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Abstract

Background:  Cultural influences on young people’s drinking have been the focus of much research and policy practice. Young people’s drinking is influenced by a range of institutions, including the workplace, yet this has received comparatively little attention by researchers and policymakers. This study examines the workplace influences on young people’s drinking through the conceptual lens of organisational identification. 

Methods: Data was collected through 16 semi-structured interviews with mainly young employees of a professional services firm in New Zealand.  The interviews were coded and anlalysed thematically, generating five themes of alcohol use at work.

Results: Alcohol was used in a number of ways by the respondents in relation to their work, from acting as a means of relieving stress or anxiety induced by work, to providing a means for bonding with work colleagues. Their work also impacted on their alcohol use in more ‘positive’ ways (e.g. respondents limiting their intake to prevent damage to their career prospects).
Conclusion: The study highlights how processes of organisational identification both encourage and inhibit alcohol use.  The consumption of alcohol at work provides young professionals with a medium to engage in a variety of organisational identification processes.  An understanding of these processes can assist policymakers in focusing on the workplace, an area largely ignored to date, as a target for their campaigns aimed at reducing the harmful effects of young people’s heavy alcohol use.
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Introduction

In recent times, the heavy use of alcohol through ‘binge drinking’ activities has been a central focus for alcohol researchers in the public health arena (Measham & Brain, 2005). In New Zealand, a recent report classified 21% of all New Zealand adult drinkers over 18 years old as binge drinkers (ALAC, 2011). Measham & Brain (2005) caution that binge drinking is an inappropriate conceptual foundation for analyzing drinking behaviour, especially that of young people. This criticism of the binge drinking discourse has found support from other public health researchers, who note that the binge drinking discourse
a) is inherently ambiguous and as a result becomes redundant as a descriptive concept (Hayward & Hobbs, 2007; Szmigin et al, 2008). 

b) establishes heavy alcohol use as a problem that afflicts only the abnormal or flawed in an otherwise responsible or normal society (Brain, 2000; Wilson, 2005).  However, it is often the most ordinary, law-abiding citizens who are engaging in the binge drinking behaviour described by mainstream public health research (Parker & Williams, 2003);

c) stunts consideration of the deeper phenomena that underpin heavy alcohol use amongst young people. That is, through an exclusive problematic (binge) / non-problematic (non-binge) dichotomy, it fails to highlight a range of sociological and psychological reasons for heavy alcohol use amongst young people (Brain, 2000; Measham, 2004; Parker & Williams, 2003).
Policies aimed at tackling binge drinking which fail to acknowledge and address the range of contextual factors which influence it are unlikely to meet with success.  Understanding these complexities is, therefore, important for policymakers and others attempting to reduce the harmful effects of heavy alcohol use among young people.  There is a need for alcohol research which extends beyond theorising youth drinking as a social problem to examine it within a broader sociological context.  Drunkenness amongst many young people is not seen as something to repress, avoid or to be ashamed of (Workman, 2001). Instead, it is encouraged by many youth sub-cultures and is determinedly sought after (Brain & Parker, 1997). Drinking is a highly symbolic act for many young people that plays a vital role in processes of socialisation (Brain, 2000), a “marker of identity and membership” and an expression of collective solidarity (Room & Sato, 2002, p.6).  Parker & Williams (2003) found that alcohol and a ‘big night out’ served the functional purpose of maintaining a work hard-play hard image amongst young adults in the UK. Here the drinking act was seen as a stress reliever, but also as a way of maintaining a particular image and identity.  In addition to the drinking itself, the spaces in which drinking occurs and the types of drinks that are consumed, are symbolic acts that affirm or deny one’s belongingness to a particular group.  Chatterton & Hollands (2002) explore the development of new urban spaces, and the way in which certain types of drinking spaces serve to create and reinforce particular forms of identity, such as a ‘mainstream’ or ‘alternative’ identity.  

It is important, therefore, that the dominant discourse of binge drinking does not crowd out alternative analyses of the way young people use alcohol, and how the reasons for its use change over time. It is to this end that our own study is geared.  We aim to provide an account of how young people’s work lives shapes their use of alcohol.  The following section provides an overview of the work and alcohol literature, which provides the grounding for our study.
Work and Alcohol

The heavy use of alcohol by young people poses significant risks to individuals’ health (Measham, 2006). However, while there is extensive public health research on the use of alcohol and its effects, studies that examine the relationship between work, as a social institution, and alcohol use are relatively few in number. In their extensive review of the work-alcohol literature, Trice & Sonnenstuhl (1988) segment work-alcohol studies into four main groups. The two approaches or perspectives most relevant to the current study are the social control perspective and the work culture perspective. 

Studies adopting the social control perspective focus on the formal regulatory factors that influence a person’s use of alcohol. Trice & Roman (1978) identify two work-based risk factors that promote a greater degree of alcohol use amongst workers; absence of supervision and low visibility of job performance (Ames & Janes, 1987). Individuals will have more opportunities to drink heavily in jobs where there is little or no supervision (Ames & Janes, 1987; Manello & Seaman, 1979); where there is little or no interdependence with other work roles (Roman, 1981); where there is low visibility of job performance (Ames & Janes, 1987); and where work is highly transitive (i.e. where workers travel between locations frequently or obtain new management / supervision often) (Trice & Sonnenstuhl, 1988). 
Given such considerations, there have been studies into the role of social control — both formal (i.e. supervisors, management, organisational policies on drinking), and informal (i.e. normative regulation through sub-cultural values and beliefs) in workers’ use of alcohol (Trice & Sonnenstuhl, 1988). Roman & Blum (2002) for example provide a thorough review of those studies that have examined the effectiveness of formal workplace controls or programmes in addressing heavy alcohol use / abuse amongst workers. Tools such as alcohol education programmes, peer intervention and employee intervention programmes are cited as common techniques for reducing alcohol-related harm amongst workers. Relatedly, the Alcohol Advisory Council of New Zealand (ALAC) (n.d.) has recommended that workplaces have a robust alcohol and drug workplace policy that is developed in consultation with all levels of the organisation.
Ames & Janes (1992) have contended that the social control perspective described by Trice & Sonnenstuhl (1988) is a subset of a broader cultural perspective on work-alcohol, which explores how normative controls in the workplace, achieved through shared values, beliefs and practices, can inhibit and / or encourage a person’s alcohol use (Trice & Roman, 1978).  An influential study by Janes & Ames (1989) of male blue collar factory workers in the US found that those individuals whose social networks were comprised largely of work relationships were the most likely to drink heavily and experience problems with alcohol. Thus, “membership in this subculture…was most important for those men who had no interests or social involvements outside the workplace” (p.245).  Bennett & Lehman (1999) found that “group occupational structure may be an important factor in determining whether employee substance use will lead to problems for others” (p. 317).  Bennett & Lehman express strong support for a cultural perspective on work-alcohol, suggesting that those organisational reactions to heavy alcohol use which treat the problem as one of individual control risk neglecting the underlying organisational norms which  might encourage drinking. A reaction only to the ‘problematic individual’ means that such norms continue to exist and propagate heavy alcohol use amongst organisational members (Schaef & Fassel, 1988).

In the above studies, drinking and drunkenness can be seen as serving both symbolic and functional roles in organisational sub-cultures. Our research seeks to contribute to this literature. Using the closely related concept of organisational identity (Albert & Whetten, 1985), we explore the relationship between organisational culture and alcohol. Albert & Whetten (1985) proposed that, like individual persons, organisations as groups of individuals can also have their own sense of identity or self. Organisational identity consists of those features that are central, enduring, and distinctive to a particular organisation. According to Hatch & Schultz (2002) “the phenomenon of organizational identity appears whenever members of the organization ask themselves ‘who are we?’, ‘what business are we in?’, or ‘what do we want to be?’”(p. 3). 

In terms of the work-alcohol relationship then, the fundamental question that an organisational identity perspective gives rise to, and one that we believe has not been addressed in the work-alcohol literature, is how processes of organisational identification (i.e. people and ‘the organisation’ coming to form / re-form a sense of collective identity) are related to alcohol use amongst organisational members. Three aspects of organisational life; culture, identity, and image, are phenomena that the alcohol literature would suggest are particularly salient to understanding the work-alcohol relationship, but which have not been addressed in an integrative manner. From this perspective, drinking is not only seen by individuals / groups as a way of gaining a sense of self (identity).  It can also come to act as a functional, social activity for particular groups (culture) and as a way of impressing upon those outside a particular social group (image).
Professional Services Firms and Alcohol

Within the work-alcohol literature, white collar or professional / managerial workers workplaces have received relatively little attention from researchers compared blue collar workers (e.g. Janes & Ames, 1989; Mazas et al., 2006). It is likely that such a gap has arisen as a result of the numerous sets of survey findings which conclude that these workers are less at risk of being alcohol dependent and having problems with alcohol than blue collar workers (e.g. Hemmingsson et al., 1997; Parker & Harford, 1992). 
However, there are a number of features of these particular kinds of workplaces, and specifically, professional services firms that make them particularly useful research sites for theorising about the work-alcohol relationship.  Professional services firms “rely to a large extent on interactions between knowledgable buyers and highly educated service providers who engage in some form of joint problem solving” (Lowendahl, 2005, p. 18). Examples include law firms, consulting firms and marketing firms.  Such firms tend to utilise a less visible and less direct form of managerial control to achieve the desired work behaviour from employees (Karreman & Alvesson, 2004). For example, Barker (1993) observed what he described as ‘concertive control’ in self-managing teams. On the surface, freedom from traditional management control in the form of an autonomous team would appear to represent a reduction in control over workers. Barker however suggests that given the smaller size of the team compared to an entire organisation (and thus the increased visibility of each person’s work to one another), control actually intensified, being dispersed amongst all members of the team, rather than located ‘within’ one individual.
This particular feature of professional services firms could be linked to the conclusions of Seeman & Anderson (1983), who found that feelings of powerlessness were a much more accurate predictor of heavy drinking and problems with drinking than the quality of work (measured via job satisfaction, complexity of work, and intrinsic reward in work). This might suggest that even those undertaking ‘knowledge-intensive work’ in professional services firms, assuming such work affords the worker a high degree of satisfaction and intrinsic reward, are no more immune to heavy alcohol use than those in non-knowledge-intensive work. Rather, it is the nature of the power relationships at work (i.e. whether one feels empowered or not) that are key to understanding the work-alcohol link. This aspect of power and political activity in professional services firms might be of significance for discussions of the work-alcohol relationship, and is an issue we investigate through our use of an organisational identity-based framework.

Another feature of professional services firms that makes them an interesting research site is that issues of organisational identity are highly prevalent in such workplaces. In particular, workers in these firms often face considerable challenges to forming a stable sense of identity due to the nature of their work. Such challenges include intense internal competition (related to promotion and career development) (Grey, 1994), the constant need to manage image (at both a personal and organisational level) in order to attract new clients and maintain existing business networks (Alvesson, 1990; Alvesson, 1993), and, importantly, the high degree of ambiguity that is prevalent in all areas of knowledge-intensive work (Alvesson, 2004; Karreman & Alvesson, 2004). 

Investigation of the role of alcohol in activities related to the above issues, such as client functions (in the interests of image management) or team drinks (to facilitate team bonding), would prompt an understanding of alcohol use as a part of work life, rather than a by-product that occurs outside of work times and spaces. This is an important consideration and one that can be linked to the observations of authors such as Wilson (2005), who states that “drinking practices are active elements in individual and group identifications, and the sites where drinking takes place, the locales of regular and celebrated drinking, are places where meanings made, shared, disputed and reproduced, where identities take shape, flourish and change” (p. 10).

The above discussion highlights the theoretical value of an investigation of the relationship between alcohol use and work life in professional services firms. In the following section, we provide an overview of our empirical research.
Methods
The research consisted of a case study of ORGA [pseudonym], a large professional services firm based in New Zealand which employs 170 people and is part of a global network.  The use of a single case was appropriate, given our desire to develop a novel conceptual lens on the work-alcohol relationship through an in-depth examination of work-alcohol dynamics, rather than to develop broader, generalizable findings about the use of alcohol across a large number of professional services firms.  We hope that the insights from our single case will encourage future research which can test the generalizability of our findings across the professional services sector.

We secured agreement from the chief executive to conduct a series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with employees of ORGA.  In-depth interviews were appropriate for two reasons, as identified by Coombes et al (2009).  First, it enabled us to collect rich contextual data. Through discussion and conversation (in place of measurement and quantification), interviews allowed us to gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between individuals’ use of alcohol and their work lives.  Second, interviews are well suited to researching sensitive issues (Coombes et al, 2009).  It would be very difficult to gain data about what could be quite a personal activity (that is, alcohol use) from interviewees if they felt as though they were being interrogated or treated in a clinical fashion. The interview method enabled us to create a high-trust and relaxed environment.  

The chief executive acted as our key informant who distributed our research information sheet to employees. Contacting the employees directly was not a viable option for recruitment because of legal and ethical concerns.  While the use of an open sample (Payne & Payne, 2004) was appropriate,  recruiting interviewees in this way can potentially generate a skewed or unrepresentative sample (O’Leary, 2010), so we cannot claim that the findings are representative of all members of ORGA. 16 interviews of between 60 and 90 minutes in length were conducted. 8 of the respondents were 25 years of age or younger (one of whom was an individual responsible for organising ORGAs various functions and client events), 6 were aged 26 to 30, and 2 were aged 30 or older.  These two ‘over 30s’ were members of the senior management team and were interviewed in an informant / observer capacity (i.e. to obtain their views on the drinking activities of the younger group of employees). The oldest respondent was 55 years old, and the youngest was 21. The gender split was 9 males to 7 females, which was representative of the firm’s overall composition. 
Our interview schedule had four sections.  The first consisted of factual questions about their age, time spent working at ORGA, as well as their roles and responsibilities.  As well as gathering needed data, these questions were designed to help the respondent feel at ease (Coombes et al, 2009).  The second section focused on the ways in which respondents use (or do not use) alcohol, focusing on frequency, quantities and locations.  Section three of the interview schedule explored the relationship between alcohol use at ORGA and organisational identity.  We looked for rich descriptions of the role of alcohol use in events and activities.  The final section consisted of questions which explored participants’ views on the work-alcohol relationship, examining connections between the way they drink (or do not drink) and their role at work.

As the interviews proceeded, we became aware of recurring themes. While more data is better for trustworthiness and authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), we concluded that further interviews would have been of diminishing value in answering the research question.  In analysing the data we undertook a thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998).  The interviews were first digitally transcribed verbatim. The most recurrent themes in each identification process became clear based on which themes had the most amount of transcribed speech or data contained within them. A summary of the five key themes we identified is presented in Table 1 below:

--------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 1 here




--------------------------------------------------------
Findings

Before elaborating upon the five themes, it is important to note the distinction that emerged in the interviews between the social drinking act and the physiological effect of alcohol. While both played important roles in different situations, the social drinking act and all of its intricacies were more significant for the interviewees than the physiological or psychoactive properties of the alcohol itself. 
Reflecting on work life and the company

The drinking act provided a means for reflecting on the nature of ORGA, its people, its systems and structures, and the work that employees were currently involved in. The group-based or social nature of the drinking act, at least those that were not hosted by ORGA, provided an appropriate forum for airing one’s thoughts about pressing issues, providing respondents with a form of psychological release. The informality associated with the spaces in which the drinking act was conducted (often off-work sites such as bars) was conducive to open discussions. Bars for example, provided a degree of privacy to the conversations, even though these are ironically, generally considered to be fairly public spaces (Sturdy, Schwarz & Spicer, 2006).
One respondent spoke of the criticisms of high fees and lack of value directed at him and his team of consultants at ORGA.
Some of the work we do [consulting] is quite sensitive. People don’t usually like seeing us, if they see us there, they know that something’s happening, and there’s something wrong. At other times, people like having us there. Some of the jobs we’re doing involve restructuring, people losing their jobs. Some of the work hasn’t been that pleasant. So it’s good to go out and have a drink and be able to talk about that with people who actually are going through the same sort of thing. Within [New Zealand], or within most businesses, consultants aren’t really looked kindly upon. I think, some of the comments are we’re second worst to lawyers, or they think we’re overpaid and don’t really do much. We go in and we talk a whole of crap. So there is that perception out there. (Participant 1, male, 23 years old, junior member of the firm)
These are direct threats to the firm’s sense of identity, or at least that of its consulting division, which are discussed and to some extent ‘worked out’ at a group level through the drinking act.  These and other aspects of ORGA’s identity could be questioned or challenged by its young employees, with no fear of any of their comments impacting on their career prospects or progression in the firm. There was a degree of implied privacy to any discussions held ‘over a drink’ amongst colleagues. Along with the social act came a new set of norms or implied rules that participants in the act both seemed to tacitly consent to upon entering the social engagement.
The ‘working out’ of issues is perhaps one explanation for the large number of social functions that ORGA hosted for its workers. Senior management at ORGA realised the opportunities these kind of situations provided for workers to communally and informally raise the less visible (to senior management) issues or problems at ORGA. At the very least, these issues that would ordinarily be encountered in the ‘frontline’ of the organisation could be brought to management’s attention at ORGA functions, enabling them to address these issues, and be better placed to improve ORGA’s image and subsequent performance.

However, given that ORGA-hosted functions were still seen by interviewees as ‘work’ to some extent, the possibilities for the same openness and honesty (in terms of discussions about ORGA) that interviewees attributed to the non-work hosted drinking acts were still limited. The idea of ‘Friday night drinks’ and other ORGA hosted functions as ‘informal-but-not-too-informal’ events was most evident in the way employees talked about intoxication at work functions. Because ORGA functions were still as a ‘part of work’, workers would often describe a deliberate degree of self-management of the inevitable bi-product of extended drinking acts at these work-hosted functions - the physiological effect of the alcohol. This made any prolonged reflections on the company at ORGA-hosted functions a somewhat risky endeavour, and it was in the attendees’ interests career-wise to be careful of how much they drank at work functions. If, as a result of having ‘too much to drink’, one was to divulge too much information to senior individuals, or to express the information in a less palatable fashion, or to simply ‘make an idiot of themselves’ by behaving inappropriately, interviewees perceived that their personal and professional image in the eyes of their superiors could be compromised:
I wouldn’t say I’ve ever been drunk around workmates, only on those occasions where it’s outside of [ORGA-hosted functions]. That’s probably just something for my own career, the smart move is not to get real drunk at a work function. Just because, I guess it’s a risk you could do something stupid. I mean I don’t think it’s particularly frowned upon but... (Participant 7, male, 23 years old, junior member of the firm)
In sum, the drinking act provided a key means through which interviewees were able to evaluate the company and their own work life with their colleagues. In this sense, alcohol use served a functional role as a form of release and psychological resolution and repair. Through the more informal discussions ‘over a drink’, ORGA members were able to reflect on the nature of the work, the company, and their colleagues and clients. The reflection processes that workers undertook ‘over a drink’ were clearly identified by ORGA’s management as providing a useful means of uncovering valuable information about organisational life from those ‘on the frontline’. As a result, ORGA deliberately hosted drinking events, assumedly in an effort to facilitate processes of reflection and gather this valuable information for purposes of improving organisational performance.
Relationship Building

A major theme to emerge from the interviews was the role of alcohol use in ‘socialising’ and building relationships with work colleagues. The drinking act provided a means by which workers could talk to one another outside the usual parameters of ‘work hours’, and thus get to know colleagues ‘as a person’ rather than as a ‘work colleague’. The fact that the drinking act was a shared activity played an important role in this relationship building. By engaging in the activity together, colleagues had, at the very least, some ‘common ground’ (the drinking act) from which discussions could begin.

End of month drinks usually revolve around drinks. It’s a tool to socialise I guess. And it is used a lot. Even with the social club, there’ll be drinks and food. I guess the only thing that isn’t out of the things I listed is sports teams. But apart from that, it’s [alcohol] probably going to be there. But it’s not like everyone is going to abuse it and drink free alcohol until it’s gone. It’s just, everyone enjoys having a few beers after work. Socialising.  (Participant 3, male, 24 years old, junior member of the firm)
I think it’s the social functions, and just having those it what sort of creates those relationships. Particularly in [division X] we have quite a few just [division X]-specific ones. So you’re not just lost in a big sea of people, you’re with the people you work with and you get to know them a bit better…You know it relaxes everyone, people have a good time, and I just find when you have a decent night with someone, it brings down any of those barriers. Like when you see them again, you know you’re both human, you’ve both got something in common. (Participant 7, male, 23 years old, junior member of the firm)
Respondents saw ORGA as having high expectations of them. Many admitted they would often work unpaid overtime, including weekends, if a particular project required it. In return, ORGA rewarded employees accordingly when they produced work of a high standard. Respondents often spoke about ORGA-hosted social functions as a form of celebration, where their efforts and hard work were rewarded by senior management:

I mean even if we have a work drinks celebration or something, for example last week we won a contract that we were extremely stoked about, it was a large client. So [management] put on drinks on a Wednesday afternoon. (Participant 4, female, 21 years old, junior member of the firm)
I think that’s the only one actually, or maybe it’s kinda used as a reward here. For the long hours, and the highly stressful work you do. It’s a little way they can reward you after a hard week. (Participant 16, female, 28 years old, middle level (non-management) of the firm)
The actual celebrations hosted by ORGA could involve alcohol or be alcohol free, but respondents reported that all of the significant celebratory functions, such as the mid-year and Christmas balls, or team-level celebratory drinks, did involve alcohol use. At these large scale celebrations, employees would sometimes drink relatively heavily, in contrast to the Friday night drinks, where they would deliberately exert a degree of self-control over their alcohol intake:

I think rightly or wrongly, if you’re going to have a celebration, if you’re going to have a thank you, which is what the function kind of is, “hey guys you’ve worked really hard, thanks, let’s have a party”, there’s just an assumption that there will be alcohol involved…But being able to be in that context [Christmas function], you know where people probably loosen up a bit and stuff, I actually think it’s [having a drink] a key element of that night. (Participant 9, male, 33 years old, manager at the firm)

I think it’s [Friday night drinks] less about people ending the week and wanting to get smashed, and it’s more that relationship aspect to it. That collegial environment, rather than wanting to forget your woes of the week. (Participant 13, female, 29 years old, manager at the firm)
Alcohol and drinking occasions were also a common way of inducting ‘graduates’ into the firm. Alcohol appeared to be used in a very similar way here as it was to build relationships amongst seasoned employees at ORGA. This time however, alcohol was used in the context of integrating entirely new workers into the company. Both the shared drinking act and the physiological effect of the alcohol appeared to play a part in this process of making graduates feel more comfortable with one another and their new environment:

Especially with graduates I think because they come in so sure of how the whole situation’s going be, and how to act and you know, people generally behave when they’re in the office. And I don’t think it’s until you get out of the office and people have had a couple of drinks that you actually start to joke around and have a bit of fun and feel more comfortable. And I’m not saying just in that situation, but the difference between the team with new grads, and the team with new grads once you’ve had one function together is quite noticeable in terms of their interaction, and how relaxed they are within the team. I guess after a few drinks, it kind of puts people on the same level. (Participant 13, female, 25 years old, junior member of the firm)
Managerial control 
Each of the ‘benefits’ of alcohol use employees described was invariably of benefit for ORGA as a profit-oriented company as well. For example, the idea of alcohol use as an effective means of building stronger relationships with colleagues was of benefit in terms of the quality of work produced for ORGA’s clients. The social events of which alcohol was an important part, was to some extent, a deliberate form of managerial control that served to reinforce certain aspects of ORGA’s organisational identity.  Through positive reinforcement using events involving alcohol, ORGA succeeded in prompting workers to ‘work harder’ during ordinary work time. This could be for a number of reasons; because they felt an obligation to their ‘team mates’ (with such team bonds being strengthened through work-hosted drinking events), because they felt an obligation to ORGA for ‘buying the drinks’, because they knew they would be rewarded for their efforts, and so forth. A number of respondents saw the numerous events that ORGA hosted for workers as exactly this kind of managerial tactic – as outlined by one member of the senior management team: 

You know people here do get worked hard. There’s an underlying, almost an anonymous HR strategy that, “ah, we will employ a lot of young people, we will work them really really hard, for 3 to 4 years, 5 years. We will work them bloody hard. And, as a consequence of that, if we have to fill them up with a bit of grog, so they think we’re good people, then we’ll do that. You know, the turnover of young people in a firm like ORGA is considerably high than the turnover of young people in a lot of other industries. You go to university, you start as a graduate when you’re 22, 23, work for 3 or 4 years, you do your professional exams, and when your 27, you might be senior associate, you might be verging on becoming a manager, but you’ve worked really hard over that period of time. People piss off overseas and say ‘this is all just too much for me’. But during that period we say ‘well we’ll give them a good time’/ (Participant 15, male, 55 years old, senior member of the firm)
The deliberate managerial attempt to cultivate in the minds of the workers the idea of the company, or those within ORGA as ‘good people’, explains management’s rationale behind the use of drinking events at ORGA. For the respondents, drinking was an activity that they undertook only with those that they were, or wished to be close to on a personal level. By not only drinking ‘with ORGA’ (in the form of work colleagues), but having ORGA ‘buy the drinks’, behaviours that would often be associated with a ‘good mate’ or friend, ORGA was attempting to personify the organisation. 
Networking and image management

Maintaining relationships with existing clients was seen by interviewees as critical to ORGA’s performance. It was important to ensure that relationships with clients were maintained and developed in order to ensure repeat business, and to cross-sell other types of services that ORGA offered. The use of alcohol and the ‘etiquette’ around drinking as a means for starting and maintaining a conversation was a recurring theme. One interviewee described alcohol as ‘a prop’ in these situations, and highlighted how she had been trained by the company in the ways she could use alcohol at client functions as a means of talking to different people: 
You actually get taught to use, drink in the left hand shake with your right. So there’s etiquette around it. If we were to be networking in a room and I just met you, and we were having a conversation, and I noticed your drink was low, and we’d been having a conversation, and there were a couple of other people in the room that I wanted to talk to, I might say, ‘oh I see you’re out of a drink’ or ‘do you want a top up can I get you one?’, bring it back and say ‘here you go it’s been really lovely talking with you but I’m just going to take the opportunity to go and talk to others’. We actually were shown, taught or shown, as part of some of the courses we go on how to use that as a way to facilitate our networking. So it’s a prop. (Participant 14, female, 28 years old, middle level (non-management) of the firm)
Respondents, then, could successfully use alcohol as an object to ease the process of speaking to unfamiliar individuals. More specifically, the social drinking act was a key way in which ORGA members impressed the firm’s identity (or at least the aspects of the firm they wished to communicate) upon clients. ORGA members could discuss some of the firm’s most recent successes, or how they could add value to a client’s business ‘over a drink’, with alcohol use making such conversations easier to undertake due to the sense of informality both ORGA members and clients attributed to the drinking act.
In an almost identical manner to how existing clients were treated, ORGA members adopted the same approach to trying to obtain business from potential clients. ORGA’s senior management hosted client and networking functions, training seminars, and sponsored other events in attempts to meet potential clients that they could offer their services to ‘over a drink’.

At the same time however, respondents were aware of a need to manage their own drinking activities to protect the image of both the company and their own professional image in the eyes of their superiors. The valued characteristics amongst ORGA members of being a highly reputable company known for producing the best quality work in its field were strongly internalised by the workers, and was a source of pride for them:

I think it’s the lack of tolerance about mistakes. Everything has to be completely accurate, micro managing. I think there is a real element of that. There is an expectation that everything we do has to be a hundred percent correct. You know, and it’s risk management. We can’t make mistakes. (Participant 15, male, 55 years old, senior member of the firm)
To ensure these high organisational expectations were met at an individual level, respondents made a conscious effort to limit their drinking behaviour during the week when their identity as a member of ORGA took priority. They instead engaged in drinking activities in their ‘personal’ or ‘non-work’ time on the weekends: 

But yeah definitely in terms of my midweek drinking, because I’m often here till like, in your 3rd year, I can be here till 6.30, 7.30, 8.30, so you don’t. Whereas in my first year I would organise quite a lot to meet people during the week. I can’t make a lunch date and very rarely make evening plans. Sounds a bit sad. In first year, it’s a lot of things, but I guess you don’t have so much responsibility…as more responsibility falls on you and as I started doing this project work, one, I just can’t come to work hung over, and two, there’s limited chance to drink anyway, sometimes. (Participant 13, female, 25 years old, junior member of the firm)
Discussion

In this paper we have argued that alcohol use, particularly the social drinking act, can be framed as a sub-part of the broader process of forming a sense of organisational identity.  The social drinking act provided a forum for employees to reflect on ORGA, their current projects, and the individuals that they worked with. Whether in the company of work colleagues or friends unrelated to ORGA, the drinking act served a functional purpose for the interviewees in that it allowed them to explore and make sense of various aspects of ORGA.
The current study adds a degree of nuance to stress-based studies of alcohol use (Frone, 1999).  The conversations and social acts that individuals undertook together ‘over a drink’ were the providers of relaxation and stress relief, not necessarily the physiological effect of alcohol.  Previous stress-based studies conceive of the worker as a ‘psychoactive consumer’ (Brain, 2000) who uses alcohol to chemically alter their mood from stressed to relaxed (Frone, 1999). During our interviews, interviewees were uncomfortable associating their alcohol use with stress relief, fearing that their behaviour might be labelled as that of an ‘alcoholic’.  We suggest that future studies should integrate a higher degree of detail in terms of the alcohol use of individuals, and attempt to separate discussions of the physiological effect of alcohol from those of the social drinking act itself. While more detailed typologies of the stress drivers of ‘alcohol use’ have been developed (e.g. Frone, 1999; Greenberg & Grunberg, 1995), there is a need for greater understanding of the ways in which individuals use alcohol to alleviate work stress or anxiety.

Our study found that alcohol use played a prominent role in re-enforcing the central aspects of ORGA’s identity to its members. Alcohol was used frequently as a part of ORGA-hosted social functions, with both the social drinking act, and for some, the inebriating effect of the alcohol, perceived as enhancers of social interaction and the depth of discussions amongst workers. Through these conversations, workers were able to share work stories, as well as relate to each through conversations about ‘non-work topics’ such as friends, family, hobbies, or weekend activities.
The use of alcohol as a means of bonding at ORGA seems to be a clear example of what Trice & Beyer (1984) call ‘rites of integration’, which ‘encourage and revive common feelings that bind members together and commit them to a social system’ (p. 657). This was particularly evident in the use of alcohol at ORGA-hosted functions. This revival of ‘common feelings’ that were ‘non-work related’ (given that workers already knew commonality as to work would exist) were more effective in creating stronger bonds between workers, probably because people saw others as more similar if they were related in a way that was not pre-established (i.e. was not through work). Overall, it was evident that alcohol use served to strengthen members’ association with ORGA through interaction with its members and thus assisted members in expressing various aspects of ORGA’s identity to one another through shared interaction and conversation.

This finding represents one of the most important theoretical implications of this study – the notion of alcohol use as a part of young employees’ ‘work life’. A similar conclusion can be drawn from the use of alcohol as means of obtaining new business at ORGA. This re-framing of alcohol use differs significantly from most of the work-alcohol literature, which tends to view the drivers of alcohol use as occurring ‘during work’, and the actual use of alcohol as occurring ‘outside of work’ (e.g. Trice & Sonnenstuhl (1988) provide some examples).  Our study suggests that alcohol use is undertaken in both ‘work’ and ‘non-work’ times and spaces, a conclusion that aligns with the ‘cultural’ perspective on the work-alcohol relationship (Bennett & Lehman, 1999; Cooper et al,1990; Schaef & Fassel,1988).

This re-framing of alcohol use reminds researchers to attend not just to those aspects of work that cause employees to drink, but also to how some organisations ‘require’ or prompt individuals to use alcohol in order to be effective in their role. Though ORGA by no means forced employees to drink heavily, in organisations where such ‘rites of integration’ involving alcohol are more intense and more integral to organisational life (e.g. college fraternities as studied by Workman (2001)), we see a new and relatively unexplored example of the ways in which organisations can have a detrimental impact on the well-being of their members — in this case, a physiological and / or psychological one through the harms of alcohol.
Our study also provides a different angle to the mainstream public health ‘binge drinking’ discourse (Measham & Brain, 2005) of alcohol use, and provides a novel explanation of why individuals engage in heavier drinking during the weekend relative to their drinking during the week. In this case, the respondents’ work and sense of organisational identity played an important part in shaping when and how much alcohol would be consumed. The deliberate ‘compartmentalising’ of their alcohol use into the weekend was driven to a significant extent by work-related considerations, particularly the desire to produce the quality of work expected of ORGA and its members (from both members of ORGA and outsiders). Thus, the compartmentalisation of respondents’ drinking into weekend time was not simply because of a drive to consume alcohol heavily on the weekends, as the ‘binge drinking’ discourse would seem to suggest. Rather, it can be seen as a product of their participation in a particular organisation. This is consistent with the findings of Parker & Williams (2003), who found that young adults often viewed their drinking activities as part of a ‘work hard, play hard’ lifestyle (a term that frequently arose in our interviews), and would engage in heavier drinking sessions on the weekends for the same reasons described by the interviewees here. Our study contributes, therefore, to the literature on alcohol and identity (Brain, 2000; Chatterton & Hollands, 2002; Room & Sato, 2002).  In particular, it offers a reframing of ‘binge drinking’ as the outcome of organisational identification processes. 
The idea of ORGA’s identity as an inhibitor of employees’ alcohol use also opens up another area of quite positive discussion – that workplaces, and organisational identity more specifically, can be successful in limiting or reducing an individuals’ alcohol intake.  The good news here, particularly for policy makers, is that partnerships with workplaces, given the seemingly important role they play in governing an individuals’ alcohol use and behaviour in general, can be useful in implementing measures to reduce alcohol consumption, or promote ‘safer’ levels of, and types of consumption, depending on the policy approach taken. 
One of the most prominent focus areas of current work-alcohol policy discussions relates to ensuring workplaces construct and enforce alcohol and drug policies and procedures that minimise any harm caused by alcohol to employees (ALAC, 2005). Roman & Blum (2002) examined the effectiveness of employee assistance programmes (EAPs). They found that while many of the studies of the efficacy of EAPs suggested such programmes were effective, methodological limitations in the studies that were reviewed precluded definitive conclusions. 
The findings of this study highlight the importance of focusing on workplace policies and procedures, such as employee assistance programmes. It is interesting to note that we reviewed 10 years worth of ALAC’s self-published magazines (2000 – 2010) and found no mention of a work-alcohol link at any point in over 25 magazines. This would seem to suggest that the work-alcohol link lacks prominence in the New Zealand public health agenda. Beyond this point however, the findings also highlight how a large amount of work-alcohol activity that occurs is beyond the control of formal workplace policies and procedures, such as drinking offsite with work colleagues. The informal nature of much of the work-alcohol activities outlined in the current study serves as an important reminder to policy makers that while formal workplace policies and procedures are important, they should by no means be the sole focus of policy discussions. There is therefore a need, if the focus is harm reduction, for policy makers to continue to conceptualise and implement innovative harm reduction strategies that are effective in targeting the work-alcohol relationship at a more informal level. 

Conclusion

It is important to consider the work lives of young people to understand their alcohol use.  More specifically, an understanding of alcohol use as part of organisational identification is a fruitful means of generating new insights into the work-alcohol relationship.  Furthermore, it is important to understand people’s alcohol use in terms of the social institutions that give the use of alcohol its sense of meaning for users.   We acknowledge that our study was limited in scope and small in scale, which prevents us from making generalisations.  We encourage, therefore, further research which conceptualises alcohol use as a social activity embedded within a broader system of meaning construction and creation. In addition to investigations of workplaces, we call on research that theorises the use of alcohol in its broader context. By establishing connections between all the different institutions, activities and organisations that continue to make alcohol use (and its respective set of meanings) an integral socio-cultural activity in societies, a more complete understanding of alcohol use can be generated. For policy makers and public health stakeholders, such deeper sociological understandings are in our view, a fundamental requirement for the success of any and all attempts to reduce alcohol-related harm in our communities.
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Table 1: The role of alcohol use in organisational identification processes
	Theme
	How the drinking act is seen by respondents

	Reflecting on work life and the company
	As a means of evaluating the company and their work life with colleagues; an opportunity to 'get issues off their chest'

	Reinforcing organisational identity
	As a means of reinforcing aspects of the organisation’s identity to its members.

	Managerial control
	As a means of ensuring that employees carry out what the organisation expects of them

	Relationship building
	As an act of developing relationships, for example, by celebrating achievements, inducting new employees

	Networking and image management
	As a means to project an image externally and for developing relationships with existing and potential clients.
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