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Abstract
Objectives: This study examines illicit drug sellers’ explanations of how their
identities and attendant responses to drug debts are influenced by the
situational elements of accounts, relationships with customers, and their
business concerns. Methods: The study draws from data gathered from in-
depth interviews with 33 active drug dealers operating in St. Louis, Missouri.
Informants were recruited using a snowball sampling design. Data were
analyzed using qualitative methods. Results: Drug sellers explain their self-
views as “drug sellers” and ideal responses to debts as associated with the
amounts and types of drugs they sell and their relationships with suppliers
and customers as a whole. They suggest that deviations from these iden-
tities and responses are due to accounts (in the case of sellers that use
violence), relationships with specific customers, and business concerns.
Conclusions: The results add complexity to understanding of the connection
between drug market structure, sellers’ identities, and their conflict man-
agement. Results also suggest the connection between culture and drug
market violence is more nuanced than previously suggested. This study also
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adds to criminological understanding of how accounts can deescalate con-
flict by altering identities of offending parties and grievants.

Keywords
drug market conflict, drug debts, friendship, accounts, drug dealing

Criminologists have long noted that many illicit drug sellers use violence

when settling disputes (e.g., Fagan and Chin 1990; Goldstein 1985; Gold-

stein, Brownstein, and Ryan 1992). It is argued that one reason underlying

this violence is that victimized or aggrieved drug sellers perceive a lack of

access to formal mediation mechanisms and are therefore compelled to take

matters into their own hands when resolving conflict (Jacobs 1999; Jacobs,

Topalli, and Wright 2000; Jacques and Wright 2011; Reuter 2009; Wright

and Decker 1997). Extant research has also posited that drug sellers use

violent “self-help” (Black 1983) for two other reasons. First, they use it as a

means to project social identities as “hard” persons who cannot be victi-

mized or “exploited with impunity” (Jacobs 2004:296). They also do so in

order to facilitate their own self-identification as these types of persons

(Pearson and Hobbs 2001; Reuter 2009; Topalli, Wright, and Fornango

2002; see also, Anderson 1999; Bourgois 1995).

A smaller body of research has argued that some illicit drug sellers are

reluctant to use violence and instead employ other forms of conflict man-

agement for one or more reasons. Some sellers, particularly those with

middle-class backgrounds, fear drawing the attention of the police to their

illicit trade (e.g., Adler 1993; Jacques and Wright 2008, 2011; Taylor 2007).

Drug sellers may also reject violence to avoid projecting a violent reputa-

tion that may lead to social censure from customers and others who abhor

violence. Finally, sellers may be unaccustomed to violence in general and

see it as inconsistent with their self-identities (e.g., Jacques and Wright

2015; Mohamed and Fritzsvold 2010). Rather than resorting to violence,

these sellers use strategies such as avoidance, fraud, negotiation, tolerance,

and theft when responding to conflict (e.g., Belackova and Vaccaro 2013;

Hoffer 2006; Jacques 2010; Taylor and Potter 2013).

These bodies of literature suggest that drug sellers’ identities may play a

role in how they manage conflict. Some drug sellers wish to project iden-

tities as violent persons, whereas others want to avoid being seen in this

light. Similarly, some drug sellers self-identify as persons for whom vio-

lence is an acceptable recourse to conflict, whereas others do not. Identity,
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however, is a fluid construct subject to situational influences (see, e.g.,

Goffman 1959; Lofland 1969). For instance, Anderson (1999) has argued

that African American residents of disadvantaged, urban communities are

prone to alter their identities, or “code-switch,” when subjected to the situa-

tional influence of moving between private and public contexts. One possible

situational element that may influence illicit drug sellers’ identities, and thus

how they respond to conflict, is customers’ verbal accounts—or the excuses

and justifications they give for their misdeeds. In short, accounts can alter the

course of a conflict by changing how grievants identify themselves or the

person(s) providing the account(s) (Scott and Lyman 1968). This, in turn, can

then shape the way in which the grievant responds to the conflict (Fritsche

2002; Goffman 1959, 1971; Orbuch 1997).

Prior research on illicit drug sellers and users has highlighted that they

commonly give and receive verbal accounts in various types of conflictual

situations (see, e.g., Adler 1993; Hoffer 2006; Williams 1989). What has

received little criminological attention is the relationship between these

accounts, drug sellers’ identities, and their reactions to conflict. Thus, the

initial focus of the present study was to investigate drug sellers’ explana-

tions of whether and how receiving verbal accounts from customers chan-

ged their self-views and, in turn, how they treated these customers. In the

course of exploring this research question through conversations with

active, illicit drug sellers, however, it emerged that they also explained their

identity shifts and attendant behavioral changes as tied to two other situa-

tional elements as well: their relationships with specific customers and their

own business concerns.

Owing to this, the aim of this study is to examine drug sellers’ own

descriptions of how their identities, and thus their actions, change given

the presence of three situational elements: customers’ verbal accounts, sell-

ers’ relationships with customers, and sellers’ business concerns. In doing

so, it contextualizes the connection between the structure of illicit drug

markets, the fluidity of drug sellers’ identities, and the ways in which drug

sellers respond to conflict. The examination first has implications for crim-

inological understanding of what forces may shape drug sellers’ identities.

Tied to this, the study also offers insight into how the dynamic nature of

offenders’ identities may influence their decisions when in conflict. More

broadly, it also contributes to understanding of the etiology of violence in

illicit drug markets by further specifying some of the concepts that may

either encourage or discourage various types of conflict management

among illicit drug sellers. Finally, it also adds to knowledge of the functions

of verbal accounts among offenders.
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Conceptual Background

Identity

Like all other persons, drug sellers’ actions are guided by their identities

(see generally, Goffman 1967; Hogg, Terry, and White 1995). Concep-

tually, identity may be separated into two distinct but interrelated con-

structs: personal identity and social identity (Lofland 1969). Personal

identity refers to how individuals assess themselves or, in other words, the

types of persons they like to think of themselves as being and the base on

which they view themselves as distinct from others (Brewer 1991; Brook-

man, Copes, and Hochstetler 2011; Hogg and Abrams 1988; McCall and

Simmons 1966; Shover 1996; Stets and Burke 2000:228). Personal identity

guides behavior by providing individuals with goals and desires to pursue

and the standards by which to do so (Hogg et al. 1995; Stets and Burke

2000). Hence, the ways in which drug sellers’ view themselves will likely

play a role in how they respond to conflict with others.

Social identity, on the other hand, refers to individuals’ views of them-

selves as occupying specific social roles (Stryker 1968, 1980). Every

individual takes on numerous social identities throughout the course of

the situated interactions in their lives. For instance, an individual who sells

illicit drugs may assume the identity of “drug seller” in one social context

but take on that of friend, lover, or parent in another. Each of the social

identities an individual takes on has a set of role expectations attached to it

that are considered appropriate by others (Burke 1980, 1991; Simon 1992;

Stets and Burke 2000; Stryker 1980). Moreover, if individuals behave as

expected when in specific social identities or roles, they may confirm their

status in the role and thus bolster their self-esteem (Hogg et al. 1995).

Oftentimes, the expectations attached to individuals’ social identities

correspond with the standards set forth by their personal identities (Deaux

1992; Stets and Burke 2000). When there is conflict between these iden-

tities, however, individuals may disregard the expectations of their social

identities and act in accordance with their personal views of self (Stets

1995). Likewise, when individuals are called upon to act in multiple social

roles, they will fulfill the identity most favorable to them in terms of the

treatment it garners from others and the self-esteem it provides (Hogg

et al. 1995).

A growing body of research argues that individuals relay who they are—

or their identities—to others not just through their behavior but also through

the stories they tell about their actions and experiences (see, e.g., Bruner

1987; Ewick and Silbey 1995; Ezzy 1998; Gergen and Gergen 1988;
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McAdams 1990; Presser 2008). Put another way, the way someone talks

about his or her actions can be indicative of his or her personal and social

identity. Moreover, sociologists focusing on interpersonal interactions

have long noted that when individuals are interacting with others, it is

common for them to take steps to manage the impression they make on

these others (see Goffman 1959, 1967, 1969, 1971; Scott and Lyman

1968). When telling stories about their past experiences, these steps can

include selecting and interpreting the details of these past experiences,

such that the individuals present an idealized version of themselves—or

how they wish to view themselves or to be viewed by others (Bluck and

Levine 1998; DeGloma 2014; McAdams 1993, 2001; Zerubavel 2003).

This conceptualization of identity has important implications for the

study of decision-making among drug sellers because, as previously noted,

the role of “drug seller” is one of the many identities that they may assume

throughout the course of their lives (Belackova and Vaccaro 2013). At

times, illicit drug sellers may act as they think drug sellers “should” and

attempt to conform to the expectations they associate with this role. If they

view “drug sellers” as persons who should respond to conflict in a certain

way (i.e., with violence, avoidance, or toleration), they will likely do the

same. At other times, drug sellers may forgo acting in this way in favor of

their personal identities or whatever other social identities are more

“salient” to them at the time (see Hogg et al. 1995 on “salience” in social

identity theory). Put differently, if sellers view one type of conflict man-

agement as unacceptable from the perspective of their personal identities or

the social roles they have assumed aside from “drug seller,” they may resort

to other forms.

The manner in which individuals respond to interpersonal conflict is also

dependent on how they socially identify those with whom they have prob-

lems (Goffman 1959, 1971; Lofland 1969). Put differently, the way in

which individuals treat persons they have problems with may vary accord-

ing to whether they see them as friends, enemies, lovers, business partners,

or as other social roles. Because of this, persons may attempt to manage or

manipulate how aggrieved parties view them as a means to garner favorable

treatment from these parties (Goffman 1963; Hewitt and Stokes 1975;

Leary and Kowalski 1990; Lofland 1969; Schlenker 1980). Hence, the

individuals with whom drug sellers are in conflict may do likewise in order

to prevent the sellers from responding in ways the individuals see as

unfavorable.

The first way that drug customers can alter how aggrieved drug sellers

view them is by changing their own behavior (see generally, Goffman 1967).
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A second way is through the stories they tell about their lives (see generally,

Frank 2010; McAdams 1993; Presser 2008). A related way that drug cus-

tomers can mold their social identities and thereby avoid punishment from

aggrieved drug sellers is by providing them with verbal accounts for their

untoward actions (see generally, Goffman 1971; Scott and Lyman 1968).

Accounts

Accounts are retrospective statements used by individuals who have vio-

lated norms to explain their dissonant or unacceptable actions (Scott and

Lyman 1968:46).1 Excuses and justifications are two common types of

accounts (Schonbach 1990; Scott and Lyman 1968). The receipt of an

account can alter individuals’ responses to conflict by affecting how they

view themselves and offensive parties (Copes, Brookman, and Brown 2013;

Fritsche 2002). Accounts perform these functions in several ways: They

may suggest that the source of the conflict is not as much of the offending

party’s fault as it appears to be, that the offensive behavior is atypical for the

offending party, that it is an offense that anyone could commit, or that the

offending party regrets it (Felson 1982; Schlenker, Pontari, and Christopher

2001; Scott and Lyman 1968; see also, Sykes and Matza 1957). The goal of

this impression management strategy is to convince grievants to view the

offending party’s actions as an anomaly or as unreflective of their social

identity and therefore insufficient to redefine the offending party or them-

selves within current circumstances (Pogrebin, Poole, and Martinez 1992).

This, in turn, can then prevent grievants from treating the offending party

differently because they do not see themselves in roles that would punish or

otherwise respond to the offense, and they do not see the individual as the

type of person deserving it.

Before an account can affect how a grievant assesses the social identities

of others, he or she must first accept or “honor” it (Scott and Lyman 1968).

For this to occur, the account must first meet the “background

expectancies” of the social group in which it is given or be recognized by

them as an appropriate way to define a disruptive action (Goffman 1971;

Scott and Lyman 1968). The content of the account must also adequately

address the severity of the violation to be honored (Scott and Lyman 1968).

Finally, grievants are more likely to honor accounts if offensive parties

demonstrate deference when offering them (Blumstein et al. 1974; Goffman

1967, 1971; Maruna and Copes 2005; Scott and Lyman 1968).

Because accounts can alter the identities of offensive parties and grie-

vants and thereby shape the conflict among them, they may also perform
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similar functions among drug sellers. As already stated, although prior

research has noted that drug sellers and users give and receive accounts for

various types of conflict—particularly that surrounding unpaid drug

debts—this research has not examined drug sellers’ explanations of whether

and how accounts influence their self-views and identifications of custom-

ers. An examination thereof is important because it may provide insight into

some of the forces that might shape decision-making among drug sellers.

The present study provides such an examination but, as previously men-

tioned, in talking about accounts and conflict management with active illicit

drug sellers, it uncovered that these sellers’ also explain their actions and

how they see themselves as being influenced by a second situational ele-

ment: their relationships with customers.

Relationships

The emergent theme of drug sellers’ relationships with customers affecting

how they see themselves and, ultimately, how they manage conflict with

these customers has received some previous criminological attention (e.g.,

Adler 1993; Jacobs 1999; Moeller and Sandberg 2015, 2017). For instance,

Jacques and Wright (2010) have argued that as the social distance between

sellers and customers increases, sellers are more likely to defraud customers

and behave in other predatory ways. Contrarily, as the distance decreases,

sellers are more likely to provide customers with preferential treatment such

as deals on purchases and drugs on consignment (Jacques, Allen, and

Wright 2014; Jacques and Wright 2015). Other research has noted that

sellers base such decisions on assumptions that individuals closer to them

are more trustworthy than those who are not (Decker and Chapman 2008;

Reuter and Haaga 1989).

Prior research has also argued that just as sellers are more likely to give

friends, family members, and regular customers preferential treatment in

terms of discounts and the like on drugs, so too they are more likely to use

nonviolent forms of conflict management in response to problems with

them (e.g., Moeller and Sandberg 2017; Sandberg and Pederson 2009;

Taylor and Potter 2013; Waldorf and Murphy 1995). Conversely, drug

sellers may be more likely to use violence or the threat thereof when

responding to conflict with more socially distant parties (Jacques 2010;

Jacques and Wright 2008). Here, I explore similar results that emerged

inductively from my discussions with active drug sellers. I also build on

this previous research by investigating how drug sellers’ relationships with

customers are associated with changes in their identities and consequent
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conflict management strategies. In addition, I examine a third situational

element the sellers suggested was important when deciding how to best

resolve conflict with their customers: their need to make profit or busi-

ness concerns.

Business Concerns

The sale of illicit drugs, while illegal, resembles legal businesses in that

those undertaking it must profit, or at the very least avoid taking financial

losses, if they are to keep their enterprises afloat. Like the relationships

between drug sellers and customers, extant research has also touched on

how this concern affects the behavior of illicit drug sellers (see, e.g., Bour-

gois 1995; Goldstein 1985; Jacobs 1999; Williams 1989). For instance,

Moeller and Sandberg (2015, 2017) argue that sometimes the desire for

profit can influence sellers’ decisions at times when the inventory they have

on hand exceeds customer demand. In such situations, drug sellers may

manage conflict in ways they otherwise would not by consigning more

product to customers with outstanding debts or by forgiving or reducing

their debts. Similarly, the potential of losing regular customers may also

create situations in which sellers manage conflict differently out of desires

to maintain a profitable customer bases (e.g., Chalmers and Bradford 2013;

Denton and O’Malley 1999; Jacobs 1999; Jacques and Wright 2015).

Finally, drug sellers may choose nonviolent conflict management strategies

in lieu of violence out of fear that the latter will scare away potential

customers (Jacques and Wright 2015) or that it will lead to increased police

attention and a subsequent loss of business due to police confiscation of

drug supplies, incarceration, or the withdrawal of drug suppliers (e.g., Adler

1993; Decker and Chapman 2008; Dunlap, Johnson, and Maher 1997;

Taylor and Potter 2013). Again, although prior work has explored the

importance of business concerns and how these concerns influence drug

sellers’ decisions, this work has not examined sellers’ explanations of how

the need for profit can alter how they view themselves and, in turn, how

they treat their customers. The present study addresses this lacuna.

I begin by detailing the data and methods informing the analysis. I then

discuss the results of this analysis, focusing first on how this group of active,

illicit drug sellers’ ideal ways of viewing themselves and responding to

debtors are related to the structure of their respective markets. Next, I turn

to exploring the drug sellers’ explanations of how their ideal identities and

behaviors are influenced by customers’ accounts, their relationships with

customers, and their own business concerns. I conclude by discussing the
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implications of these results for criminological understanding of the rela-

tionship between drug market structure and drug market conflict, the con-

nection between culture and the shape of this conflict, and existing

criminological theories regarding offender decision-making.

Data and Methods

This investigation is informed by data gathered through interviews with 33

individuals who were actively selling illicit drugs in the St. Louis, Missouri,

greater metropolitan area. To meet the study criterion, and thus be consid-

ered an “active” seller, the informants had to have been selling illicit drugs

during the year prior to their interviews. All but two of them were currently

selling at the time of data collection. I located and recruited these infor-

mants between winter 2012 and late fall of that year using a snowball

sampling design (Wright et al. 1992). I initiated the sample by first asking

eight individuals who were actively selling soft drugs that I knew through

working and attending college classes to participate in the study. I then

accrued additional participants by asking these initial informants and three

contacts who knew illicit drug sellers to refer other individuals meeting the

study criterion. When approaching all potential informants, I first advised

them of the numerous safeguards intended to protect their identities and

prevent potential harm to their social and legal standing. These included

using pseudonyms in place of their real names, using encrypted external

hard drives to store the audio files and transcriptions of their interviews, and

only gathering information about their past criminal behavior.

Recruiting informants from one’s own social networks is common in

drug research (see, e.g., Adler 1993; Curcione 1997; Jacques 2010;

Mohamed and Fritzvold 2010) and in the research of active offenders more

broadly (see, e.g., Becker 1963; Goffman 2014; Polsky 1969). One of the

key reasons for this is that members of “hidden populations” (Wiebel 1990)

such as these are often reluctant to divulge information about their deviant

or illegal activities to unknown or untrusted others due to potential legal

and/or social repercussions (Heckathorn 1997). When researchers have

established a degree of trust with potential informants over the course of

preexisting relationship, this can help assuage the potential informants’

fears of these repercussions and can thus increase the likelihood of their

participation in research studies (Lambert and Wiebel 1990). In addition,

using a researcher as a starting point for qualitative investigations is justifi-

able on the grounds that these types of research designs seek to understand

“a culture or group from the perspective of its members” (Feldman, Agar,
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and Beschner 1979:4). Gaining this “insider’s view” (Spradley 1979:13)

requires that researchers immerse themselves in the worlds of their subjects

(Spradley 1980)—a task that is also facilitated by prior familiarity with

subjects.

The drug sellers interviewed can be conceptually grouped into a taxon-

omy consisting of four broad “types” of illicit drug sellers according to the

kinds of drugs they sold (i.e., “hard” drugs such as cocaine, heroin, and

crystal methamphetamine [meth]; “soft” drugs such as DMT, ecstasy or

molly [MDMA], hallucinogenic mushrooms, LSD, marijuana, and sassafras

[MDA]; various pharmaceuticals intended to treat anxiety or attention dis-

orders; and whether they were suppliers or retail-level dealers). Suppliers

are defined as illicit drug sellers who purchase wholesale units of drugs and

then make commercial profit by redistributing them to other suppliers and

retail-level dealers (see Pearson and Hobbs 2001 on “mid-level” dealers).

Retail-level dealers are defined as illicit drug sellers who purchase whole-

sale units of drugs and make commercial profit by redistributing them to

end users (Johnson, Dunlap, and Tourigny 2000). Eight of the informants

were suppliers of hard drugs, 2 sold hard drugs at the retail level, 10

supplied soft drugs, and the remaining 13 sold soft drugs to end users. All

of the informants sold in closed markets or markets where sellers only

conduct trade with customers they know and trust or who are vouched for

by other trusted friends and associates (May and Hough 2001:139).2

The ages of the informants ranged from 19 to 41 with a mean age of

28.6 years. Twenty-nine of them were male. One was Chinese American,

2 were White/Latino, 3 were African American, and the remaining 27 were

White. Twenty-nine were legally employed at the time of the interviews.

Sixteen had either graduated from college or were working toward obtain-

ing undergraduate degrees. Of those who had not pursued higher education,

six were awarded high school diplomas, four earned general educational

development degrees, and three had dropped out of high school. Regarding

involvement with the criminal justice system, only six of the informants had

ever been incarcerated on drug-related charges. Fifteen had been convicted

of drug possession or sales but had served no time, and three had been

incarcerated on nondrug-related charges. The remaining 10 informants had

never been arrested for drugs or any other charges. These characteristics

were not exclusively patterned among any of the four types of drug sellers

(i.e., suppliers of hard drugs, dealers of soft drugs, etc.). That is, the ages,

race/ethnicities, employment statuses, educational attainments, and experi-

ences with the criminal justice system of the informants were not featured

among some of the types of sellers and not the others.
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Twenty-nine of the informants came from working-class, lower-middle-

class, or middle-class backgrounds. That is, they were raised in working-

class neighborhoods in the city (2), lower-middle-class or middle-class

suburban communities (25), or working-class rural areas (2), and one or both

of their parents were employed and had attained high school or college

educations. Two hard-drug suppliers and the two hard-drug retail-level deal-

ers grew up in disadvantaged, urban communities. These informants had

been raised by single parents who had attained high school diplomas or, in

the case of one of them, by two criminally involved parents who had dropped

out of high school. According to their own admissions and their demographic

indicators, these four informants came from backgrounds associated with

“street culture” (see Anderson 1999; Bourgois 1995; Wright and Decker

1994). The other informants claimed to be from “middle-class” backgrounds

or, in other words, they hailed from more conventionally oriented cultures

(see Baumgartner 1988; Jacques and Wright 2015).

A potential detriment to recruiting informants from among a researcher’s

preexisting social connections is that it can lead to sampling bias. More

specifically, it can result in a sample with homogenous characteristics bear-

ing similarity to those of the researcher. This was certainly the case with the

initial informants in the present sample, as they all featured similar char-

acteristics to myself. But as the sample branched out from these initial

informants through referrals, I began to recruit informants from several

other disparate social networks. This expanded the characteristics of the

sample afield from my own in terms of the informants’ educational back-

grounds, places of residence, social classes, and experiences with the crim-

inal justice system. The inclusion of disparate social networks also

increased the prospect that the sample was not comprised of atypical offen-

ders or those with similar viewpoints (Heckathorn 1997; see also Jacobs and

Miller 1998; Wright and Decker 1994). Nonetheless, the purposive nature

of the sampling strategy and the unknown parameters of the population of

illicit drug sellers at large preclude any conclusive assertions about the

representativeness of the sample and the generalizability of the findings

(see Glassner and Carpenter 1985; Watters and Biernacki 1989).

Interviews ranged in length from 33 to 104 minutes, with an average

length of 55.5 minutes. Each was digitally recorded with the respective

informant’s permission. Before conducting the interviews, I discussed the

informed consent protocol with each informant at length and answered any

questions they had. Interviews were conducted in various locations deemed

safe by both parties, such as a university office, a university conference

room, public parks, and various taverns and restaurants. The individual
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interviews were guided by a semistructured interview protocol that allowed

for free-flowing conversation and the introduction of new concepts by the

informants. It also permitted them to expand on tangential narratives and

examples. Owing to this, no interview followed the same path and not all

questions were posed in the same order or at all to each informant. None-

theless, each was asked questions pertaining to their identities, how they

responded to debtors, and whether the accounts they sometimes received

from debtors influenced these responses.

The two previously mentioned foci—the relationship between sellers’

identities and their responses to conflict and how customers’ accounts

affected this relationship—guided the study during data collection. Data

on the former were collected with questions such as “How do you feel about

being a drug dealer?” “Why are you selling drugs?” “What do you do if

someone doesn’t pay you back for a front [drugs sold on commission]?”

“What kind of other problems do you have with customers?” and “How do

you handle such problems?” Data on the latter were gathered with questions

such as “What kinds of things do customers say to you [when they don’t pay

back a front]?” “Does that change how you view them?” and “Has this ever

changed your reaction?” But, as already noted, during analysis, it became

evident that the sellers also considered two other situational elements as

having some degree of influence over their identities and responses to

conflict: their relationships with customers and their own business con-

cerns. Data on these emergent themes arose from the informants’ responses

to questions such as those previously listed. For example, when informants

were asked why they responded in different ways to similar types of conflict

with different customers, they would offer responses such as “Because he’s

my cousin” or “Because I needed to pay back my supplier.”

In analyzing the informants’ interview transcripts, I considered them as

two intertwined types of data (see Miller and Glassner 1997). First, I exam-

ined the stories provided by the sellers as representative of their actual

behaviors and experiences (Brookman et al. 2011). I also analyzed their

stories as data in and of themselves (Ewick and Silbey 1995; Frank 2010;

Maruna 2001; Presser 2008). This latter type of analysis regards informant’s

stories as important because, as previously mentioned, they are indicative of

the way informants’ view themselves, or their personal identities, and the

way they wish to be seen by others, or their social identities (Miller and

Glassner 1997:137; see also, Goffman 1959, 1967; McAdams 1993, 2001;

Presser 2008).

Throughout analysis, NVivo was used as a tool to organize and visually

represent the connections between the domains and subdomains. Analysis
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began with a comparison of the sellers’ responses and statements within

their respective interviews and then across the full set of interviews. Similar

responses and statements were grouped into broad, general categories (e.g.,

types of accounts given by debtors, types of seller responses, types of

relationships between sellers and customers). The interview excerpts com-

prising these categories were then classified into smaller, more narrowly

defined categories on the basis of their similarities or dissimilarities (e.g.,

getting aggressive, toleration, giving more time; see Spradley 1979, 1980).

Following this, patterns among these categories and subcategories were

then assessed. Once a theme was deemed to be common by its presence

in three or more interviews, the data were thoroughly reviewed to see how

the theme served as a narrative thread across the others.

The search for and analysis of negative or deviant cases was an integral

part of constructing the themes presented herein (see Lincoln and

Guba 1985; Miles and Huberman 1984; Silverman 1993). As an example

of this, consider the negative case analysis of the question: “How do

accounts affect this group of drug sellers’ responses to conflict?” After

analyzing several initial interviews, I developed the hypothesis: “Accounts

do not affect these drug sellers’ responses to debt.” Following the formation

of this hypothesis, I began to analyze the data for the presence of deviant

cases—or drug sellers whose responses were affected by accounts—that

countered or did not support this hypothesis. Analysis of the entirety of the

data set revealed that several of the sellers did in fact claim that their

responses were affected when customers gave accounts for failing to pay

their debts. Due to this, I discarded the initial hypothesis and began analyz-

ing the data for similarities and dissimilarities between these cases and the

sellers who were not affected by accounts across a range of dimensions

(e.g., types of drugs sold, amounts of drugs sold, types of customers, use/

lack of violence, background characteristics). As the only dimension dis-

tinct between these groups was their view of violence, I refined the initial

hypothesis into two hypotheses: (1) Drug sellers who see violence as an

acceptable response to drug debts alter their responses when receiving

accounts from drug debtors; (2) Drug sellers who use other forms of conflict

management do not (see Cressey 1953 for an excellent example of this

process).

I then performed a second analysis of the interview data to investigate

whether any of the sellers who saw violence as acceptable were not affected

by customers’ accounts and, conversely, whether those who used other

forms of conflict management were affected by customers’ accounts. This
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investigation did not uncover any exceptions to the hypotheses. These

hypotheses inform the themes presented in the results.

The data were similarly analyzed for negative cases regarding the two

emergent themes: How drug sellers’ relationships with customers and their

business concerns affect their responses to drug debts. As these themes were

not explicit study concerns during data collection, not all subjects were

asked about them. Owing to this, the themes presented are based only on

comments offered spontaneously by the participants. To assess the validity

of these themes, I performed a negative case analysis echoing that described

above. More specifically, I searched for instances in each of the interviews

in which a drug seller had not changed his or her response to drug debts due

to his or her relationship with a customer or out of business concerns. This

investigation did not uncover any such instances. This, however, may be a

methodological artifact arising from the lack of questioning on these topics.

Readers should therefore consider the possibility that these themes may

only apply to the sellers who spontaneously offered them and not to the

remainder of the sample.

Consideration of deviant cases took place solely during analysis and not

during the recruitment stage of the study for several reasons. First, as the

broader study informing this article was an investigation of various aspects

surrounding the sale of illicit drugs, sampling was driven by the “dependent

variable”: selling illicit drugs. Because the criterion of actively selling drugs

alone was difficult to satisfy when locating and recruiting participants, no

other criteria guided the sampling process. Beyond this, because the indi-

viduals participating in this study were actively selling drugs, they seldom

disclosed much of the details of their illicit enterprises to anyone, even their

close friends and acquaintances, for fear that the leak of this information

could increase the odds of arrest, victimization, or damage to their reputa-

tions. This often precluded the sellers whom referred additional study par-

ticipants from being able to provide information about these participants

other than that they were drug sellers. Hence, it would have been difficult, if

not impossible, to locate deviant cases (i.e., sellers’ whose behavior was

affected by accounts) until actually gaining informed consent and conduct-

ing an interview with an individual—and thus including one in the sample.

Given that the characteristics of this sample differ from those of the types

of drug sellers who have received the lion’s share of criminological atten-

tion (see, e.g., Bourgois 1995; Jacobs 1999; Johnson and Natarajan 1995;

Mieczkowski 1990; Williams 1989), questions may be raised as to whether

these characteristics affect the internal validity of the results. Put differ-

ently, why is the sample appropriate for the research questions under study?
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The answer is that although not all of these drug sellers hail from disad-

vantaged, urban neighborhoods, traffic in heroin and cocaine, or regularly

use violence, they do actively sell illicit drugs. And in the course of selling

illicit drugs, they encounter situations wherein they receive accounts from

customers, have relationships with them, and have to maintain their illicit

businesses. Therefore, they can offer insights into the various ways these

situational elements have affected their experiences in selling illicit drugs,

much like how numerous other samples of drug sellers also unlike those

just described have also added to criminological understanding of various

aspects of illicit drug selling through analysis of their experiences (see,

e.g., Adler 1993; Curcione 1997; Jacques and Wright 2015; Mohamed and

Fritzvold 2010; Tayor and Potter 2013; Waldorf and Murphy 1995).

Results

Through their stories about selling drugs and managing unpaid drug debts,

the sellers interviewed presented idealized versions of how they saw them-

selves and how they wanted others to view them (see generally, Goffman

1959, 1967, 1971; McAdams 1993, 2001; Miller and Glassner 1997; Presser

2008). They did so by explaining how they would respond to debt in

hypothetical scenarios and how they had generally done so over the course

of their selling careers. The sellers’ idealized versions of their identities

acted as templates or baselines for their behavior but, as the sellers

explained, they would often stray from these idealized versions of self in

specific instances due to the receipt of accounts from debtors, their relation-

ships with specific debtors, and the need to maintain their illicit businesses.

Drug Sellers’ Identities and Ideal Responses to Unpaid Debt

It was common practice for all the sellers to provide or receive drugs on

credit (e.g., Adler 1993:106; Hoffer 2006:76; Jacobs 1999:59). Despite their

best efforts to only “front” or extend credit to trustworthy debtors, the

sellers inevitably did so with some that “flaked” (John) or failed to repay

their debts (e.g., Goldstein 1985; Jacobs 1999).3 A subset of sellers—seven

of the eight suppliers of hard drugs—responded to “flaking” debtors with

violence. Jarod, a White, 30-year-old, meth cook and supplier, explained his

stance on unpaid debts:

If you steal from me . . . . I’m getting my money’s worth out of you, at

least . . . . Now if you . . . stole twenty dollars’ . . . from me . . . then I’m usually
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gonna try to hurt you . . . if somebody robs me for five grand not only do I

need that five grand but now you’ve just caused me a lot of headache and

hassle and you cost me money so now I need more than my five grand back,

now it’s not a matter of my cash anymore, now it’s a matter of

principle . . . there’s . . . a saying, “hands laid, debts paid.”4

When asked how he reacted when debtors “flaked,” Burt responded

similarly. “There’s been cats walking down the street butt-ass naked, you

know? You ain’t got the money?’ I’m taking your shoes, take whatever,

strip down.”

The remainder of the sellers responded by simply reminding debtors of

their outstanding debts or by discontinuing sales to them (see Black 1998 on

“toleration” and “avoidance”). “If [debtors] are taking a little long,” John

stated, “you might confront them and say, ‘What’s the fucking deal?’ . . . just

start calling them . . . until you get . . . [your] money.”5 Mitch echoed this, “I

would be like ‘Look, I need my money!’ . . . until they paid me.” Perry, a

White, 35-year-old, marijuana supplier, described discontinuing sales:

They hafta come through, you know what I mean? You can’t front somebody

something and they just never repay you. Some kind of assholes’ll do that

sometimes. They’ll just be like “Oh, I ain’t got it.” “What do you mean, you

ain’t got it? Yes you do. You owe me money for this.” What do you do? I

don’t know . . . . I guess you just . . . think the guy’s a cock, man, like, “You’re

a fucking cock, you’re done here, don’t bother me anymore.” I guess it’s like

burning a bridge.

Bugs followed suit, albeit more succinctly, “The people that [don’t] pay

me, I basically cut them off.”

From an outside perspective, the threat of being “cut off” from drug

supplies may seem to carry little consequence. But from the perspective

of these sellers and their customers, losing one’s “plug” (Bugs), or supplier,

was a serious matter. This could not only result in a seller or user being

unable to find drugs for personal consumption but could also drastically

reduce their ability to make money as well. And this, in turn, could be

deleterious for those individuals relying on the profits of drug sales to eat,

pay bills, or otherwise survive. As John, a White, 34-year-old, psychedelic

mushroom grower and supplier, put it:

A lot of people survive on this shit [selling drugs], they can’t without it,

so . . . you cut them off, well man, you’re taking food off their fucking
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table . . . . Take a fucking couple of hundred bucks out of some poor mother-

fucker’s pocket, well he’s going to straighten up . . . . You don’t have to be

physically violent with anybody, you don’t even have to be rude, you don’t

even have to raise your voice, you fucking take their money away.

For these reasons, these sellers thought that “cutting people off” was not

only an appropriate response to unpaid debt but was also a serious enough

threat to deter others from “flaking” on them in the future.

When asked about how they responded to unpaid drug debts, the sellers

described their responses with generalized information from various actual

events and hypothetical scenarios (see McAdams 2001:108 on “general

event clusters”). That is, they did not provide distinct examples of instances

wherein they responded to specific customers who owed them money for

“fronted” drugs. They instead gave examples of how they “generally”

responded or “would” respond in such instances. Here, following the extant

research previously discussed (see, e.g., Bluck and Levine 1998; Bruner

1987; Goffman 1959; McAdams 1993, 2001), the sellers’ stories about how

they typically responded to debt are treated as indicators of the personal and

social identities they wish to project to others—or as idealized versions of

how they want others to view them and their past behavior.

The sellers’ stories are also used here as indicators of their identities for

two other reasons. First, the sellers who saw violence as acceptable only

offered vague statements about their identities when directly questioned

about why they used violence or whether they saw themselves as violent

drug sellers. They responded to these questions with statements such as “you

gotta do what you gotta do” (Burt) or by emphasizing that they could not let

debtors “fucking get over” (V) on them. In the case of these sellers then, their

stories about themselves served as the best proxy for how they wished to be

viewed. In the case of the other sellers, the identities suggested by their stories

were further supported by some of their responses to similar questions. Most

of these responses consisted of vague statements such as “That’s just how I

roll, man” (Perry), but a few were slightly more explicit. For instance, Natalie

explained her aversion to violence by stating, “We’re not really a violent

crew . . . . I’m just not that kind of person.” And Jacob said, “I’m not like a

dick. I don’t know, I don’t threaten people. It’s just like, ‘Hey.’ You, know?”

The sellers’ ideal responses to debt were patterned according to the

structure of the sellers’ respective markets—meaning the amounts and

types of drugs they sold and the types of suppliers and customers with

whom they did business. The sellers whose ideal responses to debt involved

violence were all suppliers of hard drugs, whereas all but one of those who
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responded with verbal harassment or avoidance were suppliers of soft drugs

or sold hard or soft drugs at the retail level. Associated with this, the seven

who reported using violence considered their suppliers and customers as a

whole to be “acquaintances” (Burt). “To tell you the truth,” Burt explained,

“you don’t have real friends. Everybody, it’s . . . acquaintances.” This was

contrasted against the other sellers—including the one supplier of hard

drugs, Jacob, who did not report using violence—who stressed that all of

their suppliers and customers were friends. “I only deal with friends,” Bugs

said. Dean spoke similarly, “Pretty much . . . . I just deal with my friends.”

Natalie echoed this, “I just have my real close friends and relatives and

friends of the close friends are all that I really mess with.”

To be sure, the sellers who used violence also did business with friends.

Unlike the other sellers, however, they defined “friend” much more nar-

rowly. They only considered someone to be a friend if they knew him or her

for some time. For example, Burt’s only “homies” or “ride or die dogs”

were the people that he had “grown up” with or had “worked together” with

for “years.” They reported occasionally selling to these friends, but on the

whole, they sold primarily to acquaintances. The other sellers were much

more cavalier when defining “friend.” They referred to all of their custom-

ers and suppliers this way regardless of the differences in their relationships

with them. Like the sellers who used violence, they identified persons they

had known for some time as friends. These were “close friends” (Wyatt).

But they also identified two other types of persons as friends. “Not very

good friends” were persons whom they did not “enjoy” (Gus) spending time

with but to whom they would sell drugs. And “friends of friends” (Derrick)

were persons deemed trustworthy enough to do business with on the basis of

“vouches” (Mitch) from other friends.

In explaining the dynamics of handling debt owed them and that they

owed others, the sellers noted that the types of relationships they had with

suppliers—that is, whether they were acquaintances or friends—were asso-

ciated with how these suppliers would respond to tardy repayment. The

sellers who saw violence as acceptable did business with “scary” (Snap)

acquaintances they viewed as likely to respond violently to unpaid debts.

“Those boys don’t play,” Jarod said, “that’s their life. You live and die

quickly.” V, a White, 28-year-old, cocaine, ecstasy, heroin, marijuana, and

meth supplier, provided an example of what could occur in such situations:

They sent me half a key [kilogram] of heroin and, to be honest with you, if I

wasn’t on it [using heroin] I probably would’ve made a shitload of money.

But that’s when it turned bad. I barely paid for it. Basically I fucking fucked
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up almost all of it . . . . The [next] one they sent I fucked the whole thing up.

My habit was really bad. They sent out two guys from New York to come

down here, they came to my parents’ house and they held my parents hostage

until I came up with the money . . . [by] rob[bing] somebody.

Because the seven suppliers of hard drugs who used violence all received

their own drug supplies “on the front” (Dirty) from “scary” suppliers, they

potentially faced violent repercussions if unable to repay their own debts.

Fear of violent reprisals thus encouraged or supported these sellers’ iden-

tities as persons who viewed violence as an acceptable means to respond

to unpaid drug debts. The other sellers explained that, because their

“friends” supplied them with drugs, they did not need to worry about

being attacked if they did not make good on their consignments. They

understood that these “friends” would handle conflict in ways that are seen

as acceptable for persons occupying social roles as friends—namely,

without violence. They instead had to worry about “being cut off” (Gus)

and its potential consequences.

Whether the sellers considered their customers on the whole to be

acquaintances or friends was also associated with their ideas of what con-

stituted appropriate responses to unpaid debt. The sellers who sold primar-

ily to acquaintances could not count on these customers being “more

inclined to give . . . [them] . . . money” (B) in the interests of “friendship”

as was the case for sellers who sold primarily to friends. They instead

thought that the acquaintances they sold to would only make repayment

if they feared violent reprisal (Topalli et al. 2002). Speaking of what would

happen if he did not adopt and project a violent social identity, Jarod

explained, “If you rob from me [renege on a debt] and I don’t do anything

about it, that’s gonna tell everybody else that they can come rob from me.”

Here, he implies that by a tolerating debt or avoiding the debtor, he will not

only fail to obtain repayment from said debtor but will also likely be

“flaked” on by numerous others.

In sum, the sellers who used violent forms of conflict management when

responding to unpaid debts were unlike those who resorted to nonviolent

forms in that they did not consider themselves as “friends” when going

about the course of conducting their illicit businesses. They instead saw

themselves as “acquaintances.” Moreover, they saw themselves as

acquaintances who faced the possible consequences of violent reprisals

from their own suppliers and other customers being emboldened to “flake”

on their respective debts. Thus, their ideal ways of responding to debt did

not correspond with how they thought friends “should” behave toward
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other friends, as those of the other sellers did, but instead corresponded

with how they thought acquaintances should behave toward other

acquaintances. They therefore viewed violence as an acceptable way to

respond to reneging debtors.

It should be emphasized again that the identities and responses to debt

presented by the sellers represented what they viewed as ideal—in other

words, they liked to think of themselves as the types of persons who gen-

erally responded to debt in these ways. Throughout the course of the stories

they told about selling drugs, however, the sellers explained that they often

deviated from these identities and responses due to situational elements.

More specifically, they sometimes did so in response to receiving accounts

from debtors, because of their relationships with specific debtors and,

finally, out of their own immediate business concerns.

Situational Elements

Accounts. All of the sellers interviewed told stories about times in which

they had received accounts from debtors for unpaid obligations. But when

asked whether these accounts altered how they would “typically” respond to

these debts, only the seven who managed conflict with violence claimed

that accounts motivated them to alter their responses. More specifically, on

receiving an “acceptable” account from a debtor, these seven sellers were

more likely to provide the debtor with additional time to repay rather than

attacking him or her. Burt described this:

The one . . . person . . . that doesn’t call, yeah I’m gonna go make it correct

[assault him or her]. The other person that calls [and offers an account], you

know, I might give em a little bit of sympathy, yeah, for a short period of

time . . . . [If] they make it correct, . . . alright, it’s your last time, kick rocks,

ain’t fucking with you no more.

These sellers’ decisions on what constituted an acceptable account was

based wholly on the amount of deference demonstrated to them by the

account giver and not on its content (i.e., whether it was “believable”). Burt

noted the importance of respect when discussing how he decided to react to

debtors’ accounts. “It’s at the moment, man,” he said. “It’s how I’m feeling

right there at the moment . . . . It’s all about how you handle it and how

you’re gonna handle it . . . . I mean, it comes down to a respect thing.” When

shown this respect, these sellers adopted identities wherein giving debtors

more time was seen as acceptable. When not shown it, they did not stray
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from what they viewed as appropriate responses in such circumstances. Put

differently, in being shown deference from debtors, the sellers were

“altercast” (Weinstein and Deutschberger 1963) into viewing themselves

as the types of sellers or persons who would deviate from their ideal

responses to debt.

When the sellers who used other, nonviolent forms of conflict manage-

ment were asked about how they responded to debts after receiving

accounts, they stressed that the accounts or any deference shown them did

not influence their behavior. Perry, a White, 35-year-old, marijuana sup-

plier, emphasized that he would still cease selling to customers owing him

money no matter what their excuses were:

Well see, what happened was . . . my fucking gas got cut off and then my old

lady got in a fight and she punched me in the face and I had to run out to the

doctor I don’t have any money because I don’t have insurance and the doc-

tor’s payment stitched me up . . . . Motherfuckers do come up with some

bullshit and I don’t even want to hear it. I don’t even give a fuck. Bottom

line is, dude, no I don’t want to hear this bullshit, I don’t give a fuck how your

day went, like Goodfellas, you know, “Fuck you pay me.” . . . You get struck

by lightning, fuck you pay me. You get hit by a car, fuck you pay me.

Jack, a White, 22-year-old marijuana supplier, responded more con-

cisely, exclaiming, “I don’t really care what the excuse is.”

Although receiving accounts from customers seemingly had little effect

on how these sellers saw themselves and how they responded to debts, close

inspection of their comments—and those of the sellers that saw violence as

acceptable—about accounts and debts revealed that they saw themselves as

being influenced by two other situational elements. For instance, Perry

followed his previous comment by stating that he was “still a softy some-

times” if the debtor was one of his “buddies who’s struggling.” This sug-

gests that his relationships with specific debtors influenced his responses to

debt. And directly after noting that he did not care “what the excuse is,”

Jack said:

What I look at is, do I trust em to get me the money back? . . . . No matter what

the excuse is, are they good for it in the end? That’s all that really matters. It’s

like man if you’ve gotta make up an excuse, if that’s what makes you feel

comfortable to ask me for this favor, then go ahead. I’m not gonna judge you,

um, but aside from that yeah, just money . . . get me the money back and I’m

cool, that’s all that matters.
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Here, Jack indicates that it is not the content of an account that

causes him to divert from his ideal response to debt but rather his own

interests in continuing to make profit. The following sections explore

how the sellers explained their shifts in identity and behavior with these

situational elements.

Relationships. Throughout the course of the interviews, many of the sellers

(23) indicated that the nature of their relationships with specific customers

altered how they saw themselves and their ideal responses to unpaid debt.

More specifically, these sellers indicated that they treated “close friends” or

“regular customers” who were late on repayment differently than they

would other debtors. They gave these debtors more time to repay debts or

forgave their debts entirely rather than assaulting them or cutting them off

from drug supply. When questioned further about whether he always vio-

lently retaliated against debtors, Burt said “It depends who you are, how

long we been dealing with each other . . . . There’s times . . . . I’m gonna give

you time.” He then provided an example of such a time. “I have one girl that

work[ed] for me,” he said, “She owed me sixteen hundred dollars . . . . A

good friend of the family . . . later, she made it all correct . . . but I mean, we

go back . . . . Other cats, I don’t know.” V described a similar situation in

which he did not respond with violence:

One of ‘em was a guy, we like started together and we were partners and

I . . . kinda went my way, he kinda went his way, and we met back

together . . . . I was a lot farther ahead than he was and I kinda tried to help

him out and get him back on his feet [gave him drugs on consignment] and it

didn’t work . . . and it was a pretty good amount of money . . . and I just let him

have it and . . . just chalked it up as a loss.

The sellers who typically responded with toleration or avoidance shared

similar experiences. For example, Wyatt, a White, 32-year-old, marijuana

dealer, described how he tolerated an ongoing debt from a close friend:

I front my friends all the time and . . . shoot, my buddy that I was telling you

about earlier . . . he almost has a tab going with me all the time for at least a

hundred and fifty dollars or more, like all the time . . . . He’s owed me at least

that much for the last three years of his life. He’s like, “I always have a bill

going with you, don’t I?” and I’m like, “Yeah, you do” . . . . I know I’m going

to get the money from him and I know I’m going to get the money from my

family and friends.
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In these situations, the sellers’ friendships with debtors were more

important to them than timely repayment or money owed. Natalie put it

this way, “You’re friends first and then you’re business partners.”

The sellers’ comments suggest that they deviated from their ideal

responses if their relationships with a given debtor made them assume the

identity of “homie” or “close friend” over the identity of “drug dealer,”

“acquaintance,” or “friend.” Homies or close friends, in the eyes of the

sellers, do not attack their friends or cut them off from drugs. Doing so

would be to fail to live up to how they felt close friends should act and could

thereby cause them to experience negative emotions (see generally, Hogg

et al. 1995; see also, Festinger 1962; Rebellon et al. 2014) that outweighed

any consequences that may follow from their inability to collect, such as

damage to their reputations or repercussions from their own creditors.

Maintaining their roles as close friends was important to the sellers but,

in addition to this, some of the sellers also indicated throughout their nar-

ratives that their needs to make profit—and thus their abilities to continue

being “successful” drug dealers—also played into how they viewed them-

selves and how best to respond to debts.

Business concerns. In the words of a little over a third of the sellers (12),

sometimes the need to “keep business going” (Jacob), or to continue making

profit, motivated them to deviate from their ideal responses to debt. These

sellers understood that violence or discontinuing sales would naturally

remove a customer as a source of revenue. At times in which they were

concerned with maintaining their customer base, the sellers would forego

their ideal responses to debt and tolerate the loss, give debtors more time, or

provide them the opportunity to make the money back. Jarod explained how

he would sometimes continue doing business with debtors in the interest of

continuing to make money:

It’s a business, shit happens . . . if it wasn’t your fault, if you weren’t the cause

of shit coming up missing or you losing my product . . . [and] you want to help

me get my money back . . . chances are I’m gonna say, “Okay, come on, let’s

get this money back.” Because I can make more money working with you

than I can working without you. So why am I gonna cut off a hand that can

provide for me, there’s no point in it.

Similarly, James discussed how he would sometimes temporarily stop

selling to one of his customers instead of cutting him off altogether because

the customer made him a significant amount of money on each transaction:
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I fronted out this guy because I pay a thousand bucks for that quarter pound

[of marijuana], he’d pay me twelve fifty [$1,250] but I didn’t have to do

anything for it . . . . I’d have a hard time getting ahold of him [he was late on

repayment] . . . . So I just wouldn’t pick up as much next time and wouldn’t

include him on the next transaction,” he claimed, “I would just tell him I

couldn’t find anything . . . basically just trying to get him to wanna . . . pay

me on time.

The influence of the sellers’ business concerns on their responses to

unpaid debt was also evident when they decided to cease “fronting” drugs

to reneging customers but would continue selling to them. The sellers’

views of delinquent debtors as bad investments did not contradict their view

of these customers as valuable sources of revenue, provided they came

“with the money up front” (John). Speaking of how he would handle a

debtor who was consistently late on repayment, Justin said: “Hey man,

I’ll sell you a bag again in the future but I can’t front you anymore because

you don’t pay me back quick enough and it’s inconvenient for . . . my bills.”

Here, the sellers’ concerns over their profit suggest that, even within

their identities as “drug dealers,” there were subtle distinctions of identity.

When simultaneously presented with delinquent debtors and a need to make

money, the dealers chose between two distinctive dealer identities: One

with behavioral expectations to maintain respect and avoid future victimi-

zation or to punish persons that violated their obligations and another with

behavioral expectations to make the most money possible. Much of the

time, the latter won out, indicating that the business aspect of a drug dealer

identity was more salient (see Stryker and Serpe 1982) to them than an

identity demanding respect and fear or an identity requiring that one not let

others take advantage of him or her without redress (see also, Boduszek and

Hyland 2011).

It bears repeating that although the sellers’ shifts from one form of

nonviolent conflict management (i.e., avoidance) to another (i.e., toleration)

may seem conceptually insignificant to outside observers, the sellers con-

tinually emphasized several reasons why these seemingly subtle shifts were

significant to them and to their debtors. First, tolerating a loss or allowing

late repayment permitted sellers to maintain their friendships with custom-

ers. Second, it also permitted sellers to potentially continue profiting from

delinquent debtors. Third, doing so also allowed debtors to continue pro-

curing drugs for personal consumption and to profit from the resale of them.

Finally, shifting from avoidance to tolerance was significant to these sellers

because word of doing so could potentially spread to other customers and
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embolden these customers to not make good on their own debts. This, in

turn, could thereby threaten sellers’ abilities to profit. Thus, while on its

face moving from one form of nonviolence to another may seem a relatively

insignificant shift to those on the outside of these informants’ worlds, to the

informants and their co-offenders such shifts held numerous potential rami-

fications. They therefore did not take these decisions to do so lightly.

Conclusion

The goal of this study was to explore drug sellers’ descriptions of how their

identities and associated behavior changed when addressing drug debts due

to customers’ verbal accounts, their relationships with these customers, and

their own business concerns. The results from the deductive analysis illus-

trate that receiving accounts from reneging customers may cause drug sell-

ers who see violence as an acceptable response to unpaid drug debts to see

themselves in a different light and to thus respond to these debts in non-

violent ways. This analysis also demonstrates that drug sellers who use

other forms of conflict management may not alter their self-views and

associated behavior due to the receipt of customers’ accounts. The inductive

analysis suggests that illicit drug sellers may also alter their ideal responses

to drug debts owing to their personal relationships with specific customers

and their own immediate needs to continue making profit.

Prior research exploring drug market conflict may have oversimplified

the connections between the characteristics of drug sellers’ respective mar-

kets, the identities of drug sellers, and their decisions on how to manage

conflict. The amounts and types of drugs sold by sellers, the kinds of

relationships they have with customers in general, and their self-identities

may determine the ideal ways in which drug sellers like to think of how they

will or should respond to debt-related conflict. In each conflictual situation,

however, they must adopt a social identity appropriate to that situation. At

times, these identities and their attendant behavioral expectations will

reflect how drug sellers’ view themselves in their roles as “drug dealers.”

At others, however, elements of the situation will impact this view and

effectively “altercast” (Weinstein and Deutschberger 1963) drug sellers into

different identities with different behavioral expectations. This process

echoes how Anderson’s (1999) subjects “code-switch” from “decent” to

“street” when moving between public and private contexts. This was

demonstrated by the informants presenting themselves as drug sellers who

would respond to drug debts with violence or by ceasing sales but then

countering these impressions by noting how accounts, friendship, and
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need for profit could influence them to respond differently. This more

varied array of responses complicates what was previously offered by

researchers (see, e.g., Jacobs, Wright, and Topalli 2000; Reuter 2009,

2016; Topalli et al. 2002) as a straightforward link between the structural

nature of drug markets and putative commonness of corrective or retalia-

tory violence.

This also has implications for understanding of how culture shapes

drug market violence through its impact on identity. Previous research

has suggested that some drug sellers are violent because of violent norms

they adopted prior to their involvement in selling drugs (e.g., Coomber

2006; Sandberg and Pedersen 2009; Sommers and Baskin 1997). That is,

the cultural worlds of drug offenders affect how they respond to conflict

by providing them with a set of culturally approved behavioral repertoires

(see generally, Anderson 1999; Bourgois 1995; Jacques and Wright 2015;

Miller 1998). In the current article, drug sellers’ responses to drug debts

demonstrate that sometimes they enact the identities promoted by their

cultural backgrounds—that is, those from “street” culture generally

responded to conflict with aggression (Anderson 1999; Wright and Decker

1994), while those from more “conventional” backgrounds responded

with avoidance (Baumgartner 1988; Jacques and Wright 2015). But,

responses were not always in line with what was expected based on the

dominant identity. Sellers sometimes considered situational influences

associated with the conflict at hand and subsequently behaved in ways

counter to what their cultural backgrounds would suggest. When such

influences were powerful enough, counterintuitive responses could take

place: Sellers from street backgrounds would respond with nonviolence.

This added complexity suggests our understanding of how culture affects

behavior needs to be more nuanced. It is at best a softly deterministic

factor influencing offender behavior, something which has been argued

for by others (see Anderson 1999; Hall 2012; Jacobs and Copes 2014;

Matza 1964; Topalli 2005).

This study joins prior research in suggesting that the sale and use of hard

drugs is associated with violence (see, e.g., Baumer et al. 1998; Bourgois

1988, 1995; Goldstein 1985; Jacobs 2000; Topalli et al. 2002). It further

specifies this connection by arguing that it is not simply the types of the

drugs sold in these markets that is responsible for this connection but more

likely the types of relationships that hard-drug sellers have with their sup-

pliers and customers. This was demonstrated by the drug sellers being less

likely to use violence with their close friends but being more likely to do so

with acquaintances. As other researchers have noted, the sale of hard drugs

26 Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency XX(X)



promotes drug sellers to do business with “largely unfamiliar people”

(Jacobs 1996:411) out of needs to make enough profit to survive financially

(see also, Coomber and Maher 2006; Johnson et al. 1985; Mieczkowski

1986, 1990). Taken together, the results of the present study and extant

research suggest then that the relationship between the sale of hard drugs

and violence operates through an intermediary variable—relationships.

The results also highlight that violence and relationship norms function

in similar ways among different types of illicit drug sellers. For those who

sell to untrusted or less trusted individuals such as strangers or acquain-

tances, violence or its threat is means by which drug sellers can ensure

compliance from these customers. Illicit sellers who do business with

friends, however, have other mechanisms by which they can influence

the behavior of these customers (see also, Dickinson 2017; Moeller and

Sandberg 2015, 2017). These sellers can rely on the commonly understood

expectations attached to friendship (see, e.g., Brewer, Abell, and Lyons

2014) to motivate friends to repay debts and to inhibit them from provid-

ing the police information. Sellers are likely well aware that violating

these expectations may damage a customer’s feelings of self-worth (see

Hogg et al. 1995) and may thereby guide how they behave. This elucidates

one reason why open-air markets, characterized by transactions between

strangers, feature high levels of violence, while others, such as closed

markets characterized by transactions between known others, do not.

This analysis also has implications for criminological understanding of

accounts. Criminology has focused primarily on how offenders use neutra-

lizations, mechanisms similar to accounts, to manage anticipated feelings of

guilt and shame that may result when offenders contemplate violating their

own norms (e.g., Agnew 1994; Maruna and Copes 2005; Matza 1964;

Minor 1981; Sykes and Matza 1957). Smaller bodies of research have also

noted that offenders use accounts to influence how others socially identify

them (e.g., Benson 1985:587; Copes 2003; Cressey 1953) and to decrease

the likelihood or severity of formal punishments (e.g., Everett and Nienstedt

1999; Felson and Ribner 1981; Steinke 1992). The sellers interviewed

suggested that accounts can also influence whether and how some offenders

enact informal punishment, as demonstrated by some of them forgoing the

use of violence when addressing debt in lieu of other forms of conflict

management (see also, Felson 1982; Jacobs 1998). These sellers’ lack of

professed concern with the content of debtors’ accounts indicated that their

accounts did not alter how the sellers viewed or identified the debtors, but

rather how they viewed themselves. Their narratives then suggested that in

viewing themselves differently, they no longer considered violence as an
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appropriate behavior. This is important because it demonstrates that

accounts can play important roles in the de-escalation of conflict among

offenders by altering the identities of offending parties and grievants.

That the sellers’ identities, and thus their professed decisions, were

influenced by the receipt of accounts, their friendships with customers, and

their business concerns also adds to current understanding of offender

decision-making (see, e.g., Copes and Vieraitis 2009; Cornish and Clarke

1986; Jacobs and Cherbonneau 2016; Opp 1997; Wright and Decker 1994,

1997). In short, this research is grounded in the notion that offenders pursue

contemplated crimes if the perceived costs of these crimes are lower than

the perceived benefits (Clarke and Cornish 1985). Extant research has noted

that this calculus can be affected by a range of influences including, but not

limited to, the presence of co-offenders (e.g., Hochstetler 2001), affect (Van

Gelder et al. 2013), criminal expertise (Nee and Meenaghan 2006), and

offenders’ social and personal contexts (e.g., Shover and Honaker 1992).

These results add to this literature by suggesting several other influences

that may affect drug sellers’ decisions: customers’ accounts, their relation-

ships with customers, and their immediate business needs. If seen through

the lens of a decision-making framework such as the rational choice per-

spective, the latter two influences can be considered as either “costs” or

“benefits” playing into drug sellers’ decision-making processes. For

instance, drug sellers may view the damage violence could do to their

friendships with customers as a potential “cost.” If they view this “cost”

as outweighing the “benefit” of protecting their reputations, they may then

forego using violence when responding to debt in lieu of other forms of

conflict management. Conversely, drug sellers may view continuing to

make profit off of specific customers as a “benefit.” If this “benefit” then

outweighs the costs of tolerating unpaid debt, such as increasing the chances

other debtors will not repay their loans, drug sellers may allow customers

more time to make good on their debts.

As previously mentioned, the nature of the research design and the

characteristics of the sample informing this study may raise questions about

the validity and generalizability of the results. Because the sample was

gathered using a nonrandom sampling strategy, it is possible that the results

herein stem in whole or in part from a selection effect and may therefore not

be a reflection of drug dealer behavior writ large. Moreover, the sample

featured a high proportion of individuals with socioeconomic backgrounds

that were arguably different than many of drug sellers previously studied

(see, e.g., Bourgois 1995; Goldstein 1985; Jacobs 1999; Johnson and Natar-

ajan 1995). It is possible that the backgrounds of these individuals, as well
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as their future educational and occupational prospects, conditioned their

responses to conflict and made them more receptive to altering their

responses to unpaid debts because of accounts, friendships, and business

concerns. The generalizability of the results may also be impacted by the

setting of the study—St. Louis, Missouri. While St. Louis may bear simila-

rities to many other major metropolitan cities in terms of aggregate demo-

graphic and socioeconomic characteristics, it is possible that there are

systematic differences between St. Louis drug sellers and those from else-

where. The purpose of this study, however, is not to determine the general-

izability of its results for different populations (see generally, Laub and

Sampson 2003:251-52; Shadish, Cook, and Campbell 2002: 478) but to

instead develop theoretical insights about the fluidity of offender identities

and behavior and their possible susceptibility to situational variables that

can later be tested for empirical validity and generalizability using quanti-

tative methodologies. Despite these limitations, then, the present study still

offers important contributions that can inform future research into identities

and decision-making among illicit drug sellers.

Research into drug market conflict has noted for some time that illicit

drug sellers use a broad repertoire of conflict management strategies when

addressing problems with others beyond just violence (e.g., Jacques 2010;

Jacques and Wright 2008, 2010; Taylor 2007). For instance, Jacques (2010)

and Jacques and Wright (2008, 2010, 2015) argue that drug sellers may

respond to conflict by tolerating the offense and doing nothing, by avoiding

the source of the conflict, by making unfair trades with wrongdoers (i.e.,

“fraudulent retaliation”), or by clandestinely stealing or vandalizing others’

property (i.e., “stealth retaliation”). They suggest that the strategies drug

sellers’ use are guided by their socioeconomic backgrounds and the cultural

imperatives, future prospects, and fears of arrest that stem from these back-

grounds. The present study further specifies drug sellers’ decision-making

processes by arguing that these decisions are also guided by drug sellers’

identities and, furthermore, that their identities and decisions are fluid con-

structs that may be influenced by situational variables such as accounts, the

character of their relationships with specific others, and business interests.
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Notes

1. Although the term “accounts” can be considered synonymous with other terms

such as narratives, story lines, or neutralizations, herein I use the term in accor-

dance with a body of literature across disciplines that conceptually defines

accounts as distinct from these other concepts (see, e.g., Fritsche 2002; Orbuch

1997; Schonbach 1990; Scott and Lyman 1968). As used here, accounts are

retrospective verbal statements given by individuals to others for their untoward

behavior (Scott and Lyman 1968). This contrasts with narratives, which do not

necessarily include “attributional statements of causality or responsibility” and

do not always “develop in response to a troubling . . . event” (Davis 2000:38).

Accounts also differ from story lines, as conceptualized by Agnew (2006), in that

story lines refer to the “events and conditions leading up to a crime” (p. 120) and

not how individuals explain their actions. Finally, accounts differ from neutra-

lizations because they are always provided following a conflictual situation and

are given with the intention of assuaging external sanctions. Neutralizations, on

the other hand, are sometimes used prior to an offense and are undertaken with

the intention of ameliorating internal sanctions (Sykes and Matza 1957).

2. Eight of the sellers also sold in “semiopen markets” such as music festivals,

raves, and clubs to customers without need of a prior introduction or trusted

relationship—provided that customers did not “look out of place” (see May and

Hough 2004:553). The present study draws solely on interview data pertaining to

the sellers’ activities in closed markets as credit was not extended to customers in

semiopen markets.

3. The names used throughout are pseudonyms chosen either by myself or the

respective informant.

4. Throughout this article, ellipses represent words or phrases that have been

omitted for the sake of clarity.

5. Words and phrases in brackets are intended to clarify the informants’ quotes.

30 Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency XX(X)

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3076-0062
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3076-0062
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3076-0062


References

Adler, Patricia. 1993. Wheeling and Dealing: An Ethnography of an Upper-level

Drug Dealing and Smuggling Community. New York: Columbia University

Press.

Agnew, Robert. 1994. “The Techniques of Neutralization and Violence.” Crimin-

ology 32:555-80.

Agnew, Robert. 2006. “Storylines as a Neglected Cause of Crime.” Journal of

Research in Crime and Delinquency 43:119-47.

Anderson, Elijah. 1999. Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of

the Inner City. New York: W. W. Norton.

Baumer, Eric, Janet L. Lauritsen, Richard Rosenfeld, and Richard Wright. 1998.

“The Influence of Crack Cocaine on Robbery, Burglary, and Homicide Rates: A

Cross-city, Longitudinal Analysis.” Journal of Research in Crime and Delin-

quency 35:316-40.

Baumgartner, Mary Pat. 1988. The Moral Order of a Suburb. New York, NY:

Oxford University Press.

Becker, Howard S. 1963. Outsiders. New York: Free Press.

Belackova, Vendula and Christian Alexander Vaccaro. 2013. “‘A Friend with Weed

Is a Friend Indeed’: Understanding the Relationship between Friendship Identity

and Market Relations among Marijuana Users.” Journal of Drug Issues 43:

289-313.

Benson, Michael L. 1985. “Denying the Guilty Mind: Accounting for Involvement

in a White-collar Crime.” Criminology 23:583-607.

Black, Donald. 1983. “Crime as Social Control.” American Sociological Review 48:

34-45.

Black, Donald. 1998. The Social Structure of Right and Wrong. Rev. ed. San Diego,

CA: Academic Press.

Bluck, Susan and Linda J Levine. 1998. “Reminiscence asAutobiographical Mem-

ory: A Catalyst for Reminiscence Theory Development.” Ageing & Society 18:

185-208.

Blumstein, Philip W., Kathryn Groves Carssow, Janet Hall, Barbara Hawkins,

Ronald Hoffman, Ernest Ishem, Caroll Palmer Maurer, Dana Spens, John Taylor,

and D. Lee Zimmerman. 1974. “The Honoring of Accounts.” American Socio-

logical Review 39:551-66.

Boduszek, Daniel and Philip Hyland. 2011. “The Theoretical Model of Criminal

Social Identity: Psycho-social Perspective.” International Journal of Criminol-

ogy and Sociological Theory 4:604-15.

Bourgois, Phillipe. 1988. “In Search of Horatio Alger: Culture and Ideology in the

Crack Economy.” Contemporary Drug Problems 16:619-50.

Dickinson 31



Bourgois, Phillipe. 1995. In Search of Respect: Selling Crack in El Barrio. Cam-

bridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Brewer, Gayle, Loren Abell, and Minna Lyons. 2014. “Machiavellianism, Compe-

tition and Self-disclosure in Friendship.” Individual Differences Research 12:

1-7.

Brewer, Marilynn B. 1991. “The Social Self: On Being the Same and Different at the

Same Time.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 17:475-82.

Brookman, Fiona, Heith Copes, and Andy Hochstetler. 2011. “Street Codes as

Formula Stories: How Inmates Recount Violence.” Journal of Contemporary

Ethnography 40:397-424.

Bruner, Jerome. 1987. “Life as Narrative.” Social Research 54:11-32.

Burke, Peter J. 1980. “The Self: Measurement Requirements from an Interactionist

Perspective.” Social Psychology Quarterly 43:18-29.

Burke, Peter J. 1991. “Identity Processes and Social Stress. American Sociological

Review 56:836-49.

Chalmers, Jenny and Deborah Bradford. 2013. “Methamphetamine Users’ Percep-

tions of Exchanging Drugs for Money: Does Trust Matter?” Journal of Drug

Issues 43:256-69.

Clarke, Ronald V. and Derek B. Cornish. 1985. “Modeling Offenders’ Decisions: A

Framework for Research and Policy.” Pp. 147-85 in Crime and Justice: An

Annual Review of Research, Vol. 6, edited by Michael Tonry and Norval Morris.

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Copes, Heith. 2003. “Societal Attachments, Offending Frequency, and Techniques

of Neutralization.” Deviant Behavior 24:101-127.

Copes, Heith and Lynne M Vieraitis. 2009. Identity Thieves: Motives and Methods.

Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press.

Coomber, Ross. 2006. Pusher Myths: Re-situating the Drug Dealer. London,

England: Free Association Books.

Coomber, Ross and Lisa Maher. 2006. “Street-level Drug Market Activity in Syd-

ney’s Primary Heroin Markets: Organization, Adulteration Practices, Pricing,

Marketing and Violence.” Journal of Drug Issues 36:719-53.

Copes, Heith, Fiona Brookman, and Anastasia Brown. 2013. “Accounting for Vio-

lations of the Convict Code.” Deviant Behavior 34:841-58.

Cornish, Derek B., Ronald V. Clarke, and eds. 1986. The Reasoning Criminal. New

York: Springer.

Cressey, Donald R. 1953. Other People’s Money: A Study of the Social Psychology

of Embezzlement. Glencoe, IL: Free Press.

Curcione, N. 1997. “Suburban Snowmen: Facilitating Factors in the Careers of

Middle-class Coke Dealers.” Deviant Behavior 18:233-53.

32 Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency XX(X)



Davis, Joseph. 2000. “Accounts of False Memory Syndrome: Parents, ‘Retractors,’

and the Role of Institutions in Account Making.” Qualitative Sociology 23:29-56.

Deaux, Kay. 1992. “Focusing on the Self: Challenges to Self-definition and Their

Consequences for Mental Health.” Pp. 301-27 in The Social Psychology of

Mental Health: Basic Mechanisms and Applications, edited by Diane N. Ruble,

Philip R. Costanzo, and Mary Ellen Oliveri. New York: Guilford.

Decker, Scott H. and Margaret Townsend Chapman. 2008. Drug Smugglers on Drug

Smuggling: Lessons from the Inside. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

DeGloma, Thomas. 2014. Seeing the Light: The Social Logic of Personal Discovery.

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Denton, Barbara and Pat O’Malley. 1999. “Gender, Trust and Business: Women

Drug Dealers in the Illicit Economy.” British Journal of Criminology 39:513-30.

Dickinson, Timothy. 2017. “Non-violent Threats and Promises among Closed-

market Drug Dealers.” International Journal of Drug Policy 42:7-14.

Dunlap, Eloise, Bruce D. Johnson, and Lisa Maher. 1997. “Female Crack Sellers in

New York City: Who They Are and What They Do.” Women & Criminal Justice

8:25-55.

Everett, Ronald S. and Barbara C. Nienstedt. 1999. “Race, Remorse, and Sentence

Reduction: Is Saying You’re Sorry Enough?” Justice Quarterly 16:99-122.

Ewick, Patricia and Susan S. Silbey. 1995. “Subversive Stories and Hegemonic

Tales: Toward a Sociology of Narrative.” Law and Society Review 29:197-226.

Ezzy, Douglas. 1998. “Theorizing Narrative Identity.” The Sociological Quarterly

39:239-52.

Fagan, Jeffrey and Ko-lin Chin. 1990. “Violence as Regulation and Social Control

in the Distribution of Crack.” Pp. 8-43 in Drugs and Violence, edited by Maria de

la Rosa, Elizabeth Y. Lambert, and Bernard Gropper. Rockville, MD: U.S.

Department of Health and Human Services, Public Health Service, Alcohol,

Drug Abuse, and Mental Health Administration, National Institute on Drug

Abuse.

Feldman, Harvey, Michael Agar, and George Beschner. 1979. Angel Dust. Lexing-

ton, MA: Lexington Books.

Felson, Richard B. 1982. “Impression Management and the Escalation of Aggres-

sion and Violence.” Social Psychology Quarterly 45:245-54.

Felson, Richard B. and Stephen A. Ribner. 1981. “An Attributional Approach to

Accounts and Sanctions for Criminal Violence.” Social Psychology Quarterly

44:137-42.

Festinger, Leon. 1962. A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Vol. 2. Stanford, CA:

Stanford University Press.

Frank, Arthur W. 2010. Letting Stories Breathe: A Socio-narratology. Chicago:

University of Chicago Press.

Dickinson 33



Fritsche, Immo. 2002. “Account Strategies for the Violation of Social Norms:

Integration and Extension of Sociological and Social Psychological Typolo-

gies.” Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 32:371-94.

Gergen, Kenneth J. and Mary M. Gergen. 1988. “Narrative and the Self as Rela-

tionship.” Advances in Experimental Social Psychology 21:17-56.

Glassner, Barry and Cheryl Carpenter. 1985. The Feasibility of an Ethnographic

Study of Property Offenders: A Report Prepared for the National Institute of

Justice. Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice.

Goffman, Alice. 2014. On the Run: Fugitive Life in an American City. New York:

Picador.

Goffman, Erving. 1959. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York:

Anchor Books.

Goffman, Erving. 1963. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity.

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Goffman, Erving. 1967. Interaction Ritual: Essays in Face-to-face Behavior. Chi-

cago: Aldine.

Goffman, Erving. 1969. Strategic Interaction. Philadelphia: University of Pennsyl-

vania Press.

Goffman, Erving. 1971. Relations in Public: Microstudies of the Public Order. New

York: Basic Books.

Goldstein, Paul J. 1985. “The Drugs/Violence Nexus: A Tripartite Conceptual

Framework.” Journal of Drug Issues 15:493-506.

Goldstein, Paul J., Henry H. Brownstein, and Patrick J. Ryan. 1992. “Drug Related

Homicide in New York: 1984 and 1988.” Crime and Delinquency 38:459-76.

Hall, Steve. 2012. Theorizing Crime and Deviance: A New Perspective. London,

England: Sage.

Heckathorn, Douglas D. 1997. “Respondent-driven Sampling: A New Approach to

the Study of Hidden Populations.” Social Problems 44:174-99.

Hewitt, John P and Randall Stokes. 1975. “Disclaimers.” American Sociological

Review 40:1-11.

Hochstetler, Andy. 2001. “Opportunities and Decisions: Interactional Dynamics in

Robbery and Burglary Groups.” Criminology 39:737-64.

Hoffer, Lee D. 2006. Junkie Business: The Evolution and Operation of a Heroin

Dealing Network. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Hogg, Michael A. and Dominic Abrams. 1988. Social Identifications: A Social

Psychology of Intergroup Relations and Group Processes. London, England:

Routledge.

Hogg, Michael A., Deborah J. Terry, and Katherine M. White. 1995. “A Tale of Two

Theories: A Critical Comparison of Identity Theory with Social Identity Theory.”

Social Psychology Quarterly 58:255-69.

34 Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency XX(X)



Jacobs, Bruce A. 1996. “Crack Dealers and Restrictive Deterrence: Identifying

Narcs.” Criminology 34:409-31.

Jacobs, Bruce A. 1998. “Drug Dealing and Negative Reciprocity.” Deviant Beha-

vior 19:29-49.

Jacobs, Bruce A. 1999. Dealing Crack. Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press.

Jacobs, Bruce A. 2000. Robbing Drug Dealers. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.

Jacobs, Bruce A. 2004. “A Typology of Street Criminal Retaliation.” Journal of

Research in Crime and Delinquency 41:295-323.

Jacobs, Bruce A. and Heith Copes. 2014. “Neutralization without Drift: Criminal

Commitment among Persistent Offenders.” British Journal of Criminology 55:

286-302.

Jacobs, Bruce A. and Michael Cherbonneau. 2016. “Managing Victim Confronta-

tion: Auto Theft and Informal Sanction Threats.” Justice Quarterly 33:21-44.

Jacobs, Bruce A. and Jody Miller. 1998. “Crack Dealing, Gender, and Arrest Avoid-

ance.” Social Problems 45:550-69.

Jacobs, Bruce A., Volkan Topalli, and Richard Wright. 2000. “Managing Retalia-

tion: Drug Robbery and Informal Sanction Threats.” Criminology 38:171-98.

Jacques, Scott. 2010. “The Necessary Conditions for Retaliation: Toward a Theory

of Non-violent and Violent Forms in Drug Markets.” Justice Quarterly 27:

186-205.

Jacques, Scott and Richard Wright. 2008. “The Relevance of Peace to Studies of

Drug Market Violence.” Criminology 46:221-54.

Jacques, Scott and Richard Wright. 2010. “A Sociological Theory of Drug Sales,

Gifts, and Frauds.” Crime & Delinquency 60:1057-82.

Jacques, Scott and Richard Wright. 2011. “Informal Control and Illicit Drug Trade.”

Criminology 49:729-65.

Jacques, Scott and Richard Wright. 2015. Code of the Suburb: Inside the World of

Young Middle-class Drug Dealers. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Jacques, Scott, Wright Richard, and Allen Andrea. 2014. “Drug Dealers, Retalia-

tion, and Deterrence.” International Journal of Drug Policy 25: 656-62.

Johnson, Bruce D., Eloise E. Dunlap, and Sylvie C. Tourigny. 2000. “Crack Dis-

tribution and Abuse in New York.” Pp. 19-57 in Illegal Drug Markets: From

Research to Prevention Policy, Crime Prevention Studies, Vol. 11, edited by

Mangai Natarajan and Michael Hough. Monsey, NY: Criminal Justice Press.

Johnson, Bruce D., Paul J. Goldstein, Edward Preble, James Schmeidler, Douglas S.

Lipton, Barry Spunt, and Thomas Miller. 1985. Taking Care of Business: The

Economics of Crime by Heroin Abusers. Lexington, MA: Lexington Books.

Johnson, Bruce D. and Mangai Natarajan. 1995. “Strategies to Avoid Arrest:

Crack Sellers’ Response to Intensified Policing.” American Journal of Police

14:49-69.

Dickinson 35



Lambert, Elizabeth Y. and Wayne W. Wiebel. 1990. “Introduction.” Pp. 4-11 in The

Collection and Interpretation of Data from Hidden Populations, edited by Eli-

zabeth Y. Lambert. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human

Services, Public Health Service, Alcohol, Drug Abuse, and Mental Health

Administration, National Institute on Drug Abuse.

Laub, John H. and Robert J. Sampson 2003. Shared Beginnings, Divergent Lives:

Delinquent Boys to Age 70. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Leary, Mark R. and Robin M. Kowalski. 1990. “Impression Management: A

Literature Review and Two-component Model.” Psychological Bulletin 107:

34.

Lincoln, Yvonna S. and Egon, G. Guba 1985. Naturalistic Inquiry. Beverly Hills,

CA: Sage Publications.

Lofland, John. 1969. Deviance and Identity. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

McAdams, Dan P. 1990. “Unity and Purpose in Human Lives: The Emergence of

Identity as a Life Story.” Pp. 148-200 in Studying Persons and Lives, edited by

Rabin Al. New York, NY: Springer Publishing Company.

Maruna, Shadd. 2001. Making Good: How Ex-convicts Reform and Rebuild Their

Lives. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Maruna, Shadd and Heith Copes. 2005. “Excuses, Excuses: What Have We Learned

from Five Decades of Neutralization Research?” Crime and Justice 32:221-320.

Matza, David. 1964. Delinquency and Drift. New York: Wiley.

May, Tiggey and Michael Hough. 2001. “Illegal Dealings: The Impact of Low-level

Police Enforcement on Drug Markets.” European Journal on Criminal Policy

and Research 9:137-62.

May, Tiggey and Michael Hough. 2004. “Drug Markets and Distribution Systems.”

Addiction Research and Theory 12:549-63

McAdams, Dan P. 1993. The Stories We Live by: Personal Myths and the Making of

the Self. New York: W. Morrow.

McAdams, Dan P. 2001. “The Psychology of Life Stories.” Review of General

Psychology 5:100.

McCall, George J. and Jerry Laird Simmons. 1966. Identities and Interactions. New

York: Free Press.

Mieczkowski, Tom. 1986. “Geeking Up and Throwing Down: Heroin Street Life in

Detroit.” Criminology 24:645-66.

Mieczkowski, Tom. 1990. “Crack Distribution in Detroit.” Contemporary Drug

Problems 17:9-30.

Miles, Matthew B. and A. Michael Huberman. 1984. Qualitative Data Analysis: A

Sourcebook of New Methods. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications.

Miller, Jody. 1998. “Up It Up: Gender and the Accomplishment of Street Robbery.”

Criminology 36:37-65.

36 Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency XX(X)



Miller, Jody and Barry Glassner. 1997. “The ‘Inside’ and the ‘Outside’: Finding

Realities in Interviews.” Pp. 99-112 in Qualitative Research, edited by David

Silverman. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Minor, W. William. 1981. “Techniques of Neutralization: A Reconceptualization

and Empirical Examination.” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 18:

295-318.

Moeller, Kim and Sveinung Sandberg. 2015. “Credit and Trust: Management of

Network Ties in Illicit Drug Distribution.” Journal of Research in Crime and

Delinquency 52:691-716.

Moeller, Kim and Sveinung Sandberg. 2017. “Debts and Threats: Managing Inabil-

ity to Repay Credits in Illicit Drug Distribution.” Justice Quarterly 34:272-96.

Mohamed, A. Rafik and Erik Fritsvold. 2010. Dorm Room Dealers: Drugs and the

Privileges of Race and Class. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.

Nee, Claire and Amy Meenaghan. 2006. “Expert Decision Making in Burglars.”

British Journal of Criminology 46:935-49.

Opp, Karl-Dieter. 1997. “Limited Rationality and Crime.” Pp. 47-63 in Rational

Choice and Situational Crime Prevention, edited by Graeme Newman, Ronald

V. Clarke, and S. Giora Shoham. Brookfield, VT: Dartmouth.

Orbuch, Terri L. 1997. “People’s Accounts Count: The Sociology of Accounts.”

Annual Review of Sociology 23:455-78.

Pearson, Geoffrey and Dick Hobbs. 2001. Middle-market Drug Distribution. Lon-

don, England: Home Office.

Pogrebin, Mark, R., Eric D. Poole, and Amos Martinez. 1992. “Accounts of Pro-

fessional Misdeeds: The Sexual Exploitation of Clients by Psychotherapists.”

Deviant Behavior 13:229-52.

Polsky, Ned. 1969. Hustlers, Beats and Others. Chicago: Aldine.

Presser, Lois. 2008. Been a Heavy Life: Stories of Violent Men. Champaign: Uni-

versity of Illinois Press.

Rebellon, C. J., M. E. Manasse, K. T. Van Gundy, and E. S. Cohn. 2014.

“Rationalizing Delinquency: A Longitudinal Test of the Reciprocal Relationship

between Delinquent Attitudes and Behavior.” Social Psychology Quarterly 77:

361-86.

Reuter, P. 2016. “On the Multiple Sources of Violence in Drug Markets.” Crimin-

ology & Public Policy 15:877-83.

Reuter, Peter. 2009. “Systemic Violence in Drug Markets.” Crime, Law and Social

Change 52:275-84.

Reuter, Peter H. and John Haaga. 1989. The Organization of High-level Drug

Markets: An Exploratory Study. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation.

Sandberg, Sveinung and Willy Pedersen. 2009. Street Capital: Black Cannabis

Dealers in a White Welfare State. Bristol, England: Policy Press.

Dickinson 37



Schlenker, Barry R. 1980. Impression Management. Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole.

Schlenker, Barry R., Beth A. Pontari, and Andrew N. Christopher. 2001. “Excuses

and Character: Personal and Social Implications of Excuses.” Personality and

Social Psychology Review 5:15-32.

Schonbach, Peter. 1990. Account Episodes: The Management or Escalation of Con-

flict. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Scott, Marvin B. and Stanford M. Lyman. 1968. “Accounts.” American Sociological

Review 33:46-62.

Shadish, William R., Thomas D. Cook, and Donald T Campbell. 2002. Experimen-

tal and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Generalized Causal Inference. Boston,

MA: Houghton Mifflin.

Shover, Neal. 1996. Great Pretenders: Pursuits and Careers of Persistent Thieves.

Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Shover, Neal and David Honaker. 1992. “The Socially Bounded Decision Making of

Persistent Property Offenders.” Howard Journal of Criminal Justice 31:276-93.

Silverman, David. 1993. Interpreting Qualitative Data: Methods for Analysing Talk,

Text, and Interaction. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Simon, Robin W. 1992. “Parental Role Strains, Salience of Parental Identity, and

Gender Differences in Psychological Distress.” Journal of Health and Social

Behavior 33:25-35.

Sommers, Ira and Deborah R Baskin. 1997. “Situational or Generalized Violence in

Drug Dealing Networks.” Journal of Drug Issues 27:833-50.

Spradley, James P. 1979. The Ethnographic Interview. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Spradley, James P. 1980. Participant Observation. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Steinke, Pamela. 1992. “The Effect of Inmates’ Accounts on Disciplinary Penalties.

” The Journal of Social Psychology 132:475-85.

Stets, Jan E. 1995. “Role Identities and Person Identities: Gender Identity, Mastery

Identity, and Controlling One’s Partner.” Sociological Perspectives 38:129-50.

Stets, Jan E. and Peter J. Burke. 2000. “Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory.”

Social Psychology Quarterly 63:224-37.

Stryker, Sheldon. 1968. “Identity Salience and Role Performance.” Journal of Mar-

riage and the Family 4:558-64.

Stryker, Sheldon. 1980. Symbolic Interactionism: A Social Structural Version.

Menlo Park, CA: Benjamin Cummings.

Stryker, Sheldon and R. T. Serpe. 1982. “Commitment, Identity Salience, and Role

Behavior: Theory and Research Example.” Pp. 199-218 in Personality, Roles,

and Social Behavior, edited by W. Ickes and E. S. Knowles. New York: Springer.

Sykes, Gresham M. and David D. Matza. 1957. “Techniques of Neutralization: A

Theory of Delinquency.” American Sociological Review 22:664-70.

38 Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency XX(X)



Taylor, Angela Patrice. 2007. How Drug Dealers Settle Disputes: Violent and

Nonviolent Outcomes. Monsey, NY: Criminal Justice Press.

Taylor, Matthew and Gary R. Potter. 2013. “From ‘Social Supply’ to ‘Real Deal-

ing’: Drift, Friendship, and Trust in Drug-dealing Careers.” Journal of Drug

Issues 43:392-406.

Topalli, Volkan. 2005. “When Being Good Is Bad: An Expansion of Neutralization

Theory.” Criminology 43:797-835.

Topalli, Volkan, Richard Wright, and Robert Fornango. 2002. “Drug Dealers, Rob-

bery and Retaliation: Vulnerability, Deterrence and the Contagion of Violence.”

British Journal of Criminology 42:337-51.

Van Gelder, Jean-Louis. Henk Elffers, Danielle Reynald, and Daniel S. Nagin,. eds.

2013. Affect and Cognition in Criminal Decision Making. New York: Routledge.

Waldorf, Dan and Sheigla Murphy. 1995. “Perceived Risks and Criminal Justice

Pressures on Middle Class Cocaine Sellers.” The Journal of Drug Issues 25:

11-32.

Watters, John K. and Patrick Biernacki. 1989. “Targeted Sampling: Options for the

Study of Hidden Populations.” Social Problems 36:416-30.

Weinstein, Eugene A. and Paul Deutschberger. 1963. “Some Dimensions of Alter-

casting.” Sociometry 26:454-66.

Wiebel, Wayne W. 1990. “Identifying and Gaining Access to Hidden Populations.”

Pp. 4-11 in The Collection and Interpretation of Data from Hidden Populations,

edited by Elizabeth Y. Lambert. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health

and Human Services, Public Health Service, Alcohol, Drug Abuse, and Mental

Health Administration, National Institute on Drug Abuse.

Williams, Terry. 1989. The Cocaine Kids: The Inside Story of a Teenage Drug Ring.

Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press.

Wright, Richard and Scott Decker. 1997. Armed Robbers in Action: Stick-ups and

Street Culture. Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press.

Wright, Richard, Scott Decker, Allison Redfern, and Dietrich Smith. 1992. “A

Snowball’s Chance in Hell: Doing Fieldwork with Active Residential Bur-

glars.” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 29:148-61.

Zerubavel, Eviatar. 2003. Time Maps: Collective Memory and the Social Shape of

the Past. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Author biography

Timothy Dickinson is an assistant professor in the Department of Criminal Justice

at the University of Texas at El Paso. His research focuses on offender communi-

cation, identity-work, and decision-making.

Dickinson 39



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


