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PREFACE 
 
  New York City (NYC), the entertainment capital of the world, maintains its status 

as new trends are initiated, styles get established and music gets created. The city’s 

nightlife includes hundreds of pubs, bars and clubs, offering patrons endless means of 

cultural and social entertainment. The industry, in New York alone, has an estimated $9.7 

billion in economic activity, $2.6 billion in earnings and 95,500 jobs. A 2004 Audience 

Research & Analysis study found that the NYC nightlife production contributed to an 

estimated $391 million in tax revenues to New York City and an additional $321 million 

to New York State. Furthermore, annual attendance at nightlife venues totaled an 

estimated 65, 445, 000 admissions. That’s more than three times the attendance of all 

New York City’s sports teams combined (6). 

An educated person cannot ignore the compound effect that nightlife has had on 

the society as we witness its assimilation into every part of the modern entertainment 

business. “Nightclubs employ people, pay taxes, attract tourist dollars, and are a breeding 

ground for new ideas that begin at clubs and end up on Madison Avenue” (Clubland, 25).  

The world of music, art and fashion has become strongly influenced by what goes on in 

nightlife establishments and surrounding cultures as creativity finds a home within this 

world and the primary adopters of trends come from clubs, bars and live music shows in 

the downtowns of cities all over the world.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the study 

The failure rate for nightclubs in New York is particularly high due to the trend 

given nature of the industry (what is ‘in’ today won’t be tomorrow). According to 

Nightclub & Bar Magazine, an estimated eight out of ten nightclubs fail in the first year 

of operation, and an average lifespan of opening venues is three years. Furthermore, due 

to the saturation of the market, nightclubs also have to compete with other venues that 

offer alcoholic drinks and entertainment, including restaurants, hotels, casinos and 

consumer homes.  

The profitability of individual venues heavily depends on their ability to 

differentiate themselves from the competition. Regardless of the size, each venue is 

subject to building a unique customer experience tailored to individual behaviors. Being a 

good operator does not solely entail creating a following and turning it into sky-rocket 

profits. As Studio 54 co-owner Ian Schrager once said, “When you’re in the nightclub 

business, you have no discernable product. You have nothing different from everybody 

else. Same liquor, same music. The only opportunity for distinction is the magic you 

create”. As we enter the post-recession era, industry professionals are at a challenge to 

constantly create that magic while simultaneously maximizing profits.  

As establishments targeting high-end clientele struggle to find strategies to 

generate a loyal following from their patrons, it is important that they understand and 

implement certain communication techniques that are necessary for them to achieve 

business goals. The purpose of this research is to evaluate these techniques and examine 

how they can help venues in maximizing success.                                                                                                          



Research Design and Methodology 

  The researcher will use quantitative and qualitative methods to verify the 

hypothesis that, through understanding consumer behavior and interaction of patrons in 

high-end hospitality venues, companies can establish more effective strategies to engage 

their audience, control consumer behavior and achieve business goals. A brief overview 

featuring the communication campaign implemented with the opening of a New York 

City restaurant CO-OP will also be included in order to examine these issues more 

closely.  

Qualitative research will include in-depth interviews with nightlife, hotel and 

restaurant operators, and public relations consultants in New York City in order to reflect 

the reality of the industry at the time of writing. This research will also illustrate how the 

hospitality business is affected by lifestyle marketing techniques incorporated in the 

business of nightlife.  

The choice of examined venues for the study will be derived from the Nightclub 

and Bar Awards list, which every year recognizes the best venues in the country based on 

excellence in on-premise concepts, programs, talent and professionalism.  Venues 

including 1OAK, SL and Avenue, which will be subjects in this paper, have made that 

list in the past. Other qualitative research will include analysis of online and print media 

coverage, as well as related documentaries and films. 

Quantitative research will consist of an online survey (attached as Appendix B) 

of patrons between the ages of 20-55 who frequent high-end venues to shed light on the 

triggering factors that turn them into loyal customers of a nightlife establishment.  



The scope of the study will primarily focus on New York City and will be 

conducted in the period from January-December 2011.  

Anticipated Findings 

• High-end venues count on the feeling of exclusivity to gain a comparative 

advantage over the competition. 

• Customer service is the most important factor in ensuring a loyal following from 

the target audience. 

• Communication and public relations techniques allow for creativity that sets the 

industry apart.  

• Patrons feel a stronger bond with companies that understand their needs and that 

create authentic experiences for them. 

• Understanding why people behave a certain way allows nightlife establishments 

to give their audience what they need and empowers them with a competitive 

advantage over the competition.  

Limitations and Concerns 

• The study participants (mainly customers who frequent the venues being 

examined) represent a small sample of the population, and the data might lead 

to generalization. 

• Getting access to owners of examined venues might be difficult as they may 

not be willing to share inside information or participate in the study. 

• Public relations agencies might not be willing to partake due to client privacy 

issues. 

 



 HISTORY OF NIGHTLIFE 
 
 Scholars have recognized that the period from 1890 to 1930 marked a profound 

reorientation in American culture that broke from individuals subordinating themselves to 

a social code where greater emphasis was placed on self-fulfillment and the development 

of personality. As a result, the New York nightlife industry underwent a transition from 

entertainment inside homes to a form of more public social life. This movement from 

formal settings to more informal ones was identified by John Highman in Steppin’ Out as 

the absolutization of social identities which may have reached their apogee in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (19).  

 In the late 1890s, the new era of nightlife became visible in the emergence of 

glittering hotels and restaurant parties. The expansion started in 1893 with the opening of 

the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, which symbolized New York society’s aspiration to lead an 

expensive, convivial life as publicly as possible. The Waldorf’s ability to attract the 

wealthy to its public dining rooms marked a transition where wealthy families grew 

restless and sought entertainment outside of their homes. As the trend took off, many 

hotels and restaurants began to rival elite households in their style and service of cuisine, 

and they joined the Waldorf in expanding the boundaries of what hotels could provide 

for.  

According to Lewis Erenberg, author of Steppin’ Out, one explanation for the 

growth of elegant public restaurants was based on the increasing pull of New York on the 

monied class of the nation, and the rapid turnover of wealth in the nation’s financial 

center, given that 70 percent of the nation’s major corporations were headquartered in 

New York at the time. Therefore, nightlife was a response to the monetary excess 



circulating in the city, as the public hotels represented an attempt by new elites to display 

their wealth in a very public manner. Furthermore, it can be argued that the setting that 

the Waldorf and similar establishments provided paved the way for the idea of ‘inclusive 

exclusivity’, where the selected members of the society distinguished themselves from 

other social groups and kept their distance from those unable to financially participate in 

such activities. 

 The late 1890s also witnessed the growth of nightlife activity along Broadway, 

with the opening of restaurants that catered to the theatre crowds that sought dinner or an 

after-theatre supper. The new restaurants pioneered a style that was even flashier than the 

Waldorf’s. Broadway soon became the place to celebrate, and theatrical success or 

sporting wins were often toasted with popping champagne corks. As the number of the 

wealthy increased, they started adopting a more materialistic style of life (19). 

 By the turn of the century, New York’s restaurants, nightclubs and hotels offered 

a nighttime menu of elegance, sex and pleasure that lured both the city’s citizens and 

tourists. Nightlife activities helped form the mystique of the big city, providing sceneries 

for the fantasies money could buy. These venues, as mixed-sex settings of public 

drinking and dancing, permitted women and men to enjoy themselves with the social 

barriers down. “Nightclubs became associated with action, experience, and possibility as 

new alternatives to the structured roles of home, job and college” (20).  

According to Erenberg, the New York entertainment outlets in the early 20th 

century “helped create a new style of public behavior, one concerned with vitality rather 

than gentility, consumption rather than production, mutuality rather than sexual 

separation, personality rather than character, all contained by a degree of social 



selectivity”. In other words, nightlife allowed fantasy-seekers to dream of success, power 

and sexual love in a more liberating environment than that provided by their daytime 

reality. While audiences rarely articulated what they sought in nightclubs, the structure, 

entertainers, designs and scandals created within these venues reveal much about the 

personal and social aspiration of their patrons. “New experiences, newer personal styles 

often became the province of an expanding consumer economy, offering powerful visions 

of liberation and adjustment for personalities still trapped in the normal routines of 

everyday life” (19).  

People became increasingly attracted to night-time entertainment despite the 

recognition that it represented everything against which they worked during the daytime, 

including leisure, laziness and carelessness of time and money. The fast-paced leisure 

environment seemed to provide them with much-needed relief and naturalness. This 

pursuit of release “transformed American popular culture, opened up a vision of an 

expanded and deeper home life, and helped develop personalities more capable of self-

development and self-adjustment” (19, p.258). Nightclubs formed part of the myth, 

standing as emblems of 1920s values-consumption, sexual expression, youth culture and 

social informality, which became more pronounced with the advent of the Roaring 

Twenties.  

Critics blamed nightlife establishments for crime, promiscuity and the corruption 

of young women. In their eyes, nightlife activities represented the ultimate picture of 

everything that was wrong in society. As a result, nightlife regulation in the 1920s, which 

became institutionalized in the prohibition of alcohol sale and consumption represented 

an effort by the reformers to shape the morality of New York City.  “A war on the 



nightclubs in the 1920s encapsulated the paradoxes of both Prohibition regulation and of 

the Republican administration’s own indecision about nightclubs, which blurred the 

boundary between public misbehavior and private intimacy”(57).  

In the mid-1930s, following the repeal of Prohibition and the gradual lifting of the 

Great Depression, nightlife in the city enjoyed a renewed prosperity. Repeal helped the 

big city culture spread by placing a stamp of approval on it. The setting and experience 

created within the walls of entertainment facilities provided patrons with the ability to 

leave their earthbound place and escape from the serious issues of the day.  The industry 

reached its apex as a setting central for celebrating and dating, as well as for marketing 

one’s success. Nationally syndicated gossip columnists and Hollywood musicals enabled 

Manhattan nightlife to remain an iconic presence in the popular culture even through the 

Depression. That this became a mass appeal during the late 1930s is evident by the 

American usage of hotels, nightclubs and movie theatres to express themselves. The big 

city culture, constituted within the popular culture, confirmed this progress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



BIRTH OF DISCOTHEQUES AND STUDIO 54 

Nightlife, especially in big cities, can at the same time be seductive and 

dangerous. People who go out are usually looking for a moment of transcendence, a place 

to release their energies and experience a worry-free state of mind for a couple of hours.   

By the 1940, nightlife establishments in New York made regulators more aware 

of popular entertainment’s influence in the public sphere. Furthermore, practices related 

to sex, gender and leisure that the clubs had encouraged became recognized as targets of 

regulation. Public officials and traditional reformers struggled to comprehend new trends 

in gender roles and sexuality on the nightclub scene. As a result, clubs became objects of 

social and political debate in the civic lifei of the city. While literary figures such as Carl 

Van Vechten, Edmund Wilson, and Rudolph Fisher explored the implication of the 

nightclub experience for social relations, critics blamed these establishments for the 

spread of illegal liquor, disruption of standard activity during day and night, corruption of 

young women and any form of decadence present in the society. These notions infused 

government regulation as city officials initiated new licensing and closing-time laws. 

Despite the perceived social ills that were ascribed to the industry, nightlife 

continued to influence the public sphere not only elsewhere in the United States, but also 

abroad. For example, during the German occupation of France in the midst of World War 

II, when dance was banned by the Nazis for its association to American culture, members 

of the French underground met at hidden underground basement dance clubs called 

discotheques where they danced to American swing music. After the war, these types of 

venues-shortened to ‘discos’-proliferated. By the early 60s, discos dominated the Paris 

nightlife scene, the two most popular being Castel’s and Regine’s. There were also lively 
11                                                
i Common thread of participation in and building of one’s community 



discos in the Rome of La Dolce Vita, and such establishments quickly burgeoned in 

Europe’s big cities and other playgrounds of the rich, including Cote D’Azur, Marbella 

and Acapulco (75).  

The disco era was enjoying mainstream popularity in the U.S. as well. By the late 

1970s, most of U.S. major cities had dynamic disco club scenes which were centered on 

private loft and nightlife parties where disc jockeys played disco music through powerful 

systems for the party-goers. Although the core of disco music was R&B, in words of Nile 

Rodgers, a disco star at the time, “it took on more blatant sexual overtones because of the 

gay movement, and there was residual free sex stuff left over from the sixties. It was the 

most hedonistic music that confronted to one’s individuality and screamed Me! Me! Me!” 

(26).  

The hedonism of the 1970s encompassed a thriving drug subculture and the 

sexual revolution which was in full swing in New York. The Vietnam War was over, 

Watergate was no longer front page news, and disco music represented an extension of 

the society that was inspired to dance and forget their 9-5 troubles. Studio 54, the Titanic 

of New York clubs that opened in 1977, was notorious for the profligacy that occurred 

within it-ranging from the massive quantities of drugs ingested to rampant promiscuity 

and public sex. According to Haden-Guest, a nightlife chronicler, Studio 54 was the 

climax of some very 1960s notions of freedom, openness and hope. Many party-goers at 

the time ascribed the success of the night industry at the time to its ability to “take people 

from one form of life, and put them into an environment where they were able to act out 

things they had privately always wanted to do” (26, p.55).  



Changes in the entertainment industry have often indicated changes in the whole 

culture. “New experiences, newer personal styles often became the province of an 

expanding consumer economy, offering powerful visions of liberation and adjustment for 

personalities still trapped in the normal routines of everyday life” (19, p.258). The notion 

suggested by Stephen Brook in his book New York Days, New York Nights that New 

Yorkers are caught up in a swirling environment that is changing faster than they can 

absorb, and that they must keep up with this shifting world perhaps offers a mild 

explanation for the wild success of Studio 54.  

By going to this venue at midnight, one knew that everybody they wanted to see 

would be right there, and that seems to have been the beauty of it. One didn’t have to go 

to five restaurants and three clubs and six parties. It was midnight and everybody was at 

Studio. Furthermore, it seemed that at this point Studio 54 belonged to an environment 

that everybody perceived to be immune to the law and that whatever one did would not 

enter into the rest of their lives. There seemed to be no concept of punishment and 

morality. In the words of Studio 54 co-owner Steve Rubell- “the path of excess leads to 

the palace of wisdom”. New York society seemed to live by this motto as Studio 

represented a brief moment of absolute freedom.  

In November 1979, only two years after Studio 54’s successful launch, the 

masterminds and creators of the mega club Ian Schrager and Steve Rubell pled guilty to 

charges of tax evasion. Namely, it was discovered that in 1977, they paid a mere $8,000 

in taxes despite grossing over $3 million. The authorities were alerted to the tax evasion 

after Rubell proclaimed in a TV interview that what the IRS doesn’t know won’t kill it 

and that only the Mafia made more money than his club brought in. Studio 54 closed with 



a final party called The End of Modern-day Gomorrah on February 4, 1980. After the 

venue’s closing, cocaine and money were found in the club’s walls, and Schrager and 

Rubell spent 13 months in prison. Upon the duo’s exit from jail, they were legally 

restrained from owning a nightclub establishment, and ended up selling Studio to a New 

York entrepreneur Mark Fleischman, who re-opened Studio 54 on September 12, 1981 . 

The difference between Studio 54 during Schrager/Rubell era and Fleischman era 

mirrored important changes that the New York society was undergoing. During the 

Fleischman era, the venue became more commercial, as he was attempting to fill up the 

3,000-person venue on a nightly basis. As a result, he started using party promoters who 

brought in people en mass, hence putting an emphasis on revenue as opposed to the 

quality and exclusivity of guests.  

Schrager/Rubell, on the other hand, were famed for a selective screening policy 

on who was allowed into their venue, building on the idea of ‘inclusive exclusivity’ so 

deftly manufactured by the Waldorf eight decades earlier, where access was granted on 

an economic factor, looks, or social standing. Schrager/Rubell pioneered the ‘velvet 

rope’-- in their opinion a “democratic process to exercise the same discretion people 

exercise when inviting people into their home”(75). Unlike the Waldorf, however, which 

focused on wealth as the differentiating factor in their clientele, the selection process 

allowed Studio 54 to create a ‘tossed salad’ patronage, breaking down the old-fashioned 

barriers between gay and straight, young and old, rich and poor.  In effect, the barriers to 

entry mirrored an effective PR formula for success, as Studio 54 became perceived as an 

exclusive, trendy and upscale place to be.   



By the end of 1985, with the emergence of AIDS, and sexual freedom coming to 

an end, New York society was experiencing a severe cultural burnout. The voyeurism 

and exhibitionism present in the late 1970s were no longer appealing as the drugs started 

catching up with people. An alarming number of Studio 54 patrons were either entering 

rehab or ended up dying to substance abuse and AIDS. The legendary club was doomed, 

and officially closed its doors in 1986.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DANGER AND GLAMOUR OF NY IN 80S AND 90S 

Long after the closing of Studio 54, there was still a handful of glittering NY 

discotheques of the conventional sort, although several resorted to mixing the traditional 

thumping disco beat with ‘dance-rock’, in response to current fashions.  

Despite the social disorder that gripped the city (partially due to the crack cocaine 

epidemic), the late 1980s saw a burst of freedom, experimentation and originality. The 

Tribeca nightspot Area epitomized the trend of club culture as a self-conscious art form. 

On a monthly basis, a team of designers effortlessly ripped up the venue’s insides and 

built something completely fresh. As a result, the venue included architectural transitions 

from looking like a suburban shopping mall to resembling a nuclear power plant.  “Area 

was a constantly changing kaleidoscope of art, fashion, music and mind-bending 

chemicals, an audiovisual feast where imagination shone in even the smallest details 

“(35). For example, Area’s opening night invitation was an oversize pharmaceutical 

capsule that recipients had to dissolve in water to discover the location of the party.  

 A debatable outburst of creativity was also portrayed in the so-called ‘outlaw 

parties’ that were all the range in the pre-Giuliani era. Arranged by the promoter Michael 

Aligii, known as the king of Club Kids, these moving spectacles were held at various 

unexpected locations (including subway stations and abandoned buildings), 

demonstrating illicit bravery, and infantile conviviality. The Club Kids were a group of 

young NYC personalities notable for their outrageous costumes and rampant drug use. 

Under their reign, New York resembled a society that had made a decisive move away 

from the innocent love and ethos toward a fascination with weird scenarios--“a scene as 

16                                                
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wild as Warhol’s but one that replaced the Hollywood fame and aristocratic surnames 

with a more democratic belief in youthful freaks turning into glamorous personalities, 

based purely on how shocking and inventive they could be” (14). The Club Kid murder 

of Martinez is by now one of New York’s best-known cautionary tales portraying the 

insanity of the downtown party scene in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

At their prime, the Club Kids enjoyed control of clubs that went from throwing 

small parties in side rooms at Tunneliii to running Peter Gatien’siv entire New York City 

nightlife portfolio. “The Club Kids operated like an ersatz Warhol Factory--

simultaneously working on Project X Magazine, promotional development, a syndicate of 

club nights scattered around the country, shock appearances on The Joan Rivers Show, 

Club USA commercials on MTV, films, music and more. They created a youth 

movement that was an entrepreneurial corporation focused on changing society while 

working within its preferred strategies”(14). Gatien’s clubs appear to have thrived 

because he was constantly rooting around for gimmicks to impress a clientele with the 

attention span of a three-year old, and relied on a staff of creative people (including the 

Club Kids), who pitched him ideas of the latest fashion in music, design and outlandish 

components.  

Gatien’s success as a nightclub owner was his ability to bring a diverse group of 

people together from all ethnic backgrounds, tastes and lifestyles. Unlike Studio 54 

operators, he didn’t limit the diversity of patrons who could end up in his venues, and he 

was sometimes criticized for catering to tourists. For practical reasons of packing 5,000 

17                                                
iii NYC nightclub operated by Peter Gatien from 1987-2001 
 
iv Owner of several NYC nightclubs in the 1980s and 1990s, including The Limelight, Palladium, Tunnel 
and Club USA 
 



people on a nightly basis, he chose to run clubs that weren’t solely fabulous and not 

solely bridge and tunnelv, but rather something in between, with the aim of being 

commercially viable.  

Gatien was regarded as one of the most powerful nightclub impresarios of the era 

up until the mid 1990s when Mayor Giuliani accelerated his crackdown on quality of life 

offenses and decided to make life tougher for club owners he regarded as a threat to the 

community. Consequently, in 1998, prosecutors accused Gatien of turning the Limelight 

and the Tunnel into drug bazaars, and although he was acquitted, he pleaded guilty in 

1999 to state tax-evasion charges, agreeing to spend 90 days in jail and pay $1.88 million 

in back taxes and fines. Almost overnight, nightclub owners were transmogrified from 

stylish royalty to outsiders, at least in the administration of Giuliani and the more 

powerful community boards (69).   

Following Gatien’s showdown with the NYC administration, the city’s largest 

dance establishments adopted security measures and regulations where drugs, underage 

drinking and questionable behavior were discouraged. As a result of the government’s 

highly public war against Gatien, the city’s clubs became highly intolerant of any 

activities that might draw unwanted attention from the authorities (35).  

The increased scrutiny, according to club patrons at the time, had put a chill in 

New York’s famously freewheeling nightlife. Nightclubs introduced a range of measures 

to keep trouble away, still in place today. At most places, the inspection process begins 

on the sidewalk, where security guards scan for diluted pupils, the telltale signs of those 

under the influence of illegal substances. They also scan the crowd for faces that match 

18                                                
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communities, a commute that requires passing over a bridge or through a tunnel. 



those on their ‘most wanted’ posters gallery and have implemented technology for 

checking the authenticity of people’s identification cards. 

 The post-Gatien era in New York, coupled with increased regulations and the 

official death of nightlife under the Club Kids reign, resulted in people refusing to dress 

up and go to big venues, but rather isolate themselves in smaller, more exclusive spaces. 

This drove club operators toward a ‘new’ strategy to go smaller and make a profit by 

selling bottles of liquor for $500 at reserved tables. The general mindset mirrored that of 

the Studio 54 years, with the 21st century ushering a new era of flamboyancy evident in 

emphasis of bottle service, a staple that has defined and continues to define the New York 

nightlife industry.   

 Bottle service may be classified as the showy purchasing of bottles (marked up 

sometimes at 2,000%) to ensure a degree of attention, a reserved table or guaranteed 

admission inside a specific venue. Introduced during World War II when Tokyo soldiers 

ordered skewers of sake and stored the unfinished contents in lounge lockers, the 

practicality of bottle service wasn’t brought to the US market until the early 90s when 

Tunnel started promoting a 200-person VIP section, with bottle service at $90 a head.  

According to Mark Baker who used to run the VIP section at Tunnel at the time, “we had 

been throwing parties in Paris and saw how convenient and chic it was to have a bottle on 

the table so we imported the idea...it wasn’t a problem for the Europeans to buy bottles as 

they were used to it in Europe, and everyone else kind of fell into line” (53).  

 By 2005, bottle service became an affix of NY nightlife, with seven bottle-service 

nightclubs in Chelsea area alone. The concept of paying for a whole bottle of alcohol and 

sitting at a table became the new way of gaining entry into a world that had previously 



not been for sale. “You no longer had to be an Andy Warhol descendant to party at a 

place like Bungalow 8; you could be Joe Banker or Joe Bunker’s son with his father’s 

credit card” (38).  

A ‘table host’, or a job in VIP relations, as it is euphemistically known, was born 

out of the bottle service decade, when the billionaires and celebrities began to spend 

$10,000 at a table, and someone was needed to provide the sort of hospitality worth 

spending such amounts on. Table hosts can be regarded as social architects, for they are 

in charge of wielding a table chart and making sure a room within a venue looks good, 

“depositing models next to Wall Street bankers in a Rubik’s Cube of dovetailing desire” 

(38). They are also realtors, selling tables, sometimes auctioning them off to the highest 

bidder. Table minimums (amount of money one must spend on alcohol in order to be 

seated at a specific table inside a venue) are usually around $1500 at nightclubs in 

Manhattan, but a prime spot can go for as much as $30,000. 

 In New York, the current clubs for the rich and famous and those aspiring to be 

around them include 1OAK, Lavo, Provocateur and the Boom Boom Room. The Boom 

Boom Room isn’t notorious for bottle service and is thus considered on the outskirts of 

its culture, although its tough door policy makes it the most exclusive late-venue in town. 

Former hot spots Tenjune and Marquee are virtually off the radar for the cool crowd, and 

have been replaced by its owners by SL and Avenue. Nightclubs have a short life span, 

and overall the owners of one that’s no longer popular will simply open another instead 

of revamping the old, keeping the old around to make money off the people who couldn’t 

get in when it was new (62).  

 



CURRENT CONDITIONS IN THE NIGHTLIFE INDUSTRY 

As music and clubs have become a means to escape from the troubles of the 

world, the business of nightlife has witnessed a shift in creating a reflective effect on our 

culture in the modern era. The nightlife industry encompasses all areas of day-to-day life, 

including music, art, and hotels, and has turned from an underground cultural movement 

to a billion dollar industry controlling the tastes and employment of millions of people on 

a global scale.  

The current industry in New York is beholding important shifts from its 

traditional form and has operators dealing with increasingly challenging issues.  Bars and 

nightclubs, which emphasize the sale of food items over alcoholic beverages, have been 

gaining in popularity relative to venues that concentrate solely on the sale of alcohol. The 

number of US bars and nightclub establishments primarily engaged in the sale of alcohol 

decreased from 60,876 in 2007 to 45,000 in 2010 as a result of prominence on healthier 

living (23).  This is one example of how the industry continues to stratify, as unique 

customer experiences go beyond historic beer-on-stool pubs. Furthermore, shifting trends 

in the society that dictates changes in operation are putting an emphasized burden on 

venues that are already struggling to overcome their predicted three-year lifespan. 

To open a nightlife establishment, operators must deal with community resistance 

(resulting from anticipated problems with noise and drunken patrons), and face a blizzard 

of regulations in order to obtain licenses for serving alcohol. The availability and cost of 

licenses vary greatly; since they dictate what types of alcohol can be served. Local laws 

typically determine days and hours of operation for venues, and the majority of 

businesses draw the most revenue during weekends. Increased violations and heavier 



fines have become the new norm in the industry where venues find themselves stuck 

between two city agencies writing them down for contradictory violations. According to 

Paul Seres, President of the New York Nightlife Association (NYNA)” If the city wants 

to close a business down, it can have representatives from NYPDvi, DOBvii, FDNYviii, 

ECBix, and DOHx all show up at the same time at the same place.  To get the same 

agencies to inspect a premise in order to get them open or to fix issues such as Public 

Assembly permits, it’s like herding cats.  Logic would state that jobs are at stake; 

people’s livelihoods and taxes are all there for the offering once that business gets open, 

so let’s get them open, but here we are” (29). 

There are other adverse aspects to the world of nightlife. Many young lives have 

been destroyed because they couldn’t handle the temptations that about in nightclubs. 

Easy access to drugs, sex and liquor for many people has led to a lifelong struggle with 

addiction and depression. “For all of the incredible things that came out of nightlife and 

its freedoms, as with anything in life, lessons were learned and the bills for fun and 

excess are constantly being collected”(59).  
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THE ART OF COMMUNICATIONS--THEN AND NOW 

Literary evidence depicts that nightlife establishments seeking patronage from 

crème a la crème of the society have continuously relied on the conception of inclusive 

exclusivity, or at least the allusion of it to attract its customers. The notion of such can be 

defined as creation of public belief that a venue is exclusive through its marketing efforts, 

while remaining attainable for clientele on a commercial levelxi.  

Therefore, no matter how extravagant a venue’s design or how high barriers of 

entry at the door, communication remains at the height of priorities in successful 

marketing of nightlife establishments that seek inclusive exclusivity. How they chose to 

communicate with their stakeholders determines the level of desire their potential and 

existing patrons have in frequenting their venue as well as the reputation that they enjoy 

in the society. Communication techniques, including but not limited to media relations, 

event planning and customer service, are integral parts of maintaining the reputable 

branding of an establishment. Marketing communications, as a vehicle of an 

organization’s brand management, is concerned with the promotion of an organization’s 

brand, product(s) and/or service(s) to stakeholders and prospective customers through 

touch points including media, events and customer service.  

In the past, nightlife status remained in the hands of gossip columnists and 

popular historians primarily interested in the anecdotal nature of the subject. Sociologists 

have generally viewed nightlife activities as part of a cultural decline in society and signs 
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of social instability. And while audiences rarely articulated what they sought in these 

establishments, operators over the years have been tasked with employing 

communication strategies to create their own legitimacy and to gain acceptance from the 

community.  

 Indeed, one of the major developments in the industry occurred in the 1930s when 

nightclubs were integrated into the reputable culture of urban life, thus enabling patrons 

to visit then-cafes as legitimate institutions in American life. As the credibility of these 

establishments increased, they started using advertising to place their names before the 

public. By 1934, every major newspaper in New York carried nightclub pages, giving 

free publicity and features based on the amount of advertising purchased. Huge billboards 

advertised restaurants as public attractions. Many New York clubs started hiring 

professional photographers to take pictures of prominent guests that were later distributed 

to national picture magazines, a practice that has survived to this very day. 

 Nightclubs achieved even greater respectability when luxury hotels entered the 

cabaret business as a means of making up for the eliminated liquor revenue that 

Prohibition imposed. Furthermore, hotel operators then embarked on a dramatic 

renovation campaign to attract youth market to its premises. They re-decorated special 

rooms within the hotel premises and used them as tools of enhancing their advertising 

campaigns. Spaces such as the Plaza’s Persian Room, Pennsylvania Hotel Café Rouge 

and the Sherman Hotel’s Panther Room became nationally famous as the socializing 

spots to be seen in.  

 To recapture audiences on a bigger scale and to attract new patrons, the industry 

began to change its marketing strategy. With it changed the communication process 



related to conveying messages to perspective audiences.  Traditionally, marketing 

communication was limited to the creation and execution of printed marketing collateral; 

however, it later progressed to also encompass the practice of branding and marketing to 

ensure consistency of message delivery throughout an organization. The transition from 

customer service to customer relations, from human resources to human solutions and the 

trends to blogs, email and other online communications were all derived from marketing 

communication trends initiated during this era.  

While hotels were eager to draw younger audiences, nightclubs reached out for 

new patrons. Prohibition’s high cover and liquor charges made nightclubs seem almost 

the exclusive resort of the wealthy. Aiming to broaden their appeal, operators were forced 

to drop their prices, and provide larger and more spectacular shows, as they were in direct 

competition with movies, theatres and hotels for the middle-class patronage. To attract 

larger audiences, theater-restaurants also sought to create reputable environments for 

their moderate spenders. In effect, economic hardship resulting from Prohibition changed 

the nature of the nightclub experience, as entertainment facilities “stopped treating 

customers as suckers, making every effort to protect that rare customer with a bankroll 

and enlist him as a steady patron” (20).  

Hence the concept and the need for creating a following were introduced to the 

industry, and communication techniques were implemented as means of achieving such. 

For example, a restaurant lives on its reputation of its food and service, and this must be 

maintained even if the chef and the staff change over time. As noted by Rocco Ancarola, 

who used to be the owner of New York restaurant Rabbit in the Moon and Pink Elephant 

nightclub, “If a brand is known for good food, drinks and service, the operators must 



make sure that this is maintained, because if they neglect any of those points, the Brand 

will lose its reputation”.  

 Nightclub operators, seeking mass patronage, looked to achieve an architectural 

and design revolution, aimed at stripping away the excess, and providing intense personal 

experiences for its patrons. “They thus abandoned the eclecticism of theatrical 

architecture and instead turned to streamlined art style which sought to balance the 

emphasis on luxurious consumption with attention to values of production. To increase 

intimacy within the crowd, separate staircases were replaced by long, curving ones, and 

the decorative motifs of art deco were left behind” (20)xii.  

Ballrooms nationwide also adopted nightclub features, hence installing tables and 

providing their guests with alcohol, food and entertainment. By the late 1930s, 

entertainment facilities in New York, including hotels, nightclubs and ballrooms, helped 

make New York the Mecca of young America by publicizing their activities to the media 

all over the country. Every important hotel and nightclub originated radio broadcasts 

from its dance rooms, a common technique still used by such establishments. As a result, 

young people all over the country were transported to the settings of the big city nightlife 

with the aid of radio hookups. Furthermore, daily newspapers, syndicated stories and 

gossip columns carried photos of the nightclub patrons. “The visions of consumption, 

personal freedom and fulfillment, kept alive the dreams of nightclubs as the epitome of 

smart city living” (20). 

Studio 54 was initially also notorious for using the media to publicize its fabulous 

guests. However, after exhibitionism and the chic factor of being photographed in a 
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nightclub declined in popularity, operators had to find new techniques to “market 

midnight”. As described by Mark Fleischman (Studio 54 operator from 1981-1986), “It 

became harder to get people to go out every single day of the week like they used to in 

the late seventies. All of a sudden people were beginning to clean up their acts. I started 

to feel this in 1982. That’s when I started to bring in the promoters” (Night world). 

Ever since, promoters have been an important ingredient in a venue’s marketing 

formula for success. They send out thousands of invitations on a daily basis hoping to 

lure a few hundred people. With the dramatic growth of New York City’s nightlife 

industry over the past five years, promoters have never been more in demand. According 

to an article from Crain’s New York Business, “the Meatpacking district and West 27th 

Street in Chelsea are the latest hubs of a scene that for many years was defined by iconic 

venues such as the Palladium, Tunnell and Limelight. Today, there are more clubs than 

there are A-listers to fill them “(23). Promoters invite their network of friends to parties 

and in advance negotiate a fee with the club that is usually based on how many people 

they bring in and an estimate of how much these guests will spend on drinks.  

 Given that upscale venues go after a certain demographic, the type of promotion 

they use is adjusted to reaching that goal. The beauty of modern technology provides 

operators with increased landscape of communication opportunities in the realm of social 

media. Whereas in the past communication was limited to traditional outreach via word 

of mouth, advertising and publicity, the modern era allows for creativity to disgorge with 

the light of sound through the Internet medium and everything it provides.  

  Inviting patrons to participate in a venue’s brand by voicing their mindset, and 

sharing that mindset with fellow participants, modern day operators rely heavily on social 



networking techniques to target their demographics. Web 2.0 sites such as Facebook, 

Twitter and Foursquare have become critical components of nightclub marketing 

strategies aimed at building brand awareness, positioning and generating excitement 

around a venue’s popularity. Web-wired platforms, hence, allow establishments to 

identify new opportunities to reach regular and potential patrons, and to remain relevant. 

For example, when a Facebook fan “likes” the promotional page of a certain venue, a 

notification goes to each of his or her friends. As a result, the network builds on friends 

adding friends, like the idea of six degrees of separation.  

Basic tactics evolving around social networking as a marketing tool can go 

beyond generating excitement amongst club’s existing patrons. “All it takes is one video 

that makes in to You tube”, says Jeff Moisey, a principal of Jump Frog Marketing. “The 

exposure can be measured in hundreds of thousands of impressions if a video post gets 

picked by CNN or MSNBC as the most viral video of the week” (61).  

 Leveraging an existing database of customer emails can help an operator connect 

patrons to a venue’s online networking community. A nightclub may use this platform to 

publicize its upcoming DJs, celebrity appearances and themed events, whilst restaurant 

operators can use the same platform for the purpose of announcing a new dish, cocktail or 

celebrity chef. The key to the success of such endeavors is involving the guests in the 

brand, something not possible with other media. Hence, participants are able to share 

their experiences, voice their concerns, and enable operators to constantly reshape their 

customer service. “Guest experience and a commitment to service allow us to pack our 

houses despite the economy”, says Jason Strauss, co-principal of the Strategic Group. 

“Having the most relevant and new content all while pushing the envelope into what the 



demographic is looking for is important. Keep it fresh and people will want to come 

back” (21).  

 Implementing social media to enter the mind-set of its target audience has allowed 

Strategic Group to maintain its exclusivity for all. Knowing that their patrons expect to be 

treated in a certain manner, they heavily apply personalized URLs and emails to invite 

their target audience to events. Instead of sending out a mass e-mail to their database and 

risk losing the exclusivity factor, they use personalized text messages and emails with a 

welcoming message to the customer they’re trying to lure, hence making them feel 

important.  

Leveraging an existing database of customer e-mails can help an operator who 

perhaps hasn’t staked a claim on a social networking site yet to connect patrons to a 

venue’s online networking community. Overall, apart from being viral and contagious, 

nightclub marketing on any of the social networking platforms tempts more and more 

marketing minds to search for new ways to field test its applications on their own unique 

operational settings. Overall, the benefits of successful social media execution tend to go 

well beyond generating excitement among the nightclub’s existing patrons – for pennies 

on the dollar compared to other marketing options such as radio or television advertising.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



PRODUCING NIGHTLIFE IN THE NEW URBAN ENTERTAINMENT 

ECONOMY 

 Popular culture and nightlife’s interrelated relationship has long played a 

substantial role in New York society, but it is the increased usage of branding and 

framing that is shaping the outlook of the new urban entertainment economy. The 21st 

century has become the cornerstone of many leisure developments, fuelled not only by 

the growth of nighttime activities, but also by the synergy created between retail, media, 

real estate, sports and other entertainment pursuits. The culture and business of nightlife, 

often promoted through the idea of the 24-hour city, currently pervades all areas of day-to 

-day life in New York society, from music and art to hotels and advertising.  

 Ian Schrager’s and Steve Rubell’s instincts for the feel of popular culture were 

evident during their tenure as owners of Studio 54. When they were sentenced for tax 

evasion in 1980, Schrager’s prison reading included material about the new micro deluxe 

hotels which were all the rage in Europe at the time. A precursor in the industry had been 

L’Hotel in Paris, but the famous example, Blake’s Hotel in London, “with rooms like 

velvet lined show boxes, ragingly expensive and incredibly modish”, caught the duo’s 

attention (35).  

Once they were out of prison, they turned their focus to the hotel business and 

opened Morgan’s Hotel in 1984. The hotel business, insofar as it has to do with keeping a 

lot of transient people happy, has many areas of overlap with the nightclub business. 

Schrager and Rubell combined the design, music and marketing they learned in nightlife 

and revolutionized the hotel experience.  



According to Schrager, hotels are nightclubs for grown-ups. “When you are in the 

nightclub business, you have no product. You just have magic. So when Steve and I went 

into the hotel business, where we had a real commodity that people wanted, we didn’t 

rely on that. Our approach wasn’t that we have a bed. Our approach was we want to make 

it something special” (14). They were amongst the first to introduce the notion of the 

‘boutique hotelxiii’ to the world, along with the concept of ‘lobby socializing’, where the 

hotel lobby became a new kind of gathering place for guests and New York City 

residents alike.  

 Over the years, all sorts of hotels have increased their concentration on nightlife, 

some through rooftop lounges, and others with a blend of dining and ambiance aimed at 

making the hotel a destination spot for guests and locals. “Nightspots are an important 

component to a new breed of hotel bars. Before, you never used promotions in a hotel 

bar, but it’s now a must to have promotions: it’s almost as if they’re building hotels to be 

nightclub-centric” (61).   

 Another sector of the hospitality industry that doesn’t seem to be profitable 

without the influx of night time ingredients is the modern restaurant business. Ian 

Schrager was one of the first to pick up that something new was in the air. “I noticed 

something at the restaurants in the late eighties. At 11 pm, the lights would dim, the 

music would turn up, and the people would start to table-hop” (Night world, 351). He felt 

the same energy that had eventually culminated in the Studio 54 era.  Eating out has 

become a much more social experience, and restaurants have become scenes, with the 

aim of broadening their audience spectrum. According to Robert Bookman, co-founder of 
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the NY Nightlife Association, “we are seeing a significant increase in restaurants that 

want to be open past midnight” (22). 

 For decades, Greek diners have filled New York City’s own niche for the hours 

after midnight until dawn. Now, prominent chefs and culinary school grads are raising 

the bar by responding to the demand for good food in the wee hours. A growing number 

of restaurants are staying open late, attracting an older crowd for whom dinner is the 

evening, as well as young people who like to end their night out with a meal. As Alan 

Philips puts it, “vibe and experience dining came out of the lessons learned from the 

world of nightlife. Abe & Arthur’s, Kenmare, and The Lion: they are good restaurants to 

eat in, but they are great restaurants to drink in “(59). Furthermore, these are places for 

walking around and talking, or just sitting, not dancing and drugging.  

 The rise in popularity of particular hotel lounges and modern restaurants over the 

past two decades can also be partly attributed to the Americans’ growing emphasis on 

healthy living. Although it is clear that alcohol has been highly valued and in continuous 

use by peoples throughout history, medical research has linked high alcohol consumption 

to liver cancer and other deadly diseases. As a result, the National Institute on Alcohol 

Abuse and Alcoholism has reported that the per capita consumption of alcohol by 

Americans age 14 and older has dropped from 2.75 gallons in 1980 to 2.31 in 2007 (the 

latest date for which statistics are available). In addition, the proportion of people age 12 

through 17 who have consumed any alcohol during the previous month has dropped from 

50% in 1979 to 14.7% in 2009, according to the federal government’s annual National 

Survey on Drug Use and Health (68).  



Due to these factors, businesses are coming to realize that their success is 

increasingly dependent upon in-depth knowledge of consumer behaviors, and creation of 

niches for their products and services. Therefore, it is not surprising to observe that the 

nightlife economy has become highly branded and theme centric, and is moving away 

from just selling a product/service to offering a range of services and lifestyles. 

For example, when entrepreneurs Noah Tepperberg and Jason Strauss of Strategic 

Group opened a NY high-end nightclub, Marquee, in 2003, the success of the venue 

allowed them to expand their territory to Las Vegas. Today, Strategic Group consists of  

locations in both New York and Las Vegas, and in addition offers hospitality, event 

management and marketing services to its clients.  

Strategic Group advances the idea of exclusivity through their highly personalized 

service, by striving to have a presence at all major entertainment events across the 

country and making sure their guests are appropriately taken care of. They host annual 

parties for their loyal clients during the Sundance and Tribecca Film Festivals, NBA All-

star weekend, Super Bowl, Fashion Week and Ultra Music Festival in Miami, amongst 

few (see Exibit A, Appendix A). If a long-time Marquee customer happens to be 

traveling to Las Vegas, Marquee staff tries to ensure that they are treated in the ‘Marquee 

way’ at Strategic Group’s sister property. If that same customer is traveling to a city 

where Strategic Group doesn’t have a nightclub presence, their staff often tries to place 

the customer under the care of a point-person who provides the same experience.  

“We are what I like to call a one-stop shop for hospitality, whether it’s 

restaurants, nightclubs or other things”, says Andrew Goldberg, director of VIP Services 

for Strategic Group properties. “We handle all the needs of our customers, whatever it is-



from nightclub reservations in other cities or other details-all the things they need taken 

off their plate. If you are known as someone who takes care of people, it’s contagious. If 

you take care of your customers, they are going to tell their friends and they will tell their 

friends”. By providing a personalized guest experience and through a commitment to 

service, Strategic Group aims to make their patrons feel like house guests as opposed to 

paying customers. As a result, just like everybody wanted to get in Studio 54 and be a 

part of the ‘exclusive environment’ Schrager and Rubell created, modern society seems 

to be lured to Strategic Group venues for similar reasons. 

 Furthermore, given that Strategic Group is also a lifestyle marketing and 

consumer promotions company, their relationships in the nightlife industry and across 

other platforms has enabled them to create programs and projects to stimulate consumers 

to convert to its client brands.  For example, when they were asked to organize an event 

in 2004 to generate significant exposure for the launch of the Level Vodka brand, made 

by Absolut, they sponsored soirees at nightclubs in six target markets. A team of 

sampling agents dressed in trendy nightlife attire engaged customers and invited them to 

sample Level Vodka at their reserved tables. Level Vodka was made a signature drink at 

the clubs, and was served to all the promoters, celebrities and VIP clients. The approach 

drove sales of over 2600 incremental cases during the promotional period and helped 

Absolut secure over 120 million media impressions. One picture--singers John Mayer and 

Jessica Simpson, then a new couple, hanging out together in a club and drinking a bottle 

of Level Vodka-made all the major gossip magazines (exhibit A). As a result, Strategic 

Group was able to capitalize on both media exposure created for their venue and the 

client they represented. 



Another example of the extent to which nightlife has expanded to other lifestyle 

segments is documented in the success of the EMM Group, run by Eugene Remm and 

Mark Birnbaum. EMM Group today includes restaurants, lounges, a luxury concierge 

service with annual dues of $7500 and a house in the Hamptons which hosts five blowout 

events a summer. With 30 head-office employees and $30 million in sales in 2010, the 

company that started off with the opening of the nightclub Tenjune in 2006 has been 

making headlines and receiving industry acknowledgment for its ability to diversify and 

successfully create a loyal following amongst their wealthy and trendy target audience.  

Similar to Strategic Group, EMM Group has also developed their company into a 

multi-faceted hub for successful ownership and execution. Building on the success of 

Tenjune, and after organizing several hundred events, EMM Group’s business portfolio 

now includes marketing and event production, celebrity procurement and hospitality 

management services related to restaurant and nightlife operations. Their business model 

has allowed them to enjoy a 125% increase in revenue from 2007 to 2010, and a spot on 

the 2011 Inc. list of 5000 Fastest-Growing Companies (64).  

The success of both Strategic and EMM Group in multiple frontiers demonstrates 

how urban nightlife has become segmented across a number of lifestyle platforms. 

Important to note is that while there is not a strict correlation between class and nightlife 

consumption preferences, the rich, celebrities and their wannabes continue to colonize the 

most exclusive and expensive nightlife destinations. The rise of income amongst wealthy 

city inhabitants has been the greatest stimulant of demand for stylized, segmented 

nightlife which seeks to attract the mobile, young and wealthy. Gentrified nightlife 

environments, then, consciously sanitize and exclude the poor “by constructing the 



illusion of a wealthy urban oasis, and reinforcing it through subtle demarcations based 

around dress and style codes, interior design, drink prices and entry requirements” (33). 

This is ‘inclusive exclusivity’ at its height. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TRENDS IN INCLUSIVE EXCLUSIVITY 

As they implement accurate and forward-looking communication marketing 

strategies, operators strive to build the illusion that their venues are more exclusive than 

others, which down the line, assists them in their positioning and branding strategy within 

the society. This, in turn, effectively translates into monetary compensation. Whether 

they do so by applying barriers to entry (mirrored through the difficulty of obtaining a 

reservation, getting a table or being allowed inside), or having consistent media mentions 

that position them as exclusive venues that attract exclusive patronage, their ultimate goal 

is to make people strive to be a part of their privileged circle. The idea that one is 

frequenting a place well known for its exclusivity factors automatically lists them in the 

category of the selected few for which this experience is available.  

According to a survey (see exhibit B) compiled by the researcher and completed 

by 100 individuals who live in New York and are regulars at some of top-tiered hotels, 

nightclubs and restaurants, 36 percent responded that exclusivity determines what venue 

they will frequent on a given night. Simultaneously, 74 percent stated that the people they 

are surrounded by are an important factor in their outing options. Furthermore, 40 percent 

of respondents said that they discriminated against people on the basis of venues they 

frequent, and an additional 31 percent responded that they sometimes discriminated. This, 

in return, provides additional credibility to the idea and importance of interpersonal 

attraction in the nightlife industry and its link to inclusive exclusivity. 

The study of interpersonal attraction, an outgrowth of social psychology, is the 

attraction between people suggesting that one’s conception of desirability can vary from 

strong allure to extreme repulsion. Studies about attraction point out that similarity is a 



crucial determinant of interpersonal attraction. People are drawn to the category of people 

that they can relate to (or wish to relate to), in both physical and social appearance. Some 

findings suggest that interpersonal similarity and attraction are multidimensional 

constructs in which people are interested to individuals who are similar to them in 

demographics, physical appearance, attitudes, interpersonal style, social and cultural 

background, personality, activities preference and communication and social skills (6). 

Therefore, it can be said that taking part in hospitality and nightlife activities stems from 

its ability to bring people together, and make them believe that their particular choice of a 

venue is not accidental, but rather obvious in depicting their background, spending habits, 

attitudes and values.  

Nightlife, then, through its ‘inclusive exclusivity’ component, offers its customers 

the ability to distinguish themselves from other social groups. As noted by Hollands and 

Chatterton, such distinction requires constant effort and the continual reworking and 

upgrading of new nightlife concepts through which participants can maintain social 

distance and social status (33). The goal is to create bonds with guests by striving to have 

the most relevant and new content in their establishments (music, design, etc). Top trends 

implemented by modern New York nightlife industry in order to maintain such relevance 

include the rise of permanent guests lists, day to night multipurpose venues, personalized 

spaces where every guest feels like a VIP and headlining electronic music DJ’s.  

Nightclubs including Lavo, SL and 1OAK are well-known for their difficult entry 

policy, where entry is accorded to  those who  fit a certain look, who  are’ in the know’ 

with the venue operators, or can afford to pay for $2,000 tables. As noted by Stephen 

Heyman, “being able to breeze into the right clubs can mark one’s place in nocturnal 



society. But unless you’re a wispy cat walker who’s on a first-name basis with the 

doorman, it usually involves a measure of social jockeying” (32). He goes on to explain 

that a select number of venues have kept a permanent guest list for favorite customers, 

which tracks the names of selective VIP clients, with their drink preferences and 

spending habits. The permanent guest list serves as yet another iteration of a proven 

night-life formula: entice the cool crowd with VIP treatment, and the paying masses will 

follow.  

According to Matt Abramcyk, who runs a Meatpacking district underground spot 

the Bunker Club, “it’s important to make people feel like they are taken care of, like they 

are insiders”. Indeed, Alan Philips, a CO-OP restaurant owner, asserts that the three most 

important factors that determine the places people frequent are its location, music, and 

whether one knows somebody there to take care of their needs. Ruben Rivera, who used 

to be the managing partner of XIX club, positions customer service at the top of factors 

necessary for a successful venue run. “Customer service is so important to people who 

want to be treated a certain way when they’re spending their money. People will always 

remember the complimentary drinks they received from the owners. It’s all about 

appreciation and respect”.  

The rise of permanent lists in hospitality venues is another reminder of how the 

business of nightlife relies on exclusivity, or at least the appearance of it, accordin to 

Anthony Haden-Guest, who dates the appearance of guest lists to club promoters in the 

mid-1980s. During Prohibition, the Mansion, a speakeasy on West side, opened its doors 

only to permanent guests possessing unique wooden cards that were distributed with 

caution. Similarly, ‘membership’ is still de rigueur at Moscow’s fanciest nightclubs as it 



helps select guests breeze through notoriously unsparing face-control at the door (32).  In 

a similar manner, restaurants such as Beauty&Essex, Waverly Inn and Minetta Tavern 

might not directly refuse entrance to potential patrons, but they participate in creating the 

idea of ‘inclusive exclusivity’ by making it difficult to make a reservation, not publicly 

displaying their phone number or limiting their availability at a certain time. Overall, the 

mentioned barriers to entry are enforced in order to keep customers aspiring for more as 

the industry keeps them eager and a user for a long period of time.   

New attitudes in people’s lifestyles have encouraged a diversity of uses, mixing 

eating and drinking, and the introduction of approaches geared towards audiences 

throughout the entire day. An assimilation of the nightlife scene into the world of 

restaurants and daytime activities has resulted in the creation of New York brunch parties 

where enthusiasts can be found dancing on tables, throwing napkins and racking up four-

figure bills well before the sky turns dark.  

A ritual in which French toast is washed down with endless glasses of bloody 

Marys, the brunch scene at New York venues such as Bagatelle and Lavo (Strategic 

Group Property) suggests what exclusive nightclubs would look like if DJ’s arrived six 

hours earlier and bartenders served omelets. While the ultimate goal of such activities 

may be to make patrons feel as if they are sipping rose wine at an upscale venue along the 

French Riviera, this non-typical sit-down affair comes in response to the creative 

blending of nightlife culture and everyday life. Moreover, it allows the nightclubs to use 

their space efficiently and get the most for their rent money.  

Transforming seating options from day to night and creating small intimate spaces 

are all trends that help operators to constantly change the guest’s perspective of a space 



and create the WOW factor, which demands flexibility. Such customization allows a 

venue to be morphed in order to fit the needs of the customer and provide them with a 

sense of ownership. For example, in order to make a big venue look like it’s inviting, 

operators break the space into smaller sections in order to achieve the intimate concept 

which mega resorts may lack. “The one audience concept is old”, says Ed Jacobs, 

president of Ambient Designs, a line of high-end venue furnishings. “You need to build a 

place now that is multi-faceted” (30). Some venues are making the furniture flexible by 

adding pieces that could be used in the lobby, restaurant or the club, depending on which 

space demands more seats on a given night.  

 Another feature implemented to achieve the intimate and exclusivity concept at a 

venue is the lighting. LED lights, used by many venues, add finishing touches to a 

venue’s design with their dimmable options and color changing. By knowing what areas 

to highlight, the entire venue can look like a VIP area. Illumination from unexpected 

places, such as wall panels provides both light and ambiance. Therefore, features such as 

illuminated tables, intimate seating arrangements and innovative lighting define today’s 

nightlife environments as personal, exclusive and worthy of a return trip for the visitors.  

For years, a big part of restaurant, bar and nightclub promotion was based on 

attracting celebrities as press magnets, with the notion that once the cool people are 

spotted at a venue, the paying crowds will follow. Over the last half-decade, a distinct 

group subject to frequent paparazzi attention has emerged in the form of house music 

DJ’s who have become as popular as the star-studded crowds they entertain. Whereas 

many Las Vegas establishments used to be the only ones touting the electronic music 

vapor, smaller bars and lounges around the country are starting to feature house music. 



This surge in nightlife stems from its swelling popularity in the music scene overall. 

“Dance music is slowly taking over and will soon become what is considered 

mainstream”, says Sol Shafer, director of special operations at Strategic Group.  

With the celebrity status that many disc jockeys are enjoying, nightlife operators 

can identify the orbits in which the established spinners circulate and the type of crowds 

they attract. The media exposure surrounding many of the world’s best DJ’s sheds light 

on the potential traffic they may drive into the club and explains their presence at New 

York’s finest establishments. In terms of logistics, paying for a big name allows the 

venues to up their table minimums and entrance tickets, stay relevant with industry trends 

and receive additional exposure in the media. 

Staying current with trends and implementing communication strategies as 

outlined above have become a central part in a venue’s attempts to sustain ‘inclusive 

exclusivity’. The mode of nightlife production can be regarded as industry’s endeavor to 

step away from a mass consumption experience and embrace customization and 

exclusivity for all. Furthermore, the attractiveness of inclusive exclusivity as a strategy is 

derived from its ability to offer a wider lifestyle experience and to tap into consumer 

principles such as consumer choice and interpersonal attraction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FRAMING 

Recognition that stakeholders make judgments based on who they want to be, 

how they want to be seen, and what they want to be a part of paves the way for the 

exploration of psychological triggers that influence as simple decisions as why eat in a 

specific restaurant, frequent a specific venue or spend the night at a specific hotel. 

In 1996, George Lakoff, professor of Cognitive Linguistics at the University of 

California, published a book on moral politics, arguing that differences between self-

identified political liberals and conservatives are rooted in metaphors from different 

family models. In 2001, this book was revised as Moral Politics: How Liberals and 

Conservatives Think. To this initial work, Lakoff added the idea of ‘framing’, 

entertaining the idea that using metaphors, people ‘frame’ arguments in such a way as to 

bring up dominant images.  Frames are mental structures that are triggered by language. 

When a frame is triggered, an entire worldview governs the meaning of what comes next. 

Therefore, when the facts fit the frame, the facts have impact and can be persuasive, but 

if the facts don’t fit the frame, they disappear and the frame remains.  

According to Lakoff, deep frames structure a moral system, a worldview, and are 

the conceptual infrastructure of the mind. Frames and metaphors are mental constructs 

that people use to understand the world and live their lives, although the world does not 

necessarily accommodate itself to one’s mental constructs. In other words, if a fact is 

inconsistent with the frames and metaphors in one’s brain, it might not make sense and 

will get ignored, whereas the frame or metaphor will stay. As a result, although facts 

matter, proper framing is necessary to communicate truth and if facts are to make sense, 

they must be framed in terms of deep values that make them urgent.   



For example, when John Kerry spoke about his version of tax relief during his 

presidential battle against George Bush in 2004, he triggered the frame in people’s minds 

that taxes are a burden from which one should be relieved. This played right into 

President Bush’s hands as he was perceived to be the anti-taxation candidate, an identity 

Kerry failed to assume based on his inability to control the frame which essentially 

established the election outcome.  

In terms of framing, just as the word ‘hospital’ may have clearly defined roles 

buzzing in one’s head upon the mention of the word, including doctor, nurse, patient, 

surgeon etc., the word ‘nightclub’ sparks the notion of doorman, waiter, bartender, dancer 

and security. Scenes that play out in specific locations pertaining to ‘hospital’ may be 

waiting area, recovery room, whereas those relevant to ‘nightclub’ are dance floor, bar 

area and velvet rope. The ‘hospital’ and ‘nightclub’ frames clearly provide a context that 

makes all of the above meaningful. Therefore, the word ‘operating room’ only makes 

sense when we know what a hospital is, just as the velvet rope makes sense after we’ve 

established what kind of entertainment venue we are discussing (whether it is relevant to 

night or daytime activities and in what context).  

To further understand how language can reframe one’s perception of things, it is 

useful to review a case study of a massage parlor published in the Atlantic in July/August 

2006: 

“…As a business, massage has two basic problems. The first is that 

prostitution is generally illegal. A brothel can’t openly advertise its services: No 

“Madame Julia’s House of Great Sex.” Instead, Madame Julia pretends she runs a 



“massage parlor,” which creates confusion, and sometimes legal obstacles, for people 

who want to buy and sell back rubs. 

The second problem is that most potential customers consider massage a luxury --- an 

openly optional indulgence, if not a slightly shameful extravagance. So they’re acutely 

sensitive to price. A massage business can’t pass high labor costs along to customers 

without suffering a rapid drop in sales. One way to attack these problems is to declare 

massage a medical service. Hence in 1983 the American Massage & Therapy Association 

dropped its ampersand to create a new profession: “massage therapy.” 

Customers and legal authorities can now be pretty sure – though not 100 percent certain – 

that a massage therapist isn’t selling sex. A therapist not only will keep the client 

discretely draped with a sheet but also will take a reassuringly clinical 

approach to kneading naked flesh. A masseuse, on the other hand, may well be a hooker 

in a skimpy disguise… “ 

Prior to the official opening of CO-OP Restaurant, Alan Philips’ communication 

strategy involved hosting two private events to excite the general public and receive 

notable media mentions. Tara Subkoff, a prominent American actress and fashion 

designer who also designed uniforms for the CO-OP staff, hosted the first event. Her 

diner party attracted A-list celebrities that were a part of her social circle, and helped 

pave grounds for media mentions in New York Post and other influential daily 

newspapers. The second event was hosted by EJ Camp, a celebrity photographer, whose 

portraits of individuals including Patrick McMullan, Chloe Sevigny and Moby graced the 

walls of CO-OP, associating the restaurant with authentic downtown people and creating 

aura. Both soirees framed the new venue as the novel downtown spot worth checking out 



by movers and shakers in music, nightlife and fashion industry. As a result, the 

desirability of the venue resulted in influx of customers and its ability to start achieving 

its business goals. 

Understanding that a venue’s formula for success stems from its ability to excite a 

customer, CO-OP’s formula for success included hosting after-parties during New York 

Fashion Week for designers such as Charlotte Ronson, Luca Luca, Zara Tarez and 

Invitation of Christ. Having influential society people who attended mentioned events 

circulate positive stories about their experience at the new venue allowed them to enjoy a 

free word-of-mouth campaign that effectively translated into newcomers visiting the 

restaurant. Going back to the survey that was conducted (Appendix B), sixty five percent 

of the respondents believe that positive word-of-mouth determines potential exclusivity 

of a new restaurant. Sixty seven percent responded that word-of-mouth determines 

popularity of a nightclub at a given moment.   

 In a similar manner, numerous restaurants, hotel lounges and nightclubs aspire to 

be exclusive, and to attract top-tiered spenders. Notion that there is thousands of similar 

venues aiming for the same goals makes their task that much harder. They are often faced 

with creating strategies to justify their pricy alcohol/food menu, and convincing their 

patrons that they really are exclusive. Going back to Lakoff’s theory of framing, nightlife 

operators are at task of creating the illusion in people’s heads that frequenting their venue 

contributes to getting them the ‘it’ factor they need to achieve a specific level in the 

society. In other words, attending an X venue would put them in the category of ‘cool’ 

people, and not getting in (for reasons ranging from doorman rejection, lack of financial 

backing, etc) would not. Whereas in reality the mentioned reasoning may sound 



ridiculous or even offensive to certain individuals, it has without a doubt shaped the 

outlook of New York’s social scene in the past two decades, and has been used as a 

powerful communication weapon. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CONCLUSION 

Throughout my extensive research during the tenure of the past six months, I 

strived to identify the communication techniques that are necessary for nightlife 

establishments to implement in order to generate a loyal following and successfully cater 

to a high-end clientele. Based on literary evidence that was available to me, and through 

conversations with both operators and patrons, I was able to verify the hypothesis that, 

through understanding consumer behavior and the interaction of its participants, nightlife 

venues can establish more effective strategies to engage their audience, control consumer 

behavior and achieve business goals.  

Due to shifting trends in the industry, saturation of the market and the short 

attention span of its customers, nightlife operators are constantly challenged to engage 

their target audience and keep them a user for a long period of time. For decades, high-

end venues in New York have relied on the feeling of exclusivity in order to gain 

comparative advantage over the competition. The idea of inclusive exclusivity, pioneered 

by the Waldorf Hotel and raised to an art form by Studio 54,  has allowed select members 

of society to distinguish themselves from other groups based on economic factors, 

physical appearance and social standing. The gist behind the mentioned drop concept 

involves creating the public belief that a venue is exclusive through its marketing efforts, 

while remaining attainable for clientele on a commercial level. Quantitative research of 

this paper has affirmed the notion that the feeling of an individual belonging to a 

privileged circle triggers customer loyalty and an aspiration to be an active participant. 

Nightlife, then, through its inclusive exclusive component, creates the illusion in people’s 



heads that frequenting a certain venue contributes to their inner satisfaction and allows 

them to distinguish themselves from other social groups.  

Although forms of communication have progressed through the years with 

technological advancements, communication still remains at the height of priorities in 

successful marketing of nightlife establishments seeking a particular target audience. 

Staying current with the trends and implementing communication techniques as outlined 

throughout the paper should remain a central part in venue’s attempts to sustain inclusive 

exclusivity. Main strategies include, but are not limited to: 

-Creating press worthy events prior to the official opening of a venue to spark the 

attention of the target audience and position the venue as the new ‘it’ place for the rich 

and famous. The paying customers will follow lead. 

-Staying relevant by well-thought media placements which will exuberate the 

exclusivity of the venue on a consistent basis (from celebrity and DJ guest appearances to 

fashion after-parties etc). 

-Implementing VIP guest lists and door policy in order to enable easy access for 

the desired customers and create barriers of entry (such as difficulty of obtaining 

reservation and table minimums) for the rest. 

-Formulating a social media campaign to excite the target audience but remain 

‘unattainable’ in the eyes of general public.  Sights such as facebook, twitter, company 

website to be used as tools of promoting cocktails and special events but not as a 

guaranteed entry pass. 



-Using internal decoration and lighting as means of producing the secluded look 

that will contribue to customer’s feeling of separation from the rest of the society  and 

framing of ‘internal exclusivity”. 

-Achieving personalized communication with top-paying customers through 

customized emails, text messages in order to make them feel important. 

-Shifting boundaries by staying current with the trends, and responding to 

customer needs by consistent screening of feedback (available via social media and other 

customer service platforms). 

 

The wealthy, celebrities and their wannabes continue to colonize the most elite 

and expensive nightlife destinations, just as businesses are growing to realize that their  

success is increasingly dependent upon in-depth knowledge of consumer behavior, and  

creation of niches for their products and services. Therefore, it is not surprising to  

observe that the nightlife economy has become highly branded and theme centric, and is  

moving away from just selling a product/service to offering a range of services and  

lifestyles.  

 Stepping away from a mass consumption experience and embracing 

customization and exclusivity for all will allow gentrified nightlife environments to offer 

its customers separation from rest of the society. And this is inclusive exclusivity at its 

height.  
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