amsterdam and the Netherlands. Abraham and colleagues (2003) 

gathered information on drug habits of Amsterdammers over a 14-year span and found an 

increase in illicit drug use, specifically that ecstasy use for the Amsterdam population in 1987 

was 1.3% and by 2001 it had rose to 8.7%. 

More recently, the Trimbos Instituut surveyed 30.000 Dutch people, aged 15 to 35, 

regarding their drug use in the ‘nightlife scene’. One finding was that more than 60% of 

respondents reported having taken ecstasy at least once in the past year (Goossens et al., 

2013). Moreover, one in five of these ‘regular’ users took more than two and a half ecstasy 

pills in a given night out (ibid). This dosage was never reached with my participants, the 

average use was about one ecstasy pill per event, slightly higher for DGTL participants, as 

DGTL lasted twice as long as 5 Days Off. Therefore, this finding from Trimbos, in relation to 

mine, is considerably higher and gives some contextual understanding of my sample in 

relation to the overall use of ecstasy in Amsterdam. 

This general rise in ecstasy use amongst Dutch youth can be attributed to a number of 

factors. For one, Spruit (1999) argues that ecstasy became popular based on what it explicitly 

does not represent, the ‘junkie’ image commonly associated with ‘harder’ drugs such as 
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heroin. This is in line with Bourdieu’s (1984) theory of distinction, where material and 

cultural capitals, such as education, is a determinant of taste and brings about a high and low 

culture. 

Additionally, Peretti-Watel and Moatti (2006) suggest that a risk hierarchy exists 

among drug choices, and that ecstasy is seen to be a less risky choice than heroin in terms of 

stigmatization and addiction. This range within these choices is interesting, indicating that 

individuals create and assign varying levels of risk (‘unhealthy’ to ‘risky’ to ‘deviant’) to 

different substances (ecstasy and heroin) that arguably exist in the same field (illicit 

substances) (ibid). Lyng’s (1990) notion of ‘voluntary’ risk-taking lends itself to 

understanding this hierarchy. In this current period of late modernity, individuals may feel 

compelled to engage in risk-taking behaviour as a means of constructing their identity 

because, “it demonstrates their ability to control their own destinies and cope with some of 

the risks surrounding them” (ibid: 678). This ‘voluntary’ risk-taking or edgework factor could 

play a role in determining what substances are ‘risky enough’ and which ones fall beyond this 

category. Lastly, this hierarchy can also be understood in the reverse, as some participants 

perceived this hierarchy to be grounded in pleasure rather than risk (Duff, 2004). 

Duff (2005) also provides a hypothesis that a cultural shift in recreational activities 

and spaces contributed to the rise in adolescent drug use. His rationale is supported by the 

rapidly growing popularity of large-scale dance events, festivals, and dance music tourism 

(Bellis et al., 2002, van Havere et al., 2011). Duff argues that drug use is, “now embedded in 

a broad range of cultural practices” (2005: 163) and this sub-culture openly validates risk-

taking and experimenting (ibid). Additionally, young people at these events tend to adopt 

more liberal attitudes towards drug consumption (ibid). This cultural aspect to drug 

consumption is important because it indicates that certain trends and practices are influenced 

by, and emerge out of, particular surroundings.  
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2.1 The Festival Environment 

Music festivals in Amsterdam are increasingly becoming a location for young people 

to take risks through the use of recreational drugs (Bellis et al., 2002). Festivals provide a 

unique field to study drug use, risk perception, and risk management practices. Multi-day 

festivals can be perceived as an escape from reality where festival participants behave 

differently than they would in ‘regular’ circumstances, and their risk-raking practices reflects 

this (Martunis et al., 2010). For many, the change in environment often embodies a break 

from the social constraints of ‘real’ life that typically restricts substance use or other risky 

activities (Bellis et al., 2002; Peretti-Watel and Moatti, 2006). Moreover, festival-goers tend 

to approach drug-taking in a more adventurous way, and use drugs in a more prolonged and 

intense manner (Winstock et al., 2001). 

Dance music tourism, where individuals travel specifically to attend festivals, is a 

rapidly growing trend seen in European cities, including Amsterdam (Bellis et al., 2002). Part 

of the attraction of traveling to Amsterdam is attributed to the city’s leniency towards the 

consumption of marijuana and other ‘soft drugs’. Arguably, travelers attending festivals fit 

the profile of ‘high risk’ drug users. Some factors contributing to this label are that this 

population is on vacation from their normal lives and may be unfamiliar with the language, 

norms, or surroundings. Identifying this additional ‘at risk’ population supports the need for 

the literature to address risk management practices for this particular ‘nightlife’ scene. 

2.2 Relationship between Risk and Environment 

Elements of risk, trust, and uncertainty are situated within the festival environment, 

making it a suitable setting to study these nuanced relationships. The literature supports the 

that settings impact the ways in which people take drugs, which in turn has an impact on the 

level of risk people may experience and envisage (Winstock et al., 2001; Caiata-Zufferey, 

2012). A noteworthy example comes from a study of individuals living in the United 
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Kingdom who reported regularly taking ecstasy. Around 3% reported taking ecstasy five 

times or more within a month while living at home; however the numbers of people indulging 

in the same practices while on holiday in Ibiza (a well-known dance music tourism 

destination) rose to 40% (Winstock 2001; Bellis et al., 2000). This increase in ecstasy use 

reiterates the idea that festivals are becoming popular settings for young people to take drugs. 

More importantly, it points out that critically unpacking and understanding risk perception 

and risk-taking practices is a complex and multi-dimensional process.  

Socio-physical environments thus play a role in the rise of ecstasy use. Through their 

research, van der Wijngaart and colleagues (1999) uncovered that, for many young people, 

ecstasy was not a fitting choice for settings such as houses and bars, but that the effects of 

ecstasy are better suited for bigger events like festivals. In part, this shift arose out of young 

peoples’ growing distaste for restrained and regulated mainstream environments like clubs 

and bars, and a strong desire to ‘let loose’ in accepting and unconventional environments. 

Here, in these alternative spaces, an authentic subculture emerged where like-minded people 

created and enjoyed their own distinct style of music, dancing, symbols, and rituals (ibid). 

This is noteworthy because it suggests that these individuals sought out (new) spaces that 

allowed for more ‘agency’, thus contributing to the idea that risk-taking practices play a role 

in identity (re)formation (Mitchell et al., 2001). 

2.3 Harm reduction in the context of drug use  

Harm reduction promotes the idea of reducing harm to oneself, rather than enforcing 

abstinence, and embodies education and autonomy. In the context of drug use, the 

fundamental concept of a harm reduction approach is to accept substance use as an inevitable 

occurrence within society and turn our energy towards limiting the inherent risks as much as 

possible (Stichting Mainline, 2012). Proponents of harm reduction describe this approach as 

“pragmatic and realistic” (Järvinen, 2008: 975), because it acknowledges that people always 
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have and always will use illicit substances and the best course of action is to work with drug 

users based on their individual needs and wishes. Harm reduction has successfully been 

incorporated into other public health areas such as sex work, and proves to be a useful 

approach to minimizing the implicit risks linked to drug use (Marlatt, 1996; Marlatt, 2002).  

What started off as a grassroots movement, hailed by activists has become adopted 

into the mainstream public health arena. This was largely attributed to the rise of HIV in the 

late 1980s and the resulting preventative policies. Harm reduction has since become 

implemented and defined by technologists, reformers, and policy makers (Roe, 2005). This is 

important to note because it suggests that harm reduction has become medicalized and 

institutionalized, which also implies that its ties with its original purpose and audience have 

become weaker (ibid). This change may help explain why harm reduction became so closely 

connected with injection drug use and the HIV epidemic and thus caused us to lose sight of 

other target populations that also require harm reduction based solutions to their lifestyle and 

health related issues.  

2.3.1 Harm reduction in the Dutch context  

Amsterdam’s reputation as a ‘drug use city’ is profound and longstanding (Abrahams 

et al., 2003). Englesman describes why harm reduction is well suited for the cultural climate 

in the Netherlands: “The Dutch being sober and pragmatic people, they opt rather for a 

realistic and practical approach to the drug problem than for a moralistic or over-dramatized 

one” (1989: 212 in Marlatt, 1996). Dutch political culture is an additional factor in this 

explanation, as it deals directly with drug consumption (Englesman, 1989). Therefore, it is 

argued, it was logical that this specific approach to dealing with risky behaviors originated in 

the Netherlands (Spruit, 1998; van de Wijngaart, 1990; Roe, 2005). Recognizing the history 

and advancement of harm reduction in the Netherlands highlights the usefulness of this 

public health approach to address the risks associated with the growing use of ‘party drugs’. 
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The next step is to explore how these practices can be implemented to manage risk in a 

festival setting. 

2.3.2 Harm Reduction in the Festival Environment 

The relationship between risk management and environment is important to 

acknowledge because reducing harm impacts the way we perceive and manage risk. If the 

harm involved with certain behaviours is minimized, such as providing ‘party drug’ users 

with educational information or free water, it may impact the ways in which the risks 

embedded within these behaviours are perceived. The importance of maintaining a healthy 

relationship between recreational drug users and their drug-taking environments is a theme 

presented in the literature. Bellis and colleagues (2002) propose that not only are the 

activities that these recreational drug users engage in deemed ‘high risk’, but the 

environments within which these activities are practiced also pose risks. Acknowledging and 

addressing the risks associated with festivals, such as extremely high noise levels, prolonged 

drug use, remote locations, lack of free water, improper ventilation, and large crowds in 

enclosed spaces, is crucial (Trip! Project, 2013). Arguably, individuals who have taken drugs 

are less likely to be aware of these risks, thus making them even more vulnerable to harm and 

simultaneously making it essential that harm reduction practices be put into place.  

2.4 Purpose of Study 

The above circumstances indicate that harm reduction is an effective health approach 

for drug users, but this method has yet to respond to the rise of the ‘party drug’ scene. 

Therefore, I aimed to conduct a research project that would address this gap. I wanted to 

understand if and how harm reduction, or risk management, was relevant within participants’ 

drug-taking practices in order to minimize the risks associated with ecstasy, such as substance 

mixing, overdosing, and ‘coming down’. By identifying such practices in a festival setting, 

the risks involved in these practices can be managed more effectively. Incorporating the 
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particular context presented above, my fieldwork was guided by the following research 

questions: 

- How do participants understand, perceive, and deal with risk related to drug use? 

- How does the festival environment shape participants’ risk perception and practices 

surrounding drug use? 

- How and why do participants’ plans change and how do they reconcile these changes 

with earlier plans?  

- How do participants’ past experiences shape their current and future drug use? 

- What are participants’ long-term considerations when taking drugs? 

There are two issues to clarify here. First, the original questions were geared towards 

ecstasy, but sometimes other illicit substances were used, such as cocaine, and thus questions 

were adapted when necessary. Secondly, risk does not simply exist; it is socially constructed 

and culturally embedded. Therefore, situated within in the festival environment, I understood 

risk to be mainly related to substance use, in terms of the effect on participants’ physical and 

mental state. I was less concerned with possession loss or crime related risks, which generally 

aligned with my participants concerns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 13 

Three: Theory 

3. Introduction  

This chapter will focus on the theoretical perspectives that helped inform my analysis 

of the data collected from interviews and observations from 5 Days Off and DGTL. My goal 

is to demonstrate the usefulness of employing these theoretical frameworks in considering 

how social actors handle risk. 

In order to address uncertainty, some individuals turn to ideas of risk to make 

informed decisions that will yield a desired outcome in the future (Wilkinson, 2010). 

Exploring the ways we communicate, manage, and assess risk are important aspects of 

addressing this rise in risk perception and understanding the decision-making process in this 

particular environment. Mitchell and colleagues (2001) argue that in this context of late 

modernity, our environments partly shape the ways in which we manage our risk-taking 

practices and, in turn, these practices form our identity. Participants in the festival ‘field’ 

create a unique habitus, influencing the way they see themselves and the risks associated with 

this particular space. Considering the interconnectedness of risk, identity, and environment 

will highlight the value of employing a Bourdieusian framework in which to view my 

research. Understanding that drug users generate meaning in response to their recreational 

use helps to see this practice as linked to the personal realm in line with the social will also 

help to shape my findings (Caiata-Zufferey, 2012). ‘In-between’ strategies that utilize 

emotion and intuition, and ‘leaps of faith’ are also useful in theorizing how social actors 

navigate the unknown. Lastly, participant narrative will be explored through concepts of 

temporality and self-identity.  

3.1 Field and habitus 

One theoretical paradigm that provides insight and new knowledge on the study of my 

field data is Bourdieu’s (1990) concepts of habitus and field. Like others, (Van der Wijngaart, 
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1999), I too chose to view festival environments as particular spaces, comprised of their own 

set of social norms. As such, concepts of field and habitus were used to inform my research 

into the practices and resulting risks people take in a particular setting (Crawshaw & Bunton, 

2009; Mitchell et al., 2009).  

Bourdieu understood fields to be structured social spaces with their own rules, 

hierarchies, and norms. Closely related to fields is his concept of habitus, which refers to the 

idea that people unconsciously internalize societal norms and behaviours, which become 

dispositions. In turn, this shapes the way in which individuals within a field understand the 

world (Bourdieu, 1990). Habitus consists of values, interests, and expectations, which are 

acquired through daily practices and socialize these actors. It would follow then, that habitus 

is inculcated by the social structures present in the given field. 

Habitus arises through unconscious, repetitive actions that become embodied and this 

constructs reality (ibid). Embodiment is crucial, in that Bourdieu suggests that we do not 

consciously practice our habitus, rather it is engrained in our daily lives and actions (ibid). 

Therefore, it is thought, habitus has the ability to evolve and emerge anew. Habitus acts as a 

way to (re)create power, as  it is continuously re-legitimized through the interaction of 

structure and agency (Bourdieu, 1984). Without agency, we would continue with these 

embodiments with no possibility of changing. This is essential because this indicates that it is 

only via habitus that we have any agency at all. 

The idea that habitus is a socially embodied, performative concept is remarkable 

because “embodied social practice is an essential element of any meaningful account of 

identity” (Bottero, 2010:9). Linking habitus to identity informs the research on risk practices 

in certain fields because it suggests that individual risk practices can be connected to the 

embodied norms and practices associated with their environment. 
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While habitus is certainly influential, it is not determining in thought or action. This 

means that individuals have room for some agency in terms of being aware of their own 

habitus. If this is the case, then perhaps some individuals at these festivals embraced a 

different identity, one that is grounded in risk-taking, in order to conform or appeal to the 

generated norms within that field. ‘Voluntary’ risk-taking (Lyng, 1990) can help to achieve a 

deeper understanding of the link between risk-taking and reflexivity in the context of late 

modernity. This positive risk-taking has the potential to shape one’s identity. For example, 

this was seen in several participants’ behaviours during the festivals, where drug use plans 

were changed based on the influence of other social actors and the environment. This positive 

risk-taking, (in this case, using drugs) can be seen as an approach to dealing with the risk 

environment (ibid).  

People from various fields came together in the particular fields of 5 Days Off and 

DGTL and brought with them their own background, experiences, and habitus. However, a 

disruption of habitus and field occurs when participants move from their ‘normal’ fields to a 

‘new’ field and this creates reflexivity (Bottero, 2010). The reflexivity that emerges from this 

break in habitus may allow for individuals to create new identities, based on their current 

environment. So, while backgrounds shape identity through individuals’ perception and 

management of risk, their current social environment influences these aspects as well. 

3.2 Understanding and legitimizing recreational drug use  

The idea that individuals manage, legitimize, and perceive their drug use via harm 

reduction practices is reflected in Caiata-Zufferey’s research (2012). She suggests that drug 

use is becoming more about personal risk and less of social concern, implying that illicit 

substances are becoming less problematic (ibid). Situating these practices in the personal 

realm allows recreational drug users to make sense of the positive and negative outcomes on 

their own.  
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Caiata-Zufferey’s writing demonstrates how the changing perception of drugs and 

their related risks created new categories of drug users, from ‘the problematical’ to ‘the 

recreational’ to ‘the experimental’ (ibid). This progression helps give individuals control over 

their use: “Illicit drug use should not be viewed as an illness or a deviance, but as a lifestyle, 

rationally chosen and maintained by the users themselves” (ibid: 428). Moreover, this 

categorizing results in the personal process of legitimization, where drug users themselves 

make sense in order to redefine what is normal and what is not (ibid). This idea is derived 

from the responses given by participants who were interested in continuing with their drug 

use. Acknowledging these various categories of drug users further highlights the need to 

revisit the ways in which people interact with the risks involved with illicit substances.  

Although her research targeted former drug addicts and mine was directed at 

recreational drug users, parts of her approach to managing risk was pertinent to my research 

questions. I was particularly interested in exploring participants’ past experiences with drug 

use and since this approach encourages users to make sense of and validate their own practice 

and use, these personal narratives effortlessly came out. Through the interviews, participants 

were encouraged to be reflexive with their drug use, and this aspect contributed to a clearer 

sense of user narratives. 

Exploring how these individuals legitimize their behaviour through the categorization 

of practices and risks is a key aspect of her research. It is proposed that recreational drug user 

validate their use via specific criteria, such as giving context to their actions, monitoring their 

practices, and sharing their knowledge (ibid). Pivotal to her work is trying to understand what 

is acceptable risk and what is acceptable use. This starting point supported me in asking 

participants what and how they think about their own drug use. It was common for my 

participants to talk about acceptable risk and use when discussing long-term considerations. 
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For those participants who expressed interest in continued drug use, they hinted at 

legitimizing their current use in order to make their continued practices acceptable. 

Her interviews reflect the effectiveness of harm reduction practices. Although people 

continue to engage with drug use, it is through individual practices that reduce harm, such as 

taking a responsible and conscious approach to their drug use, that these individuals are able 

to maintain a stable lifestyle.  

This conceptual framework plays close attention to categories, further supporting the 

idea that risks are embedded within the process of categorizing. The following theoretical 

concept does as well, but also highlights the variety of mechanisms available to cope with 

uncertainty, such as hope and trust. 

3.3 ‘In-between’ strategies  

Zinn’s (2008) concept of ‘in-between’ strategies lends itself to the multitude of 

existing approaches to decision-making in regards to risk and uncertainty. His approach is 

posited in the space between rational, calculative risk-oriented approaches and irrational, less 

calculative approaches, where other useful tools and processes reside. ‘In-between’ strategies 

deal with decision-making by drawing on a variety of concepts such as trust, intuition, 

emotion as well as belief, hope, and faith. These are abstract, unconscious elements 

suggesting that this strategy is rooted in habitus. In the context of this research, ‘in-between’ 

strategies helped clarify the drivers behind participants’ decision-making when faced with the 

risk inherent to their drug use.  

This theory is critical of the dichotomy of rational and irrational approaches to 

navigating risk and uncertainty, as they tend to work in a rigid matter, i.e. rationality follows 

rules and does not take social context into consideration (ibid). Although risk is on the more 

rational-calculative side of approaches to uncertainty, it still has the possibility to be flexible 

and incorporate other influencers. In our late modern society, decision-making is becoming 
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more complex and calls for an approach to decision-making that takes social context into 

account, something that is neither fully rational or irrational, but rather for something in 

between. Trust, a key component of ‘in-between’ strategies, is characterized, “not by its 

combination of rationality and belief but rather its use of pre-rational knowledge and 

intuition” (ibid: 443). Yet, however significant trust may be in our decision-making process, 

uncertainty and risk still remain. But by tapping into intuition and tacit knowledge, risk and 

uncertainty can be minimized further. Intuition, or embodied knowledge, is grounded in past 

experiences, practices, and behaviours and this innate awareness can be useful in managing 

risk (ibid: 439). Emotion, an additional aspect of ‘in-between’ strategies, combines both trust 

and intuition. Appropriate to my research on risk environments, it is suggested that emotion-

based decisions are related to environments, in that the more stable an environment is in 

terms of its routines and rules, it can act as a source of positive emotions and the basis of 

trust, while conversely, unstable spaces promote the opposite: fear and distrust (ibid). This 

idea speaks to the importance of recognizing social context when interpreting risk, as Zinn 

states that, “most individuals do not interpret risk as an objective category but live with risk 

using their culture, available symbols, and their sense of aesthetics to make judgments about 

what risks to take” (ibid: 446).  

Combining the elements of trust, emotion, and intuition in decision-making processes 

arms us with a powerful means to deal with and face uncertainty and risk. Personal 

experience, intuition or ‘gut feelings’, trust, and emotions were all present in participant 

responses on how they navigated risk and uncertainty. As will be presented in my analysis, it 

was evident that these factors guided my participants’ decision-making when it came to their 

drug use plan and the subsequent modifications. The following concept takes a similar 

approach, in that it too acknowledges the importance of and theorizes on the space in between 

not knowing and trust. 
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3.4 ‘Leaps of faith’ 

Mollering (2001) considers how the future is innately unknowable and therefore the 

discourse surrounding trust implicitly deals with inductive reasoning which can be 

problematic. To counter this, he revisits Georg Simmel’s writing (1950) on trust, who was 

original in arguing that there is some mysterious, yet crucial, space that lies between how we 

go from the unknown/distrust to trust. 

A launching point for the development of the concept of ‘leaps of faiths’ is Simmel’s 

argument that, “the link between trust bases and a trustful state of expectation is much weaker 

than is commonly assumed” (Mollering, 2001: 403). Importantly, Mollering incorporates this 

‘further element’ that Simmel, and to some extent Zinn, write about into his individual work 

and further develops the idea of a ‘leap of faith’ as a way to navigate the unknown. The 

proverbial ‘leap of faith’ is integral in order to get from a place of unknowing to a place of 

trust.  

As trust is connected to identity, Giddens (1991) theory of self-identity is useful here, 

as it highlights the management of one’s ontological security and self through a narrative 

analysis. Theorizing self-identity and narratives embedded in the risk practices of recreational 

drug users can illuminate the reflexive nature of the relationship between risk practices and 

identity (ibid). Giving structure to narrative development will assist with this endeavor. 

3.5 Narrative and Identity 

Two competing approaches to understanding identity come from Mead’s “the 

temporal and intersubjective nature of the self” and Ricoeur’s “hermeneutic theory of 

narrative identity” (Ezzy, 1998:239). Ezzy argues that there is value in integrating these two 

approaches to create additional understanding of notions of the self and identity (ibid). The 

benefit of integrating Mead and Ricoeur’s approaches into a singular one rests on the 

narrative: “While a narrative configures lived experience, it is not determined by it. 
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Narratives give lived experience a clearer, richer meaning” (ibid: 251). Identity is developed 

through narratives and Ezzy suggests that this process “provides a subjective sense of self-

continuity as it symbolically integrates the events of lived-experience in the plot of the story a 

person tells about his or her life” (ibid: 239). Moreover, this self-continuity is formulated 

through continuous figurations of the past, the present, and the future (ibid), and in this way, 

our personal narratives are always shifting by incorporating new experiences. This particular 

approach is valuable to my research because it recognizes the importance of uncovering 

narratives in order to give the personal account at hand a deeper meaning. 

This theory lends itself to a better understanding, in the case of my research, how 

individuals’ past experiences with risk practices shape their biographies. This theoretical 

approach to identity is particularly useful in the analysis of participants’ responses in order to 

draw out their personal narratives in relation to risk practices.  

3.6 Conclusion  

Risk is such an expansive concept in contemporary society and thus has the 

opportunity to be viewed from several perspectives. This is important to highlight because 

this contributes to a multi-faceted understanding of this pervasive concept: “approaching risk 

perceptions from different angles produces different discourses on risks” (Lupton & Tulloch, 

2002: 330). 

In order to get a clearer understanding of this complex concept, various approaches 

can be employed to unpack and analyze the way social actors ‘handle’ risk and uncertainty. 

By making use of various theoretical frameworks, I was able to move beyond basic notions of 

safety, risk, and trust and gained a deeper understanding of the data collected in the field. The 

theories addressed here helped me to examine and interpret what was observed and collected 

in the fieldwork. I will now present the specifics of the fieldwork in greater detail. 
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Four: Methodology and Methods  

4. Introduction 

Due to its illegality, drug use can be a challenging and contentious issue to research 

and this study aimed to present it and its relationship to risk in an illuminating light, 

exploring drug use as ‘normal’ rather than ‘deviant’ behaviour. As mentioned earlier, the 

ways drugs are perceived is shifting from perverse to slightly tolerated and I wanted to 

conduct my research in a way the reflected this progression. 

An ethnographic approach to my fieldwork helped me to observe the risk environment 

from the perspective of research participants and other festival-goers. This was valuable 

because it provided my research with reflexivity, authenticity, and credibility. These aspects 

were fulfilled, as I was aware of my role as a researcher, I observed participants in their 

environment, and I provided a reliable account of these experiences. I aimed to produce a 

‘thick description’ of my fieldwork, in that I wanted to explain not only participants’ 

behaviour but the context as well (Geertz, 1973). Rather than providing a factual account, I 

display an interpretative account of my observations in order to give outsiders a better 

understanding of the meanings to participants’ practices and behaviours. 

Triangulation, or utilizing multiple methods in order to review and validate data, is a 

useful tool in qualitative research and was used to strengthen my research (Cohen & Manion, 

2000). This mechanism helps to offset flaws that come with using only one theory, approach, 

or method. The interviews were subject to a double interpretation in that participants, through 

their responses, had the opportunity to reconstruct their reality, but I too had the chance to 

interpret that relayed analysis through my own analysis. Therefore, the subjective nature of 

the research, and the resulting knowledge, should be noted as an inevitable weakness. 

Additionally, this factor impacted the epistemological concerns of my research in that both 

my subjects and myself influenced the process of acquiring knowledge on my research topic.  
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4.1 Research Design  

My research was conducted between February 19th and May 6th 2014 and took place in 

Amsterdam with the exception of six interviews, which were held in Rotterdam. I conducted 

my fieldwork at two festivals in Amsterdam: 5 Days Off was held at Paradiso and the 

Melkweg, from March 5th to 9th and DGTL was held at NDSM in Amsterdam North from 

April 20th to 21st. Where drug use by participants is noted, I refer to illicit substances, like 

ecstasy, not other common drugs, like alcohol, although all participants consumed alcohol 

while at the festivals.  

Central to my research design was the chronological set up of interviews. One of the 

goals of my research was to see how environments shaped people’s risk practices and by 

holding interviews throughout this process, I was able to better understand if and how 

people’s practices changed over time, especially within the festival experience. Interviews 

were held on three separate occasions: before the festival, during the festival, ideally when 

participants had taken ecstasy, and after the festival. For the first interview, I focused on 

attendees’ understanding of risk and risk management and their intended plans for using 

ecstasy. The second interview took place during performances at the festivals and focused on 

participants’ actual practices and their impressions of the environment. During these 

discussions, I was able to get a clearer understanding of their actual behaviour and practices 

to compare with their original plan. The final interview took place approximately a week 

after the festival and served as a way to debrief with participants about their practices, 

choices, and experiences, as well as a chance to revisit any outstanding or previously 

unvoiced concerns or issues. 

4.2 Sampling 

Participants were recruited mainly via my social network and word of mouth. There 

were 33 recorded interviews, with subjects ranging from 19 to 31 years of age. The five 
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women and eleven men I interviewed had all used illegal substances before. One participant 

attended the festivals as reporter and another as a performer and therefore these two did not 

use drugs, but the rest of my sample did use drugs.  

4.3 Interviews 

The majority of my research activities were comprised of recorded, scheduled 

interviews with open-ended questions. These interviews lasted from 20 to 50 minutes and 

took place in cafes, libraries, houses, and at the festivals. Informal interviews and participant 

observation at both festivals also contributed to my research. 

 There were 19 recorded interviews from 5 Days Off, seven interviews before, seven 

interviews during, and five after the festival. I was able to supplement this inconsistency with 

informal interviews and participant observation. There were 11 recorded interviews from 

DGLT. I was able to recruit three participants for all three interview stages. Additionally, I 

interviewed two other friends of these participants during the festival. I spent the majority of 

my time at DGTL interacting with these five participants, which gave me a better quality of 

in-depth conversations with a specific group of friends. 

Furthermore, I had two formal interviews with recreational drug users who didn’t 

attend either festival. Nonetheless, their ideas on risk, trust, and planning related to drug use 

were insightful and are incorporated in my analysis.  

There was some variation in dates, but the first interviews were conducted 

approximately ten days before each festival. Since the second interviews were conducted 

during the festival, and I wanted to disrupt their schedule as little as possible, I allowed 

participants to decide on our meeting time. The requirement was that they had to have taken 

drugs by the time we met. The third interview was held about two weeks after the festival, 

again with some variation on the elapsed time. 
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 Participant observation also played a role in the fieldwork. Establishing rapport and 

‘doing as the locals do in the field’ are two important phases of participant observation 

(Howell, 1972). Although I had not been to these festivals before as a participant, I was 

familiar with most performers, the venues, and this ‘nightlife scene’ and was thus able to 

confidently and successfully integrate myself into the festival environments. One night at 5 

Days Off, the style of music appealed to a younger crowd and I was challenged to integrate 

myself with the crowd, so I shifted my method of data collection from interaction and 

immersion to observation. 

In relation to the formal interviews, this process of data gathering did not assist in 

understanding how recreational drug users view the nuances between trust, risk, and 

uncertainty, or to illuminate how and why plans were modified. It was useful and 

enlightening, however, to witness how drug users conducted and behaved in the risk 

environment. For example, I saw numerous festival-goers overtly taking drugs, and at times, 

people who had become physically or mentally unwell, which further supports the case that 

drug use is prevalent in these settings, and indicates that the relationship between risk 

practices and risk environment is worth exploring.  

4.3.1 Participant Information  

Pseudonym Age Festival Interview Stage Completed1 Drug used in Interview Two 

Anna 30 n/a  1 n/a 
Axl 20 5 Days Off 2 MDMA2 
Barksdale 21 5 Days Off 1,2,3 MDMA 
Benedict 26 5 Days Off 1,2  n/a (performer) 
Borg 19 DGTL 2 4FMP, Speed, Ketamine 
Charlie 20 5 Days Off 1,2,3 Ecstasy 
Jones 24 DGTL 2 4FMP, Ecstasy, Ketamine  
Kat 28 5 Days Off 2 (informal),3 Ecstasy 
Margreet 31 n/a  1 n/a 
Mekko 24 DGTL 1,2,3 Ketamine, Speed, Cocaine 

                                                
1 pre-festival inteview-1 / mid-festival intervew-2 / post-festival interview-3 
2 MDMA is the acronym for the (usually unadulterated) chemical substance. Ecstasy, the colloquial name for 
MDMA typically comes in a pill or capsule and contains MDMA along with other substances. 
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Molly 27 DGTL 1,2,3 4FMP, Ecstasy 
Natalie 26 5 Days Off 1,2,3 Ecstasy 
Rocket 25 5 Days Off 1,2 n/a (reporter) 
Rust 23 5 Days Off 1,3 n/a 
Steve 20 5 Days Off 1,2,3 Ecstasy 
Stu 29 DGTL 1,2,3 Ecstasy, Speed 
 
4.4 Fieldwork Descriptions and Content 

4.4.1 5 Days Off 

5 Days Off is uniquely set up to allow participants to live their ‘regular’ lives during 

the day and attend the parties at night. The events were held amongst familiar surroundings, 

so although attendees may have used drugs with the intention of ‘letting loose’ for an 

evening, they were ultimately still bound within the city and may have been confronted with 

their ‘real life’ in some way.  

 Through formal and informal interviews, I uncovered that most people viewed their 

experience at 5 Days Off as singular nights out at a club, rather than a 5-day festival. This was 

in part because the events were held at venues where participants regularly visited, and 

because the events were held only at night. 

4.4.2 DGTL 

DGTL fits more to my original idea of a risk environment: the festival ground was 

extenstive, accommodating a significantly larger amount of attendees, six stages, multiple 

bars, food vendors, and chill out areas. There were many acts playing continuously for 11 

hours, which contrasted greatly with 5 Days Off, where there were only two stages where 

music played for around five to six hours. 

The festival environments are worth considering because understanding how 

environments influence participants’ engagement with ecstasy helped illuminate my 

understanding of how participants managed risk-taking practices. The large scale of this 

festival, including the number of stages and participants presented some interesting factors 

related to risk and planning. Arguably, participants at DGTL faced more risk as they had 
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more opportunity to lose their friends while walking around. This is noteworthy because all 

participants talked about the importance of staying with friends in order to minimize risk. 

Additionally, this environment required that the participants trust their friends to stay with the 

group, or that all group members wanted to see the same performers. The higher number of 

performers is also noteworthy because it required participants to plan in advanced the acts 

that they wanted to see and where they wanted to maximize their drug experience. 

 The style of music performed at 5 Days Off changed each night, whereas the type of 

music remained mainly the same throughout DGTL. As well, the crowd at DGTL was more 

consistent because attendees were generally there for the full 11 hours, whereas evenings at 5 

Days Off were significantly shorter. Additionally, the longer time frame and the larger 

festival ground of DGTL created and supported a much different atmosphere than at 5 Days 

Off. Because this festival was outdoors and during the day, there were more opportunities for 

people to interact with each other. This seemed to have a significant effect on the group of 

people I was with, as they felt more open, more content, and more at ease with their 

surroundings than the people I observed at 5 Days Off. Arguably, these components would 

have had an impact on the sense of community, which is linked to participant safety 

perception, amongst the DGTL participants. 

4.5 Ethical Considerations and Reflexivity in the field 

Researching drug use required me to pay close attention to ethical considerations. 

First, ecstasy is illegal in the Netherlands and I was aware that some people could have 

reservations about discussing their engagement with illegal substances. In order to offset this 

concern, participant anonymity was ensured to the highest of my abilities. Second, some 

interviews were carried out after the individuals had used drugs and this had the potential to 

reduce or compromise the validity of their responses. Or, perhaps the un-inhibiting effect of 
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drug consumption caused my informants to respond more freely and openly (Joseph & 

Donnelly, 2012). 

One way I countered the ethicality of interviewing people on drugs was to conduct 

interviews before and after their use. The idea was to provide participants with autonomy; 

they could give sober, informed consent before and address any concerns or clarify any issues 

afterwards. My goal was to get an accurate representation of participants’ perceptions and 

experiences while minimizing any inconsistencies that may have occurred during the second 

interview. 

 It was important to be relaxed and non-judgmental to encourage participants to open 

up about their illegal practices to a researcher. In the formal interview setting, I tried to get 

participants to feel more relaxed by beginning with a conversation about the festival in 

general. I believed this help ease participants into the discussion on drug use that followed.  

 Furthermore, there were several participants that I met on three separate occasions, 

which led to growing familiarity and friendly relationships. Especially meeting them at the 

festival, where they had been enjoying their leisure time with friends and using drugs, a 

casual and sometimes intimate atmosphere developed. Although I found this aspect useful to 

make them feel more at ease to open up, it made the interactions feel less professional, as the 

researcher/subject relationship developed into a more peer relationship. Then again, this 

informal approach to qualitative interviews has proven to be beneficial (Oakley, 1998). 

Gaining rapport during the informal interviews was somewhat different than with the 

formal interviews. I would approach people and start a casual conversation about the festival, 

much like in the formal interviews. However, unlike the formal interviews, I would interact 

with people in smoking areas, or at the bar, spaces that are significantly less threatening. My 

presence at the festival seemed to have an impact because people would see me enjoying 

myself and initially assume that I was at the festival as an attendee and not as a researcher. 
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These factors undoubtedly had an impact on what people disclosed to me about their illegal 

drug use.  

It was also not uncommon for people to ask me about my personal drug use or my 

experience at festivals. In order to build on this rapport, I would share with them my personal 

experiences at festivals I had attended, or with a particular DJ I had seen. Doing so helped 

maintain a necessary connection, but certainly had an impact on these interactions. This could 

have influenced their responses, although all forms of interview conduct bear upon the 

content in interviews in some manner. 

Like many festivals in the Netherlands, 5 Days Off and DGTL attracted people who 

did not speak Dutch. Therefore, interviews were conducted in English without hindering 

access to my population of interest. Out of the 16 recruited participants, four of them did not 

speak Dutch.  

 In the event that a participant talked about making seriously harmful choices in 

regards to their drug use plan, I compiled a document on ecstasy-related harm reduction and 

brought it with me to all scheduled interviews, but it was never necessary to hand out. 

Admittedly, this would have been difficult to judge, as each participant had different 

thresholds and tolerances, however I was confident that I would recognize a dangerous plan, 

such as stacking3 (Parrott, 2005). 

4.6 Obstacles, Limitations, and Adjustments 

What I struggled with the most during my fieldwork was subject recruitment. I 

believe there were two main reasons behind this challenge. Firstly, people were not willing to 

talk to a stranger about their illegal drug use and secondly, people were not always sure that 

they would attend the festivals and use drugs, and thus it could not be guaranteed that they 

would have fitted my subject profile. The second issue was an interesting challenge because 

                                                
3 Refers to taking multiple ecstasy pills in a given time (aka ‘stacking’ one pill on top of the other) 
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it conflicted with my goal of understanding people’s planned drug use. However, the idea 

that people were unable to commit to going to a festival was quite fascinating because it 

suggested that they did not give too much preemptive thought to their risk practices, 

including drug use. 

Another reason that recruitment proved to be an obstacle was that my proposal dealt 

with one specific environment. I considered looking at regular parties that are held in popular 

nightclubs, but again, it was difficult to pin down participants ahead of time. These weekend 

events were common enough that generally, people did not think of their attendance or drug 

use in advance and thus my pre-festival interviews were impossible to arrange. In order to 

mitigate this problem, I chose to conduct interviews at another large-scale festival, DGTL. 

Here, like 5 Days Off, purchasing tickets in advanced was sometimes required, and this 

facilitated recruitment of participants who fitted my subject profile. 

4.7 Data Analysis 

It is worth mentioning some elements of my research design that impacted my data 

analysis. First, the chronological aspect meant that participants were in different states of 

mind for the different stages of the interviews. Participants were on drugs during the second 

interview and I paid attention to other non-verbal cues or physical signs of drug use. These 

signs contributed to my analysis because they may have indicated something that the 

participant did not talk about during the interview, such as the negative feelings and effects of 

ecstasy, but exhibited it, such as a clenched jaw. 

A second factor that affected my data analysis was the environment of the second 

interview. As opposed to the first and third interview that took place in ‘normal’ settings like 

quiet cafes, these interviews took place in the middle of a festival with distractions of lively 

crowds and loud music. In fact, even though efforts were made to conduct the interviews in 
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quiet spaces, there was never any complete privacy from the elements and it was clear that 

sometimes participants were distracted by their surroundings.  

Thirdly, since most participants were interviewed three separate times, there was the 

opportunity for comparison between their responses. For example, participants may have 

indicated one thing in one interview and then contradicted themselves in a later interview. 

Furthermore, participants could have repeated certain ideas or themes throughout the 

interview process and this frequency would have impacted the themes that emerged from that 

data.  

A sensitizing concept, as opposed to a definitive concept, simply suggests a direction 

along which to look (Blumer, 1954). They draw our attention to principal features of the 

interviews and observations and gives the researcher “a general sense of reference and 

guidance in approaching empirical instances” (ibid: 7). Sensitizing concepts are commonly 

seen as interpreting devices for qualitative studies (Bowen, 2006). Therefore certain concepts 

found in the literature helped to ‘sensitize’ me to make sense of that data. 

Data analysis was an ongoing process throughout my fieldwork. Thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006) informed my analysis of the interview transcripts and field notes. I 

coded and categorized my data based on themes of risk management, harm reduction 

techniques, past experiences, as well as issues related to the festival environment to help 

answer my research questions. I constantly compared my codes with one another until key 

themes surfaced. From here, a clear idea emerged of what was important to focus on in my 

data analysis chapters. 
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Five: An Exploration of ‘Risk’ 

There is always a risk, which you cannot know from before what's going to 
happen. (Charlie, 20) 
 

5. Introduction 

The use of illegal drugs would seem to be inherently bound up with considerations of 

risk. There are certain measures that can be taken in order to reduce the risks, yet negative 

outcomes can never completely be eliminated. Yet, recognizing that people continue to 

engage with risky activities, such as drug use, motivated me to explore how recreational drug 

users understand the risks involved with their practices. Do they recognize or ignore them? 

Do they take precautions or do they hope for the best? 

This chapter will address my research questions: “How do people perceive and deal 

with risk?” and “How much is known about reducing harm when using drugs?” Throughout 

the interviews, it became apparent that participants drew upon a collage of different 

approaches in dealing with apparent risks related to their drug use. Here, I will present and 

explore the particular approaches that participants used in order to negate the risks involved 

with their practices: perceived risk, trust, and harm reduction. 

5.1 Perceived risk  

Drug use was commonly understood as a risky behavior amongst the participants but 

there was a range of responses in regards to how risky they perceived their practices to be, 

which risks they focused on. For some, the risks of involved with these substances were 

much more pronounced, for others, the risks were negligible.  

From the analysis, it became apparent that some participants considered their drug use 

practices to be low risk. This notion arose out of a few factors, such as familiarity or positive 

past experiences. But over the discussions, this idea proved to be more complex. Participants 

paid attention to risk practices they felt that they could control, such as dosing intervals, but 

rarely to the risks they saw as out of their control, such as inevitably using from an unknown 
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source. Some participants admitted to not knowing who was manufacturing the drugs they 

used, so they tried to reduce the feeling of risk by buying drugs from someone they knew 

instead to generate a safe ‘feeling’. 

Charlie: I asked someone I don’t know very well and he gave me another telephone 
number and he gave me another one, so I think I would like [it] if I knew them a little 
closer. 
Steve: You never...no, you don't want to know your dealer, I mean... 
Interviewer: How come? 
Charlie: Well, ‘don't know’ but like that he knows someone that I can trust. 
Steve: Yeah, okay, I get that but...I mean, I get that you wanna know the guy that 
hands it to you. But what I’m trying to say is that the pathway the drug goes through 
doesn’t really matter. Yeah, okay, if it feels safe you should.... 
 
However most participants did not mention the risks involved with either purchasing 

illegal substances or ingesting unknown substances. This is of particular interest because it 

demonstrates that people perceived different levels, or a hierarchy, of risks involved in their 

drug use (Peretti-Watel & Moatti, 2006). Factors that one does not consider to be risky sit at 

the top of this hierarchy and arguably these factors relate to confidence, in that people may 

rank risks based on what they are unaware of to what they are confident about (Luhmann, 

1979). 

From the data, three themes arose related to the types of risks individuals considered 

related to their drug use: risks related to using unknown substances, and taking too much and 

becoming physically or mentally unwell. While the last factor was not highly visible as a 

repeat finding in the related literature, it was in my findings and thus significant enough to 

present in my analysis. 

5.1.1 Unknown substances and their effects 

Some participants suggested that when taking drugs there is ‘always the risk’ of using 

unknown substances with a ‘bad additive’. 

You can never be 100% sure, but I trust that person [her dealer] a little bit, 
but there is always the risk…I think I know what I can handle and what not. 
But you never really can be 100% percent sure. (Molly, 27) 
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Related to the risk of ingesting unknown substances is the risk of mixing substances, 

something participants typically felt was a harmful practice.  

Yeah, I think sometimes in that way, we can be really irresponsible. Like, 
can be dangerous or something and you just don’t give a shit. I sometimes 
think about, yeah, a lot of times, really I was taking, like ‘Oh, you want 
something? You want something else? And it’s like, Yeah, yeah, yeah.’ You 
don’t know which cocktail you are making in your body. (Margreet, 31) 
 

While Margreet recognized the dangers in putting multiple unknown substances in her 

body, it could be inferred that she considered taking only one substance as safe and more 

responsible. This idea will be revisited below, when I look at the in the ways in which 

participants reduced harm. 

5.1.2 Becoming physically or mentally ill 

Since most participants could recall a negative experience with drugs, a common 

concern was taking too much and becoming either physically or mentally ill. Participants 

mentioned vomiting, passing out, or going ‘bad’ in their head by experiencing paranoia or 

confusion, as a result of using too much at a given time. From these sentiments it could be 

inferred that participants were oriented by their past negative experience [see 5.2.3 and 

Chapter 7]. And since this was a common concern of participants, I was able to interpret that 

past negative experiences are vital to understanding risk perceptions. 

It was interesting to see if people gave equal consideration to physical risk, such as 

becoming physically sick, and practical risk, such as losing a possession. Participants 

noticeably gave more thought to physical risk as reflected in Charlie’s statement. 

When I think of risk, I think of having a bad trip, or taking too much, or not 
drinking enough water…it’s that kind of thing, it’s physical, not things like 
getting your wallet stolen. (Charlie, 20) 
 

Due to my fieldwork environment, it was common for my participants to consume 

alcohol. The combination of drinking alcohol and using drugs was also seen to be a risk for 

many people, as it could lead to a loss of control and perhaps lead to risker choices, such as 
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mixing substances or taking additional doses. This concern reflects the theme discussed 

above, as this practice is another form of mixing substances. 

Yeah and drinking…at one point I just started drinking more, and then, I 
took drugs when I was drunk and it didn't really do any harm, it was just 
less fun because you only get a bit more drunk and you can lose your sense 
to speak in a clear way (laughs). So yeah, makes me behave a bit like an 
idiot or so, so I don't really like that anymore.  (Rust, 23) 
 

Rust’s comment also indicates that feelings of risk and pleasure are connected to the 

ways we conceptualize positive and negative outcomes. In the past, he mixed alcohol and 

drugs which resulted in decreased pleasure and negative experiences, as he claimed to have 

behaved ‘like an idiot’, and these experiences influences his current practices.  

In relation, some participants showed concern for the wellbeing of their mental state. 

Some people indicated that a considerable risk of their use was linked to having a ‘bad trip’ 

where drugs affects their state of mind in an unintended and negative way, and they become 

paranoid or overwhelmed.  

I think there could be some drug problems with drug abuse or drug use… 
when you are in a certain mind set, by alcohol or by drugs…you can face 
some difficulties, uh, within being over, with being in a mess, um, or there 
are too, too many influences or too many prickles, how do you say, uh, well 
it’s too crowded... (Stu, 29) 
 

Stu mentioned that drugs could make ones’ headspace ‘too crowded’ in terms of over-

stimulation and impact their mental capacity. A combination of too much external and 

internal stimulus can create a negative outcome in terms of becoming mentally or physically 

unwell and Stu saw this risk to be problematic. 

5.2 Trust 

As it has already become apparent in the participants’ excerpts presented above, trust 

was a major theme that they utilized to navigate the risks they faced with their practices. In 

order to clarify how trust is perceived and understood by participants, three separate ideas on 

trust will be investigated: trust in self-judgment, trust in others, and trust from past 
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experiences. This analysis of trust helps to facilitate my analysis of how people navigate risk 

because trust is a principal influencer in the ways in which people make sense of their risk 

practices. Here, the different ways in which trust is gained and exhibited is examined. 

5.2.1 Trust in self 

Participants putting trust in themselves was a significant theme throughout 

all the interviews: 

I think it makes a difference that… I'm comfortable with myself…I'm very 
comfortable in my own skin. (Kat, 28)  
 
I know what my limit is. Always have. (Axl, 20) 
 
Well, it’s like…I’ll never take anything that I know is going to cause me 
harm. (Barksdale, 21)  
 
I keep myself safe at all times. (Rocket, 25) 
 
These quotes are presented because they demonstrate the various forms  

of self-trust: knowledge of self, intelligence, experience, and control, respectively. Kat’s self-

trust comes from being comfortable with herself and her drug use. Interestingly, she set 

herself apart from other recreational drug users, and acknowledged that this level of 

confidence is perhaps unusual. Axl’s trust in self appeared to be derived from only what he 

knows, reflecting his reliance on his rationality and intellect. Barksdale approached his future 

practices with precaution, which hint that he gained self-trust from past experiences, likely 

where harm was experienced. Finally, Rocket’s trust in self rested on his ability to be in 

control of his safety, surroundings, and doses. 

Some participants spoke of trust in a physical sense. Natalie seemed to gain a sense of 

trust in her actions by paying attention to her physical self: “I do what I feel, you know? 

Listen, listen, listen to your body.” Connected to the idea of paying attention to one’s body is 

listening to one’s intuition. Meeko seemed to use this internal sense to guide his high-risk 

practice of mixing substances. 
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Just your feeling, you should really trust your feeling…I think it’s just 
intuition, that I could do ecstasy and cocaine and smoke a joint and take 
speed and take ecstasy and then take beer and then drink vodka and could 
still be alright. (Meeko, 24) 
 

It was reported that mixing multiple substances is a risky practice, however, Meeko 

suggested that by putting complete trust in his intuition, he is able to remain safe, regardless 

how risky his practices may be. Despite how many substances he may use at a given time, if 

he follows his intuition, he will be ‘alright.’ 

For one participant, 5 Days Off was the first festival he attended outside of his native 

country, and it was also the first time he used drugs without his regular group of friends. He 

went to the festival with colleagues that he had never taken drugs with before.  

This lack of familiarity is noteworthy because he mentioned that he would have planned or 

behaved differently had he gone with his regular trusted group of friends, but since he was 

going with a new group, he felt compelled to put more trust in himself.  

Further, he indicated that the lack of ‘same-minded people’ in his current social group 

was new territory for him. He recognized that this new environment had aspects of 

uncertainty and indicated that this factor influenced the shift of putting trust in his friends to 

putting trust in himself. 

I kinda deal with it when it comes. Here, it’s kinda different, I don’t have 
that many same-minded people as me when it comes to the same genres and 
take drugs at gigs. But in England I’m surrounded by all those people. In 
England, it was kind of a, ‘Let’s all go together to the gig and then crash at 
the same house, wake up together, and spend the come down day together.’ 
(Barksdale, 21) 

 
There was also some variation in the reasons why participants were confident in 

themselves and their drug use. For example, Borg believed that trust comes from within a 

person, not from one’s surroundings.  

You’re responsible for yourself, so you don’t need, I don’t think you should 
trust, uh, it’s not like I’m going to take drugs because there are people who 
can help me if something goes wrong, I need to take them if you’re sure it’s 
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safe. I don’t rely on that stuff.  (Borg, 19) 
 

This is an interesting statement to interpret because in a way, he recognized that other 

people in his surroundings could assist him if something went wrong but chose not to rely on 

them. Rather he put his trust in himself and used drugs if he was ‘sure it’s safe’ but gave no 

indication as to how he came to this conclusion. He was clear that he relied on himself, not 

others around him to ensure a sense of safety. This idea is contrasted with the following 

theme, having trust in others. 

5.2.2 Trust in others 

Almost all participants spoke of the necessity of having friends around when using 

drugs, although not necessarily related to using drugs together and sharing an experience with 

someone. Rather, participants were interested in having someone they know and trust with 

them when using drugs. What is important to note is these participants put trust in the people 

around them as a way to manage risk. One interviewee makes clear reference to this idea:  

It’s kinda like, ‘You're fine, you just need water and gum,’ that’s it. But, you 
need someone that you trust, and that’s it. If you have someone that you 
trust around you, then you’re fine… (Barksdale, 21) 
 

 This statement is interesting because it combines the themes of trusting oneself and 

trusting others as a means to negotiate risk. Initially, Barksdale demonstrated that he trusts 

himself to be okay when using drugs, as he is aware of what resources to equip himself with. 

Immediately after however, he pointed out the importance of having someone you trust with 

you. This tension in Barksdale’s response is worth addressing. He indicated that since he was 

using drugs with a new group of friends, he would put more trust in himself. However, he 

later contradicts this, as he suggested that having someone that you trust around is what is 

important to minimize risk. When he used ecstasy at the festival, he took the risk of using 

without his trusted source of friends around. While his response highlights other issues of 

camaraderie, it also touches the participant’s tendency to put trust in other people. 
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 Participant’s trust in others was not always connected to trusting their friends, it also 

involved trusting ‘total strangers’ or other people within their drug use environment. Anna 

made it evident that not only does she trust the person who gave her MDMA, but used the 

cues from other people who used the same substance as a way of developing trust. In these 

situations, the people these participants trusted are like-minded people in that they are also at 

festivals using drugs. This indicates that there is a sense of community among these 

individuals. 

No, I trust him, because I saw more people taking from the same bag, yeah. 
And he was taking from the same bag. And it looks like MDMA. (Anna, 30) 
 
 I just think, ‘Okay, these people are on it, which means, why would they 
sell me bad shit?’ (Kat, 28). 
 

Margreet described a similar situation in which she relied on other users’ experiences:  

Yeah, I don’t know, you just trust. But usually, maybe more lately, I’m more 
scared with this. Maybe with, especially with pills, you know? Sometimes 
I’m a bit scared, like, and maybe I take less than a half, you know? Just in 
case it’s a bad pill or something like this, you know? If I don’t know the 
person, if I know the person of course I always ask, ‘Did you try before? 
Blah, blah, blah...’ (Margreet, 31) 

 
 What is of interest here is that she recognized that putting trust in other people is 

risky and thus changed her behaviour, in that she would lower her dose in case the unknown 

source gave her something ‘bad’. 

An example of participants putting their trust in others came from Molly, who, while 

at DGTL, decided to try a new drug, 4FMP. This was not part of her original plan but a friend 

offered it to her and she accepted, with the understanding that her friend would watch out for 

her and would only offer her a drug if he thought it would be appropriate for her. Since her 

friend was the one who had it, and has used it before, she trusted his opinion. 

Interviewer: And why did you decide to take this new drug? 
Molly: Because I heard from stories that it was the same effects but less side effects. 
I’ve told you that sometimes, for me, when I use it, I feel nauseous and tired, and 
sometimes even a bit depressed and they say that if I try this, that it’s more relaxed, 
so. 
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Interviewer: And who gave it to you? 
Molly: Jones. 
Interviewer: And had you thought about taking this drug before? 
Molly: Uh, I heard about it but they told me a lot about it yesterday, so...but I already 
heard about it a few months ago but never considered it until now. 
 
Later on, when asked if she would have made the same choice if it had been a stranger 

that offered the drug, Molly soberly disagree and explicitly explained the influence that her 

friends had on her decision:  

I like ecstasy the most, but Borg and Jones had this drug with them, and the 
effect is like MDMA or ecstasy and they told me about it and the effects 
were more constant and you don't need to take a lot because it works for a 
few hours and it was a nice feeling, a little bit different from ecstasy…No, 
no, no, I only use drugs that the group has with them. But then you also 
don’t know where they get it, but maybe, yeah, if you use the same, then you 
know, you see what the reaction is of other people. (Molly, 27) 
 

Not only did she trust her friends to give her a ‘safe’ drug but also that this drug 

would give her the effect she desired. The rationalization that Molly provides hints at 

Brown’s (2009) work on how trust is built and gained based on communicative action. His 

work suggests that trust can be gained through communication when one person believes that 

the other has their best interests at heart, but this trust rests on sufficient opportunity for these 

individuals to convey these interest ahead of time. 

5.2.3 Past experiences and Experiential-Tacit Knowledge 

Past experiences played a major role in determining how people perceived risk. All 

participants mentioned their past experiences with drugs as a useful tactic to handle risk, 

regardless if that experience was positive or negative and regardless of their frequency of use.  

Interviewer: When you took ecstasy at 5 Days Off, did you feel things were 
generally safe?  
Rust: Yeah, I think this thing with ecstasy that, which is naive, but I never saw it as 
something that could do any harm. 
Interviewer: Why is that? 
Rust: Because it never went wrong…It never really went wrong and now still, when 
I look back, I don’t regret it. 
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The common idea driving this approach was that if a participant had a positive 

experience, they tended to believe that they would continue to be safe as long as they kept 

with similar practices. One participant put this idea concisely: 

I know what I’m going to experience, so it’s just a nice night and that’s 
basically it…I’m kinda levelheaded, even while high, so, yeah…I kinda 
learned myself not to drink, you just experience the X and that’s fine by me. 
(Steve, 20) 

 
This shows that this user reflected on his past experiences with ecstasy and is 

confident that by continuing with his regular practices, he will minimize the risks associated 

with his ecstasy use. Additionally, the idea of using past experiences to navigate the potential 

risks involved with drug use rests on a sense of trust in himself, in that he felt secure enough 

to act responsible and level headed even under the influence of ecstasy. 

The participants frequently talked about starting their use off with small dosages and 

then increasing it for the desired effect. In practice, this generally meant starting with a 

quarter of an ecstasy pill and continuing with this increment. However, one participant found 

that this method made her feel sick. Throughout her experiences, she discovered that starting 

with a half of a pill eliminated that feeling.  

If I start with a quarter of pill, then I don’t feel well, I even feel not that 
good at all, so it's not enough to take me to the, uh, the point you feel when 
you feel okay (laughs). It sometimes even feels a bit like being depressed, or 
sad, or. So, that’s not a good feeling, so if I take one half then I don’t have 
any problems at all.  (Molly, 27) 
 

Here, Molly described how she based her current drug use, specifically her 

dosage, on her past experiences. Molly’s learned practice of knowing how to dose 

her use in order to reduce any negative side effects, like nausea, leads into the next 

theme, harm reduction. 

5.3 Harm reduction and management  

 Another question that guided my research was asking people about their 

understanding of ecstasy-related harm reduction. Although all participants had safe 
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experiences using drugs at the festivals, it was not so obvious that this was due to them 

actively considering the ways in which to reduce harm. In fact, few participants were vocal 

about practices beyond what could be considered ‘the basics’: keeping track of and spacing 

out dosages and staying hydrated. In addition to these practices, mixing substances and 

testing pills was also referred to. 

5.3.1 Keeping track of time and dosage 

Keeping track of both the time and their dosage were the main harm reduction 

techniques that participants used while taking ecstasy and other drugs at these festivals.  

Like many others, Steve felt that the best practice he was equipped with that allowed him to 

reduce harm was to know how to properly dose: “I figured out my own dosage…Start small 

and up it.” Most people spoke about looking at their watches each time they used and spacing 

out the times they would use again. For example, Stu, gave the following response when 

asked how to describe the safest way to use ecstasy:  

I think I would always be careful, that’s the first thing. Be, um, not 
overdoing it, not, like wait for 2 hours when you start with half a pill, or a 
quarter of a pill, you, wait for half to one and a half hour to 2 hours and 
then do the next one. (Stu, 29) 
 

This practiced was discussed not only in the first interview, but also as it was 

implemented in the second interview, indicating that this is a useful and realistic practice. 

During our second interview, Steve referred to his ‘timetable’ of his past two dosages in 

regards to thinking about taking a third quarter of a pill. 

 An issue related to the above discussion is the type of ecstasy pill taken. One 

participant talked about her preference for ecstasy pills that were a specific shape, such as a 

rectangle or circle, which made it easier for her to bite off even parts and see how much she 

had taken.  

Natalie: I’m like, I know Supermans, I don’t like them because they are triangle, so 
it’s hard to…(mimes biting). 
Interviewer: You mean you don’t know how to dose a triangle evenly? 
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Natalie: Yeah. So, that’s why I came up with Dominos, because they are the follow 
up of the Supermans, and then I looked it up on the Pill Report, [an online drug 
forum] which I do sometimes…  
Interviewer: Do you tell the difference based on the shape of the pill, or the colour 
or... 
Natalie: Yeah, both. Because I know the Supermans are, like, triangles, and they are 
very nice, the dosage is very nice, but I can't bite if off, because of…I prefer a round 
pill because you can bite half and then it’s in quarters.  

This discussion illuminated this respondent’s multiple techniques to reduce harm: not 

only did she choose her ecstasy based on the shape so she can better track her dosing, but she 

also looked up her pills on a website that allows users to share their experiences with other 

users. 

5.3.2 Drinking more water/less alcohol  

           One often cited risk associated with ecstasy use is dehydration. While my subjects 

didn’t specify this harm by name, they all talked about the importance of drinking water 

while using drugs. Often, users reduced the risk of dehydration by switching from alcohol to 

water, something users saw as beneficial. Connected to the risk of dehydration is drinking 

less alcohol. Benedict made this choice based on the risk he saw with combining both 

substances:  

Yeah, sure, like, the combination of alcohol and ecstasy could sort of run up 
and get too fuzzy, you know, like, you sort of lose control. (Benedict, 26) 
 

5.3.3 Mixing 

Mixing substances was another risk that individuals mentioned in the interviews. 

However, this theme was remarkable because it highlighted the contradictory nature in 

people’s actions. It was generally understood that mixing certain drugs was risky, yet very 

few participants were able to articulate what substances should not be mixed, and what 

related harm reduction measures to take. Two respondents stood out as having detectable 

knowledge on how to deal with this particular risk. Meeko appeared to be more familiar with 

the risks involved in mixing drugs with alcohol, rather than with other drugs.  
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You should know how it works, if it’s an upper or a downer4 or, uh, what 
you can, because you can combine drugs but you should know how it works, 
what doesn’t with you. Uh, and, with alcohol, it depends on what kind of 
drug, I mean, if you can take cocaine with alcohol, I mean, that's what 
usually happens. But uh... I experienced a few times where I drank too 
much before taking ecstasy and I threw up. So that’s not good. (Meeko, 24) 
 

Perhaps the most definitive response to addressing this risk came from Steve, who 

never took the risk of mixing other substances with ecstasy. 

No, it’s not that I wouldn’t be tempted, it’s just a rule I’ve always 
had for myself and I don’t do uppers with downers. (Steve, 20) 
 

As mentioned earlier, Margreet saw greater risk involved in taking random, 

multiple substances and ‘making cocktails’ than sticking to one specific substance. 

Choosing to take only one substance in a given time is a way to minimize risk, 

however her response does not make it explicit that this was her personal practice.  

5.3.4 Testing pills 

Barksdale acknowledged the benefit in having a pill’s composition tested, “Because 

that’s what hurts people, not the drug itself, but what else is in it”. This statement indicated 

that for him, the risk is in what the MDMA is mixed with rather than the effects of the 

substance itself. Steve was the only participant that took advantage of the free pill testing 

services offered in Amsterdam, however his motivation for doing so was not based on risk:  

I always want to know which particular pill I took, so I used to go to the Jellenik [a 
harm reduction based agency] to get checked… not because I was scared or 
something, but because it was an interesting thing to do. (Steve, 20)  
 
Upon further discussion, however, he revealed that he stopped testing his pills after 

the fifth time because he always bought from the same ecstasy from the same dealer and had 

yet to encounter a ‘bad’ pill. 

 

 

                                                
4 ‘Uppers’ a colloquial term for stimulants, are classified as such based on their ‘up’ and energizing effect. 
While depressants, or ‘downers’ decrease one’s mental or physical function. Combining the two can send mixed 
signals to the cardiovascular system and result in arrhtymias, an irregular heartbeat. 
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5.4 Conclusion 

This chapter attempted to uncover what participants perceived to be risky and what 

approaches they use to manage their practices. As the responses are analyzed and the 

concepts are unpacked, it was evident that themes regarding particular approaches such as 

risk and trust are highly intertwined. Perhaps the more connections made, the more complex 

the concepts become, but this examination does shed light on how risk, trust, and harm are 

related to one another. 

For one, Mollering’s notion of a ‘leap of faith’ is evident in several of the 

participant’s responses regarding unknown substances. Some participants suggested that there 

is ‘always the risk’ of using unknown substances when taking drugs. For example, one 

participant recognized that she is never sure about the safety of her practices yet ended up 

putting trust in her dealer to provide her with ‘good’ pills. In a way, we can see that in order 

to get from a place of knowing that her risk practices contain some uncertainty (in terms of 

substance composition) to a place of trust in that she used the drugs anyway, she took a ‘leap 

of faith’. 

Zinn mentions that for many, experts are a major source of trust and pass on their 

knowledge to lay-people who judge their trustworthiness (2008). In the context of my 

research, the experts are more experienced users and the less experienced users are the ones 

who observe, gather, and judge. I believe this was the case with Steve and Charlie, as Steve 

was certainly the ‘expert’ in this relationship and had gained Charlie’s trust with his past 

experiences and subsequent knowledge from his previous ecstasy use. 

A harm reduction approach to drug use focuses significantly on behaviour and 

practice, as it seeks to address risky behaviour based on the individual (Lupton, 1993; 

Rhodes, 2002). In this way, these approaches aim to support the individual and respect their 

choices. This approach is evident in Perretti-Watel and Moatti’s (2006) work as they attempt 
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to debunk the commonly held idea that recreational drug users engage with risk practice 

because they lack education, control, or rationality. One idea put forth to support their 

argument is that they do so specifically because it allows them to have control and choice 

(ibid). They suggest that these ‘risky’ choices are made deliberately because, “people may 

prefer to see themselves as risk-takers instead of ‘at risk’ victims of forces beyond their 

control” (2006: 678). This explanation can be linked to the festival environment, as these 

spaces can be seen as alternatives to bars and smaller clubs, and festival-goers are thought to 

typically reject the dominant mainstream culture often found in bars (ibid). 

Caiata-Zufferey’s work challenging the binary opposition between abstinence and 

addiction is relevant here (2012). She suggests that, “illicit drug use should not be viewed as 

an illness or a deviance, but as a lifestyle, rationally chosen and maintained by the users 

themselves” (ibid: 428) which guided my interactions with my participants, as this 

responsibility and reflexivity was the part of their use that I wanted to draw out. 

It is also suggested that in order to view recreational drug use as a personal risk rather 

than a social affliction, drug users must shift their understanding of what is dangerous and 

what is safe in order to clarify these notions of risk and safety (ibid). Several participants 

reflected on their experience of going through this shift; of being told by authority figures 

that all drugs were perilous to experimenting and coming to conclusions about the risks 

involved on their own. The fact that many participants had gone through that process and 

were able to indicate to me how and why their practices were safe, supports the idea that drug 

use is strongly linked to the meaning given by the user. 

 Finally, Crawshaw and Bunton’s (2009) work on exploring the usefulness of 

employing a Bourdieuian framework to understand how social structures determine personal 

practices in certain spaces is helpful to my research in regards to the risk environment. They 

conceptualize that “wider social and environmental influence upon risk has parallels with the 
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work of Bourdieu which has sought to unpack the relationship between individual agency and 

wider social structures as determinants of individual behaviour or practices” (ibid: 269). This 

approach is useful in understanding how environments impact practices since Bourdieu 

suggests that we look past individual behaviours to how actions incorporate “influences from 

cultures, traditions, and objectives structures within societies” (Jenkins, 1992 in Crawshaw & 

Bunton, 2009:270). This reflects one of my areas of research, exploring how environment 

shape risk practices, because it offers a deeper understanding of the risk environment by 

highlighting how broader social and cultural structures establish practices that become 

normalized (Crawshaw & Bunton, 2009). 

Now that I have addressed how participants perceive and manage risk, I now turn to 

their drug use plans and how they unfolded in the risk environment. 
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Six: Understanding Participants Change in Drug Use Plans 

6. Introduction 

The motivation behind interviewing subjects multiple times was to see if and how 

their drug use plan changed once in the festival setting. All subjects had considered their drug 

use at the festivals beforehand and I was interested to see the degree to which their practices 

deviated and/or corresponded to their original plan. This chapter will analyze how, why, and 

to what extent participants’ plans changed.  

The research questions guiding this part of my analysis were “Why and how do 

people’s plans change?” “How do people navigate or reconcile these adjustments?” and 

“How does the festival environment shape participants practices surrounding their drug use?” 

This chapter will show how participants’ usage of ‘in-between’ strategies and a sense of a 

safe environment, expressed through elements of familiarity, sense of community, and the 

physical environment, contributed to the modification of their plans. Two subsequent 

influences for the modifying of plans, the presence of companions and the lived feeling of 

spontaneity for handling uncertainty will be explored. 

6.1 Planning Overview 

 All participants had predetermined plans for their drug use at the festivals, which 

ranged from ambiguous to detailed. For example, some participants made reference to a 

vague plan, while some, like Stu, planned out each dosage time because they wanted to be at 

“their highest at the right moment.” 

 During the second interview, it was discovered that although everyone had gone to the 

festivals with a plan, they had all departed from them in some way. Similar to the range of 

specificity seen in their original plans, their practices at the festivals varied as well. Some 

participants took more ecstasy than initially stated, others used different drugs in addition to 

ecstasy, and some used new drugs entirely.  
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 An example of a change in drug use worth highlighting comes from Natalie. In the 

first interview she declared her rule of never taking ecstasy alone and “always taking it with 

friends.” However, when we met for the second interview, she revealed that she was there 

alone but had still taken ecstasy. This departure from her plan is significant because her main 

method to minimize risk was suddenly no longer adhered to. In the first interview, she stated 

that her rule was to only take drugs with friends, yet in the second interview, she had 

‘broken’ that her rule and taken it alone. The task here is to analyze what factors brought 

about such modifications. 

6.2 Accommodating via in-between strategies 

 An interpretation of why people’s plans changed could be explained by Zinn’s (2008) 

concept of ‘in-between’ strategies, which consists of a mix of trust, emotion, and intuition to 

justify a change in practice or behaviour. This decision-making strategy was visible in both 

discussions and observations. A common scenario was that a participant had taken drugs and 

was surrounded by friends, enjoying the music and rather than let their original plan dictate 

their current behaviour, they would accommodate their use to their present feeling. Rocket 

exemplified this strategy, having used a combination of trust in friends and spontaneity when 

he discussed how his plans changed. 

It was in the moment, so the feeling came and, well, ‘Why not?’ and then it 
happened. So, it’s always on the moment and that’s always when I’m with 
friends. (Rocket, 27) 
 

 Charlie employed this strategy as well, when, during our second interview he decided 

to change his drug use plan. He weighed his options with his friend and while his friend 

decided against taking more, Charlie ‘crossed the line’ and took an additional quarter of a pill 

of ecstasy. It appeared that Charlie let his intuition guide his practice, as he felt that he could 

handle an additional dose but that he also required the effect in order to last until the end of 

the evening. 
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It is worth pointing out that some of these passages suggest that emotions are a basis 

of feeling safe but also as a means of connecting other rational aspects such as pleasure and 

camaraderie. In a way, participants relied on their emotions in two polarizing ways: to feel 

something as intangible as safety and trust, and something as concrete as companionship. 

This speaks to the influence emotion had on peoples’ perception of risk, in that it was utilized 

in multiple ways. 

6.3 A Safe Environment 

            Through a detailed analysis of festival-goers’ responses and behaviours, certain 

themes emerged as to why original plans were changed. One primary reason given by the 

majority of respondents was that the festival environments were safe, meaning that 

participants’ felt like (their) drug use was common, normal, or accepted in these spaces. In 

this context, ‘safe’ referred to participants being comfortable with using drugs in these 

spaces, not necessarily to the substance being consumed. Elements such as the festival being 

well organized with first aid and chill out areas comprised the environment to be considered 

‘safe’. One participant reported that after being at the Melkweg for four nights in a row, 

arriving on the fifth evening was ‘like coming home’. By comparing the Melkweg to a place 

of comfort and safety like his home, it indicated how safe he felt in this club. Natalie captured 

some of these ideas of safety when she reflected on her drug use at the Melkweg: 

Natalie: Yeah, I think it was very safe…I didn’t feel unsafe or anything… it was a 
very nice environment, everybody was like, everything you do is okay, like it was 
chill, it was cool. I don’t know how to explain it, kind of a hippie festival feeling. 
Interviewer: How did you explain it [change in plans] to yourself? 
Natalie: Well because he [the DJ] was starting so early, I was like, ‘It’s okay this 
time but...’ I know that it’s not normal to do it like this... So when I realized that it’s 
just a one-time thing and you know that when you go to a party with friends, you 
would do it differently, so that helped me deal with the situation. But I’m not like, 
‘Wow, I’m going to this again anytime soon’ (laughs). 

For Natalie, the risk was using ecstasy on her own, not in the environment she used 

in. If certain elements present in the drug use plan are considered by the user to be safe, in 
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this case the environment of the Melkweg, which “was very safe”, then conceivably other 

practices are impacted. More specifically, plans may be modified, as it would seem like other 

risk considerations, such as setting-related ones, have been negated. Perhaps having a sense 

of safety lowered her guard for engaging with other risks or increased her level of trust in 

herself, and thus she modified her original drug use plan. 

 When asked if they thought 5 Days Off or DGLT were safe environments for their 

drug use, participants unanimously responded ‘yes’. Although it was undisputed that both 

festivals were considered a safe place to use drugs, there seemed to be various reasons 

influencing participant’s feelings of safety and their subsequent practices because of the sense 

of safety they represented. These factors were a sense of familiarity, community, and the 

actual environment itself. 

6.3.1 Familiarity  

All participants had been to the venues before. This familiarity with the festival 

venues had a significant impact on individuals’ understanding of what it meant to feel safe, 

for, in a way, they knew what kind of environment to expect and this reduced the perceived 

uncertainty regarding their actions. For example, in response to the question “Do you think 

this festival is a safe environment to be in?” one subject responded: 

Yeah, because I go to Melkweg and Paradiso a lot…I know what it’s like to 
be in a club, what you see, what to expect… yeah, because it’s well 
organized. It’s a place where I come often, so I know the way to leave...So 
yeah, I think it’s a festival where it’s not, uh, unusual to use drugs, so. 
(Charlie, 20) 
 

Charlie, like many others, had used drugs in these venues before and therefore could 

mentally picture the physical spaces, which contributed to a feeling of preparedness and 

security. Nevertheless, having mentioned an exit, Charlie perhaps saw the Melkweg as a 

potentially risk environment, as this indicated he had considered how to leave. However it 

was not clear if this consideration was specific to the Melkweg. 
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Participants also talked about how being familiar with Amsterdam increased their 

ideas of the environments being safe. 

I think actually, most places that I take in Amsterdam, I don’t feel unsafe 
taking it. I think it’s just because it’s around you, there’s so many people 
taking it that you don’t... you don’t feel like I’m in a bad place, it’s so 
common, it’s actually so normal. I’ve never experienced that, that, okay 
maybe I haven't open my eyes to it, but in Amsterdam it’s so normal.  (Kat, 
28)  
 

Kat’s statement further hints that her sense of safety came from the surrounding space 

and people. Meeko expanded on that idea and spoke about an understanding that the Dutch 

have a relatively relaxed attitude towards recreational drug use: 

It’s Holland, you don’t get a problem when having a bit of drugs on you. 
Plus, we’re always looking out for security guys. (Meeko, 24) 
 

There were security guards at both festivals but paradoxically, some participants 

considered their presence to be a risk. As noted below, a sense of community was built upon, 

among other things, the idea that if you took drugs out in the open, other people would look 

out for security guards. Besides the contradiction of viewing security guards as a threat to 

their safety in terms of getting into trouble, this highlighted where some participants focused 

their ideas of risk. In this case, Meeko was more concerned with the risk of taking drugs in 

public, getting caught, and being kicked out than the potential health and safety dangers he 

faced with using drugs. The latter part of his remark leads into the following factor that 

contributed to individuals feeling safe in these environments, which was a sense of 

community. 

6.3.2 Sense of Community 

The participants I interviewed at DGTL explicitly spoke of a sense of community 

amongst the other festival-goers. There seemed to be an understanding that other festival-

goers would share drugs, or take care of each other, or be on the lookout for security. For 

example, some participants believed that the festivals were safe spaces because a significant 
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number of the people around them were on drugs and this made some participants feel like 

they would be looked after should they face any drug-related harm and require assistance.  

I feel safe and everybody, almost everybody is on drugs, so, yeah I feel 
safe… I didn’t feel any risks. It’s also when I take more drugs, I don’t feel, 
uh, any shame how to take it, I just do. Even on the dance floor, it’s…more 
safe to do it in the middle of the dance floor than in the toilets…Because 
you are in the middle of a huge crowd, it’s busy, and the security guys are 
walking there but not all the time and other people are not going to say 
anything because they are also on drugs, so. (Meeko, 24) 
 

His companion mirrored this perspective but emphasized that other peoples’ 

experiences and familiarity with drug use added to his sense of security. 

I think there are a lot of people who are using drugs over there, uh, which 
can help you by reminding those kind of bad feelings, bad influences, 
and…I think there are some first aid over there. So, uh, I think you can 
better use some drugs over there than when you are alone sitting on the 
couch at your place because no one is watching out for you. And we are 
with some friends of course, so we are always watching out for each 
other…Yeah, because a lot of these people are on drugs, and familiar with 
drugs, so it doesn’t seem like something new for anyone. (Stu, 29) 
 

These men indicate that, to them, DGTL was a safe space to use drugs because others 

are also using drugs and this commonality created a unique bond. They had an understanding 

that other festival-goers would likely share the same concern and look out for threats, such as 

security guards, and look out for each other’s well-being.  

6.3.3 Socio-physical environment 

 A noticeable theme to arise out of the interviews was the impact the different 

environments had on the participants’ experiences. The festival environments varied 

significantly, namely that DGTL was an outdoor, daytime festival and this influenced Stu’s 

experience. 

During the day, everyone is cozy, everybody is looking at each other, you 
have some eye contact, you have some chats with each other. After 8 or 9 
o’clock, everybody is more, yeah, turning to themselves, and how do you 
call it, more zombie like. So that’s what I like about a festival during the 
day… it’s much more fun than the last 2 hours. I don’t know why it is, but I 
think those are the reasons, the kindness of people, the eye contact, 
everyone is reacting on each other. (Stu, 29) 
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The daytime setting made an impact on Stu’s perception of community, which helped 

him to feel relaxed and at ease. In contrast, a 5 Days Off attendee felt that it was safer to use 

drugs in an indoor festival because he felt this to be a more controlled environment. 

But if you compare to an outdoor festival, I think I would rather do it...I 
think for me, 5 Days Off, an indoor festival is a better place to take it, 
because it’s more controllable…you can’t get lost, for example. Or, yeah, I 
don’t know, it’s just a feeing I have. And also because I’ve been the 
Melkweg and Paradiso a lot, this festival at these venues feels more 
comfortable and familiar. (Charlie, 20)  
 

Although their perspectives are visibly different, both indicated that their respective 

environments had aspects that contributed to their sense of safety. And this safety, as argued 

above, can make participants more at ease with their drug use plan. This reflects the ‘in-

between’ strategies that make use of emotion because, as Zinn suggests, a secure 

environment can be a source of trust. 

6.4 Camaraderie 

A second factor that led to participants’ change in plans was camaraderie, which is 

similar to the sense of community addressed above, but focused on existing friendships, 

rather than connecting with unknown festival-goers in a festival environment. The presence 

and influence of friends generally contributed to people either using more or trying a new 

substance, as in the case of Molly trying 4FMP. Her decision to deviate from her original 

plan and try a new drug that her friends used was influenced not solely because she trusted 

them, but by the desire to create and maintain a special connection. Her motivation to use 

what her friends used came out in her response. 

Interviewer: When you’re on the festival, do you take [drugs] with your friends or 
alone? 
Molly: Yeah, I like that because…it’s a little bit special and…it’s not becoming very 
normal, do you know what I mean? If you don’t tell someone then it’s something 
that’s getting so regular that there’s nothing special happening and if you take it 
together with people then it’s something special. 
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Meeko expanded on Molly’s description of a special connection and articulated that 

for him, camaraderie is omnipresent with his ecstasy use, because taking drugs with friends 

creates a pleasant environment and solidifies relationships. Moreover, Meeko suggested that 

companionship encourages sharing, which could lead to a change in drug choices, because of 

the desire to share a similar experience: “that's the thing with drugs, it’s sharing, it’s 

caring...it creates a different kind of bond.” 

6.5 Spontaneity 

Sometimes I just don’t stick to my plan because sometimes I just try to stay 
chilled, but then, um, yeah, then there’s just a moment that I’m like…‘Oh 
fuck it, I’m just doing it’ because sometimes I agreed with myself that the 
next day I want to do things, but when I’m at the party sometimes I’m just 
like, ‘Ah, wow, I like this party so much and I like the people so much, and 
I’m really, really wanting to enjoy my night.’…I'm a person who can be 
quite spontaneous, so that’s why sometimes I just do it anyway. (Natalie, 
24) 
 

Natalie emphasized a few factors that contribute to a change in plans such as 

pleasure and camaraderie, in that she is influenced by the party and the company, 

and one other factor to be focused on here, spontaneity. Spontaneity, or “living in the 

moment” (Molly) can also help account for a change in plans. The ways in which 

spontaneity factored into participants deviating from their original plan was a key 

feature in the second interviews.  

Well, spontaneous I guess. If someone comes with a better deal, like, in 
festival if someone comes to me with mescaline, I will not say ‘No’ for 
mescaline. (Anna, 30) 
 

Anna’s response shows that she would spontaneously change her drug plan based on 

the types of drugs available to her, in this case, the elusive psychedelic substance. This speaks 

to an existing hierarchy of drugs, in that some drugs are worth changing plans for, while 

others are not.  

 It was challenging to truly know if plans spontaneously changed due to participants 

being under the influence of drugs, or if this behaviour was simply in line with a more 
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general habitus (Crawshaw & Bunton, 2009). One participant referred to spontaneity as being 

an integral part of her nature: 

I don’t do my research, I don’t do my homework, I don’t look into things. 
I’m impulsive, if I want something, I want to try it, I’ll try it. I don’t want 
even, like, um, the guy that I took home, he, uh, at one point he, pulled out a 
bit of coke...and he was holding out a key and I was like, ‘Alright, fuck it,’ 
without even thinking...so that’s it too, I don’t even think about it, I just do 
it. And I don’t really think about the consequences in the end… it’s not just 
with drugs, it’s how I am in life. I don’t look further than what I can see. 
And then I just see what happens…so if there's something I feel like doing, 
I’m doing it. (Kat, 29) 
 

However, Meeko’s response suggested that he deviated from his original 

intentions because he was already under the influence of drugs: 

Interviewer: Do you think that’s an effect of being high, or were you just caught up 
in the moment? 
Meeko: I don’t know, it was impulsive…At 11 o’clock I expected not to sleep that 
upcoming night, so I kind of know it, but you’re looking for a new energy boost so 
you take some more. That’s more it than, I don't know, I kind of know it but you still 
do it. Maybe it’s because the high, because you’re fucked up, it’s probably because 
you’re fucked up. 
 

In this scenario below, Stu described that using drugs was not planned, but he did 

anyways because he was enjoying his day off with friends, indicating that this impulsive, 

spontaneous decision was also brought about by a sense of camaraderie. 

It was a really spontaneous moment and it was just the moment where you 
realize, okay, this is the moment that I don’t have that often. I have a day 
off, I’m with friends, and it just has to be okay, fuck it. (Stu, 29) 
 

6.6 Conclusion  

‘In-between’ strategies are an invaluable tool in making sense of participants’ 

responses on how they got to a place of trust. This interdisciplinary approach helps to unpack 

the decision-making process and draws attention to the factors generally less considered: 

“This dichotomy between rational and irrational strategies neglects a whole range of 

everyday approaches to risk that are neither completely rational nor irrational as they may 

involve the use of prior knowledge and experience” (Zinn, 2008:439). 
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That Zinn mentions the spheres of rationality and irrationality is of interest to my 

research on drug use. It could be argued that drug users go from a state of rationality to 

irrationality when using drugs, meaning that one is not exactly in a rational state of mind 

when under the influence of a mind-altering substance. Moreover, it should be readdressed 

here that these individuals were on drugs at the time of the second interview. The fact that 

these decisions related to their risk practices were made when they were on drugs should not 

be ignored. Unmistakably, these individuals are in a different state of mind at that moment 

and their decision-making skills may be skewed or distorted. It would seem then, that one 

cannot rely on their rational thought in the decision-making process and that other means are 

necessary.  

Mollering’s (2001) work reorients our ideas of and perspective on trust to include 

alternative reasoning, such as ‘leaps of faith’. This approach helps to clarify the data 

presented in this chapter. There are three elements involved in this approach, expectation, 

interpretation, and suspension. The suspension part of this relationship gets a person from 

interpretation to expectation. 

Suspension is a key, binding element of this approach, as it is the “bracketing of the 

unknowable which represents a defining aspect of the nature of trust” (ibid: 417) and is 

present in several participant responses. He points out that, in relation to the ‘leap’, 

suspensions occurs when people say things like “no need to worry” or in the case of Stu, “it 

just has to be fine, fuck it”. There were other elements involved in Stu’s unplanned decision 

to take drugs with his friends that day, such as being with a trusted group of friends and 

feeling spontaneous, but ultimately, he concluded, “fuck it”. In this scenario, Stu started in 

the interpretation phase, or what Mollering refers to as ‘a good reason’ in that by chance, he 

is with his best friends on his day off, and arrived at the expectation phase “it just has to 

be…” 
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Finally, Lyng’s perspective of positive risk-taking may account for why, in the first 

interview before the festival, participants indicated that they planned to practice one thing, 

but in the second interview at the festival, they indicated they had practiced something else. 

Surely, their ‘underlying’ habitus from previous fields would have still impacted their 

behaviour in the new field. Yet, all my participants had been to these festivals before, thus 

they would have already been familiar with the practices and behaviours associated with 

these fields, thus shaping their habitus. 

 The goal here was to show that these theoretical approaches are suitable approaches 

for framing the reasons participants gave in regards to their decision-making process in 

relation to their risk practices. Next, I take a thorough look at the broader narratives of 

individuals in order to get a better understanding of what factors influence their current risk 

practices. 
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Seven: Examining Participant Narratives 

7. Introduction 

Seven participants were interviewed on three separate occasions and, through this 

process, as indeed with one-off interviews, insights into individual narratives were 

uncovered. These personal accounts were not only of interest, but by acknowledging these 

experiences and stories, it illuminated how people perceived and negated the risks involved 

with their recreational drug use. The narratives that were revealed throughout the fieldwork 

are relevant to examine because they show what experiences and factors led participants to 

understand the risks involved with their actions, which undoubtedly shapes their current and 

potential future use. 

The two questions to be answered in this chapter will be “How do people’s past 

experiences influence their current and future use?” and “What are participant’s long-term 

considerations when taking ecstasy or other substances?” In order to address the first 

question, I will illustrate how their drug use has changed over time and how their reflexivity 

impacted their current use. The second issue of long-term consideration will be presented in a 

way that highlights the variation of concerns amongst participants and the factors 

contributing to this difference. 

7.1 Biographies 

One participant spoke about his (estranged) father’s struggle as a drug addict and how 

his past shaped the way he viewed his own current practice. When he considered his father’s 

past habits, Benedict saw a risk for his current and future use. This excerpt highlights the 

significance of our biographies and how susceptible our practices can be to outside factors, 

such as family history. 

 I think at some point, or at certain parties, I had in my mind, like, ‘What 
am I doing? Should I do this or not? And is it okay for me?’…I thought if 
either I would get into trouble, or, like, ruin my body or whatever…What 
are my parents going to think, you know? And also, if it’s going to send me 
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down the same path. (Benedict, 26) 
 

Participants did not all have the same history of drug use and the interviews 

illuminated the variation in type, length, and frequency of drugs used. This variation is 

important because these differences impacted individuals’ perception of risk in different 

ways. As will be demonstrated, those with a longer history of recreational drug use had a 

distinctly different approach to those who were less familiar with their use. In turn, this 

translated into different risk perceptions and related practices. 

7.1.1 Shift in drug use 

Participants reported using drugs over varying amounts of time. Those individuals 

who used drugs over a longer period of time described a noticeable shift in the way in which 

they used and interacted with drugs. For some, the meaning involved with their use changed. 

At first, people were motivated by the thrill and novelty in using drugs, but as this activity 

gradually became integrated into their lives, their approach to using drugs changed. Meeko 

captured this shift when discussing how he saw the festival environment influencing his 

behaviour. This transformation is noteworthy because it indicates that his experiences over 

the past two years, rather than the immediate festival environment alone, influenced his risk 

practices at DGTL. This supports the idea that past experiences play a significant role in 

understanding how people perceive their current use. 

Because in the beginning, it was very special, very new. You did it more 
often, and now, it’s more fun to do it less often. I look forward to do it more 
now than I used to. And I think it was the first year, or the second year, 
where we had party after party after festival after festival and at the end of 
the summer I was done with it, I cancelled some festivals, it was like, it’s 
too much. And now it’s like once in two or three months, I do it and it’s fun. 
And I think that is the experience and …yeah, you get more, you get the fun 
out of other stuff than just taking drugs… sometimes I have the feeling you 
take drugs because you’re taking drugs, and now it’s just to feel fun and 
nice… (Meeko, 24) 
 

It is worth noting what is absent in Meeko’s explanation for cutting back on his use. 

Rather than focusing on how he is better off using drugs less frequently, in terms of his health 
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and safety for example, he mentioned that his more recent experiences using drugs in a 

restrained way is more ‘fun’. While he experienced negative side effects from his use and 

‘was done with it’ [the come downs, the hangovers, and other lasting negative effects], he 

chose to focus on the positive, in that for him, using less in terms of quantity and frequency 

actually made each experience more pleasant. 

Furthermore, the idea of risk is noticeably missing from the above narrative. He 

acknowledged that at first, using drugs was intriguing and thrilling and his use continued in 

such a manner until it became ‘too much’ for him and he made a conscious effort to change 

his behaviour. However, he did so because he wanted his continued drug use to be ‘fun’. His 

motivation to use less was not due to the risks involved with taking ecstasy frequently over a 

short period of time, but rather that he no longer enjoyed the outcome and effects of his 

ecstasy use.  

Addressing individuals’ drug use narratives demonstrates the changes in practice and 

motivation that occurred over time. In this case, Meeko talked about how his initial 

encounters with ecstasy led to some adverse experiences, such as passing out in bars and 

getting kicked out of clubs, but with some adjustments, his experiences are now ‘fun’. By 

analyzing the reasons behind these adjustments we get a better understanding of how people 

see the risks related to their practices and the factors that influence these changes. 

Much like Meeko, Stu exhibited a relaxed attitude towards his current drug use. When 

at a festival, his contentment came from within and from being with friends, not from taking 

drugs. For him, using drugs only enhanced his enjoyment, rather than created it. His laidback 

approach highlights the minimal amount of risk he saw with his general use. Arguably, those 

who are ‘searching for the moment’ put themselves at a higher risk by being impatient and 

taking larger and more frequent doses. 

Just relax, make a party, if it starts, kicks in, okay… but don’t search for the 
moment. And that’s a mistake, I think…some people think a pill will or can 
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make the evening, but I think you can make the evening and the pill can 
make the evening nicer. (Stu, 29) 
 

This relates to his past experiences because getting to this state of comfort and 

relaxation was a process. He, like many other inexperienced users, would take ecstasy and 

‘wait for the moment’ and this ‘searching’ led to a decrease in pleasure because they were too 

focused, too eager for the effect of ecstasy to kick in. These experiences led Stu to change the 

way he approached his usage, in that he no longer ‘looks out for the moment’ but ‘makes the 

moment for [himself]’. 

7.1.2 Learning lessons 

A few participants spoke about ‘learning their lesson’ from their past use. It was 

common for these participants to reflect back on their past usage and extract something that 

would help to make their current use more safe. For Barksdale, this lesson was practicing 

patience and finding the appropriate dosage, which in turn gaves him a sense of jurisdiction 

over his use. 

It’s just proving that I’ve finally come to control what happens, not control 
what happens, because… but be patient with what I take because a big 
thing that happens is that, as I said last time, is that I would take too much 
in one go and get absolutely fucked. And now it’s, uh, I’ve learned how to 
dose it out properly. (Barksdale, 24) 

  
One participant compared her first five years of drug use to her present use. Now, she 

considers herself to be a safe user but did not when she first started. After a handful of 

negative experiences where she became physically ill from overdosing, she decided to change 

her behaviour and use less frequently. Not only does she want her current use to be safe, but 

she wants to continue to use drugs recreationally. It would appear that after these ‘lessons’ 

have been learned, the risk has been negated and the appropriate trust has been gained in 

order for her to continue her drug use. 

I hope I will continue to use as I use now, you know? Now, I’m a smart 
user, I think. I know what I do, I like what I like. I’m not using so much new 
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stuff…I learned my lesson quite fast. (Anna, 30) 
 

Steve used to take ecstasy monthly but was ‘experiencing difficulties’ and wasn’t 

‘personally doing so well’ so decided to ‘slow down’ with his use and eventually quit for a 

year. His decision to use ecstasy again was triggered by his relatively inexperienced friend 

Charlie, who requested that Steve use ecstasy with him. They agreed that 5 Days Off was a 

good setting to embark on this special occasion together.  

So, it wasn’t like it was the third time. You’re used to it, you’ve made the 
changes you want to make in, like, the first couple, or five times, you make 
changes. I’m just a point now where if I keep to my plan, and not that I will 
always keep to my plan, it will be all right. And if I don’t keep to my plan 
then next time I’ll go, ‘Oh I should keep to my plan.’ That’s the range you 
can go. (Steve, 20) 
 

The idea of learning a lesson, along with other themes explored in previous chapters, 

such as trust in others and camaraderie, are present all in the above circumstance. Steve’s 

decision to stick to his plan or not does not seem to be a factor in his perception of risk 

surrounding his drug use. Moreover, this statement suggests that whether or not he sticks to 

his plan, Steve views his use as significantly risk-free, as things will be ‘all right’. Rather, he 

feels like facing the consequences of veering from his plan as a learning experience.  

7.2 A lack of future considerations 

 I spoke with a 5 Days Off attendee who had taken an amphetamine called mephedrone 

and asked him about his long-term considerations with his use and he responded that he 

didn’t have any concerns. This individual said that the only people who are concerned about 

long-term effects of drug use are the ones not using drugs. Part of the reason they don’t use 

drugs is because they are conscious of how drug use can negatively impact their future self. 

Further, it implied that they decided that the risk associated with drug use, even 

unforeseeable, speculative risk, is too great and thus decided to try or use drugs. 

For the most part, participants did not consider the impact their current drug use has 

on their lives five to ten years from now, a time that, for Rocket, was “too far away.” 
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Although the topic was addressed in the interviews, participants did not give the long-term 

effects of their practices much consideration. This sentiment is present in Charlie’s statement, 

but he rectified this lack of concern by justifying that his current use is minimal. 

Because I don’t take so much, I think it won’t have a huge impact on my 
future. So, no, I don’t think about it. (Charlie, 20) 
 

Natalie relayed her concerns with her drug use in the following way: “I kinda don’t 

like it [the potential for her use to become problematic] but, um, yeah…fuck it, I’m young” 

(laughs). She hinted having some concern about her future use, but ultimately relied on the 

reasoning that thinking about her future self is too far away and too uncertain. In the same 

way, she’d rather think about her present self, which she sees as indestructible and resistant to 

danger. This ‘here and now’ idea reflects Brown et al (2013) writing on the temporal framing 

element of risk perception. 

 However, long-term considerations were present when it was evident that individuals 

were interested in using drugs throughout their lives. This was exemplified below, when 

Margreet discussed her thoughts on her long-term use. 

I didn’t do it, like, ten years ago but I do it now…Well, yeah I do 
sometimes. But that’s why I like to take drugs but I try to don’t take a lot 
always, you know? I feel bad if I take a lot. And before I used to take more, 
maybe go for a rave party or something, you know, and take a lot of drugs, 
and now maybe I take some MD[MA], a little bit, or I take half a pill and 
I'm happy for a night…and I don’t have anymore like, these bad feelings the 
day after like I used to have before. I think because I take less. No, I really 
had days where taking MD and the day after like seeing everything black, 
yeah…Like, I like to do this, and I want to do it, always, I’m not going to 
stop doing drugs when I’m 35, no, I think I’m going to get drugs all my life 
but with care, you know? Like, some control and I don’t feel bad like this, 
you know? Doing it, I think everything is good if you don't abuse. I think if 
you take just a little bit, like I do, maybe it’s not too bad. (Margreet, 31) 
 

Both these participants thought about their future and indicate that using drugs in 

moderation is okay, but the part worth exploring here is the difference in motivation and past 

experience. This is worth acknowledging because it demonstrates how individuals’ drug use 

history impacts the ways in which they think about and manage risk. It became clear that 
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Charlie is not worried about how his current practices will impact his future, while Margreet 

thinks about her long-term use and adjusted her current practices to reduce the risk associated 

with continuous recreational use. Having only used ecstasy three times before our first 

interview, Charlie had yet to experience the negative ‘come downs’ that Margreet is familiar 

with. Now, Margreet takes smaller doses of MDMA to deal with the negative feelings she 

would get after using ‘a lot’. Moreover, she thinks about how to sustain her drug use over a 

long period of time and that by using less ‘with care’ and ‘some control’ she will reduce the 

harms she inevitably faces by choosing to use drugs throughout her life.  

7.3 Conclusion 

A compelling outcome of conducting multiple interviews was discovering the 

personal narratives in regards to individuals’ drug use. These stories that were uncovered 

were useful in developing an understanding of how past experiences influence present 

practices. Issues such as shifts in drug use and learning lessons were explored, as these help 

to create a deeper understanding of how personal biographies influence and impact future 

use. 

Ezzy’s (1998) synthesis of Mead and Ricouer’s individual approaches to time and 

identity are invaluable when making sense of the narrative data presented in this chapter. 

Ezzy revisits Mead’s work and highlights the temporal aspect of his approach to 

understanding the development of consciousness and identity. It is argued that our past is 

reinterpreted in light of the present, as well as a way to facilitate future plans: “History 

borrows from fiction the interpretive forms that allow the past to be reinterpreted in light of 

new experience that brings about potentially contradictory information” (ibid: 244). The 

contradictory aspect that emerges is of particular interest to my research because it helps 

makes sense of the tension visible in the narratives. 
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When participants were asked to reflect on personal matter, they drew on a multitude 

of experiences and undoubtedly, their present responses were shaped by their past memories. 

For example, Margreet and Anna both mentioned that currently, they see themselves as safe 

drug users, but had I interviewed them ten years earlier they would have had different 

responses in regards to their risk perceptions. More specifically, they would have responded 

that they didn’t consider the risks involved with or see the danger in their volatile, frequent 

drug use. However, they have the ability to look retrospectively their practices and categorize 

them as risky, however, their past selves may have replied that, at the time, they thought their 

practices to be safe. 

Currently, both these women revealed that they recognize the risk involved in taking 

drugs from strangers, yet they still do this occasionally. However, they also have other 

practices, such as knowing their appropriate dosage, that perhaps ‘off set’ the risk of using 

unknown sources. Their present harm reduction practices may be what they chose to focus 

on, rather than their risk practices when they develop their narratives in order to portray a 

certain idea to either me or to themselves. 

The tension in these two narratives resides where they suggest their current drug use 

is safe, even though they take the risk of using drugs from unknown sources. Their current 

drug use is, by comparison to their practices a decade earlier, safe and controlled. In a way, 

these women create their current identities by tapping into their past biographies as more 

intense drug users, which highlights the value of employing Mead’s temporal-based theory 

on narratives and identity. 

Additionally, both these participants expressed wanting to continue to use drugs 

regularly. Here Ezzy’s approach is also useful because it addresses how we facilitate our 

future plans. Arguably, if they look back on their past behaviours, which were self-admittedly 

dangerous, and they see their current practices to be safe(r), then if this progress continues, 
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they can predict that their future drug use will also be safe(r). Perhaps these participants are 

trying to achieve a sense of legitimacy in wanting to continue their drug use and are 

extracting certain parts of their biographies in order to accomplish this.  
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Eight: Conclusion 

8. Introduction 

This thesis has examined the risk practices of individuals at two music festivals and 

how these risk environments shape participants’ risk practices, with a focus on ecstasy use. 

The research was motivated by the realization that the growing population of recreational 

‘party drug’ users is largely ignored within the related harm reduction literature. A primary 

goal of this undertaking was to get a basic understanding of the types of harms that 

recreational users encounter at music festivals in Amsterdam. Identifying these factors better 

equips those in the public health field with the proper tools and resources needed to keep this 

population of recreational drug users safer in these settings. 

In the first interviews, participants demonstrated a basic understanding of harm 

reduction practices. However, as uncovered by the second interview, these practices, such as 

not mixing substances or not dosing alone were not always followed. Therefore, the task 

became to understand why participants do not practice what they planned. 

A consistency amongst my participants was that they were comfortable with their 

drug use and familiar with the festival environments. This translated into them not being 

overly concerned about going to the festivals with a well thought out plan, or adhering to that 

plan. Dependent on various factors, such as their past use, friendships and community, and 

perceptions of safety, trust, and risk, participants were inclined to modify their original plans. 

Following the contextual background to my research, the theoretical frameworks 

utilized were described. ‘In-between’ strategies and ‘leaps of faith’ helped to clarify the data 

presented that related to making decisions, modifying plans, and taking risks. The complex 

relationship between risk practice and risk environment were highlighted with Bourdieu’s 

work on field and habitus. Participant narratives’ were a feature of this paper and Ezzy’s 
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theoretical understanding of identity assisted in clarifying the role they played in individuals’ 

decision making. 

8.1 Empirical Findings 

 A brief review of key findings and observations will help solidify what was discussed 

in this paper. First, participants’ notions, perceptions, understanding, and management of risk 

were explored through the themes of trust and harm reduction. Trust was remarkably 

prevalent in the responses and so it was helpful to develop this concept further, into trust in 

self, trust in others, and trust gained from past experiences. Although these three categories 

were apparently separate, they were still interwoven with the ways in which individuals 

perceived risk. This interconnectivity of factors suggested that recreational drug users have 

the opportunity to explore different techniques and approaches to reducing risk. 

 All participants that partook in all three interviews adjusted their drug plan in some 

way either by using more drugs, different drugs, or trying a new drug. Generally, alcohol 

consumption at the festivals also increased from their original plan. Although alcohol falls 

outside the scope of my research on ecstasy use, participants considered drinking too much or 

mixing alcohol with drugs as risky, and thus this adjustment in plan is noted as it further 

highlights how plans change in the risk environment.  

 There were certain themes that emerged that supported the reasons why individual 

plans changed. Feelings of camaraderie and spontaneity were influential factors in the 

modification of plans. Moreover, participants’ feeling of safety, which was expressed through 

elements of familiarity, sense of community, and the physical environments also contributed 

to the modification in plans. 

The final theme extracted from my fieldwork was participant narratives, which drew 

attention to past experiences, current practices, and future use and the factors that influenced 

their decision-making in regards to their drug use plan. Long-term considerations were thus 
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investigated, as these gave structure to the participants’ narratives, however, they were not 

always detectable. The exception was with certain participants who expressed interest in 

long-term drug use, who had more developed ideas about the impact of their use in the future. 

8.2 Limitations 

As a researcher, it is imperative to be conscious of your role in qualitative research. 

Many of my participants were recruited through my different social circles, such as school 

life and social life. That many of my participants were, even in the slightest of degrees, 

connected to me impacted upon our interactions. Of course, this sampling issue helped with 

the trust and rapport required to discuss illegal activities, but this relationship should be 

acknowledged for its potential sample bias and thus to influence the data collected. 

This research was not without its imperfection, therefore, the chronological feature of 

my research was useful but not precise, in that there was inconsistency with the follow-up 

interviews. I am aware that the length of time in between the second and third interviews 

impacted participants’ account of their experience at the festival and would thus impact their 

responses. Furthermore, this limitation, in conjunction with substance use, may have 

impacted their ability to accurately recall their experience, and thus their narratives may be 

conveyed in a slightly distorted manner. 

An additional imperfection with the research lay in the second interviews, where 

participants were under the influence of (at times a combination of) drugs. However, this 

issue was not overlooked in my research design and a third interview was implemented to 

allow participants a ‘second sober thought’. 

8.3 Future Directions 

In order to address this populations’ health related issues, our attention should turn 

towards creating effective harm reduction policies that directly target ‘party drug’ users. In 

order to help fill in the gap, it is helpful to remember that harm reduction can be adapted 
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based on the surroundings. Taking a view of drug users that extends past the typical focus of 

injection drug users, we can address different kinds of risks that various users may encounter. 

This way, health services can be adapted to assist diverse target populations, including ‘party 

drug’ users. 

5 Days Off and DGTL had different set ups, in that the former was held on five 

separate nights and the latter was held over two days. There was overnight camping at DGTL 

but none of my participants made use of this option. These are slightly atypical set ups for 

festivals, 5 Days Off in particular, in that participants did not spend two or five consecutive 

days and nights at the festival site, a feature that is somewhat fundamental to many festivals. 

This type of risk environment, a festival site away from ‘normal life’ and held over 

consecutive days and nights was my original choice, but my fieldwork timeline made this 

choice not possible. In a way, this risk environment is much more extreme than the ones 

studied here, in that the participants remain in the same environment for longer periods of 

time. Given the opportunity, this type of festival would be a rich environment to conduct 

further research on risk practices and to gain perhaps an even deeper understanding of the 

connection between risk practices, decision-making, and environments. 

As mentioned above, participants were comfortable with their drug use practices and 

thus found it easy to modify their original plans. However, this particular sample may be an 

anomaly, and there may be festival-goers who are not as comfortable with their use or 

practices and arguably, these individuals should be targeted in future research. 

8.4 Final Remarks 

The contemporary meaning of drug use has changed overtime, having become more 

contested and ambiguous (Caiata-Zufferey, 2012). As such, diverse populations use illicit 

drugs in more diverse spaces. If we are to consider ourselves responsible social scientists, 

then this understanding must be responded to and incorporated into academic research and 



 71 

practice in order to keep ‘at risk’ populations safe and healthy. 

Conducting research on recreational drug use in risk environments was fascinating and 

rewarding. Recruited individuals and festival-goers were both open and eager to discuss their 

drug use with a stranger and a researcher. Furthermore, I noticed particular interest on their 

part when it came to the mundane aspects of their drug use: the means in which they bought 

it, prepared it, dosed it, and concealed it. I believe these aspects of drug use are commonly 

overlooked which is problematic and unfortunate because the minuteness of their practices is 

where the harms and risks became apparent. It was in these discussions where individuals 

appeared to recognize the risks involved in their actions. To me, this suggests that these types 

of conversations with recreational drug users are worth having, not for the sake of judgment 

or blame, but for safety and education. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 
Interview One Questions (practicerisk harm) 
1. Introduction 
-Clarify nature of study 
-Confirm consent/ reassure participant confidentiality 
-Participant information-‘name’, age, demographics 
 
2. Festival plan 
*trying to understand the context in which they are going… 
-Who are you seeing, have you been before, why this festival, what do you think you will like 
about this festival? 
-Do you have a clear idea of what to expect, or is it largely unknown? 
-What are you most excited about? have you thought about it much? 
*addressing drug use… 
-Have you thought about drug use at the festival? 
-How do you go about getting/organizing your drugs? (who, where, how much?) 
-How do personally plan for taking drugs? (emotionally, physically) or not plan at all? 
-What will your drug practices be at the festival (take with friends/alone, re-dosing, mixing, 
alcohol?) 
-How will drug use affect your practices after the party? (after parties, self care?) 
-When you think about your potential plan at this festival do you think it will differ from your 
past experiences at festivals, or do you think they will  be the same? 
 
3. Risk Perception/Practices 
*start with general ideas of risk at festivals 
-Do you see this festival as a safe environment? 
-Will you approach it with normal common sense or specific precautions? 
-When you picture yourself at this party, do you consider any general risks that you might be 
faced with?  
*getting specific about drug harms… 
-Have you considered any drug related risks specific to the festival environment? What 
would these look like? 
-What has shaped these perceptions for you? (media, experience, peers) 
-How will you plan to deal with these perceived risks? (hope, trust, experience, emotion, 
‘gut’ decisions) 
-What are your short-term considerations with using ecstasy? Your long-term considerations? 
-Do you think the particular environment of this festival will shape your drug use? In what 
ways? 
 
4. Harm Reduction 
*start with broader ideas of harm… 
-Tell me about your general knowledge of safer drug use 
-What are your overall concerns for being at this festival (health, peers, personal safety, 
losing valuables) 
*getting specific about drug use 
-Tell me about how you stay safe when using ecstasy 
-Where did you learn this and was it for a specific setting? (maybe bring up combinations) 
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-Do tend to practice what you know when taking ecstasy? Why or why not? 
-Do you expect to follow that plan at this festival? 
 
Interview Two Questions 
1. Festival Plan 
-How is it going, are you enjoying it? 
-How is the crowd?  
-Is it meeting your expectations? 
-What has been your highlight? 
*addressing drug use 
-Did you end up taking drugs? Tell me about how you got/how much you took/brought with 
you 
-What were your practices before arriving? How did you prepare for this event? 
-What has your experience like been so far? 
 
2. Risk Perceptions/Practices 
-Do you feeling safe being here? 
-Has being here influenced your attitude or approach to using drugs? (in general or specific to 
now) 
-Are you experiencing or noticing any general risks related to being in this environment? 
*getting specific about drug harms 
-Have you experienced or noticed any one doing drugs in a dangerous way? (what do you 
mean by harmful/risky?) 
 
3. Harm Reduction 
-Would you describe your ecstasy use tonight as safe? 
-Do you feel like you are sticking with your original plan? Why or why not? (have you taken 
more, decided to continue on to after party etc.)  
 
Interview Three Questions  
1. Debrief/reflection 
-What was your overall impression of the festival? 
-Did it turn out largely how you expected? Why is that?  
-Other thoughts: well organized? Nice atmosphere? Will you go back? Would you 
recommend it? 
*addressing drug use… 
-What did you do after the interview? After the party ended?  
-What did you do the next day? How did you feel? 
-Thinking about your drug use at the festival, would there be anything you would do 
differently? 
-Do you still see this festival as a safe environment to take drugs in? 
 
2. Risk Perception/Practices 
-Did you encounter any risks (surrounding specific or drug specific) that were unexpected?  
-How did you deal with these perceived risks?  
-Did the particular environment of the venue shape your drug use? positively or negatively? 
 
3. Harm Reduction 
-Would you say you practiced what you know about staying safe when taking ecstasy? Why 
or why not? 



 78 

-Would you say you stuck to your plan or not? What influenced your behaviour? 
-Was there anything about the set up of the festival that you would have wanted to change? 
-Do you think your practices at this festival will influence your future drug use? 
  
 
Appendix B: Harm Reduction Reference for Ecstasy 
 
 Harm Reduction Tips Before Use 
Dosing: If you’ve decided to dose, it is best to begin with half a pill rather than a whole one, 
to first see if it’s the effects that you are looking for. Ecstasy can sometimes be cut with other 
substances like Ketamine, DXM, PMA, speed and crystal meth. A less-is-more approach can 
help reduce harm if it’s not what you were expecting.  
 
 Harm Reduction Tips During Use 
Avoid mixing ecstasy with: 
Amphetamines/speed and cocaine: puts lots of extra pressure on your heart and blood vessels, 
and can also takes away the effects of ecstasy  
Alcohol: also neutralizes the effect of ecstasy, combination creates a worse hangover. Being 
tipsy is okay, but avoid being drunk 
GBH : increased risk of epileptic activity  
Antidepressants (SSRI, MAOI ex. Prozac) leads to brain damage and also greatly reduces 
ecstasy effect 
 
Short Term Risks 
Overheating (hyperthermia) 
The body temperature rises through the use of ecstasy.  When you use ecstasy in a warm 
environment (such as a club or party or in the sun at a festival) your body temperature rises 
even further. 
Symptoms of overheating include: headache, confusion, stiff muscles, dizziness, shivering, 
rapid heartbeat, nausea, vomiting 
Water intoxication (hyponatremia) 
There have been instances where people have died of heat exhaustion in raves and dance 
clubs, dancing all night and not drinking enough water. Most media sources incorrectly 
identify this situation as an ‘ecstasy overdose’. Ecstasy decreases your body’s ability to 
regulate temperature, so this in combination with sweating out fluids can give rise to 
dehydration and high body temperatures that can cause your body’s natural cooling system to 
fail. Since overheating is one of the most serious acute risks of ecstasy use, many people 
believe that they must drink lots and lots of water .  
 
If you’re dancing a lot, a decent amount of water to drink is 500mL an hour, the average 
water bottle size most vendors sell. The first sign of dehydration is thirst. Water, fruit juice 
and sports drinks are best. Avoid coffees, teas and other drinks that make you piss; you don’t 
want to lose any more fluids!  
Water intoxication is a rare but real risk. Drinking too much water can affect your kidney’s 
ability to maintain water metabolism, which can be fatal in some cases. Stick to a reasonable 
amount of water: enough that you aren’t thirsty, not so much as you’re gulping in liters.  
Symptoms of a water intoxication include: nausea, vomiting, headache, seizures, decrease 
consciousness, coma 
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Long Term Risks 
Brain Damage 
Impaired short- term memory 
Increased risk of myocardial infarction and stroke  
Fatigue / exhaustion 
Reduced resistance 
Psychological problems 
Damage to the teeth 
Serotonin Syndrome: caused by excessive levels of serotonin in the central nervous system. 
Increased risk associated with large quantities of ecstasy; combining ecstasy with 
amphetamines, cocaine, other stimulants; antidepressants 
Symptoms of serotonin syndrome include: fever, restlessness, excitement,  anxiety , confusion 
  Harm Reduction Tips After Use 
Moderation: There are biochemical reasons why frequent ecstasy use increases the likelihood 
of depression. Remember, with Ecstasy, LESS IS MORE. 
Eat well: Your body produces serotonin by combining together various amino acids found in 
proteins. Maintaining a well-balanced diet that includes enough complete proteins and the 
proper vitamins and minerals will help you stay healthy and rebound more easily from 
serotonin depletion. 
Sleep: Many of your brain's restorative processes take place while you sleep. Not getting 
enough sleep may significantly lengthen the time it takes for your brain to replenish its 
serotonin. 
 
Pre-existing Health Conditions  
Heart Conditions: Ecstasy produces a significant increase in heart rate and blood pressure. 
This means that people with heart conditions are more vulnerable to heart attacks or other 
heart complications if they take ecstasy. 
Liver Problems: Your liver filters toxins from your blood. Contrary to some rumors, there is 
no method of ingesting ecstasy that will "bypass" your liver. While there is little evidence 
that ecstasy causes liver damage on its own, people with hepatitis or other liver ailments may 
be vulnerable to liver damage if they consume ecstasy. 
Seizures: Strobe lights can often trigger seizures in people. People prone to seizures are more 
likely to experience them if they take ecstasy 
Psychiatric Disorders: Ecstasy, like many psychoactive drugs, can exacerbate the symptoms 
of mental illness, particularly depression. 
Diabetes : Ecstasy speeds up your metabolism, which can be risky to those with diabetes. If 
you are diabetic, you need to be aware of the difference this may make to your insulin levels. 
Have a friend nearby who knows what you are on and that you are diabetic. Keep hard 
candies on you at all times. If you don’t have a Medic-Alert bracelet, have a piece of paper in 
your wallet outlining your condition.  
Asthma: The damp, smokey atmosphere of parties can be rough on the lungs. Take breaks, try 
to find a place without smoking to catch a few breaths of fresh air. If you have an inhaler 
keep it on you.  
 
Sources 
Roll Safe (rollsafe.org) / TRIP! Project (tripproject.ca) /Dance Safe (dancesafe.org) /UNITY 
(unity.nl)
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