
  T
he government’s alcohol strategy 
unleashed to the general public 
a fresh demon – pre-loading. At 
least, it was novel terminology to 
Radio 4. � ose in the � eld have 

talked about  the practice of having a drink 
before you go out for a drink for years.

And there have, of course, been academic 
studies of the phenomenon. The strategy 
cites one that has plainly been influential.

Alcohol, Nightlife & Violence: The Relative 
Contributions of Drinking Before & During 
Nights Out to Negative Health & Criminal 
Justice Outcomes, from the Centre for Public 
Health at Liverpool John Moores University, 
recommends: “Measures to tackle drunken-
ness and alcohol-related violence in nightlife 
should expand beyond those targeted solely 
at nightlife environments. 

“Continued disparities in pricing and 
policing of alcohol between on and off-
licensed premises may increase at-home 
drinking prior to nights out and alcohol-
related problems in residential areas.”

According to its research, in one city cen-
tre more than 26% of women’s consumption 
and 15% of men’s took place before they 
went out. Pre-loaders, it found, drank more 
heavily and were 2.5 times more likely to be 
involved in a fight.

“Cheap alcohol is too readily available,” 
concludes the strategy. “This has led to a 
change in behaviour, with increasing num-
bers of people drinking excessively at home, 
including many who do so before they go on 
a night out.”

Pre-loading must be curbed, and the pro-
posals to introduce minimum unit pricing and 
ban multibuys, it’s claimed, will do just that.

Much, though not all, of the on-trade has 
welcomed the measures, feeling that pubs 
and clubs have for too long borne the brunt 
of policies designed to tackle alcohol-
related disorder. It’s time the off-trade took 
its share of retail responsibility.

The assumption is that pre-loaders are 
driven purely by price. Close the gap 
between on-trade and off-trade pricing and 
you weaken the incentive. But what if there 
are other reasons for pre-loading?

Researchers at the University of Wales 
uncovered a complicated picture when they 
asked a range of young people why they pre-
loaded. As well as saving money, both 
getting drunk and socialising were consid-
erations and, depending on age, gender and 
whether they were students or workers, the 
results varied a great deal. 

Among 18 to 23-year-olds, for instance, 
price was the least important. “Getting 
drunk” was the top priority in this age group, 
especially for students.

Some might be horrified by this, but the 
loss of inhibitions that alcohol can produce 
is seen as a prerequisite for a good night out. 
It  lubricates social interaction, in particular 
when you’re “pulling”. And let’s not forget 
having fun and the surreal things that can 
happen when you’ve had a drink.

A recent American study, Getting Wasted: 

Why College Students Drink Too Much and 
Party So Hard, contains much evidence that 
the stories people tell about their wild nights 
and misadventures, as well as the drunken 
events themselves, help teenagers getting 
their first taste of independence to forge 
friendships and mutual trust.

Pre-loading enables them to  go into what 
might otherwise be an intimidating social 
situation with confidence.

There is a downside. In Controlling Pre-
loaders: Alcohol-related Violence in an 
English Night-time Economy, Plymouth 
University’s Adrian Barton and Kerryn Husk 
argue that after drinking in an unregulated 
environment such as the home, pre-loaders 
are unprepared for coping with authority 
and are more likely to come into conflict 
with bar and club doorstaff, for instance.

Two-thirds of the people they interviewed 
as they came out of the cells the morning 
after a night out said they had pre-loaded.

Surprisingly, though, this research also 
suggests that, rather than buying all their 
drink in the off-trade, pre-loaders tended to 
spend more at the bar than non-pre-load-
ers. Which is something else to think about.

Most interesting, though, is the socialis-
ing motive for pre-loading. As Dr Caroline 
Ritchie, who led the Cardiff project, says, 
“it’s mostly a girl thing”. The drink, usually 
wine, accompanies getting dressed, putting 
on make-up, gossiping and watching the 
kind of television programmes that go out 
early on a Saturday evening to coincide with 
the pre-loading occasion – The Voice, 

Britain’s Got Talent and so on.
“I’ve talked to my students about this,” 

says Ritchie. “They go out to meet up and 
chat, but late-night vertical drinking estab-
lishments are too noisy to do that. 

“It applies to men, too. If you’re working 
during the week you need a catch-up ses-
sion with your mates, and you can’t do that 
where there’s loud music. Men don’t get 
dressed together, but they will still meet up 
before they go out.”

Getting Wasted adds spice by identifying 
what’s known in US college circles as the 
“cock block”. During a pre-loading session 
girls will confide which boys they’re inter-
ested in and which they aren’t, so should 
alcohol cloud their judgement a friend can 
step in to prevent embarrassment – or worse.

“Previous research would suggest this kind 
of socialising is important,” says Ritchie. 
“What was surprising to us was that women 
saw pre-loading as safer than drinking when 
they’re out. Partly this is explained by the idea 
that girls shouldn’t be seen getting drunk in 
public. But it’s also about physical safety. 

“There is a rise in attacks by unregistered 
taxi drivers, for instance. You might have to 
get back on your own, so while you might go 
out drunk you make sure you go home 
sober. Or you might do that to look after 
friends – females tend to operate in a group, 
looking after each other. 

“When they pre-load to be ‘safe’ they 
mean physical safety, not drinking safely for 
their health. So the messages around that 
miss the point.”

As Ritchie concludes, pre-loading is “a lot 
more complex than people think”. Rather 
than simply being on a mindless mission to 
down cheap booze, pre-loaders, especially 
women – the ones the Daily Mail really 
seems to have a problem with – are employ-
ing thoughtful strategies to reduce the 
hazards of a night out. 

 Staying in – 
then going out 
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 The phenomenon of pre-loading has attracted its 
share of research. Phil Mellows delves deeper 
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Analysis

Two-thirds of those interviewed as they 
came out of the cells the morning after 
a night out said they had pre-loaded

09 OLN May 4 Analysis.indd   10 01/05/2012   16:24


