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Researching Crack
Dealers
Dilemmas and Contradictions

Bruce A. Jacobs

“Yo, Bruce, come on down the set [neigh-
borhood]. Meet where we usually do,” Lu-
ther said, and hung up the phone.1 A trusted
contact for an ongoing study of street-level
crack dealers and a crack dealer himself, I
had no reason to question him. “Just another
interview,” I thought. Notebooks and file
folders in hand, I went to the bank, withdrew
fifty dollars for subject payments, and drove
fifteen minutes to the dope set I was coming
to know so well.

Luther flagged me down as I turned the
corner. The seventeen-year-old high school
drop-out opened the door and jumped in.
“Swerve over there.” He pointed to a parking
space behind the dilapidated three-story
apartment building he called home. “Stop
the car—turn it off.” Nothing out of the ordi-
nary; over the previous three months, we
often would sit and talk for a while before ac-
tually going to an interview. This time,
though, there was an urgency in his voice I
should have detected but did not. He pro-
duced a pistol from under a baggy white T-
shirt. “Gimme all your fuckin’ money or I’ll
blow your motherfuckin’ head off!”

“What the fuck’s your problem?” I said, as-
tonished that someone I trusted had sud-
denly turned on me. The gun was large, a six-
shooter, probably a long-barrel .45. It was
ugly and old looking. Most of its chrome had
been scratched off. Its black handle was
pockmarked from years of abuse. Why was
he doing this? How did I get myself into this
situation? It was the kind of thing you hear
about on the evening news but don’t expect

to confront, even though I knew studying ac-
tive offenders risked such a possibility.

I frantically pondered a course of action
as Luther’s tone became more and more hos-
tile. He was sweating. “Just calm down, Lu-
ther, just calm down—everything’s cool,” I
trembled. “Don’t shoot—I’ll give you what
you want.” “Gimme all your fuckin’ money!”
he repeated. “I ain’t fuckin’ around—I’ll
waste you right here!” I reached in my left-
hand pocket for the fifty dollars and handed
it over. As I did so, I cupped my right hand
precariously an inch from the muzzle of his
gun, which was pointing directly into my ab-
domen. I can survive a gunshot, I thought to
myself, as long as I slow the bullet down.

He snatched the five, crisp ten-dollar bills
and made a quick search of the vehicle’s stor-
age areas to see if I was holding out. “OK,” he
said, satisfied there were no more funds.
“Now turn your head around.” I gazed at him
inquisitively. “Turn your motherfuckin’ head
around!” For all I knew, he was going to
shoot and run; his right hand was poised on
the door handle, his left on the trigger. “Just
take your money, man, I’m not gonna do any-
thing.” “Turn the fuck around!” he snapped.
“OK,” I implored, “I won’t look, just lemme
put my hand over my eyes.” I left small open-
ings between my fingers to see what he was
really going to do. If he were truly going to
fire, which he appeared to be intent on
doing—the gun was being raised from the
down-low position in which it had been dur-
ing the entire encounter to right below head
level—I would smack the gun upward, jump
out of the car, and run a half block to the rela-
tive safety of a commercial street.

As I pondered escape routes, he jammed
the gun into his pants as quickly as he had
drawn it, flung open the door, and disap-
peared behind the tenements. I hit the igni-
tion and drove slowly and methodically from
the scene, grateful to have escaped injury,
but awestruck by his brazen violation of
trust. All I could do was look back and won-
der why.

If this were the end of the story, things
would have normalized, I would have
learned a lesson about field research, and I
would have gone about my business. But Lu-
ther was not through. Over the next six

1



weeks, he called my apartment five to ten
times a day, five days a week, harassing,
taunting, irritating, baiting me. Perhaps
twice over that six-week period, I actually
picked up the phone—only to find out it was
he and hang up. Luther would call right back
and let the phone ring incessantly, knowing I
was there and letting the answering machine
do the dirty work. On several occasions, it
became so bad that I had to disconnect the
line and leave the apartment for several
hours.

I’d arrive home to see the answering ma-
chine lit up with messages. “I can smell the
mousse in your hair—huh, huh, huh,” his
sinister laugh echoing through the apart-
ment. “I know you’re there, pick it up.” More
often than not, I would hear annoying dial
tones. One message, however, caught my un-
divided attention: “897 Longacre—huh, huh,
huh,” he laughed as I heard him flipping
through the phone book pages and identify-
ing my address. “We’ l l [he and his
homeboys] be over tomorrow.” I didn’t sleep
well that night or for the next six weeks.

What was I to do—report the robbery, and
go to court and testify to stop what had be-
come tele-stalking? Some researchers con-
tend that when crimes against fieldworkers
occur, staff are to “report them to the police
to indicate that such violations will have
consequences.”2 I did not feel I had this op-
tion. Calling the authorities, no matter how
much I wanted to, would not only have en-
dangered future research with Luther’s set
and those connected to it, but would also
have risked retaliation—since Luther’s
homies knew where I lived and worked.

So I called the phone company and got
caller ID, call return, and call block. These
devices succeeded in providing his phone
number and residence name, which I used to
trace his actual address, but I could still do
nothing to stop him. Changing my number
was the last thing I wanted to do, because
those who smell fear often attack. As other
researchers have noted, concern about “vio-
lence may cause ethnographers to appear
afraid or react inappropriately to common
street situations and dangers . . . .Fearful be-
havior is easily inferred by violent persons”
and may often lead to violence itself.3 Thus,

Berk and Adams stress the importance of
maintaining one’s cool when threatened:
“The investigator will be constantly watched
and tested by the very people he is studying.
This is especially true [with] delinquents
who . . .value poise in the face of danger.”4

Danger, it must be remembered, is “inher-
ent” in fieldwork with active offenders, “if
for no other reason than there is always the
possibility of dangerous cultural misunder-
standings arising between researchers and
subjects.”5 This is especially true of research
among active streetcorner crack sellers, who
routinely use violence or threats of violence
to gain complicity.6

After enduring six weeks of this post-rob-
bery harassment, and with no end in sight, I
had to do something. I called the police and
told them the story. An officer came out and
listened to messages I had saved. As he lis-
tened, the telephone rang, and Luther’s num-
ber displayed on the caller ID. “Do you want
me to talk to him?” the officer asked sternly.
“No,” I replied, feeling more confident with a
cop three feet away. “Lemme see if I can
work things out.” I picked up the phone and
started talking.

“What do you want?”
“Why do you keep hangin’ up on me? All I

want is to talk.”
“What do you expect me to do, like you?

[sardonically, on the verge of losing it]. You
fuckin’ robbed me and I trusted you and now
you call me and leave these fuckin’ messages
and you want me to talk to you? [incredu-
lous]”

“I only did that ’cause you fucked me over.
I only ganked [robbed] you ’cause you fucked
me.”

“What are you talking about?”
He proceeded to explain that without him,

none of the forty interviews I obtained would
have been possible. True, Luther was the
first field contact to believe that I was a re-
searcher, not a cop. He was my first respon-
dent, and he was responsible for starting a
snowball of referrals on his word that I was
“cool.”7 But after he could no longer provide
referrals, I moved on, using his contacts to
find new ones and eliminating him from the
chain. My newfound independence was in-
explicable to him and a slap in the face. He
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wanted vengeance; the robbery and taunting
were exactly that.8

Ethnography and Social Distance?
Such are the risks ethnographers take

when studying dangerous, unstable offend-
ers. Although “robbery, burglary, and theft
from field staff are uncommon, [they] do
occur. In fact, many crack distributors are
frequent and proficient robbers, burglars,
and thieves.”9 Not so ironically, someone I
had trusted and considered a “protector”10

had become someone to be protected from.
Such flip-flops are entirely possible in the
world of active offenders, who themselves
often admit an inability to control or under-
stand their behavior.

All of this merely underscores the change-
able, unpredictable nature of fieldwork rela-
tions, especially with active offenders. John-
son notes that “[i]t is incumbent on the
investigator to assess the influences of these
changes.”11 The important point is for re-
searchers to put themselves in a position
where they can do this. Unfortunately, the
very nature of criminological fieldwork may
work against this.

Much of the problem revolves around the
dilemma between social distance and im-
mersion in fieldwork, and the difficulty re-
searchers have in resolving it. The notion of
“social distance” is thought to be in some
ways foreign to the ethnographic enterprise.
Wolff, for example, contends that successful
fieldwork inevitably requires surrender—
psychological, social, and otherwise—to the
setting, culture, and respondents one is
studying. It requires “total involvement, sus-
pension of received notions, pertinence of
everything, identification, and risk of being
hurt.”12 Ethnographers are advised to im-
merse themselves in the native scene,13 to be-
come a member of what they are studying.14

They are told to become an actual physical
and moral part of the setting.15 As Berk and
Adams put it, “The greater the social dis-
tance between the participant observer and
the subjects, the greater the difficulty in es-
tablishing and maintaining rapport.”16

Building rapport with active offenders
typically becomes more difficult, though, as

the “deviantness” of the population one stud-
ies increases.1 7 With any offender
population, trying to become “one of them”
too quickly can be downright harmful. Some
contend that the most egregious error a
fieldworker can make is to assume that the
fieldworker can gain the immediate favor of
his or her hosts by telling them that he or she
wants to “‘become one of them’ or by imply-
ing, by word or act, that the fact that they tol-
erate his [or her] presence means that he [or
she] is one of them.”18 Similarly, Polsky
warns that “you damned well better not pre-
tend to be ‘one of them,’ because they will
test this claim out and one of two things will
happen. Either the researcher will get drawn
into participating in actions one would oth-
erwise not engage in, or the researcher could
be exposed as a result of not doing so, the lat-
ter having perhaps even greater negative re-
percussions.”19 The more attached the re-
searcher gets too early in the process, the
more vulnerable she or he may be to exploi-
tation. The researcher is still a researcher, no
matter how close the researcher thinks she
or he is getting. Subjects know this and may
also know there will be few if any serious re-
percussions if they try to pull something, es-
pecially at the beginning of research when
the fieldworker tends to be the most desper-
ate for acceptance. Problems are only com-
pounded by the fact that researchers tend to
be far more streetwise by the end of field-
work than they are at the beginning. Perhaps
the least important time to be streetwise is at
the end; both the number and seriousness of
threats tend to decline with time. Where
threats are often highest—at the beginning,
when the researcher may be labeled a narc, a
spy, or simply a suspicious character—the
researcher may also be least capable of han-
dling them. This only makes the threats that
do materialize more threatening.

Researchers who are victimized at this
early stage may often be barred from report-
ing it; doing so threatens to breach promises
of confidentiality and anonymity made to
subjects. The practical matter of being la-
beled a narc who “sold someone out” is a sep-
arate issue and potentially more problem-
atic: snitching violates a sacred norm of
street etiquette, even if the person being
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snitched on is in the wrong. At best, snitch-
ing will terminate future chains of respon-
dents. At worst, it will label the researcher a
“rat” and subject him or her to street justice.
Both outcomes are of course undesirable
and will likely bring an end to one’s research.

Being immersed while remaining to some
degree objective is the key. Some researchers
stress the importance of using “interactional
devices and strategies that allow the
fieldworker to stay on the edges of unfolding
social scenes rather than being drawn into
their midst as a central actor.”20 Others rec-
ommend engaging in a paradoxical and “pe-
culiar combination of engrossment and dis-
tance.”21 Like the Simmelian stranger,
researchers are told to be familiar yet not too
familiar, involved yet not too involved, all the
while making the balance seem natural.22

Some modicum of social distance is thus
critical to the ethnographic enterprise—“as
a corrective to bias and overrapport brought
on by too strong an identification with those
studied.”23

In some sense, then, social distance be-
tween the researcher and the active offend-
ers she or he studies can be beneficial. As
Wright and Decker observe, “[T]he secrecy
inherent in criminal work means that of-
fenders have few opportunities to discuss
their activities with anyone besides associ-
ates, a matter which many find frustrat-
ing.”24 By definition, criminal respondents
will often have “certain knowledge and skills
that the researcher does not have.”25 This
asymmetry may empower them to open up
or to open up sooner than they otherwise
would. Offenders may enjoy speaking about
their criminal experiences with someone
who is “straight.” Perhaps it is a satisfaction
gained from teaching someone supposedly
smarter than they, at least in terms of aca-
demic degrees. The fact that respondents
may see something in the research that bene-
fits them, or an opportunity to correct faulty
impressions of what it is they actually do,26

only facilitates these dynamics.
All of it may come down to dramaturgy.

Yet, the very nature of criminological field-
work dictates that the researcher either can’t
or won’t “act” in certain ways at certain
times. Acting inappropriately can compro-

mise the research itself, the fieldworker’s
ability to remain in the setting, or the ability
to remain there safely. The moral and practi-
cal conundrum between social distance, im-
mersion, and “participant” observation in
criminological fieldwork may, in many ways,
be unresolvable.

My failure to manage the distance, im-
mersion dialectic with Luther appeared to
have more to do with a practical shortfall in
managing informant relations—a myopia if
you will—than with going native. Clearly, I
had lost objectivity in the process of “han-
dling” Luther. Whether this was a function of
overimmersion is open to question, but it un-
doubtedly played some role. Whether it was
avoidable is also open to question, particu-
larly when one considers the practical and
methodological paradoxes involved in field-
work with active offenders. Although myo-
pic (mis)management led to my exploitation
by Luther, without putting myself in such a
position, I would never have been able to col-
lect the data I did. In many ways, the “short-
fall” was necessary and, at some level, advan-
tageous.

The bottom line is that no matter how deft
the fieldworker is at managing relations, he
or she ultimately never gains total control.
Criminological fieldworkers exist in a de-
pendent relationship with their subjects.27

This makes one wonder who is indeed the
“subject” and what he or she can be “subject
to” at any given moment. Some contend that
the hierarchical relationship between inter-
viewer and subject in social research is
“morally indefensible”28 and should be
thrown out. Perhaps the hierarchy may be
jettisoned as a matter of course, by the very
nature of the fieldworker-active offender re-
lationship. Luther’s actions toward me stand
as an exemplary case.29

Studying Active Offenders
Studying active drug dealers is problem-

atic precisely because their activity is crimi-
nal. Active offenders are generally “hard to
locate because they find it necessary to lead
clandestine lives. Once located, they are re-
luctant, for similar reasons, to give accurate
and truthful information about them-
selves.”30 “Outsiders” are often perceived as
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narcs seeking to obtain damaging evidence
for juridical purposes.31 Indeed, the most
common suspicion that subjects have about
fieldworkers is that they are spies of some
sort. As Sluka notes, “It is difficult to find an
[ethnographer] who has done fieldwork who
has not encountered this suspicion.”32

Collecting data from drug dealers, partic-
ularly from active ones, is likely to be diffi-
cult and dangerous unless one can construct
friendships within a dealing community.33

Because of this difficulty, some researchers
target institutional settings.34 Such settings
afford the chance of obtaining data without
the risk of physical harm associated with
“street” interviews.35 Unfortunately, collect-
ing valid and reliable data in such settings
may not be entirely possible, as criminolo-
gists have “long suspected that offenders do
not behave naturally” in them.36 Sutherland
and Cressey argue that “[t]hose who have
had intimate contacts with criminals ‘in the
open’ know that criminals are not ‘natural’ in
police stations, courts, and prisons and that
they must be studied in their everyday life
outside of institutions if they are to be under-
stood.”37 Polsky is more emphatic, com-
menting that “we can no longer afford the
convenient fiction that in studying criminals
in their natural habitat, we . . .discover noth-
ing really important that [cannot] be discov-
ered from criminals behind bars. What is
true for studying the gorilla of zoology is
likely to be even truer for studying the gorilla
of criminology.”38 There are fundamental
qualitative differences between the two
types of offenders. Institutionalized drug
dealers, for example, may represent those
not sophisticated or skilled enough to pre-
vent apprehension, or those who simply do
not care about getting caught and who sell to
anyone with money. Studies of incarcerated
offenders are thus open to the charge of
being based on “unsuccessful criminals, on
the supposition that successful criminals are
not apprehended or are at least able to avoid
incarceration.” This weakness is “the most
central bogeyman in the criminologist’s de-
monology.”39

Knowing this, I entered the field and
began frequenting a district near a major
university that is both prestigious and ex-

pensive, yet which borders a dilapidated
neighborhood with a concentrated African
American population and heavy crack sales.
A lively commercial district, with restau-
rants, quaint cafes, bars, theaters, and
stores, splits the two. The area is known for
racial and ethnic diversity, making it rela-
tively easy for most anyone to blend in. Over
a nine-month period, I frequented the area
and made myself familiar to the regular
crowd of hangers-out in the dividing com-
mercial district. Some of these individuals
were marginally homeless and spent entire
days in the district smoking, drinking, play-
ing music, and begging. Though not crack
dealers themselves, they knew who the deal-
ers were and where they worked. After gain-
ing their trust, I was shown the dealers’ con-
gregation spots and quickly took to the area.

At first, I would simply walk by, not explic-
itly acknowledging that anything was going
on. Sometimes I would be escorted by one of
the “vagabonds,” but most of the time I went
alone. My objective was simply to let dealers
see me. Over the days and weeks, I walked or
drove through slowly to gain recognition,
trying to capitalize on what Goffman has
called second seeings: “[U]nder some cir-
cumstances if he and they see each other see-
ing each other, they can use this fact as an ex-
cuse for an acquaintanceship greeting upon
next seeing. . . . ”40 Unfortunately, this did not
go as easily as Goffman suggests, as dealers
openly yelled “SCAT!”—a term for the police
undercover unit—at me.41 Jump-starting
participation was clearly the toughest part of
the research because dealers suspected I was
the police. Ironically, it was the police who
gave me my biggest credibility boost.

Police and Credibility
. . . Ferrell notes that “a researcher’s strict

conformity to legal codes can be
reconceptualized as less a sign of profes-
sional success than a possible portent of
methodological failure . . .a willingness to
break the law,” by contrast, “[opens] a vari-
ety of methodological possibilities.”42

Hanging with offenders on street corners,
driving them around in my car, and visiting
their homes must have been a curious sight.
My appearance is somewhat akin to that of a
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college student. Shorts, T-shirts ,
crosstrainers, and ball caps with rounded
brims, “just like SCAT wear ‘em” (as one re-
spondent put it), make up my typical attire.
Further, I am white, clean-cut, and affect a
middle-class appearance, traits the relatively
poor, African American respondents associ-
ated with the police. These traits appeared to
make them even more leery that I was SCAT,
or that I worked for SCAT in some capacity.

To offenders who hadn’t gotten to know
me well, or to those waiting to pass judg-
ment, I was on a deep-cover assignment de-
signed to unearth their secrets and put them
in jail. To cops on the beat, I was just another
college boy driving down to crackville with a
user in tow to buy for me. Such relations are
commonplace in the street-level drug scene
and have generalized subcultural currency:
users serve as go-betweens and funnel unfa-
miliar customers to dealers for a finder’s fee,
usually in drugs and without the customer’s
consent, but generally with his or her tacit
permission. When cops see a relatively
nicely dressed, clean-shaven white boy driv-
ing a late-model car (with out-of-state plates,
I might add) and a black street person in the
passenger seat, they lick their chops.

Several police stops of me in a one-month
period lent some credibility to this proposi-
tion. I had not obtained, as Wright and
Decker had, a “prior agreement with the po-
lice”43 whereby the police knew what I was
doing and pledged not to interfere. I chose
not to; the last thing I wanted was to let po-
lice know what I was doing. As Polsky ex-
plains, “Most of the danger for the
fieldworker comes not from the cannibals
and headhunters but from the colonial offi-
cials. The criminologist studying uncaught
criminals in the open finds sooner or later
that law enforcers try to put him on the
spot—because, unless he is a complete fool,
he uncovers information that law enforcers
would like to know. . . . ”44 Because my grant
was not a federal one, I could not protect the
identity of my respondents with a certificate
of confidentiality (which theoretically bars
police from obtaining data as it pertains to
one’s subjects). My work was undercover in a
sense and eminently discreditable. However,
contrary to admonitions by some to avoid

contact with the police while doing research
with dangerous populations,45 my run-ins
with police turned out to be the most essen-
tial tool for establishing my credibility.

My first run-in came two weeks after
making initial contact with offenders. I was
driving Luther through a crack-filled neigh-
borhood—a neighborhood which also hap-
pened to have the highest murder rate in a
city which itself had the fourth-highest mur-
der rate in the nation.46 We were approach-
ing a group of ten mid-teen youths and were
about to stop when a St. Louis city patrol car
pulled behind. Should I stop, as I planned on
doing, and get out and talk with these youths
(some of whom Luther marginally knew), or
would that place them in imminent danger
of arrest? Or should I continue on as if noth-
ing was really going on, even though I had
been driving stop and go, under ten miles an
hour, prior to and during the now slow-speed
pursuit? I opted for the latter, accelerating
slowly in a vain attempt to reassert a “normal
appearance.”47

Sirens went on. I pulled over and reas-
sured Luther there was nothing to worry
about since neither of us had contraband (I
hoped). As officers approached, I thought
about what to tell them. Should I say I was a
university professor doing field research on
crack dealers (a part I clearly didn’t look), lie,
or say nothing at all? “Whatcha doin’ down
here?” one of the officers snapped. “Exit the
vehicle, intertwine your fingers behind your
heads, and kneel with your ankles crossed,”
he commanded. The searing June sidewalk
was not conducive to clear thinking, but I
rattled something off: “We used to work to-
gether at _____. I waited tables, he bussed,
and we been friends since. I’m a sociology
major up at _____ and he said he’d show me
around the neighborhood sometime. Here I
am.” “Yeah right,” the cop snapped again
while searching for the crack he thought we
already had purchased. Three other police
cars arrived, as the cop baited Luther and me
as to how we really knew each other, what
each other’s real names were (which neither
of us knew at the time), and what we were
doing here. Dissatisfied with my answers, a
sergeant took over, lecturing me on the evils
of crack and how it would destroy a life oth-
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ers in this very neighborhood wished they
had. I found no fault with the argument, lis-
tened attentively, and said nothing. After a
final strip search in the late afternoon sun re-
vealed nothing, they said I was lucky, vowed
to take me in if I ever showed my face again,
and let us go.

On a second occasion, Luther and his
homie Frisco were in my car when we pulled
up to a local liquor store. The two became
nervous upon seeing two suits in a “tec” (de-
tective) car parked at the phone booth. I told
Luther and Frisco to wait, and I went into the
store. As I exited, the two men approached
and showed their badges. “What you doin’
with these guys—do you know ‘em?” “Yes,” I
said, deciding to tell them who I really was
and what I was doing. “Mind if we search
your car?” one asked. “No problem,” I re-
plied. “Go right ahead.” As one searched my
car (for crack, guns, or whatever else he
thought he’d find), his partner cuffed both
Luther and Frisco and ran warrants. As I
soon learned, both detectives knew the two
as repeat violent offenders with long rap
sheets. They took Frisco in on an outstand-
ing warrant and let Luther go with me. “I re-
spect what you’re doing,” the searching offi-
cer said as he finished and approached, “but
you don’t know who you’re dealing with.
These guys are no good.” I told him thanks
and promptly left with Luther, feeling re-
morseful about Frisco being taken in only
because he was with me.

On a third occasion, I was sitting on my
car making small talk with four or five deal-
ers when a patrol car rolled by. The officers
inside gave a stern look and told us to break it
up. “All right,” I said, not going anywhere.
We continued to talk for a few minutes when
the officers, clearly agitated, rolled by again
and demanded in no uncertain terms,
“Break it up and we mean now.” I hopped in
my car, drove four or five blocks, made a left,
and heard sirens. “Here we go again.” This
time, I was not nearly as nervous as I had
been on the other occasions, ready to dis-
pense my professor line, show my consent
forms and faculty ID, and see their shocked
reaction. “Get out of the car and put your
hands on the trunk,” the driver predictably
ordered as I began my explanation. They

searched me anyway, perhaps thinking it
was just another mendacious story, but I
kept conversing in a relaxed, erudite tone.
Cops are known to have perceptual short-
hands to render quick and accurate
typifications of those with whom they’re in-
teracting,48 and I could tell my conversa-
tional style was creating a good impression. I
told them that I was doing interviews, that I
was paying respondents for their time, and
that the research was part of a university
grant designed to better understand the ev-
eryday lives of urban youth. This was, of
course, specious. The study’s true purpose
was to identify how crack dealers avoid ar-
rest, something I dared not admit, for obvi-
ous reasons. “You can do what you want,”
one of them said, satisfied after a thorough
search revealed no contraband, “but if I were
you, I’d be real careful. You don’t want to
mess around with these punks.” His words
rang all too true several weeks later when Lu-
ther pointed the gun at my abdomen.

I did not realize it at the time, but my
treatment by police was absolutely essential
to my research. Police provided the “vital
test”49 I desperately needed to pass if my
study were to be successful. The differential
enforcement practices of these police offi-
cers (and many others around the coun-
try)—in which young, minority males are
singled out as “symbolic assailants” and
“suspicious characters” deserving of
attention50—benefitted me immensely. Po-
lice detained me because I was with “them.”
Driving alone in these same areas at the
same time, though suspicious, would not
likely have attracted nearly as much atten-
tion. I was “guilty by association” and “de-
serving” of the scrutiny young black males in
many urban locales receive consistently. For
my research, at least, this differential en-
forcement was anything but negative.

As Douglas notes, it is often necessary for
researchers to convince offenders they are
studying that the researchers do not repre-
sent the authorities.51 Sluka adds that sub-
jects “are going to define whose side they
think you are on. They will act towards you
on the basis of this definition, regardless of
your professions.”52 Words may be futile in
convincing offenders who or what one really
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is. Ultimately, “actions speak louder than
words. . . . [T]he researcher will have to dem-
onstrate by . . .actions that he is on the side of
the deviants, or at least, not on the side of the
officials.”53 The police had treated me like
just another user, and had done so with of-
fenders present. This treatment provided the
“actions” for me, the picture that spoke a
thousand words.

Offenders’ accounts of my treatment
spread rapidly through the grapevine, solidi-
fying my credibility for the remainder of the
project and setting up the snowball sampling
procedure I would use to recruit additional
respondents. Without the actions of police I
may not have been accepted by offenders as
readily as I was or, perhaps, never accepted
at all. A skillful researcher can use the po-
lice—indirectly and without their knowl-
edge or, as in my case, without even the re-
searcher’s own intent—to demonstrate to
offenders that the researcher is indeed legiti-
mate and not an undercover police officer.
Often thought to be a critical barrier to entry,
the police may be the key to access. Of
course, undercover officers themselves can
manipulate this very dynamic to gain credi-
bility with those they target—something
savvy law enforcement administrators may
exploit by setting up fake arrests in plain
view. Such tactics may make a researcher’s
identity even more precarious; in my case,
though, this did not occur.

Why police never attempted to confiscate
my notes during these pull-overs I’ll never
know. Perhaps it was because the notes ap-
peared to be chicken scratch and were inde-
cipherable by anyone but me. Perhaps it was
because my notes didn’t reveal anything the
cops did not already know, or at least
thought they knew. Regardless, the law is
clearly against ethnographers, who can be
held in contempt and sent to jail for protect-
ing sources and withholding information.54

As Carey points out, “There is no privileged
relationship between the . . .researcher and
his subject similar to that enjoyed by the law-
yer and client or psychiatrist and patient.”55

This, of course, says nothing about issues of
guilty knowledge or guilty observation.56

Being aware of dealing operations and
watching transactions take place makes one

an accessory to their commission, a felony
whether one participates or not.
Fieldworkers are co-conspirators by defini-
tion, no matter their motive or intent. As
Polsky concludes, “If one is effectively to
study adult criminals in their natural set-
tings, he must make the moral decision that
in some ways he will break the law him-
self.”57

Researching Active Crack Sellers:
In Perspective

By definition, criminological, fieldwork-
ers regularly intrude into the lives of individ-
uals engaged in felonies—felonies for which
these individuals can receive hard time. The
more illegal the behavior, the more offenders
as research subjects have to lose if found out.
Obviously, this makes it tougher—and more
risky—for researchers to gain access.

Street-level crack selling is thus a paradox
of sorts: there is perhaps no other behavior
so openly visible and so negatively sanc-
tioned by law as crack selling. It must be this
way for sellers to be available to their cus-
tomers. This is particularly true in a declin-
ing drug market such as St. Louis58 where
demand is finite and dwindling, while the
number of sellers has remained constant or
increased. To compete in such conditions,
sellers will often stand out longer and in
more difficult conditions than they previ-
ously would, in greater numbers, and in
greater numbers together. Individual sellers
also may rush to customers to steal sales
from competitors, drawing even more atten-
tion. This situation creates ideal conditions
for police—or researchers—to identify open-
air sellers and infiltrate them.

Access notwithstanding, the importance
of a strong indigenous tie to the research set-
ting at the beginning of field relations—as a
way of vouching for the researcher—cannot
be overstated. Access and safe access are two
wholly different notions. In my case, this tie
was Luther—or at least so I thought. More
generally, it is an indigenous offender or ex-
offender turned fieldworker who acts as
gatekeeper and protector. Yet, in a twist of
sorts, field research with active offenders
often requires strong ties in order to gener-
ate weak ones—that is, to initiate the meth-
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odological snowball. Micro-structurally and
methodologically, this is unique; multiple
weak ties rather than one or two strong ones
are thought to be indispensable for social-
network creation.59 Indeed, one or two
strong ties may actually cut off an actor from
an entire social network.

In field research, developing strong ties
with the wrong person or persons can, at a
minimum, bias the sample or, worse, gener-
ate no sample at all.60 Researchers may gain
entry, but it may be with the wrong person.
As my encounter with Luther attests, the
outcome can be far more threatening than
obtaining a biased sample or no sample. Per-
haps the larger point here is that, no matter
how strong or safe one’s ties, danger is inher-
ent in fieldwork with active offenders. No-
where is this more true than among
streetcorner crack sellers. Although many
dangers can be addressed through planning
and preparation, more often than not, dan-
ger management hinges on a creative pro-
cess of “trial and blunder”61 and results from
a combination of skill and luck.62 As Sluka
notes, “[G]ood luck can sometimes help
overcome a lack of skill, and well-developed
skills can go far to help overcome the effects
of bad luck. But sometimes no amount of
skill will save one from a gross portion of bad
luck.”63 Inevitably, criminological fieldwork
is unpredictable and less subject to rational
planning than we want it to be. How re-
searchers handle this problem ultimately is a
personal choice.

Researching active offenders requires one
to balance conflicting agendas. Such agen-
das emanate from specific audiences—
whether police or criminals—each with their
own biases toward the ethnographic enter-
prise. Simply taking sides or currying favor
with one audience over the other is not the
issue, though this may be done at some
point. Research strategies must be weighed
carefully because their consequences are in-
evitably dialectical: police can get you “in”
with offenders, but offenders can get you “in
trouble” with police. Personal security is de-
pendent on offender acceptance, yet security
can be compromised by dependency. Police
can be researchers’ last bastion of hope
against volatile offenders, but reliance on

authorities may undermine the very purpose
for being in the field. Caught among these
contradictions stands the researcher, a true
one-person “island in the street.”64 In this
lonely position, the researcher must decide
when to shade the truth and when to be
forthright, when to offer and when to omit,
when to induce and when to lie back. Such
judgments are subjective and context spe-
cific, as any ethnographer will tell you. They
must be made with the audience in mind,
whether that audience is legal or illegal, aca-
demic or social. Each choice affects the
kinds of data obtained and revealed. And
how far an ethnographer is willing to go to
get such data intertwines with the results
that ethnographer hopes ultimately to ob-
tain—as my encounter with Luther attests.
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2
A Snowball’s
Chance in Hell
Doing Fieldwork With Active
Residential Burglars

Richard T. Wright
Scott H. Decker
Allison K. Redfern
Dietrich L. Smith

Criminologists long have recognized the
importance of field studies of active offend-
ers. More than 2 decades ago, for example,
Polsky (1969, 116) observed that “we can no
longer afford the convenient fiction that in
studying criminals in their natural habitat,
we would discover nothing really important
that could not be discovered from criminals
behind bars.” Similarly, Sutherland and
Cressey (1970) noted that:

Those who have had intimate contacts
with criminals “in the open” know that
criminals are not “natural” in police sta-
tions, courts, and prisons, and that they
must be studied in their everyday life out-
side of institutions if they are to be under-
stood. By this is meant that the investiga-
tor must associate with them as one of
them, seeing their lives and conditions as
the criminals themselves see them. In
this way, he can make observations which
can hardly be made in any other way.
Also, his observations are of unappre-
hended criminals, not the criminals se-
lected by the processes of arrest and im-
prisonment. (68)

And McCall (1978, 27) also cautioned that
studies of incarcerated offenders are vulner-
able to the charge that they are based on “un-
successful criminals, on the supposition that
successful criminals are not apprehended or

at least are able to avoid incarceration.” This
charge, he asserts, is “the most central bo-
geyman in the criminologist’s demonology”
(also see Cromwell, Olson, and Avary 1991;
Hagedorn 1990; Watters and Biernacki
1989).

Although generally granting the validity
of such critiques, most criminologists have
shied away from studying criminals, so to
speak, in the wild. Although their reluctance
to do so undoubtedly is attributable to a vari-
ety of factors (e.g., Wright and Bennett
1990), probably the most important of these
is a belief that this type of research is imprac-
tical. In particular, how is one to locate active
criminals and obtain their cooperation?

The entrenched notion that field-based
studies of active offenders are unworkable
has been challenged by Chambliss (1975)
who asserts that:

The data on organized crime and profes-
sional theft as well as other presumably
difficult-to-study events are much more
available than we usually think. All we re-
ally have to do is to get out of our offices
and onto the street. The data are there;
the problem is that too often [research-
ers] are not. (39)

Those who have carried out field research
with active criminals would no doubt regard
this assertion as overly simplistic, but they
probably would concur with Chambliss that
it is easier to find and gain the confidence of
such offenders than commonly is imagined.
As Hagedorn (1990, 251) has stated: “Any
good field researcher . . .willing to spend the
long hours necessary to develop good infor-
mants can solve the problem of access.”

We recently completed the fieldwork for a
study of residential burglars, exploring, spe-
cifically, the factors they take into account
when contemplating the commission of an
offense. The study is being done on the
streets of St. Louis, Missouri, a declining
“rust belt” city. As part of this study, we lo-
cated and interviewed 105 active offenders.
We also took 70 of these offenders to the site
of a recent burglary and asked them to re-
construct the crime in considerable detail. In
the following pages, we will discuss how we
found these offenders and obtained their co-
operation. Further, we will consider the diffi-
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culties involved in maintaining an on-going
field relationship with these offenders, many
of whom lead chaotic lives. Lastly, we will
outline the characteristics of our sample,
suggesting ways in which it differs from one
collected through criminal justice channels.

Locating the Subjects
In order to locate the active offenders for

our study, we employed a “snowball” or
“chain referral” sampling strategy. As de-
scribed in the literature (e.g., Sudman 1976;
Watters and Biernacki 1989), such a strategy
begins with the recruitment of an initial sub-
ject who then is asked to recommend further
participants. This process continues until a
suitable sample has been “built.”

The most difficult aspect of using a snow-
ball sampling technique is locating an initial
contact or two. Various ways of doing so
have been suggested. McCall (1978), for in-
stance, recommends using a “chain of refer-
rals”:

If a researcher wants to make contact
with, say, a bootlegger, he thinks of the
person he knows who is closest in the so-
cial structure to bootlegging. Perhaps
this person will be a police officer, a
judge, a liquor store owner, a crime re-
porter, or a recently arrived Southern mi-
grant. If he doesn’t personally know a
judge or a crime reporter, he surely
knows someone (his own lawyer or a cir-
culation clerk) who does and who would
be willing to introduce him. By means of
a very short chain of such referrals, the
researcher can obtain an introduction to
virtually any type of criminal. (31)

This strategy can be effective and effi-
cient, but can also have pitfalls. In attempt-
ing to find active offenders for our study, we
avoided seeking referrals from criminal jus-
tice officials for both practical and method-
ological reasons. From a practical stand-
point, we elected not to use contacts
provided by police or probation officers,
fearing that this would arouse the suspicions
of offenders that the research was the cover
for a “sting” operation. One of the offenders
we interviewed, for example, explained that
he had not agreed to participate earlier be-

cause he was worried about being set up for
an arrest: “I thought about it at first because
I’ve seen on T.V. telling how [the police] have
sent letters out to people telling ‘em they’ve
won new sneakers and then arrested ‘em.”
We also did not use referrals from law en-
forcement or corrections personnel to locate
our subjects owing to a methodological con-
cern that a sample obtained in this way may
be highly unrepresentative of the total popu-
lation of active offenders. It is likely, for in-
stance, that such a sample would include a
disproportionate number of unsuccessful
criminals, that is, those who have been
caught in the past (e.g., Hagedorn 1990).
Further, this sample might exclude a number
of successful offenders who avoid associat-
ing with colleagues known to the police.
Rengert and Wasilchick (1989, 6) used a pro-
bationer to contact active burglars, observ-
ing that the offenders so located “were often
very much like the individual who led us to
them.”

A commonly suggested means of making
initial contact with active offenders other
than through criminal justice sources in-
volves frequenting locales favored by crimi-
nals (see Chambliss 1975; Polsky 1969; West
1980). This strategy, however, requires an ex-
traordinary investment of time as the re-
searcher establishes a street reputation as an
“all right square” (Irwin 1972, 123) who can
be trusted. Fortunately, we were able to
short-cut that process by hiring an ex-of-
fender (who, despite committing hundreds
of serious crimes, had few arrests and no fel-
ony convictions) with high status among
several groups of black street criminals in St.
Louis. This person retired from crime after
being shot and paralyzed in a gangland-style
execution attempt. He then attended a uni-
versity and earned a bachelor’s degree, but
continued to live in his old neighborhood, re-
maining friendly, albeit superficially, with
local criminals. We initially met him when
he attended a colloquium in our department
and disputed the speaker’s characterization
of street criminals.

Working through an ex-offender with con-
tinuing ties to the underworld as a means of
locating active criminals has been used suc-
cessfully by other criminologists (see e.g.,
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Taylor 1985). This approach offers the ad-
vantage that such a person already has con-
tacts and trust in the criminal subculture
and can vouch for the legitimacy of the re-
search. In order to exploit this advantage
fully, however, the ex-offender selected must
be someone with a solid street reputation for
integrity and must have a strong commit-
ment to accomplishing the goals of the study.

The ex-offender hired to locate subjects
for our project began by approaching former
criminal associates. Some of these contacts
were still “hustling,” that is, actively involved
in various types of crimes, whereas others ei-
ther had retired or remained involved only
peripherally through, for example, occa-
sional buying and selling of stolen goods.
Shortly thereafter, the ex-offender contacted
several street-wise law-abiding friends, in-
cluding a youth worker. He explained the re-
search to the contacts, stressing that it was
confidential and that the police were not in-
volved. He also informed them that those
who took part would be paid a small sum
(typically $25.00). He then asked the con-
tacts to put him in touch with active residen-
tial burglars.

Figure 1 outlines the chain of referrals
through which the offenders were located.
Perhaps the best way to clarify this process
involves selecting a subject, say 064, and
identifying the referrals that led us to this
person. In this case, the ex-offender working
on our project contacted a street-wise, non-
criminal acquaintance who put him in touch
with the first active burglar in the chain, of-
fender 015. Offender 015 referred 7 col-
leagues, one of whom—033—put us in touch
with 3 more subjects, including 035, who in
turn introduced us to 038, who referred 8
more participants. Among these partici-
pants was offender 043, a well-connected
burglar who provided 12 further contacts, 2
of whom—060 and 061—convinced 064 to
participate in the research. This procedure is
similar to that described by Watters and
Biernacki (1989, 426) in that “the majority of
respondents were not referred directly by re-
search staff.” As a consequence, our sample
was strengthened considerably. After all, we
almost certainly would not have been able to
find many of these individuals on our own,
let alone convince them to cooperate.
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Throughout the process of locating sub-
jects, we encountered numerous difficulties
and challenges. Contacts that initially ap-
peared to be promising, for example, some-
times proved to be unproductive and had to
be dropped. And, of course, even productive
contact chains had a tendency to “dry up”
eventually. One of the most challenging tasks
we confronted involved what Biernacki and
Waldorf (1981, 150) have termed the “verifi-
cation of eligibility,” that is, determining
whether potential subjects actually met the
criteria for inclusion in our research. In
order to take part, offenders had to be both
“residential burglars” and “currently active.”
In practice, this meant that they had to have
committed a residential burglary within the
past 2 weeks. This seems straightforward,
but it often was difficult to apply the criteria
in the field because offenders were evasive
about their activities. In such cases, we fre-
quently had to rely on other members of the
sample to verify the eligibility of potential
subjects.

We did not pay the contacts for helping us
to find subjects and, initially, motivating
them to do so proved difficult. Small favors,
things like giving them a ride or buying them
a pack of cigarettes, produced some cooper-
ation, but yielded only a few introductions.
Moreover, the active burglars that we did
manage to find often were lackadaisical
about referring associates because no finan-
cial incentive was offered. Eventually, one of
the informants hit on the idea of “pimping”
colleagues, that is, arranging an introduc-
tion on their behalf in exchange for a cut of
the participation fee (also see Cromwell et al.
1991). This idea was adopted rapidly by
other informants and the number of refer-
rals rose accordingly. In effect, these infor-
mants became “locators” (Biernacki and
Waldorf 1981), helping us to expand referral
chains as well as vouching for the legitimacy
of the research, and validating potential par-
ticipants as active residential burglars.

The practice of pimping is consistent with
the low level, underworld economy of street
culture, where people are always looking for
a way to get in on someone else’s deal. One of
our contacts put it this way: “If there’s money
to make out of something, I gotta figure out a

way to get me some of it.” Over the course of
the research, numerous disputes arose be-
tween offenders and informants over the
payment of referral fees. We resisted becom-
ing involved in these disputes, reckoning
that such involvement could only result in
the alienation of one or both parties (e.g.,
Miller 1952). Instead, we made it clear that
our funds were intended as interview pay-
ments and thus would be given only to inter-
viewees.

Field Relations
The success of our research, of course,

hinged on an ability to convince potential
subjects to participate. Given that many of
the active burglars, especially those located
early in the project, were deeply suspicious
of our motives, it is reasonable to ask why
the offenders were willing to take part in the
research. Certainly the fact that we paid
them a small sum for their time was an en-
ticement for many, but this is not an ade-
quate explanation. After all, criminal oppor-
tunities abound and even the inept “nickel
and dime” offenders in the sample could
have earned more had they spent the time
engaged in illegal activity. Moreover, some of
the subjects clearly were not short of cash
when they agreed to participate; at the close
of one interview, an offender pulled out his
wallet to show us that it was stuffed with
thousand dollar bills, saying:

I just wanted to prove that I didn’t do this
for the money. I don’t need the money. I
did it to help out [the ex-offender em-
ployed on our project]. We know some of
the same people and he said you were
cool.

Without doubt, many in our sample
agreed to participate only because the ex-of-
fender assured them that we were trustwor-
thy. But other factors were at work as well.
Letkemann (1973, 44), among others, has
observed that the secrecy inherent in crimi-
nal work means that offenders have few op-
portunities to discuss their activities with
anyone besides associates which many of
them find frustrating. As one of his infor-
mants put it: “What’s the point of scoring if
nobody knows about it?” Under the right

Chapter 2 ✦ A Snowball’s Chance in Hell 15



conditions, therefore, some offenders may
enjoy talking about their work with re-
searchers.

We adopted several additional strategies
to maximize the cooperation of the offend-
ers. First, following the recommendations of
experienced field researchers (e.g., Irwin
1972; McCall 1978; Walker and Lidz 1977;
Wright and Bennett 1990), we made an effort
to “fit in” by learning the distinctive termi-
nology and phrasing used by the offenders.
Here again, the assistance of the ex-offender
proved invaluable. Prior to entering the
field, he suggested ways in which questions
might be asked so that the subjects would
better understand them, and provided us
with a working knowledge of popular street
terms (e.g, “boy” for heroin, “girl” for co-
caine) and pronunciations (e.g., “hair ron”
for heroin). What is more, he sat in on the
early interviews and critiqued them after-
wards, noting areas of difficulty or conten-
tion and offering possible solutions.

A second strategy to gain the cooperation
of the offenders required us to give as well as
take. We expected the subjects to answer our
questions frankly and, therefore, often had
to reciprocate. Almost all of them had ques-
tions about how the information would be
used, who would have access to it, and so on.
We answered these questions honestly, lest
the offenders conclude that we were being
evasive. Further, we honored requests from a
number of subjects for various forms of as-
sistance. Provided that the help requested
was legal and fell within the general set “of
norms governing the exchange of money and
other kinds of favors” (Berk and Adams
1970, 112) on the street, we offered it. For ex-
ample, we took subjects to job interviews or
work, helped some to enroll in school, and
gave others advice on legal matters. We even
assisted a juvenile offender who was injured
while running away from the police, to ar-
range for emergency surgery when his par-
ents, fearing that they would be charged for
the operation, refused to give their consent.

One other way we sought to obtain and
keep the offenders’ confidence involved
demonstrating our trustworthiness by “re-
maining close-mouthed in regard to poten-
tially harmful information” (Irwin 1972,
125). A number of the offenders tested us by

asking what a criminal associate said about
a particular matter. We declined to discuss
such issues, explaining that the promise of
confidentiality extended to all those partici-
pating in our research.

Much has been written about the neces-
sity for researchers to be able to withstand
official coercion (see Irwin 1972; McCall
1978; Polsky 1969) and we recognized from
the start the threat that intrusions from
criminal justice officials could pose to our
research. The threat of being confronted by
police patrols seemed especially great given
that we planned to visit the sites of recent
successful burglaries with offenders. There-
fore, prior to beginning our fieldwork, we
negotiated an agreement with police author-
ities not to interfere in the conduct of the re-
search, and we were not subjected to official
coercion.

Although the strategies described above
helped to mitigate the dangers inherent in
working with active criminals (see e.g.,
Dunlap et al. 1990), we encountered many po-
tentially dangerous situations over the course
of the research. For example, offenders
turned up for interviews carrying firearms in-
cluding, on one occasion, a machine gun; we
were challenged on the street by subjects who
feared that they were being set up for arrest;
we were caught in the middle of a fight over
the payment of a $1 debt. Probably the most
dangerous situation, however, arose while
driving with an offender to the site of his most
recent burglary. As we passed a pedestrian,
the offender became agitated and demanded
that we stop the car: “You want to see me kill
someone? Stop the car! I’m gonna kill that
motherfucker. Stop the fuckin’ car!” We re-
fused to stop and actually sped up to prevent
him jumping out of the vehicle; this clearly
displeased him, although he eventually
calmed down. The development of such situ-
ations was largely unpredictable and thus
avoiding them was difficult. Often we de-
ferred to the ex-offender’s judgment about the
safety of a given set of circumstances. The
most notable precaution that we took in-
volved money; we made sure that the offend-
ers knew that we carried little more than was
necessary to pay them.
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Characteristics of the Sample

Unless a sample of active offenders differs
significantly from one obtained through
criminal justice channels, the difficulties
and risks associated with the street-based re-
cruitment of research subjects could not eas-
ily be justified. Accordingly, it seems impor-
tant that we establish whether such a
difference exists. In doing so, we will begin
by outlining the demographic characteris-
tics of our sample. In terms of race, it nearly
parallels the distribution of burglary arrests
for the City of St. Louis in 1988, the most re-
cent year for which data [were] available.
The St. Louis Metropolitan Police Depart-
ment’s Annual Report (1989) reveals that 64
percent of burglary arrestees in that year
were Black, and 36 percent were White. Our
sample was 69 percent Black and 31 percent
White. There is divergence for the gender
variable, however; only 7 percent of all
arrestees in the city were female, while 17
percent of our sample fell into this category.
This is not surprising. The characteristics of
a sample of active criminals, after all, would
not be expected to mirror those of one ob-
tained in a criminal justice setting.

Given that our research involved only cur-
rently active offenders, it is interesting to
note that 21 of the subjects were on proba-
tion, parole, or serving a suspended sen-
tence, and that a substantial number of juve-
niles—27 or 26 percent of the total—were
located for the study. The inclusion of such
offenders strengthens the research consider-
ably because approximately one third of ar-
rested burglars are under 18 years of age
(Sessions 1989). Juveniles, therefore, need
to be taken into account in any comprehen-
sive study of burglars. These offenders, how-
ever, seldom are included in studies of bur-
glars located through criminal justice
channels because access to them is legally re-
stricted and they often are processed differ-
ently than adult criminals and detained in
separate facilities.

Prior contact with the criminal justice
system is a crucial variable for this re-
search. . . . Of primary interest . . .is the ex-
tent to which our snowball sampling tech-
nique uncovered a sample of residential

burglars unlikely to be encountered in a
criminal justice setting, the site of most re-
search on offenders.

More than one-quarter of the offenders
(28 percent) claimed never to have been ar-
rested. (We excluded arrests for traffic of-
fenses, “failure to appear” and similar minor
transgressions, because such offenses do not
adequately distinguish serious criminals
from others.) Obviously, these offenders
would have been excluded had we based our
study on a jail or prison population. Perhaps
a more relevant measure in the context of
our study, however, is the experience of the
offenders with the criminal justice system
for the offense of burglary, because most pre-
vious studies of burglars not only have been
based on incarcerated offenders, but also
have used the charge of burglary as a screen
to select subjects (e.g., Bennett and Wright
1984; Rengert and Wasilchick 1985). Of the
105 individuals in our sample, 44 (42 per-
cent) had no arrests for burglary, and an-
other 35 (33 percent) had one or more ar-
rests, but no convictions for the offense.
Thus 75 percent of our sample would not be
included in a study of incarcerated bur-
glars. . . .

Conclusion
By its nature, research involving active

criminals is always demanding, often diffi-
cult, and occasionally dangerous. However,
it is possible and, as the quantitative infor-
mation reported above suggests, some of the
offenders included in such research may dif-
fer substantially from those found through
criminal justice channels. It is interesting,
for example, that those in our sample who
had never been arrested for anything, on av-
erage, offended more frequently and had
committed more lifetime burglaries than
their arrested counterparts. These “success-
ful” offenders, obviously, would not have
shown up in a study of arrestees, prisoners,
or probationers—a fact that calls into ques-
tion the extent to which a sample obtained
through official sources is representative of
the total population of criminals.

Beyond this, researching active offenders
is important because it provides an opportu-
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nity to observe and talk with them outside
the institutional context. As Cromwell et al.
(1991) have noted, it is difficult to assess the
validity of accounts offered by institutional-
ized criminals. Simply put, a full under-
standing of criminal behavior requires that
criminologists incorporate field studies of
active offenders into their research agendas.
Without such studies, both the representa-
tiveness and the validity of research based on
offenders located through criminal justice
channels will remain problematic.
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