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Lapdancing clubs proliferate by taking more of dancers’ income
Lap dancing has proliferated because clubs are making increased profit from their dancers to compensate for falling business in the downturn, the British Sociological Association’s annual conference heard today [Wednesday 11 April].
Dr Teela Sanders and Dr Kate Hardy, of the University of Leeds, carried out a written survey of 197 dancers, interviewed 35 women and visited 20 strip clubs and pubs, in the largest research project into the industry in the UK. 
The researchers told the BSA conference in Leeds that since the 1990s the UK culture of erotic dance had been transformed by the introduction of American-style lap-dancing and pole-dancing clubs such as Spearmint Rhino. By 2002 there were 200 clubs in the UK and today there were 250-300, running in most cities and large towns, in an industry generating over £300 million a year. 
The most recent expansion was possible financially because clubs had taken more of the dancers’ income rather than as a response to demand from men for more clubs, said the researchers, who also spoke to club owners and workers, police, health and safety staff, and licensing and enforcement officers. 
Most clubs increased their profits by requiring dancers to pay to work a shift, an average of £80 in clubs in the south and £20-£30 in those in the north. These fees were profitable for clubs so they often hired many dancers. 
One dancer told the researchers: “The number of girls carries on increasing and the house fees continue going up. So suddenly instead of paying £5 you pay £30 and instead of being with three other girls you’re with eight other girls. It’s the sort of downward spiral.” One dancer said that in a year the management of one club had increased the amount it took each day by charging its dancers from £55 to £540.

The researchers told the conference that the dancers were often required to pay the clubs around 30% commission on the £10-£20 fee each customer paid to the women for a dance. Also, the clubs fined dancers for minor transgressions of the rules, such as chewing gum, using a mobile phone or being late - some were fined for taking time off when sick. Fines could be £20 for having chewing-gum in their bag to £100 for a missed shift. Sixty-one per cent of the dancers said they had been fined. 
Many clubs had an internal tipping system, where dancers paid waitresses, bar staff, DJs and the ‘house mum’ - who ran the floor show - to get big-paying customers sent over to them. If they failed to tip they would find it hard to make money from dancing. 
“Overall, there was a consensus that the cost for dancers of working in a club was increasing in order to cover business overheads, specifically the wages of the other workers in the club, and ensure the owner makes profit even when dancers made comparatively little,” the researchers said. 
These additional costs had driven down dancers’ income, so that average shift earnings now were £230, compared with £280 they received for their first dance job. Out of this came the various fees, tips and fines, so that 70 per cent of the dancers surveyed reported they had completed at least one shift without making any money.
The women continued to work because “the majority, 60 per cent, had day-time commitments such as other work or education, and they strategically used lap dancing as a stepping stone to other careers, training and personal projects such as buying a house or setting up a business,” the researchers said.

One dancer told them that after paying the various club fees: “I earned £50 last night. I was fuming. It’s a total waste of my time because you get fined if you leave early so you’ve got to work out the whole shift. You’re sitting there hour after hour not earning any money. I just think why am I even doing this?”
Club owners had become less discriminating when recruiting staff, said the researchers: “It was unnecessary to have any dancing skills whatsoever, let alone the ability to do athletic tricks on the pole. The core skill necessary shifted from performance to hustling for private dances.”
One dancer told the researchers: “You’d see some girl who wasn’t very pretty, couldn’t dance, had a crap outfit making a lot more money than you because she was there to make money, not to enjoy herself and be creative, so she would be pushier.”

The researchers said: “Many clubs raised house fees and increased the number of women working despite a reduction in the number of customers. During our research visits to 20 clubs, dancers frequently outnumbered customers on weekdays. Both customers and earnings were reported to be significantly less than previous years and continuing on a downward curve.”

However, it was the money that clubs were taking from the dancers’ earnings in fees and fines that played a major part in why clubs had remained buoyant even during an economic downturn, “rendering a lap dancing business a low cost investment with high returns and little risk to club owners.”
They criticised the view that the rise in clubs was because of increased demand among men, calling it a “false claim that has gained currency in activist, policy-making and public discourses.”
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Notes:
 

1. The British Sociological Association is holding its 61st annual conference in 2012 at the University of Leeds. Around 600 social scientists are giving presentations from April 11 to 13. 

 

2. The British Sociological Association’s mission is to represent the intellectual and sociological interests of its members. The BSA is a Company Limited by Guarantee. Registered in England and Wales. Company Number: 3890729. Registered Charity Number 1080235 



















