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Research Objectives.


The purpose of the proposed research was to explore the significance of electronica in youth culture today and its connections to collective identity and positive and negative human agency.  The search for collective identity through electronica (or electronic lifestyle) is the result of latter 20th and early 21st centurys’ social, economic, historical and cultural forces. The subculture took shape in the late 1980s and early 1990s at underground rave parties (Reynolds 1996).  Numerous social changes have, however, occurred since then to transform this subculture into a mainstream movement, youth-oriented lifestyle and global activity (see Bennett 2000, Bidder 2002; Reynolds 1998; Shuker, 2001)


As electronica has expanded, it has attracted new groups of people and created new genres of music, identities and behaviors.  Key questions included: Who and what are the people involved?  What explains the subculture’s wide appeal?  What are the new subcultural divisions and around what principals are they organized?  How does electronica benefit the lives of those involved?  When do consequences arise?  How are they managed?  What can the electronica lifestyle teach us about social change, young adulthood and collective/group identity?  These questions comprise the focus of the proposed research project.  

Nature of the Research

The project utilized an ethnographic approach, featuring in-depth interviews and direct observation of electronic dance music events, in Philadelphia, PA to meet its research objectives. An electronic survey component was utilized to secure follow-up information from respondents on their clubbing, drug use and other behaviors.  It was administered via a secure webmail site designed by UD’s IT department.  See the abstract above for a description of project’s purpose.  


All data have been completed and audio-cassette tapes transcribed by the work study students.  Anderson and her graduate student continue to analyze the qualitative data and are preparing at least two academic papers and one book from the results.  Two papers were presented in 2005 at the annual meetings of American Sociological Association and the Society for the Study of Social Problems.  


Preliminary findings from the GUR award were also used by Anderson to secure federal funds from the National Institute of Justice (Award amount= $285,000) in early 2005 to study the relationship between drugs, crime and victimization at hip hop and electronic dance music events.  This project is beginning its second year and most of the data collection has been completed

Principal Results.


The project uncovered many important results that will contribute to various sociological literatures AND to outside audiences generally interested in the topics of pop and youth culture, electronic dance music, deviance, drugs, and collective behavior/identity.  Some principal results include:


1. Discovery that the rave era is over in the U.S. an has transformed into diverse music scenes differentially located on a club culture continuum.


2. So-called ravers of the rave era – 1990s– are aging out of the scene as they have matured into working and middleclass professionals.  This is Generation X.  The rave subculture/movement is having trouble recruiting new members to replace the aging Gen xers.  Generation Y is into hip hop and mash-up.


3.  The current electronic dance music scene is comprised of several different types of events (distributed across the club culture continuum developed by Anderson), which contain different cultures, social organization, identity markers, norms and behaviors.  This structural diversity causes crime and deviance to vary dramatically among the events.  This also applies to the consequences.  For example, “underground” EDM events are the closest type of contemporary party that resemble rave culture.  They report high rates of illicit drug use, but virtually no other consequences.  On the other hand, “superstar club nights report similar rates of drug use, but also other consequences (hooliganism, drunkenness, occasional physical assault, and health problems) because of the huge crowds they attract and the great range in diversity of the people who attend them.  This brings me to another important finding.


4. Discovery of a clubber typology by commitment and location in the scene.  In general, the greater one’s loyalty to the music scene, professional involvement in the scene, the less one experiences consequences from it or causes problems for others.  These “scenesters” or “heads” go to EDM events to hear the music they adore and other heads they’ve befriended.  Old City spillovers– on the other hand– cause lots of problems and suffer more consequences because they simply attend EDM events due to their long hours, which gives them license to drink longer.  They often have motives different than heads, including to hook up and get loaded.


5.  The crime discovered on the EDM scene was largely illicit drug use, illicit drug selling, underage drinking, and vandalism.  At the more commercial events, physical and sexual assault was discovered, but not substantial amounts.  EDM events, thus, are safer and more crime-free than commercial hip hop events and college bar nights (based on my current NIJ study).






