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Foreworr3 

David Matza once noted that American criminologists histor- 
ically were "highly vague and short-winded about the phe- 
nomena they presume[d] to explain." He meant that those 
who profess expertise about crime had shown a remarkable 
reluctance either to get close to or to describe in detail their 
subject matter. Matza's comment, as it happened, preceded by 
only a few years an outpouring of ethnographic research on 
street offenders and their pursuits. A broad range of crimes 
and criminals have been sketched by investigators, but armed 
robbers, offenders who usually terrorize, frequently injure, 
and occasionally kill their victims have received little atten- 
tion. In this book, Richard Wright and Scott Decker give us 
what is thus far the most comprehensive description and 
interpretation of urban, predominantly African American, 
street robbers, and their daily lives and crimes. For Wright, it 
marks nearly fifteen years of attention to thieves that began 
with Trevor Bennett in the path breaking Burglars on Bur- 
glary (~984).Wright and Decker, in their earlier investigation 
of burglars (Burglars on the Job, 1994) and now in this exami- 
nation of the activities of robbers, work from a sample of ac- 
tive offenders that gives their analysis the unmistakable feel 
of the real thing. 

Much of the growing volume of ethnographic research 
on thieves and other street-level criminals was conducted on 

ix 



X FOREWORD 

offenders known to, referred by, or under the control of crimi- 
nal justice managers. Many research subjects, in fact, were 
imprisoned when they were studied. The picture that emerges 
from this corpus of  research is of anything but highly skilled 
and specialized career criminals. The criminal calculus of street 
offenders includes utilities overlooked in derision-making mod- 
els and also employs a distinctive metric. There is longstand- 
ing concern, however, that this research may be biased and 
may have limited general application to street offenders. Thieves 
who manage to avoid ensnarement and the crimes they com- 
mit may be diffefent from the crimes and careers of their less 
fortunate criminalpeers. Against this backdrop, Armed Rob- 
bers in Action takes on considerable importance. The value of 
research conducted on captive samples inevitably will turn 
on ho w widely findings reported here diverge from what was 
learned in prison-based studies. Readers may consider whether 
the picture painted by Wright and Decker is cause for reas- 
surance or for heightened concern about data quality and the 
integrity of findings from earlier studies. 

The notion that criminals choose to commit crime has 
held the attention and constrained theprojects of academics 
and policymakers for nearly twenty-five years. This approach 
understandably highlights the theoretical and crime-control 
significance of offenders' decision making. Wrightand Decker 
provide a fascinating picture of decision making by their sub- 
j ects, one that shows the gap between the offenders' actions 
and crime-as-choice theory. Street-level robbers typically make 
decisions in contexts of hedonism and desperation in which 
the likely consequences of their acts are neither weighed care- 
fully nor taken seriously. When offenders describe their 
crimes, they employ a rhetoric of utilitarianism that con- 
trasts markedly with ~he fanciful attributionsof motives and 
meanings sometimes suggested by interpreters who lack the 
first-hand knowledge gained by Wright arid Decker. 

Anyone today who dared echo Matza's indictment of crim- 
inological scholarship for its shallow empirical base would be 
quickly dismissed as uninformed. And yet the growth of a 
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strong ethnographic research tradition in criminologyl para- 
doxically, has been matched generally by widening experien- 
tial distance between criminological subject matter and the 
worlds and lives of analysts. Although the potential payoff 
from comprehending crime through the eyes of offenders is 
taken for granted, growing numbers of criminologists know 
crime and criminals only as lines in electronic data files. This 
is apparent, for example, in ad hoc conceptual models of crimi- 
nal careers developed and promoted without regard for find- 
ings from ethnographic studies. The picture of armed robbers 
and.their pursuits sketched by Wright and Decker is an im- 
portant corrective to interpretations of offending that are un- 
informed by grounded knowledge of crime. 

The criminal career paradigm that took shape with the as- 
cendance of crime-as-choice theory incorporated a measure 
of criminal intensity. This individual-level offending rate, 
symbolized by the construct "lambda," is measured using 
data from offenders' self-reported offense history. It is clear, 
however, that a great many men Who commit burglary, rob- 
bery, and other street crimes have only the vaguest notion 
of how many crimes they committed in the preceding, say, 
two years. At some point--and it is a point that is reached 
rather early in offenders' history of law breaking--they all 
run together. Assumptions about and measures of criminal 
intensity based on offenders' numeric recall seem of dubious 
value. Here and elsewhere Wright and Decker contribute to a 
better-informed picture of street criminals. Their use of free- 
ranging armed robbers and the light their findings shed on 
offenders make Armed Robbers in Action captivating read- 
ing. The authors' extremely rich and detailed understanding 
of offenders' daily lives, routines, and decisions coupled with 
their thoughtful observations on crime control merit the 
attention of all who want to understand and limit the harm 
caused by armed robbery. 

Neal Shover 
University of Tennessee 
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Give it up, motherfucker!  

Don't move or I'll b low your bra ins out! 

This is just a robbery. 

Don't make it a murder. 

. . . .  Anonymous 



I . Studying .active 
.armed Robbers 

An elderly woman cradles a small bag of groceries in one arm 
while fumbling for her car keys. As she does so, a young man 
surprises her from behind, puts a .38-caliber revolver to the 
back of her head, and demands her purse. Before the old 
woman has time to comply, the assailant wallops her on the 
side of the head with his pistol; he wallops her hard because, 
in his woIds, "I want the bitch to know that I 'm not fooling." 
Blood trickling from her ear, the woman falls to the ground. 
Without a second's hesitation, the attacker grabs her handbag 
and runs off. 

This is the criminal offense of armed robbery, which in 
most jurisdictions isdefined as the use of a weapon to take 
property by force or threat of force. According to the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (i995), a robbery is committed some- 
where in the United States every fifty-one seconds. Each year, 
nearly two-thirds of a million Americans are robbed, six out 
of ten of them by armed assailants. And the weapon they are 
most likely to be confronted with is a gun.. 

What makes a person put a gun next to the head of an- 
other human being and demand money? This book aims to 
answer that question by examining how active armed robbers 
interpret their circumstances and prospects in the situation of 
real stickups. How do they decide to commit armed robberies ? 
What does it .feel like to participate in an armed robbery? 
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Why do armed robbers target certain people? How do they 
convince these people to obey their commands? Such ques- 
tions can profitably be directed to robbers themselves. To date, 
their views have received scant attention from criminologists. 

A few researchers have attempted to tap into the armed 
robber's perspective by interviewing prisoners serving time 
for such offenses (Conldin ~972; Einstadter i969; Feeney 1986; 
Tunnell 1992 ). The results of their studies, however, must be 
treated with caution. Much criminal behavior is a direct re- 
sponse to the pressures and temptations of life on the streets. 
Prisoners are insulated from these powerful forces--are no 
longer under their spell--and thus may respond quite differ- 
ently from how they would in the outside world. What is more, 
it is clear that the accounts offered by incarcerated offenders 
often are distorted by the prison environment. No matter 
how much inmates are assured otherwise, many will continue 
to believe that what they say to researchers will get back to 
the authorities and influence their chances for early release. 
And even if this does not seem likely, why take the chance? 
Consequently, inmates are inclined to put the best possible 
spin on their previous criminal activities. Further, the experi- 
ence of being apprehended and punished can alter how pris- 
oners retroactively perceive the actions that brought about 
their downfall. By definition inmates are failed criminals. As 
Gels (1994:x) reminds us: "It is one thing to talk about fail, 
ure, another to discuss contemporaneously behavior that is 
succeeding but which at any moment may end disastrously." 
Although a survey of incarcerated armed robbers found, that 
only 27 percent of them believed that robbery was worth the 
risk (Figgie International 1988 ), presumably loo percent of 
them felt it was worth th e riskwhen they decided to commit 
the stickup that led to their capture: 

Criminologists long have been aware of the limitations of 
research on prisoners. More than a quarter of a century ago, 
Polsky (1969:1~6) called for an end to such work in favor of 
field-based studies of active criminals, warning that "we can 
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no longer afford the convenient fiction that in studying crimi- 
nals in their natural habitat, we would discover nothing re- 
ally important that could not be discovered from criminals 
behind bars." Nevertheless, most researchers remain unwill- 
ing to deal directly with offenders "in the wild." That reluc- 
tance is attributable to a variety of factors; everything from 
the inconvenience of inclement weather to the possibility of 
grave personal injury mitigates against dealing with serious 
criminals in a real-world setting. The most important reason 
for this reticence probably is the common belief that it is too 
difficult even to find a substantial number of active offenders, 
let alone convince them to cooperate in a social science re- 
search project. 

Increasingly, this belief is being called into question. Re- 
cent research on active residential burglars, for example, has 
demonstrated that it is possible to locate offenders and secure 
their cooperation outside criminal justice channels (e.g., Crom- 
well et al. ~ 991; Rengert and Wasilchick 1989). Similarly, there 
have been numerous street-based studies of gang members 
(e.g., Decker and Van Winkle 1996;.Hagedorn 1988; Moore 
I991; Padilla I992; Sanders 1994), many of whom were in- 
volved in seriousdelinquency. 

There even has been one small-scale investigation into the 
�9 decision making of active armed robbers. Through observa- 

tion and interviewing, Merry (1981) explored how seven ju- 
venile robbers operating in a public housing complex chose 
their victims and located spots for their stickups. Her study 
attracted considerable attention from crime prevention ex- 
perts because it called into question the notion that criminals 
could be tricked by symbolic architectural changes into be- 
lieving that an otherwise good robbery site was too risky for 
them (Murray 1983). 

Merry's conclusions must be regarded as tentative because 
they come from a study of a few offenders who may not be 
typical. That all of the robbers were juveniles raises questions 
about the general applicability of her results. Moreover, she 
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did not consider the total decision-making calculus of the 
robbers, but rather focused on matters related to the immedi- 
ate physical surroundings of their crimes. This is a serious 
shortcoming; the impact of environmental factors on the de- 
cision making of offenders must be tempered by whatever 
mental state caused them to contemplate an offense in the 
first place. 

There is a need for a larger and more broadly based inves- 
tigation of the perceptual mechanisms underlying the deci- 
sion making of active armed robbers. Such an investigation 
could shed new light on the ways in which motivational fac- 

�9 tors, situational characteristics, and environmental cues come 
together in the mindof  the criminal so as to cause the offense 
to be committed. A full understanding of this process is cru- 
cial to the successful prevention of armed robbery (National 
Research Council 1993). It is only through knowing how 
armed robbers perceive the context of their crimes that we 
can hope to ameliorate the conditions that give rise to these 
offenses. As Bennett and Wright (~984:18~) have observed, 
"Unless a crime prevention strategy is perceived by potential 
offenders as a constraint on crime, it i s unlikely tohave a pre- 
ventive effect." 

THE P R E S E N T  STUDY 

The idea of studying armed robbery through the eyes of those 
currently engaged in such crimes arose while we were con- 
ducting fieldwork with a group of active residential burglars 
on the streets of Saint Louis, Missouri (Wright and Decker 
1994). In the course of that research, we encountered four- 
teen offenders who were committing armed robberies as well 
as breaking into dwellings. This convinced us that it might be 
possible to make contact with a larger number of active armed 
robbers and, from doing so, gain a more complete understand- 
ing of how they go about their business. 
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A field-based study of armed robbery seemed important to 
us because robbery, perhaps more than any other offense, fu- 
els the fear of crime that undermines the quality of life for 
urban residents. As Conklin (2972:4) has put it, "Although 
the public certainly fears murder and rape, it is probably fear 
of robbery . . ,  which keeps people off the street, makes them 
avoid strangers, and leads them to lock their doors" (see also 
Wilson and Boland 1976 ). There are good reasons for city 
dwellers to be especially fearful of robbery. Robbery is a 
common feature of the urban landscape--far more common 
than murder or forcible rape--and poses a serious risk of in- 
jury or death. One in three robbery victims sustains at least 
minor injurie s during the offense (Reaves ~993). More than 
�9 o percent of all homicides occur in the context of a robbery 
(Cook 1992). 

Beyond a pragmatic concern for personal safety, racial 
prejudice undoubtedly accounts for some of the fear that rob- 
bery engenders in the population. Unlike other forms of crimi- 
nal violence, armed robbery often is an interracial event in 
which a white victim is confronted by a black offender. The 
offense can both provoke and reinforce racial stereotypes in 
which blacks are perceived to be predatory and violent. Hacker 
(1992 :I87) makes this point forcefully: "For white victims 
caught in interracial robberies the loss of cash or valuables is 
seldom their chief concern. Rather, the racial character of the 
encounter defines the experience." Robberies have done much 
to exacerbate racial tensions in America's cities. 

Moreover, armed robbery bridges property and violent 
crimes. On its face, robbery appears to retain elements of 
planning and calculation associated with property offenses. 
Hence it may be preventable by well-designed deterrence and 
environmental change measures, strategies that require a firm 
grasp of how offenders think and act in real-life circumstances 
(e.g., Ekblom ~987; Feeney 1986 ). 

Armed robbery is a serious problem in Saint Louis. In 
~994, for example, the city had 6,o25 stickups reported to 
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the police and ranked second in the nation in robberies per 
loo,ooo population (Federal Bureau of Investigation x995). 
Such statistics, however, obscure the fact that armed rob- 
beries are not evenly distributed throughout Saint Louis. In 
general, robbery rates increase as one moves from the pre- 
dominately white south to the predominately black north of 
the city, with the very highest rates in and around the most 
economically deprived black neighborhoods. Not only are 
these neighborhoods extremely poor, but they also have many 
related social problems, including high unemployment rates, 
large numbers of female-headed households, and widespread 
alcohol and drug abuse. Crack cocaine and heroin are sold 
openly, often by youths in their early teens, and attract a 
steady fl0w of customers. Physically, the areas resemble a 
war zone, with abandoned, burned-out, or boarded-up build- 
ings punctuating each block, junked cars standing in litter- 
strewn vacant lots, and gang graffiti sprayed on almost every 
available wall. Groups of young to middle-aged men con- 
gregate on the street corner, insulting one another's sexual 
prowess, getting high, and looking for an opportunity to 
make some fast cash. 

This is a man's world; there are ve ry  few female "regu- 
lars." Many women, though, are linked tangentially to such 
groups as wives and girlfriends. These women seldom asso- 
ciate with their men on the streets; their social groups are 
made up of their children, girlfriends, and mothers. The fe- 
males most likely to be on the corner are prostitutes trying to 
earn money to sustain their drug habits. 

It was on the desolate streets of these desperate neighbor- 
hoods that we located and subsequently interviewed eighty- 
six currently active armed robbers, focusing specifically on 
their thoughts and actions during the commission of their 
crimes. Our interviews Were semistructured and conducted 
in an informal manner, allowing the offenders to speak freely. 
This approach created a more relaxed atmosphere and raised 
the confidence and level of cooperation of the robbers. Inter- 
views usually lasted between one and two hours, with a great 
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amount of time devoted to explaining questions and discuss- 
ing answers. We believe that the offenders thought seriously 
about the questions put to them and responded truthfully. 

This is not to suggest that they never lied to protect them- . 
selves or embellished their accounts to impress us. Almost 
surely, some of them occasionally resorted to such tactics. 
Nevertheless, we do not believe that this happened often 
enough to undermine the overall validity of Our findings. 

�9 The truthfulness of what the offenders told us could be 
monitored by questioning vague or inconsistent responses 
more directly. For those who agreed to take us to the scene of 
a recent stickup, we could check some of what they said dur- 
ing the interview through direct observation of the setting. 
Beyond this, sometimes we were able to compare descriptions 
of the same robbery incident offered by two or more co- 
offenders. Even though the co-offenders were interviewed 
separately, often weeks apart, their accounts generally corre- 
sponded closely. Initially we had hoped to check the arrest 
records of our robbers to determine the accuracy of their re- 
ports regarding previous contact with the criminal justice 
system, but this proved to be impossible. All but a few re- 
fused to provide their real name and date of birth; none was 
prepared to reveal his Social Security number. 

Numerous opportunities arose during our research to ~,er- 
ify that interviewees truly were armed robbers and that what 
they t01d us about their stickups was true. The most dramatic 
of these opportunities involved an offender who claimed that 
he was using a knife to commit his robberies because no one 
would lend him a gun. He said that knives were not good 
weapons for robbery and that he was increasingly fearful that 
someone would manage to overpower him and take his knife. 
He was killed that night when an intended robbery victim 
grabbed his weapon and stabbed him in the chest. 

Another person we interviewed showed us a hand pep- 
pered with fresh pellet wounds-- injuries  sustained the day 
before when a robbery victim fired a shotgun at him as he 
fled the Scene. Several other offenders displayed healed bullet 
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wounds to us, which they said resulted from botched rob- 
beries. One respondent was interviewed while on the run 
from the police; he had mistakenly been released from the 
Saint Louis City Workhouse, where he was serving time for a 
parole violation after an armed robbery conviction. A num- 
ber of interviewees were arrested on robbery charges some- 
time after we had spoken to them. Taken together, such inci- 
dents convinced us .that we were dealing with serious armed 
robbers. 

We asked the offenders to tell us as much as they could 
about their "typical" approach to committing armed rob- 
beries, concentrating as far as possible on their most recent 
offense. Throdghout their recitals, we prompted them with 
questions regarding such things as motivation, victim selec- 
tion, securing compliance, and escaping from the scene. We " 
were careful to insure that, for each of these component parts, 
the offenders were describing a situation that was typical for 
them. Our aim was to get a thorough overview of the way in 
which they normally carried out their armed robberies. 

Additionally, we took ten of the robbers to the site of a re- 
cent holdup for which they had not been apprehended and 
asked them to reconstruct the crime. Visiting crime scenes 
with the offenders allowed us to explore more fully with them 
how situational and spatial features of the setting contributed 
to the offenses. Here, too, we questioned the robbers closely 
about the extent to Which various elements of the crimes de- 
scribed were typical. Thus we were able to develop a picture 
of the ways in which the offenders in our sample typically 
went about committing armed robberies. It is that informa- 
tion that makes up the bulk of this book. 

C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  OF T H E  S A M P L E  

The demographic characteris~:ics of our sample are presented 
in table 1. As can be seen, all but three of the offenders were 
black. In this respect, the sample does not reflect the racial 
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TABLE 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

Number 
of Offenders Percentage* 

RA CE 

Black 83 97 
White 3 4 

Total 86 101 

SEx 
Male 72 84 
Female 14 16 

Total 86 100 

AGE 
Under 18 14 16 
18 -29 35 41 
30 -39 22 26 
40 and over 15 17 

Total 86 100 
*Percentages do not total 100% owing to rounding. 

composition of the population of arrested robbery suspects 
for the city of Saint Louis in 1993 , the year immediately pre- 
ceding our research. The Saint Louis Metropolitan Police De- 
partrnent's Annual Report (1994) indicates that 18 percent of 
robbery arrestees in that year were white an'd 82 percent were 
black. No doubt the racial composition of our sample is a re- 
flection of the social chasm, that exists between blacks and 
whites in the Saint Louis underworld. Black and white offend- 
ers display a marked tendency to "stick to their own kind" and 
seldom are members  of the same criminal networks. Success- 
fully making contact with active black armed robbers proved 
to be of almost no help to us in locating white offenders. All 
three of the white armed robbers included in our project were 
recruited through one particular network of black street 
criminals; two of t h e m - - b o t h  female - -were  linked to this 
network through their black boyfriends, while the  third had 
become a member  through his addiction to "crack" cocaine. 
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The sex distribution ofour  sample also differs somewhat 
from the population of arrested robbery suspects in Saint 
Louis. Fourteen of the offenders we interviewed (~6 percent) 
were female, compared to only 7 percent of the robbery ar- 
restees in the city in 1993. This is not surprising; given the 
statistical rarity of female robbers, we had made a special ef- 
fort to recruit enough of them to enable us to explore poten- 
tial differences between their perspective and that of their 
male counterparts. Although recent research has concluded 
that males and females generally approach their offenses in 
similar fashion (see, e.g., Decker et al. 1993; Sommers and 
Baskin 1993), it remains unclear whether such a conclusion is 
warranted for men and women actively involved in serious 
criminal violence. Common sense suggests that violent crime 
is where possible differences between male and female of- 
fenders should be most pronounced. 

A substantial number of juveniles--fourteen (I6 percent 
of the total)-- were located for the project. The inclusion of 
such offenders broadens the research meaningfully because 
an increasing proportion of arrested robbers are under eigh- 
teen years of age (Federal Bureau of Investigation 1995), and 
this has fueled a national debate about the factors underlying 
youthful violence. Juvenile offenders, however, are omitted 

�9 in robbery studies based on prisoners because access to them 
is legally restricted and they usually are detained in facilities 

separate from adult criminals. As a result, little currently is 
known about how juvenile armed robbers perceive the social 
and physical environment oftheir  stickups (but see Merry 
1982 ) �9 

We asked the robbers to estimate the total number of stick- 
ups in which they had participated. To improve the accuracy 
of their recall, we posed three orienting questions:. (2) How 
old were yo u When you committed your first armed'robbery? 
(2) Have you experienced any significant gaps (e.g., periods of 
incarceration) in your criminal career? and (3) Has your level 
of offending fluctuated over time? The subjects typically first 
offered a Very rough estimate of how many armed robberies 
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they had carried out. Then they were prompted with addi- 
�9 tional questions about variations in their rate of offending 
over the course of their lives. Even so, most of them found it 
impossible to specify the  exact number of offenses they had 
committed. One put it this way: "I don't know how many rob- 
beries I done, but it's a lot because I'm twenty and I started do- 
ing 'em when I was about fifteen or sixteen. I would say I done 
at least more than fifty." In the end, we recorded what the of- 
fenders agreed was a conservative estimate of the number of 
lifetime armed robberies, believing that this strategy would 
yield a reasonably trustworthy measure of minimal robbery 
involvement, albeit at the cost of underrepresenting the crimi- 
nal experience of many in our sample. The responses�9 to this 
question are summarized in table 2. 

Better than two-thirds of the sample (71 percent) admitted 
to ten or more lifetime armed robberies. (In cases where sub- 
jects estimafed their total number of stickups in terms of a 
range, such as five to ten, we used the lower figure in our cal- 
culations.) Included in this .group are'thirty-one offenders 
who had committed at least fifty armed robberies. At the 
other extreme are twenty-five individuals who said they had 
participated in nine or fewer armed robberies. Thus our 
sample consists pred0minately of experienced armed robbers, 
but it also includes a substantialproportion of relative novices. 

The measure of lifetime armed robberies; of course, does 
not provide an estimate of the rate of offending. For that, one 
would have to calculate "lambda" (Blumstein and Cohen 
1979)-rthat is, the average number of stickups per year-- for  
each offender. In theory, calculating lambda is a simple matter 

TABLE 2: Number of Lifetime Armed Robberies 

Number of 
Offenders Percentage 

Fewer than 10 25 29 
Between 10 and 49 30 35 
More than 49 31 36 

Total 86 100 
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of dividing the total number of armed robberies committed 
by the total number of years at risk. In practice, however, this 
is extremely difficult..The difficulty inheres in the inability 
of offenders to provide even modestly precise estimates for 
either the numerator or denominator. As noted, most of the 
armed robbers we interviewed had only a vague notion of how 
many crimes they had carried out over the course of their ca- 
reers. Similarly, few could recall accurately such things as the 
age at which they committed their first crime or the total 
amount of time they had spent "off the street" (and hence not 
at risk for lawbreaking) in jail or prison. Lambda estimates, 
therefore, are bound to be highly inexact, if not downright 
misleading. Recognizing that, we decided against using this 
measure. Suffice it to say that, when we interviewed them, 
many of our subjects were offending at a high rate: eighteen 
(22 percent) said they currently were doing more than one 
armed robbery a week. Other subjects had gone for a substan- 
tial period of time without committing any stickups at all. 

Table 3 sets out whether, and to what extent, those in our 
sample have come into contact with the criminal justice sys- 
tem. Three of the offenders, it can be seen, had never been ar- 
rested for any serious offense. Obviously, such offenders 
would have been excluded had we based our study on a jail or 
prison population. 

Perhaps a more relevant measure, however, is the experi- 
ence of the offenders wi th  the criminal justice system on 
charges of robbery. Most previous studies of the robber's per- 
spective not 0nly have been based on incarcerated criminals 
but  also have used the charge of robbery as the basis for sub- 
ject selection(e.g., Einstadter 1969; Figgie International 1988; 
Tunnell 1992 ). Of the e ightysix  offenders in our sample, 
twenty-eight (33 percent) had no arrests for robbery, and 
twenty-three (26 percent) had one or more arrests, but no 
convictions for the offense. Put another way, roughly six out 
of every ten offenders we interviewed would not have been 
included in a study of incarcerated robbers. This inoculates 
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TABLE 3: Contact with the Criminal ]ustice System 

Number of 
Offenders Percentage* 

Ever arrested 83 97 
No arrests 3 4 

Total 86 101 

No armed robbery 28 33 
arrests 

Arrested for 23 26 
armed robbery, 
no convictions 

Convicted of armed 35 41 
robbery 

Total 86 100 
*Percentages do not total 100% owing to rounding. 

our research against the charge that it reflects only the mews 
of "unsuccessful" offenders. 

From a crime prevention standpoint, armed robbery pre- 
sents a daunting cha!lenge because the targets of such offenses 
are so diverse, including both individuals and commercial es- 
tablishments. Understanding the cues that Offenders use to 
select victims on the Street may be of little help in devising 
ways to make business premises less attractive targets: Ac- 
cordingly, we wanted to be sure to interview not only offend- 
ers who had committed street robberies but also those who 
had robbed commercial establishments. Table 4 indicates the 
usual armed robbery "s ty le ' - - s t ree t  or commercial--adopted 
by members of our sample. As the table shows, most of the 
offenders--seventy-three (85 percent)--usually committed 
their armed robberies on the street. By contrast, ten of them 
(~2 percent) showed a marked preference for commercial of- 
fenses. Three of those we interviewed claimed to have no 
dominant robbery style, having committed street and com- 
mercial holdups in roughly equal proportions. This puts us in 
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TABLE 4: 

Street robbery 
Commercial robbery 

(e.g., con fectionerir 
shops, jewelry stores) 

50/50 

Total 

Typical Armed Robbery Style 

Number of 
Offenders Percentage 

73 85 
10 .12 

3 3 

86 �9 100 

a good position to be able to explore the decision-making 
strategies employed by armed robbers across a variety of tar- 
get types. 

Table 5 summarizes the previous criminal experiences of 
those in our sample over both the long and the short term. 
During the course of our interviews, we asked the offenders 

. whetherthey had ever committed other ~types of crimes be- 
sides armed robbery. Almost all of.them who answered the 
question--eighty-two of eighty-five (96 percent ) - -  admitted 
that they had. The offenses most often reported were theft, 
burglary, assault, and drug selling. 

We also asked the offenders whether they had committed 
offenses othe r than .armed robbery during the month prior to 
b.eing interviewed. Roughly two-thirds of them--fifty-three 
of eighty-six (62 percent)--claimed to have done so; almost a 
third said they had sold drugs, and a quarter reported com- 
mitting various sorts of theft~ Thus, while it may be conve- 
nient to think of these subjects as "armed robbers" for .the 
purposes of. the present study, it is important to remember 
that the majority of them are more criminally versatile than 
such a label implies. That said, most of the offenders were 
quite happy~o be called armed robbers-(or, iwtheir-words, 
"stick candy men"), suggesting that this designation carries 
some status in the social circles in which they traVel. 

In short, our sample was overwhelmingly black and poor, 
its members having been recruited on the streets of some 
of the most seriously deprived inner-city neighborhoods in 
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TABLE 5: 

Theft 
Auto theft 
Drug sales 
Burglary 
Assault 
Prostitution / 

pimping 
Forgery/fraud 
Murder 
Kidnapping 
Public order crimes 

(e.g., interfering with 
arresting ~fficer) 

Other prope~'ty crimes 
(e.g., receiving 
stolen property) 

Nonrobbery Offenses Committed 

In Previous 
In Lifetime Month 

Number Percentage Number Percentage 

53 62 22 26 
22 26 6 7 
50 58 26 30 
53 62 6 7 
47 55 12 14 

2 2 1 1 

10 12 1 1 
8 9 0 0 
1 1 1 1 
3 4 1 1 

2 " 2 0 0 

Saint Louis. Otherwise, the sample was quite ecumenical, 
comprising offenders who Were male and female, juvenile 
and adult,-successful and unsuccessful, experienced and inex- 
perienced, and high rate and low rate. This was crucial for our 
research, since we aimed to encompass the diversity of views 
found among the population of active armed robbers who live 
and ply their trade in the toughest areas of the city. 

L O C A T I N G  T H E  O F F E N D E R S  

We employed a "snowball" sampling procedure (see Sudman 
�9 976) to locate active armed robbers. This procedure required 
us to use "chains of refer ra ls"- -making contact with offend- 
ers and asking them to introduce us to.criminal associates, 
who in turn were asked to refer others (see Watters and Bier- 
nacki ~989). This strategy may appear easy enough, but i n 
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practice it can be difficult to implement. The most obvious 
problem involves developing the initial contacts necessary to 
set each new referral chain into motion. How does one go 
about fnding that first active armed robber? 

In our burglary study, we had initiated referral chains by 
using a specially recruited fieldworker who was well known 
and respected by several groups of black street criminals oper- 
ating in and around Saint Louis. This person, 'an ex-offender 
who had retired from crime after being shot and paralyzed 
in a gangland-style execution attempt, earlier had supported 
himself for many years as a highly skilled thief. He had been 
arrested just a few times and never been convicted. As a thief, 
he had acquired a solid reputation among his fellow criminals 
for both toughness and integrity. Trading on his reputation, 
our contact man relied mostly on tips provided by streetwise 
acquaintances to gain introductions to currently active resi- 
dential burglars. 

Through this street-based networking, the fieldworker 
widened his circle of criminal contacts. Because he scrupu- 
lously honored his promise to protect the confidentiality of 
those who took part in the burglary project, he retained his 
reputation for trustworthiness. Fortunately, we were able to 
call on his services again to help us find active armed robbers. 
Nevertheless, starting the referral process proved to be more 
difficult than we had anticipated. Our first idea was to reestab- 
lish contact with the fourteen offenders interviewed for the 
burglary study who also were committing armed robberies. 
But two of them had died, two were imprisoned, and the rest 
had dropped out of sight. 

Accordingly, the fieldworker had to fall back on his street 
connections to locate active armed robbers; he ' began by ap- 
proaching former criminal associates. All were still active of- 
fenders, and he found three who currently were doing armed 
robberies. He explained the research to them, stressing that it 
was confidential and that the police were not involved. He 
also informed them that those who agreed to be interviewed 
would be paid fifty dollars. He then asked the contacts to put 
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him in touch with offenders actively involved in committing 
armed robberies, saying that we would pay them ten dollars 
for each referral. Previous experience had convinced us that 
such payments, however small, were necessary if we hoped to 
receive a reasonable number of introductions to offenders. It 
is a cardinal rule of street life that one should never do any- 
thing for nothing. 

Figure i outlines the networks through which the offend- 
ers were located. It also illustrates the pace at which these 
networks were expanded. Perhaps the best way to clarify the 
recruitment process is to select a subject, say, No. 56, who is 
situated about halfway down the figure just to the right of 
center, and identify the chain of referrals that led us to him. 
In this case, out fieldworker contacted a female acquaintance 
who made her living exclusively through nonviolent street 
crimes. She introduced us to three active armed robbers-- 
Nos. I5, 16, and 21--but,  more importantly, she also put us 
in touch with one of her male friends, another petty criminal, 
who helped us find more than two dozen subjects. Among 
these subjects Was No. 24; he referred us to three additional 
offenders, including No. 36. Offender No. 36, in turn, pro- 
vided us with two further contacts, one of whom--No. 5 o -  
introduced us to five more active armed robbers; the last of 
these robbers was No. 56. This procedure is similar to that 
described by Watters and Biernacki (1989) in that the major- 
ity of respondents were not referred directly by the research 
staff. Instead, respondents came to us through the efforts of 
various actors in the street scene, such as heroin addicts, gang" 
members, and petty criminals. We almost certainly would 
not have been able to locate many of these individuals on our 
own; much less gain their cooperation. 

Buried within figure 1 are various indicators of the diffi- 
culties we encountered in constructing our sample. Note, for 
instance, that Offender No. 04, the first person contacted by 
our fieldworker, referred three other robbers to us prior to 
being interviewed himself. When initially approached about 
the project, he denied any personal involvement in robbery, 
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but assured us that as a junkie and street corner heroin dealer 
he came across many people who did commit such crimes. 
Only after being named as an accomplice by another offender 
did he admit to having taken part in the occasional stickup. 
He explained that he had not admitted his involvement eat- 
lier because he was worried about being set up for an arrest. 

As can be seen, Offender No. 04 went on to provide us 
witl~ many more referrals. Indeed, he stepped in as a backup 
fieldworker when, early in the project, our original field- 
worker showed little interest in the job and went for over a 
month without recruiting additional interviewees. Desperate 
to keep the recruitment process on track, we turned to Of- 
fender No. 04, agreeing to pay him fifty dollars for each sub- 
ject he referred to us. This worked well in expanding our 
network in the short term, but it generated considerable re- 
sentment on the part of the original fieldworker, who quickly 
regained his enthusiasm for the project. Thereafter, we were 
faced with the need to keep the two men apart; interviews 
had to be staggered accordingly, and this further complicated 
our attempts to build a suitable sample. 

Given the tensions between our contact men, we had to be 
careful, lest we be perceived as playing favorites. Each brought 
his own unique mix of street connections to the project, and 
we did not want to alienate either one for fear of closing off 
our only conduit to potentially important subgroups of active 
robbers. The offender samples generated by the two men had 
different demographic characteristics. Almost all of the active 
armed robbers located by Offender No. 04 were older, black 
males, whereas our main fieldworker was able to recruit-a 
more diverse range of offenders, including a sizable number 
of juveniles, over a dozen females, and several whites. 

Interestingly, none of the subjects referred by Offender 
No. 04 seemed willing to put us in touch with fellow armed 
robbers directly; they insisted on using him as an intermedi- 
ary. Our sense is that he kept a tight rein on the referral pro- 
cess, undoubtedly because he wanted the fifty dollar finder's 
fee. Nor did Offender No. 04 have any success in penetrating 
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networks beyond the one in which he himself was a member. 
The project fieldworker, who admittedly has a personal ax 
to grind, claims that this lack of success is due to Offender 
No. o4's low street status and inability toinspire trust beyond 
his immediate circle of criminal acquaintances. There may be 
some truth in this claim. We know, for example, that Of- 
fender No. 0 4 has a history of robbing illicit crap games and 
street corner crack dealers; in doing so, he has made deadly 
enemies and thus needs to "watch his back'Y wherever he 
goes, especially when traveling outside the boundaries of his 
own neighborho6d. 

The most serious recruitment problem that arose during 
our fieldwork concerned Offender No. 8~. He agreed to talk 
to us, ~despite his deep suspicion of our motives, only after 
being assured repeatedly by the project fieldworker that we 
were not working for the police. During our interview, it be- 
came clear that he was a well-connected armed robber and 
could serve as a valuable source of referrals. When asked if he 
would be willing to introduce us to his associates, he ex- 
pressed some reluctanee but, after considerable-reassurance 
that we were trustworthy, fnal ly  consented. As figure �9 indi- 
cates, however, this never happened; he was arrested and 
charged with armed robbery within'hours of speak!ng to us. 
We had no hand whatsoever in his apprehension. Neverthe- 
less; several of our street contacts report that he continues to 
believe that we were responsible for his arrest. 

Beyond these difficulties, we faced the predictable prob- 
lems common to virtually all fieldwork involving hidden or 
deviant populations. Contacts that initially appeared to be 
promising turned sour and had to be dropped. Even produc- 
tive contact chains had a tendency to dry up over time. One of 
our most challenging tasks involved determining whether po- 
tential subjects met the criteria for inclusion in our research. 
To be eligible, offenders had to be currently active armed 
robbers; that is, they had to have committed an armed rob- 
bery within the past month. The requirement seems straight- 
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forward but often was difficult to apply. The penalties for 
armed robbery are severe, and many of the offenders were 
evasive about the precise date of their last holdup. In such 
cases, we frequently had to rely on the fieldworker and other 
members of the sample to verify the eligibility of potential 
subjects. Some of those taking part in the project turned out 
to have last offended outside of our original one-month time 
limit. Because it seemed ill advised to turn away potentially 
valuable respondents to adhere to what was, after all, an ar- 
bitrary operational definition, subjects who clearly (~) saw 
themselves as being currently active and (2) were regarded as 
such by other offenders sometimes were included. Also, we 
did not want to exclude offenders who, because they planned 
their crimes in great detail and often netted large sums of 
cash as a result, went for long periods between offenses. More- 
over, as already noted, we were anxious to ensure that our 
sample included a number of armed robbers who fell outside 
the statistical mainstream of such offenders (e.g., females), 
even if this sometimes meant bending our eligibility rules 
a bit. 

The representativeness of a sample drawn from criminals 
at large in the community can never be determined conclu- 
sively because the parameters of the total population are un- 
known (Glassner and Carpenter 2985; Watters and Biernacki 
2989). In recruiting our sample, we sought primarily to en- 
compass, as far as possible, the diversity of perspectives on 
committing armed robberies found among a population of 
active offenders. To do so, we initiated the sampling process 
through four different street contacts in an attempt to reduce 
the chances of tapping into just one criminal network of like- 
minded offenders. Further, we questioned subjects about how 
their views might differ from those of other offenders in 
their social circle. The few times differences were reported, 
we made a particular effort to have interviewees refer us to 
those with the different views. These measures helped to 
enhance the representativeness of our sample. The sample's 
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members, we believe, provide the most comprehensive cata- 
log ever assembled regarding the views of active armed rob- 
bers. Nevertheless, it must be emphasized that almost all of the 
offenders we contacted were black, urban, and poor. Whether 
our results can be generalized beyond that population is un- 
certain. Even if they cannot, .the information we obtained 
substantially expands our understanding of the crime of 
armed robbery. 

FIELD R E L A T I O N S  

We had to do more than find the offenders; we also had to 
convince them to cooperate. This was easier said than done 
because most of them were deeply suspicious of our motives. 
We knew from our contact men that a number of the armed 
robbers whom they approached refused to see us, despite 
their best efforts to  persuade them that we could be trusted. 
That being so, why then were so many other offenders will- 
ing to talk to us? 

The most obvious answer is that we paid them for their 
participation. But this does not fully explain their coopera- 
tion. After all, these were individuals who were prepared to 
take money'by force without feeling compelled .to provide 
any service in return. Of course, unlike a stickup, participat- 
ing in our project did not entail significant risk. But it must 
be appreciated that, f r o m t h e  offenders' perspective, crime 
probably appeared .to be the safer option. Therein may lie 
part of a paradoxical explanation. The perceived riskiness of 
getting involved in our research clearly appealed to some of  
the robbers, with the financial reward being little more than a 
pleasant bonus. 

Others agreed to participate no doubt only because one or 
the other of ot/r contact men convinced them that it was in 
their interest to speakto us. These men did a remarkably good 
job of selling our project. They employed several different 
techniques to gain the cooperation of the offenders. Probably 
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the most successful was to point out to the robbers that they 
already were spending much of their time talking about 
crime with their associates on the street corner; here was a 
safer and more lucrative opportunity to recount their crimi- 
nal exploits. Our field contacts often tried further to tempt 
the armed robbers by telling them that we planned to write a 
book based on our research. M a n y  clearly were pleased by 
the prospect that what they had to say might be worthy of 
publication; they seemed to view this as a powerful acknowl- 
edgment of their street status and criminal expertise. Offend- 
ers are as likely as law-abidingcitizens to desire social recog- 
nition for their competence; providing an avenue for such 
recognition can be a strong incentive for them to cooperate 
witl~ researchers (West 198o ). 

Another strategy used by our contact men to convince of- 
fenders to participate in the project involved persuading them 
that talking to us would be therapeutic. Like most street crim- 
inals, the armed robbers we interviewed tended to lead prob- 
lematic lives. It is testimony to the influence of pop psychol- 
ogy in our society that many of them, especially those heavily 
addicted to drugs, agreed to cooperate chiefly because they 
believed that speaking to  professional social scientists might 
help them come to terms with their personal problems. It was 
not unusual for offenders to tell us at the close of interviews 
that they felt better for having gotten things off their chest; a 
few even said that they were going to make a concerted effort 
to give up drugs and go straight. To our knowledge, none 
managed to do so. 

Sometimes our contact men simply asked the armed rob- 
bers to help us. Hardened street criminals often retain at least 
a limited capacity for prosocial behavior; some are prepared 
to assist friends, especially if they will be paid for their effort. 
Our field contacts felt that they knew some potential par- 
ticipants well enough toask  them to cooperate as a personal 
favor. On one occasion, for instance, we had arranged to take 
an offender to the scene of his most recent robbery. We ar- 
rived to find him busily engaged in selling crack on the street 
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corner; to our surprise, he immediately ceased his drug deal- 
ing and jumped into the car, saying, "Yeah, I'm making good 
money today, but I told [the contact man] that I'd do this 
for you." 

Once offenders had agreed to see us, we took steps to put 
them at ease during interviews. As a result of our earlier field- 
work with burglars, we had become familiar with the distinc- 
tive terminology and phrasing of street talk. We used that 
knowledge to ask questions that were sensitive to how the 
armed robbers spoke among themselves and thereby reduced 
the likelihood of embarrassing breakdowns in communica- 
tion. In sl~eaking to the offenders, however, we did not try to be 
one of them. As Hagedorn (~99 o : 253  ) has cautioned, such at- 
tempts are doomed to failure: "Trying to act like an insider... 
is phony, and the data reported inevitably will be phony." 
Rather, we strove tO create a comfortable interview situation 
built on a foundation of shared meanings. 

We. also endeavored to make offenders comfortable by 
honoring their requests for information about ourselves and 
ourproj ect. A number of them, for example, asked us .whether 
we ever had committed a crime, and almost all had questions 
about how the information they gave .us would be used, who 
would have access to it, and similar kinds of inquiries (see 
Glassner and Carpenter 1985). We answered all of these ques- 
tions straightforwardly, lest the offenders conclude that we 
were being evasive. At the same time, we steadfastly refused 
to answer questions concerning what other interviewees had 
told us, explaining that the promise of confidentiality ex- 
tended to everyone participating in our research. To have 
done otherwise could only have uridermined our trustwor- 
thiness and put the entire project in jeopardy. 

A good deal has been written about the vulnerability of 
criminological researchers to official coercion (see, e.g., Irwin 
1972; McCall 1978; Polsky 1969). We recognized from the 
outset the threat that intrusions from criminal justice authori- 
ties could pose to our project. The danger from police patrols 
seemed especially great because we planned to visit the sites 
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of recent armed robberies with offenders. Therefore, prior to 
beginning our fieldwork, we negotiated a written agreement 
with the chief of the Saint Louis Metropolitan Police Depart- 
ment that his officers would not interfere in the conduct of 
the research. We carried a copy of this agreement with us at 
all times in the field but never had occasion to use it. 

The project sometimes required us to put our personal 
safety at risk, and we had to adopt tactics to protect ourselves. 
We made a conscious effort to monitor and guard against po- 
tential dangers. The most obvious peril was that we ourselves 
might be robbed by our subjects. To keep that from happen- 
ing, we let the offenders know that we carried little more cash 
than was necessary to pay them. We also were careful to keep 
other members of the research team apprised of where and 
with whom we were whenever we went onto the streets with 
offenders. Additionally, we visited recent offense sites only 
with subjects the project fieldworker regarded as especially 
"safe," that is, more stable and trustworthy than the rest. 
Even so, we were sufficiently worried about a couple of the 
subjects that we insisted on frisking them for weapons before 
letting them get into our car. It is better to be safe than sorry 
when working in volatile research Settings, as Sluka (~99o: 
�9 24) has noted: "One need not be paranoid about the dangers 
involved in doing research in violent social contexts, but a 
good dose of realistic appreciation goes a long way. And, all in 
all, it is no doubt better to be a bit paranoid about such things 
than it is to be a bit complacent about them." 

We recognized that, scientifically speaking, restricting our 
site visits to the safest armed robbers was a less than ideal 
strategy. Given the potentially violent nature of our subject 
population, however, we felt that it would be foolhardy to do 
otherwise. As it turned out, even the most seemingly benign 
offenders were not always well behaved; during one site visit, 
for example, an offender leaned out of the car window and 
began flashing hand signs to rival gang members. 

Another major threat to our safety was the possibility that 
offenders mistakenly would define us as police informants; 
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after all, we were asking.them detailed questions regarding 
their involvement in serious crimes. To deal with this prob- 
lem, we employed simple impression, management techniques 
designed to allay suspicions about our motives (see, e.g., Ber- 
reman 1972; Sluka ~99o). Whenever interviewees seemed to 
be uncomfortable with a line.of questioning, we backed off 
and turned the conversation to other matters. We also were 
quick to respond to any fear expressed that we might be 
working for the police by denyingthat this was the case; 
showing them our university identification cards, and point- 

;ing out that many other offenders had talked to us without 
incident. 

These strategies helped to mitigate thedanger that "comes 
with the turf" in work with active violent criminals. But as 
Sluka (199o:224) has warned, "Danger is not a purely 'tech- 
nical' problem and is never totally manageable." Despite our 
best efforts, we encountered a number of dangerous situa- 
tions during the research period. Several offenders turned 
up for interviews carrying frearms. We occasionally were ' 
threatened-with-bodilyinjury by subjects who suddenly be- 
came angry or fearful. We nearly got caught in a gun battle 
between a drug dealer and a disgruntled customer. Probably 
the most nerve-racking situation arose when we scheduled 
two offenders for interviews at the same place and time, only 
to discover that one recently had robbed the other. Fortu- 
nately, we manage d to hustle them off to separate locations 
before any trouble developed. The outcome could have been 
far different. 

DATA C O L L E C T I O N  AND ANALYSIS  

Our semistructured interviews were tape-recorded, with the 
permission of each offender, as were the conversations dur- 
ing visits to the scenes of recent armed robberies. Only one 
of the interviewees objected to being taped; on that occasion, 
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we took detailed notes. The tapes were transcribed verbatim, 
with identification tags inserted in the transcripts correspond- 
ing to relevant research issues. The tags permitted us, with 
the help of GOFER--a simple qualitative data software pack- 
a g e -  to retrieve comments made by the offenders about vari- 
ous predetermined matters. The issues that the tags covered 
generally were quite broad (e.g., motivation, victim selec- 
tion). This lef t a great deal of scope for a more detailed analy- 
sis Of cognitive and behavioral variations across offenses and 
offenders. We carried out this fine-grained analysis "by hand"; 
that is, we read the lists of comments and, for each issue, cre- 
ated categories that captured distinctions recognized by the 
offenders themselves as relevant. 

The process of tagging interview transcripts usually is 
thought of as a precursor to formal data analysis. In reality, it 
represents an important analytical strategy in its own right. 
By tagging certain sorts of information and ignoring others, 
researchers effectively are deciding "what to tell and how to 
tell it" (Van Maanen 1988:25), since untagged data will not 
be readily available for further examination. The tagging de- 
cisions play a crucial role in determining the shape of the 
final narrative (see, e.g., Bennett ~98~). Thus researchers 
must be explicit about the assumptions underlying their ini- 
tial data reduction strategies. 

Our tagging scheme reflected an interest in the mental 
processes involved in committing an armed robbery. We 
broke down the robbers' offenses into a series of distinct 
steps, or "sequential events" (Scheff 299o:195), that would 
allow us to explore objective and subjective aspects of the 
situation that influenced their decisions immediately before, 
during, and after their stickups. By examining what Katz 
(~988:3) calls the "foreground of criminality'--that is, the 
perceptual mechanisms through which offenses come to 
be contemplated and carried out- -we sought to illuminate 
links between the 'lifestyles of the armed robbers and spe- 
cific instances of lawbreaking. After all, criminal decision 
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making does not take place in a vacuum; it is embedded in 
an "on-going process of human existence" (Bottoms and 
Wiles 2992:29). 

Recent criminological theorizing has been dominated by 
rational choice explanations that overemphasize the extent to 
which offending is an independent, freely chosen action. The 
reality for many offenders is that crime commission hasbe- 
come so routinized that it emerges almost naturally in the 
course of their daily lives, often occurring without substan- 
tial planning or deliberation. This is what Hobbs (i995:4) 
means when he declares that the day-to-day activities associ- 
ated with life on the street "are part of, not separate from, 
criminal action." The trick is to discover exactly how and 
why the day-to-day activities of offenders lead to crime. Only 
then might we be able to disrupt those activities before an of- 
fense is committed (see Cornish 2994). 

In the chapters that follow we explore the decision-making 
strategies used by active armed robbers. Our focus, as noted 
earlier, is on features of the immediate situation that offend- 
ers- take into account when~contemplating and commit-t-ing 
their stickups. The only way to see this process realistically, 
however, is to place it within the broader context of the of- 
fenders' lived experience; their decisions are shaped by every- 
thing from prevailing emotional States to internalized cul- 
tural forces. In keeping with the spirit of our analytical 
scheme, chapters have been arranged sequentially, taking the 
reader through the steps required to pull off a successful 
armed robbery. Chapter z examines the circumstances under 
which offenders become motivated to commit the offense, 
chapter 3 considers how and why they choose particular tar- 
gets, and chapter 4 discusses the various tactics employed by 
offenders during the robbery event. The implications of our 
findings for crime prevention policy are explored in chapter 5. 

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 make extensive use of quoted material 
from our conversations with the offenders. The quotations, 
of course, represent only a small portion of what our subjects 
told us. Selectivity is an unavoidable problem in the textual 
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representation of any aspect of social life, criminal or other- 
wise, and it would be naive to claim that this cannot distort 
the resulting manuscript. As Bennett (1981:255) has cau- 
tioned, "A life is a life, but the representation of a life in- 
evitably picks up some of its features from the representation 
as well as from the life." In an effort to keep such distortion 
to a minimum, we read parts of the evolving text to selected 
members of our sample as the writing proceeded. This per- 
mitted us to check our interpretations against those of insid- 
ers and to enlist their help in reformulating passages they re- 
garded as misleading or inaccurate. 

Two further caveats are in order. First, although we made 
a concerted effort to question every offender about every is- 
sue, this was not always possible; in consequence, the number 
of offenders responding to a question varies from one issue to 
the next. For the major response categories, the number of 
offenders speaking�9 to the matter under scrutiny has been 
noted. Second; to preserve their flavor and richness, quota- 
tions have not been �9 to correct grammar, except where 
this was necessary to make the meaning clear. Nor have these 
quotations been censored;.as a result, some readers may be 
offended by certain words or passages. Bracketed text indi- 
cates the addition or substitution of a word or words. In- 
dented quotations have been linked to the offenders respon- 
sible for them through the use of a self-assigned alias (given 
only on the first occasion on which a particular robber is 
quoted) plus a two-digit code.number (see the appendix for 
descriptive information on each respondent). Although th6 
aliases chosen by the offenders are presented without com- 
ment, we would urge the reader not to ignore them; many 
provide significant insight into how our subjects view them- 
selves and their social world. 



Deciding/to Commit 

�9 an.armed Robbery 

Official statistics tell us that arrested armed robbers are dis- 
proportionately young, poor, black, and male. It is tempting to 
read into such characteristics the mechanisms that  drive of 2 
fenders to commit stickups. After all, blacks who are young 
and poor have limited social and economic opportunities com- 
pared to older, more affluent whites, And it is part of our ac- 
cepted wisdom that males are more violent and aggressive 
than females. But demography is not destiny. Many young, 
poor blacks never resort to any type of crime, let alone armed 
robbery. Conversely, some females-regularly engage in preda- 
tory criminal violence. Demographic characteristics may iden- 
tify a segment of the population as more likely than others to 
commit stickups, but such characteristics are not, and cannot 
be, causal agents. At most, they play an indirect role in facili- 
tating such crimes by shaping the interactionalenvironment 
within which potential offenders assess their current circum- 
stances and prospects. 

The direct cause of armed robbery is a perceptual process 
through which the offense comes to be seen as a means of 
meeting an immediate need, that is, through which a motive 
for the crime is formed. As Katz (~988:4) observes, demogra- 
phy notwithstanding, "something causally essentialhappens 
in the very moments in which a crime is committed. The as- 
sailant must sense, there and then, a distinctive constraint or 
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seductive appeal that  [was not  sensed] a little while before in 
a substantial ly similar place. ' .  What  are the causally essential 
constraints or appeals that  underpin the decision to commit  
an a rmed robbery?  That  is the question to which the present  
chapter is devoted. Our  goal is to unders tand  the process 
whereby  would-be a rmed robbers move f rom an unmot ivated 
state to one in which they  are determined to carry out a 
stickup. 

Wi th  few exceptions, the decision to commit  an armed 
robbery  arises in the face of what  offenders perceive to be a 
pressing need for casl~ (Conklin 1972; Gabor et al. 1987). 
Eighty of the e ighty-one  offenders in our sample who spoke 
directly to the issue of  mot ivat ion said that  they did stickups 
pr imar i ly  because they neededmoney .  

Being broke [gets me to thinking about doing an armed robbery] : . .  
cause being broke, man, you don't feel good. You ain't got nothing 
in your pocket, so you want to take something out of someone else's 
pocket. (Bill Williams--No. 78 ) 

These offenders were not  a t tempt ing  to accumulate the 
capital necessary to achieve a long-range goal. They regarded 
m o n e y  as the means  to satisfy an immediate  need. Armed  
robbery  for t hem was a mat te r  of day-to-day survival. 

[The idea of committing an armed robbery] comes into your mind 
when your pockets are low; it speaks very loudly when you need 
things and you are not able to get what yo u need. It's not a want, 
it's things that you need, basic things that if you don't have the 
money, you have the artillery to go and get it. That's the first thing 
on my mind; concentrate on how I can get some more money. 
(Black--No. 79) 

]Armed robbery] was a big joke more or less when I was younger. 
It ain't no joke now. It's survival. That's how I look at it now. 
(James Minor--No.  ~4) 

M a n y  of the offenders lurched f rom one financial crisis to the 
next. The f requency with which they commit ted  armed rob- 
beries was governed largely b y  the amount  of money  in their  
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pockets. Most  appeared to give little thought  to offending un-  
til they found themselves unable to meet  current expenses. 

[I commit an armed robbery] about every few months. There's no 
set pattern, but I guess it's really based on the need! If there is a pe- 
riod of time where there is no need of m o n e y . . ,  then it's not nec- 
essary to go out and rob. It's not like I do [stickups] for fun. (Slick 
Going--No. o4) 

I can be sitting there, [not thinking about doing an armed robbery], 
and I might want to go somewhere and I might be broke. I only 
work part-time; so when I get paid and I give my people some 
money for staying with them, I 'm [soon] broke again. So I might 
be sitting there and the thought might occur, "Well, if you gonna 
[commit a stickup], you'll have something [to spend] for a few 
days." So sometimes I might be idle and broke, might need some 
cigflrettes or just need money in my pocket or one of my kids 
might call and need some money so I'll resort to my old way of 
getting [some]. (Bob Jones--No. 09) 

Some offenders occasionally commit ted an armed robbery 
even though they had enough m o n e y  to meet  their immedi- 
ate needs.-By and-large, t-he robberies-that fell-into this cate- 
gory were not for the purpose of improving the offenders '  
cash flow situation, but  rather were the result Of opportuni-  
ties that seemed too good to pass up. 

If I had five thousand dollars, I wouldn't do [an armed robbery] like 
tomorrow. But if I got five thousand dollars today and I seen you 
walking down the street and you look like you got some money in 
your pocket, I 'm gonna take a chance and see. It's just natural . . . .  
If you see an opportunity, you take that opportunity . . . .  It doesn't 
matter if I have five thousand dollars in my pocket, if I see you 
walking and no one else around and it look like you done went in 
the store and bought something and pulled some money out of 
your pocket and me or one of my partnershas peeped this, we 
gonfia approach you. That's just the way it goes. (John Brow n -  
No. 47) 

A m o n g  those who did not rob because of.pressing finan- 
cial need were several of the more  successful commercial rob- 
bers, who tried never to let their cash reserves get too low; 
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they feared that the resulting financial desperation could 
cause them to take foolish risks. As one put it: "You've got to 
try to stay ahead. You don't want to have to do something and 
the time's not right." Staying ahead, however, was easier said 
than done because these offenders, like many others in our 
sample, were strongly committed to a hedonistic lifestyle 
that always threatened to exhaust their money supply. Typi- 
cally, the armed robbers we spoke to did not save the cash de- 
rived through armed robbery; they used most or all of it to 
perpetuate a life of what we call "desperate partying." 

D E S P E R A T E  P A R T Y I N G  

A majority of the offenders in our sample spent much of the 
money they obtained through armed robbery to pursue what 
was for them an open-ended quest for excitement and sensory 
stimulation. Forty of the fifty-nine offenders who told us what 
they did with the proceeds of their stickups said they used 
most of the cash to initiate or sustain various forms of illicit 
action, including gambling~ drug use, and heavy drinking. 

I [have] a gambling problem and I . . .  lose so much so I [have] to 
do something to [get the cash to] win my money back. So I go 
out and rob somebody. That be the main reason I rob someone. 
(Beano--No. 66) 

I like to mix and I like to get high. You can't get high bloke. You 
really can't get high just standing there, you got to move. And in 
order to move, you got to have some money... .  Got to have some 
money, want to get high. (No. 24) 

While the offenders often referred to such activities as 
partying, there is a danger in accepting this definition of the 
situation uncritically; the activities were pursued with an in- 
tensity and grim determination that suggest that something 
far more serious was at stake. For those in our sample, par- 
ticipation in illicit street action was no party, at least not in 
the conventional sense of the term. They appeared to find it 
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-y  

anything but re]axing and showed little or no inclination to 
exercise the personal restraint that characterizes suburban 
cocktail parties. Rather, they gamb!ed, used drugs, and drank 
alcohol heedless of any consequences. In the process, many of 
them began to contemplate their next stickup. 

Katz (~988:i98) argues that the successful integration of 
diverse illicit activities into a distinctive lifestyle plays a di- 
rect role in motivating persistent armed robbers to commit 
their offenses: "It is specifically the connection among the 
various forms of i l l ici tact ion--the possibility of construct- 
ing a transcendent way of life around act ion--that  sustains 
the motivation to do stick-ups." He interprets armed robbery 
as being viewed by offenders as little more than a game, just 
another way of "getting over" or "beating the odds." The of- 
fenders we interviewed, however, implied that the connection 
between armed robbery and other sorts of illicit action often 
was more subtle. Their motivation to commit a stickup 
emerged during a period of intense self-indulgence and from 
a growing sense of frustration and  anger because they felt 
themselves.to be-locked into a-cycle of events that was leading 
nowhere. 

I'm walking around, sometimes if I have any money in my pocket 
I go get high, buy a bag of [marijuana], a forty-ounce [malt liquor] 
or something. Get high and then I ain't got no more money and 
then the highness makes you start thinking until you go out and 
do [a robbery]. It just makes me upset, angry, mad, jealous... 
cause I ain't got the stuff that [others] got. (Looney--No. 25) 

[I think about armed robbery when] I need some money. I like 
money in my pocket, I like going out and getting drunk; When I 
get drunk, I get to tripping off shit that been happening with me, 
shit that been going through my life and shit [that] ain't right. And 
[doing stickups] is just how I get my satisfaction, I guess. Just go 
out and just do it. (Tony Brown--No. 82) 

In such an emotional state, some of the offenders--espe- 
cially the,younger ones--are prone to interpret any display of 
wealth by others in their neighborhood as a personal affront 
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that should not go unpunished. Often the punishment of 
choice is an armed robbery. 

[What makes me suddenly decide to doa stickup is] being broke, 
thinking that you don't have no money. . ,  and then seeing all 
these other niggers driving a Lexus or something like that. They 
won't give you nothing . . . .  There ain't no other way but to get 'em. 
(Big Prod--No. 46 ) 

I do the people that drive they fancy cars and they be on they 
phones, they be high-catting, you know, like they got all this . . .  
them the ones I get. (Ne-Ne--No. 3 ~) 

None of this should be taken to suggest that the offenders 
a re  hapless victims of circumstance. Many of them volun: 
tarily enter into the illicit activities that drive them toward 
lawbreaking. But their activities have a marked tendency to 
encapsulate them and isolate them from the influence of con- 
ventional others, so that they come to perceive themselves as 
having little choice but to continue robbing. 

Why do the offenders find the open-ended pursuit of illicit 
action so seductive in the first place? The answer lies in their 
strong attachment to street culture. Street culture revolves 
around "the enjoyment of 'good times' with minimal concern 
for obligations and commitments that are external to t h e . . .  
immediate social setting" (Shover and Honaker ~99z:283): 
To be seen as hip on the street, one must demonstrate an abil- 
ity to make something happen now. There is no reputational 
mileage to be gained through deferred gratification. The of- 
fenders are easily seduced by street culture at least in part be- 
cause they view their future prospects as bleak and see little 
point in long-range planning. Asked about his future plans, for 
example, one offender replied that there was no use thinking 
about such matters: 

I really don't dwell on things like that. One day I might not wake 
up. I don't even think about what's important to me. What's impor- 
tant to me is getting mine [now]. (Kid Kutt--No. 59) 
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Participation in street  culture represented an achievable 
source of personal ident i ty  that  had the side benefi t  of help- 
ing to mask the offenders '  "abiding sense of failure'.' (Korn- 
hauser ~978:132). Few alternative sources of social support  
realistically were available to them, and m a n y  spent more  
t ime on the street corner than anywhere  else. As one pu t  it: 
"Basically, m y  whole life revolves a round the street." Dur ing 
our interviews, we asked th i r ty - two  6f the offenders to tell us 
about their  l iving ar rangements ;  twenty- two said that  they  
seldom slept at the same address for more  than a few nights 
in a row, preferr ing to move  f rom place to place as the mood 
struck them. 

[I don't always stay a t the  same place.] I got a couple of little girl- 
friends and I 'm just in and out, in and out. [I sleep at one address 
for] about two or three nights. Just got to move around. I don't like 
staying in one place all the time. (Carlos Reed--No. 64) 

[I move around]; sometimes I stay on [a local street address], my 
brother and I have a home together out there. I have an ex-wife 
and kids on [another local street] and I stay there sometimes with 
them . . . .  ThenI  have a r66rn in niypafents '  house too. (W. Joe 
Murphy--No.  7 ~ ) 

I guess I 'm just a street person, a roamer. I like tO be out in the 
street . . . .  Now I 'm staying with a cousin . . . .  That's where I live, 
but I 'm very rarely there. I 'm usually in the street. If somebody 
say they got something u p . . .  I go and we ~do whatever~ I might 
spend the night at their house or I got a couple of girls I know [and] 
I might spend the night at their house. I 'm home about two weeks 
out of a month. (Larry Pate--No. 71) 

In effect, these offenders live as "urban  nomads ,"  ranging 
across the streets and alleys that  connect the h igh-cr ime inner-  
city neighborhoods of Saint Louis (Stein and McCall ~994). 
These areas are the s tamping grounds of the alienated, places 
dominated by dangerous and volatile losers for w h o m  the 
code of the streets has replaced the conventional  moral  order 
(Anderson 2994). Lofland (2969) observes that  the more  t ime 
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people spend in a deviant social setting, the more likely it is' 
that they will embrace a deviant identity. Is it therefore any 
wonder that the offenders come to see their fate as inex- 
tricably linked to their ability to  fulfill the imperatives of 
street culture ? 

Fulfilling the imperatives of life on the street is an expen- 
sive proposition. The relentless pursuit of action, whether in 
the form of heavy drinking, drug use, or high-stakes gam- 
bling, requires a great deal of money. The offenders in our 
sample seldom had enough cash in their pockets to sustain 
such activities for long. One seasoned armed robber explained 
to us that he had learned through experience never to embark 
on a session of illicit drug use without sufficient funds on 
hand; to do otherwise risked triggering a series of impulsive 
crimes, each designed to extend the session for a little bit 
longeL 

[I commit armed robberies] mostly when ! really need money or 
wher~ I Want some money. There is a difference between need and 
want . . . .  I might want some money to buy me some drugs, then 
I might need some money tobuy me some drugs when I'm really 
desperate . . . .  I might go get eighty dollars [on a stickup]. Well, 
eighty dollars ain't gonna be no drugs. I know this cause I done 
been through this situation [before] and that's when I'm gonna 
[end up coming] back outside again and do the same thing. That 
starts a pattern. (Fred Harris--No. 74) 

Even when the offenders had a substantial sum of money, 
their disdain for long-range planning coupled with their de- 
sire to live for the present often encouraged them to spend 
it with reckless abandon. The result was that they were under 
almost constant pressure to generate additional funds. That 
pressure, in turn, often led them to decide to commit an 
armed robbery. To the extent that the offense ameliorated 
their distress, it nurtured a tendency for them to view armed 
robbery as a reliable method of dealing with similar pressures 
in the future. In this way, the groundwork was laid for the 
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continuation of their present Street culture lifestyle. The self- 
indulgent.activities of that culture inevitably precipitated new 
pressures. Thus a vicious cycle developed in which the of- 
fenders became increasingly desperate as they were drawn 
deeper and deeper into a way of life from which they saw little 
chance of escape. 

K E E P I N G  UP A P P E A R A N C E S  

Of the fifty-nine Offenders who identified their use of the 
money derived from armed robberies, fifteen reported that 
they purchased "status enhancing" items. Foremost among 
these was clothing; all fifteen said that, among other things, 
they always bought some clothes with the proceeds of their 
crimes. These offenders were not buying clothes simply to. 
protect themselves from the elements, but rather to project a 
desired image; they sought to create a look of cool transcen- 
dence that suggested that they were members of the aristoc- 
racy- of-the-streets. 

You ever notice that some people want to be likeother people?... 
They might want to dress like this person, like dope dealers and 
stuff like that. They go out there [on the street corner] in diamond 
jewelry and stuff. "Man, I wish I was like hirer" You got to make 
some kind of money [to look like that], so you want to make a 
quick hustle. (Robert Lee Davis--No. ~2) 

Wearing the right clothes is an important part of fitting 
into any social setting. This is no less true for street culture, 
which has its own dress code. That code calls for the bold dis- 
play of the latest status symbol clothing and accessories, a 
look that loudly proclaims the wearer to be someone who has 
overcome--if only temporari ly-- the financial difficulties 
faced by others on the street corner (Katz 1988 ). 

Indeed, one female offender reported that she sometimes 
robbed people not for money but simply because she wanted 
their jewelry so she could flaunt it in front of others. 
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[Sometimes we commit armed robberies] just to get the jewelry 
and sport it around for a while. Sport it off for a While and, when 
[we] low on cash, pawn it in. (Janet Outlaw--No. 58 ) 

In doing so, this offender was showing off in much the same 
manner that provoked some of the robbers to commit their 
stickups in the first place. As we have seen, it was not uncom- 
mon for offenders to tell us that they regarded people who 
engaged in such displays as deserving to be robbed. And a 
number of them acted on that perception. The irony is that 
often they then used the proceeds to behave in a similar fash- 
ion themselves. 

I be out on the street, I be walkin' and I ain't got no money. . ,  and 
I see a nigger on my set that I don't know with a cool-ass car . . . .  I 
feel I got to get his ass for his money and his motherfucking car. 
[Get his gold] chain or something on my neck, a cool ass=car, and 
be sporting around in [it] and shit. [But I] don't keep that mother- 
fucker too long. (No. 32) 

Shover and Honaker (~992:283) have argued that the in- 
tense concern of offenders with outward appearances, as with 
their notorious "partying," grows out of a strong attachment 
to the values of street culture, Values that plate great empha- 
sis on .the "ostentatious enjoyment and display of luxury 
items." A prominent part of being seen as "cool" on the street 
involves demonstrating that one has "made it" by flaunting 
the material trappings of success. Given the desperation that 
dominates the lives of the offenders in our sample, it is easy 
to appreciate why those who havemade a lucrative score are 
anxious to show off their newly acquired possessions. But 
there is an obvious element of one-upmanship in doing so, 
and these offenders risk exposing themselves to the wrath of 
others who have not been so lucky (Anderson ~994). Pro- 
cesses such as this may help to explain the isomorphic rela- 
tionship between offending and victimization (Lauritsen et 
al. ~99~). Of  the thir ty offenders we asked about criminal 
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victimization, twenty-four reported that they had been robbed 
at least once. 

It would be misleading to suggest that t.he offenders dif- 
fered markedly from their law-abiding neighbors in wanting 
to wear flashy clothes or drive a fancy car. Nor were all of their 
purchases ostentatious. For example, it was not unusual for 
them to use a portion of the proceeds of their stickups for a 
haircut or a manicure. What set the offenders apart from other 
people was their willingness to spend large amounts of cash on 
luxury items to the de~:riment of more pressing financial con- 
cerns. Katz (2988) has arguedthat for those who are commit- 
ted to street culture, the reckless spending of money on expen- 
sive goods is an end in itself, demonstrating their disdain for 
the Ordinary citizen's pursuit of financial security. Underlying 
such disdain is a self-centered and strongly predatory orienta- 
tion to life.. Why should one worry about money when more 
of it can be obtained so easily ? One offender likened armed 
robbery to taking candy from a baby, adding "that's why We 
call it stick candy, cause it's sweet, you k n o w . . ,  the more you 
do-it, theeasier it-gets." But-the free spending of the offenders 
further jeopardized their fiscal stability and left them with few 
alternatives except to continue committing crimes; keeping 
things together becamea never-ending challenge. 

K E E P I N G  T H I N G S  T O G E T H E R  

While most of the offenders spent much of the money they 
acquired through armed robbery on illicit drugs and fashion- 
able outfits, a substantial number also used some Of it to cover 
daily living expenses. Nineteen of the fifty-nine offenders 
who specifie d a particular use for the proceeds of their crimes 
claimed that they needed the cash for necessities such as food, 
shelter, and child care products. 

I don't think there is any one factor that precipitates the commission 
of a crime . . . .  I think it's just the conditions. I think the primary 
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factor is being without. Rent is coming up. A few months ago, the 
landlord was gonna put us out, rent due, you know. Can't get no 
money no way else. Ask family and friends, you might try a few 
other ways of getting the money, and as a last resort, I know I can 
go get some money [by committing an armed robbery]. (Tony 
Wright--No. 08) 

Such claims conjure up an image of reluctant criminals do- 
ing the best they can to survive in circumstances not of their 
own making. In one sense, this image is not so far off the 
mark; certainly the offenders did not choose the socioeco- 
nomic arrangements into which they were born. In another 
sense, however, the contention that they are driven to crime 
by conditions entirely beyond their control strains credulity. 
All b u t a  few of them routinely spent the majority of their 
funds on alcohol or drugs and used whatever happened to be 
left over to meet necessary expenses. 

Many of the offenders complaine d bitterly about the con: 
stant pressure of bills; ten of them said that they paid bills 
with the. cash generated by their stickups. Often, however, 
these bills were badly delinquent because the offenders dis- 
regarded them for as long as 'possible, even when they had 
the money, in favor of buying drugs. Typically, it was only 
when the threat of serious repercussions (e.g., being evicted, 
having the electricity or gas supply cut off) created unbear- 
able pressure for the offenders that they relented and settled 
their accounts. 

By me being involved with drugs, I keep a financial strain on my- 
self. Unfortunate, but I do . . . .  [I spend] the majority of [my money 
on drugs], unfortunately. Take care of the household as best I can, 
stay late in bills, but I manage to keep the light and gas on, rent 
paid, food; stay late, stay behind, and it's all because of drugs, basi- 
cally. If it wasn't for drugs, I would be just doing what a normal 
person would do. I would probably be doing extremely well. 
(No. 7o) 

You are sitting there alone and you feeling light in your pocket, 
your rent is due, light and gas bill, you got these bill collectors 
sending you letters all the time, and you say, '(I wish I had some 
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money. I need some money." Those are the haints. [You haint got 
this and you haint got that.] Your mind starts tripping cause you 
ain't got no money and the wolves are at the door. Can't be throw2 " 
ing no bread . . . .  [After my last stickup] I gave my landlord some 
money and sent a little moneyoff to the electric company, a little 
bit off to the ga s company. I siill had like twenty or thirty dollars in 
my pocket. I got me some beer, some cigarettes, and [spent ] some 
on a stone [of crack cocaine]; enjoy myself for a minute. I let the 
people know I'm trying to pay you and they ain't gonna be knock- 
ing on my door. Now I can do me legitimate hustles until the 
crunch comes again. (Ray Holmes--No. 76 ) 

�9 Since spontaneity is an enduring feature Of street culture, 
it is not surprising that the armed robbers often displayed a 

' s t rong determination to live for the  moment. Indeed, Katz 
(1988) suggests that, through careless spending, persistent 
criminals seek to establish the conditions that will drive them 
back to crime. Whether offenders spend money in a deliber- 
ate attempt to create such conditions is open to question; the 
subjects i n our sample gave no indication of doing so, appear- 
ing simply to be financia!ly irresponsible. Whatever the ex- 
-planation, the important point-is that, consciously or not', the 
offenders were largely the authors of their own destinies. 
This is not to say that they freely chose to engage in armed 
robbery through a process of careful calculation. Rather, their 
behavior had a nasty way of placing them under the gun to 
obtain cash as quickly as possible. One offender, for instance, 
told us that he had committed ten armed robberies in the past 
month becaus e he needed to pay his private attorney; he was 
awaiting trial on an aggravated assault charge and did not 
want to take his chances with a public defender. Another of- 
fender reported that he was doing stickups to"reestablish" 
himself after serving a lengthy prison sentence for armed 
robbery. 

The overall picture that emerges is one of people caught 
up in a cycle of expensive, self-indulgent habits that feed on 
themselves and constantly call for more of the same (Lemert 
I953). It would be a mistake to conclude that the offenders 
are being driven to crime by genuine financial hardship; few 
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of them aIe doing stickups to buy the proverbial loaf of bread 
to feed their children. At the same time, though, most of 
their crimes are economically motivated. The offenders per- 
ceive themselves as needing money and their offenses typi- 
cally are a response to that perception. 

W H Y  R O B B E R Y ?  

The decision to commit an armed robbery, then, usually is 
motivated by a perceived need for cash. But why does this 
need express itself as armed robbery? Presumably the of- 
fenders have other means of obtaining money. Why do they 
choose armed robbery over legitimate work? Why do they de- 
cide to commit a stickup instead of borrowing the money  
from a friend or relative? And why do they select armed rob- 
bery rather than some other crime? 

That the decision to commit an armed robbery typically 
emerges in the course of illicit street action suggests that le- 
gitimate employment  does not represent a realistic solution 
for most of the offenders in our sample; the immediacy of 
their need for cash effectively rules out work as a viable money- 
making strategy. In any case, the jobs available to these of- 
fenders - -a lmos t  all of them unskilled and poorly educated--  
pay wages that fall far short of being able to support their 
cash-intensive activities�9 

Education-wise, I fell late on the education. I just think it's too late 
for that. Tlley say it's never too late, but I'm too far gone for that . . . .  
I've thought about [getting a job], but I 'm too far gone, I guess . . . .  
I done seen more money come out of [doing stickups] than I see 
working. (Wyman Danger--No. o2) .. 

Minimum wage is four dollars and twenty-five cents. You work 
forty hours. By the time .they take out taxes and ~then most places 
you have to wait two weeks to see two-hundred dollars, and then 
you got to wait two more weeks, i 'm not saying that it's right for 
me to do what I 'm doing, but I 'm so used to the easy way [of get- 
ting money]. (No. 09) 
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Beyond this, a small numbe r  of the offenders rejected the 
idea of legitimate emp loymen t  altogether,  claiming that  a job 
would cramp their lifestyle. 

I 'm a firm believer, man, God didn't put me down on this earth 
to suffer for no reason. I 'm just a firm believer in that. I believe 
I can have a good time every day, each and every day of my life, 
and that's what I 'm trying to do. I never held a job. The longest job 
I ever had was about nine m o n t h s . . ,  at Saint Louis Car; that's 
probably the longest job I ever had, outside of working in the joint. 
But I mean on the streets, man, I just don't believe in [work]. There 
is enough shit on this earth right here for everybody, nobody 
should have to be suffering. You shouldn't have to suffer and work 
like no dog for it, I 'm just a firm believer in that. I'll go out there 
and try to take what I believe I got coming [because[ ain't nobody 
gonna walk u p . . .  and give it to me. [I commit stickups] because 
I 'm broke and need money; it's just what I 'm gonna do. I 'm not 
going to work! That's out! I 'm through [with work]. I done had 
twenty-five or thirty jobs in my little lifetime [and] that's out. I 
can't do it! I 'm not going to! (No. i4) 

I can't work~ I don't want to work. I don't have time to wait on 
nothing coming_to me.every week or every two weeks. (Wallie 
Cleaver--No. 48) 

One offender pointed out that  a rmed  robbery  was much  eas- 
ier than working for a living. 

[Armed robbery is] not boring, it gets good. The money, as far as 
paying bills and stuff like that, [robbery is] much easier [compared 
to] working. It's just like you been living thehustler type of l i fe . . .  
and that's just the kind of life we make, that's just it, [we want easy 
money]. (John Lee--No. ~3) 

And another  added that, having spent m a n y  years in prison, 
he no longer had the t i m e  to earn his way to the top th rough  
legitimate employment ;  his only  realistic chance of achieving 
financial security was to pull off a s t r ing.of  lucrative crimes. 

After a certain age, you know, you may get a few [legitimate[ jobs, 
this and that, but if you been in jail and this and that, you really 
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want something quicker. You don't want to just lay around and 
work now, you just want to make some quick money and get some 
stuff together, get you some cars, get you a house. You want to do 
this as quick as possible. You don't want to lay around and try to 
work no twenty years. And you gonna be up in age as it is, so . . .  
(No. 12) 

The "conspicuous display of independence" is a bedrock 
value on which male street corner culture rests (Shover and 
Honaker 1992 : 284); to be seen as cool one must always do as 
he pleases. This cultural ethos often brings members into con- 
flict with the demands of legitimate employment because em- 
ployees are expected to do as they are told by the boss. Cer- 
tainly crime appealed to some of the offenders in our sample 
precisely because it allowed them to flaunt their indepen- 
dence from the routine imposed by the world of work. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, most of the offenders who said 
they were unwilling to work for a living were experienced 
armed robbers with long criminal records; they recognized 
that the only jobs available to them were menial with little or 
no chance for advancement. Crime, on the other hand, pos- 
sessed an entrepreneurial edge that allowed them to gain "a 
measure of respect, if not from others, at least from [them- 
selves]" (Shover and Honaker 199z :288). 

I don't like working, really, just mainly for myself because, really, 
this isn't a racist thing, it's just kind of a personal thing with people 
telling me what to do . . . .  I spent somuch time in the penitentiary, 
and being on a [legitimate] job seems like it's a problem [for me]. 
(Cedric Rhone--No. 05) 

From their perspective, then, why should these offenders sub- 
ordinate their immediate desires to the requirements of a job 
that they see both as demeaning and as holding no promise for 
the future ? 

Nevertheless, many of the offenders reported that they 
wanted lawful employment; twenty-five of the seventy-five 
unemployed subjects who said that they did stickups mostly 

~ r  



/-1.8 CHAPTER 2 

for the money  claimed they  would stop commit t ing  offenses 
if someone gave them a "good" job. 

My desire is to be gainfully employed in the right kind of job . . . .  
If I had a union job making sixteen or seventeen dollars [an hotJr], 
something that I could really take care of my family with, I think 
that I could become cool with that. Years ago I worked at One of the 
[local] car factories; I really wanted to be in there. It was the kind 
of job.I'd been looking for. Unfortunately, as soon as I got in there 
they had a big layoff. (Robert Gibson--No. 69) 

I would take a job paying six dollars an hour, something like that. 
I'll work, it's cool. Ain't nothing wrong with working for real If I 
get a little bitty j o b . . .  I wouldn't.have to be out in these streets 
robbing people. I 'm cool. Get a little [house], find a little girl t o  
settle down. I don't want to be rich. Buy a little thirty-thousand- 
dollar house, something like that. (Andrew--No. 44) 

And a few others admit ted that, while a job probably  would 
not eliminate their offending altogether,  it might  well slow 
them down. 

[If a job were to stop me ff~m-cbmmitting stick-ups], it would-tiave 
to be a straight-up good-paying job. I ain't talking about no six 
dollars an hour . . . .  I 'm talking like ten to eleven dollars an hour, 
something like that. But as far as five or six dollars an hour, no ! 
I would have,to get like ten or eleven dollars an hour, full-time. 
Now, something like that, I would probably quit doing [stickups]. 
I would be working, making money, I don't think I would do it no 
more. I wouldn't actually quit;.I don't know [that] I would quit 
altogether. It would probably slow down and then eventually I'll 
stop. I think [my offending] would slow down. (No. 58) 

While such claims may  or may  not  be sincere, it is unl ikely 
that they ever will be challenged. At t ract ive  employmen t  op- 
portunit ies are l imited for all inner-c i ty  residents, and the vast  
major i ty  of the offenders are not well placed to compete for 
the few good jobs available. Most  of them realized this and, 
with vary ing  degrees of bit terness,  were resigned to being out 
of work. 
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I fill.out [job] applications daily. Somebody [always] says,-"This is 
bad that you got tattoos all over looking for a job." In a way, that's 
discriminatiorL How do they know I can't do the job? I could prob- 
ably do your job just as well as you, but I got [these jailhouse] tat- 
toos on me. That's discriminating. Am I right? That's why most 
people rob and steal because, say another black male came in like 
me [for a job], same haircut, same everything. I 'm dressed like this, 
tennis shoes, shorts, and tank top. He has on [a] Stacy Adams pair 
of slacks and a button-up shirt with a tie. He will get the job before 
I will. That's being racist iri a way. I can do the job just as well as he 
can. He just dresses a little bit better than me. (Antwon Wright- -  
No. 5 6 ) 

Even if the offenders were to land a high-paying job, it is 
doubtful  that they  would keep it for long. As Shover and 
Honaker  (1992) have pointed out, the relentless pursuit  of 
street action has a powerful  tendency to undermine  any com- 
mi tmen t  to conventional  activities. In particular, the heavy 
use of psychoactive substances promoted  by street corner 
culture of ten ensnares participants so that they begin to ne- 
glect the demands of legit imate employment  in favor of en- 
joying the moment .  As a result, they  quickly find themselves 
out of work and desperate to locate other  sources of income to 
mainta in  their  increasing dependence on drugs and alcohol. 
Davis (1995) has called at tent ion to the powerful part p layed 
by  addictive drugs in blocking job opportunit ies for the inner-  
city poor; for those caught up in street life, he warns, "drug 
use is the padlock on the exit door." 

In theory ,  the offenders perhaps could have borrowed some 
cash f rom a friend or relative rather  than resort ing to crime. 
In practice, however,  this was not a feasible option. Most  of 
t h e m  long ago had exhausted the patience and goodwill of 
others; not even their  c loses/fr iends or family members  were 
willing to loan t hem more  money.  

I can't borrow the money. Who gonna loan me some money? Ain't 
nobody gonna loan me no money. Shit, [I use] drugs and they 
know [that] and I rob and everything else. Ain't nobody gonna loan 
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me no money. If they give you some money, they just give it to 
you; they know you ain't giving it back. (No. o2) 

Besides, some of the male offenders were reluctant to keep 
asking for loans because they believed that men should be self- 
sufficient. 

I don't like always asking my girl for nothing because I want to let 
her keep her own money . . . .  I'm gonna go out here and get some 
money. (Treason Taylor--No. 77) 

In any case, borrowing money offers only a short-term solu- 
tion to financial difficulties. The expectation that loans will be 
repaid in itself can trigger an armed robbery. As one offender 
told us, "I have people that will loan me money, [but] they 
will loan me money because of the work that I do; they know 
they gonna get their money [back] one way or another." 
Putting it bluntly, offenders who are unemployed and caught 
up in heavy gambling, drinking, or drug use are not going to  
solve their money troubles by borrowing additional cash, and 
they know it. 

When confronted with an immediate need for money, 
then, the offenders in our sample perceive themselves as hav- 
ing little hope of getting cash quickly and legally. As Lofland 
(x969) has observed, many of the most efficient solutions to 
financial problems are against the law. But this does not ex- 
plain why the subjects decided to carry out an armed robbery 
instead of some other crime. Most of them had committed a 
wide range of offenses in the past, and some continued to do 
so. Why do they choose armed robbery? 

For many of the offenders, this question was irrelevant; 
armed robbery was their "main line," and alternative crimes 
were not considered when the need for money arose. 

c �9 

[W]hen I was coming up, the people that I used to be around, 
[armed robbery] was all they used to do. I guess I learned how to 
do it the way they showed me, and that's really the only thing I 
know how to do. (Lisa Wood--No. 83) 
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I have never been able to steal, even when I was little and they 
would tell me just to be the watch-out man . . . .  Shit, I watch out, 
everybody gets busted. I can't'steal, but give me a pistol and I'll go 
get some money . . . .  [Armed robbery is] just something I just got 
attached to. (No. i3) 

When  these offenders did commit  another  kind of crime, it 
typically was p rompted  by  the chance discovery of an espe- 
cially vulnerable  target. 

I do [commit other sorts of offenses], but that ain ' t - -I  might do a 
burglary, but I 'm jumping out of my field. See, I 'm scared when I do 
a burglary [or] something like that. I feel comfortable robbing.. .  
but I see something they call "real sweet," like a burglary where the 
door is open and ain't nobody there or something like that, wel l . . .  
(No. oz) 

Most  of the offenders who expressed a strong preference 
for a rmed robbery  had come to the offense through burglary, 
drug selling, or both. They  claimed that doing stickups had 
several advantages over these other crimes. A number  of them 
pointed out that  a rmed robbery  took much less t ime than 
breaking into buildings or dealing drugs; not only could the 
offense be commit ted  more  quickly, but it also typically net-  
ted cash rather  than goods and thus avoided the delays inher-  
ent in disposing of hot merchandise.  

I tried the drug [selling] thing fo r a minute, but the money wasn't 
coming right; it was too slow. I don't know, I give this man one- 
hundred dollars for a gram [and] I get back two-hundred dollars. 
But that's two-hundred dollars in like two days, where I [can] go 
look for somebody and rob them and.get a grand in a day, in an 
hour. So the dope [dealing] thing ain't nothing. With robbery, it's 
just fast. (No. 31 ) 

Robberyis the quickest money. Robbery is the most money you 
gonna get fast . . . .  Burglary, you gonna have to sell the merchan- 
dise and get the money. Drugs, you gonna have to deal with too 
many people, [a] bunch of people. You gonna sell a fifty-dollar or 
hundred dollar bag to him, a fifty-dollar or hundred-dollar bag to 
him, it takes too long. But if you find where the cash money is and 
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just go take it, you get it all in one wad. No problem. I've tried bur- 
glary, I've tried drug selling.. ,  the money is too slow. (No. 7 o) 

Some of the offenders who favored armed robbery over other 
crimes maintained that the offense also was safer than bur- 
glary or dope dealing. 

I feel more safer doing a robbery because doing a burglary, I got a 
fear of breaking into s0mebody's house not knowing who might b e  
up in there. I got that fear about house burglary . . . .  On robbery I 
can select my victims, I can select my place of business. I can watch 
and see who all work in there or I can rob a person and pull them 
around in the alley or push them up in a doorway and rob them. 
You don't got [that] fear of w h o . . ,  in that bedroom or somewhere 
in another part of the house. (Melvin Walker--No. ol) 

Burglary, there is always that element of surprise. -You can crawl 
through somebody's window and they be waiting on you and send 
you right back out. You never know what's in that.house waiting 
on you. Robbery, it's just you and that individual out in the open. 
(No. o9) 

If I 'm out there selling dope, somebody gonna come--and I'm not 
the only one out there robbing, you know--so somebody like me, 
they'll come and rob me . . . .  I 'm robbing cause the dope dealers is 
the ones getting robbed and killed, you know. (No. 48) 

And quite a few of them said that armed robbery was less of 
a threat to their freedom as well. 

If you sell drugs, it's easy to get locked up selling drugs; plus, you 
can get killed selling drugs. You get killed more faster doing that. 
(Vincent Ray--No. 16) 

Robbery you got a better chance of surviving and getting away 
than doing other crimes . . . .  You go break in a house, [the police] 
get the fingerprints, you might lose a shoe, you know how they got 
all that technology stuff. So I don'I: break in houses . . . .  I leave that 
to some other guy. (No. 59) 

My style is, like, [I] don't have to be up in nobody's house in case 
they come in; they. might have a pistol in the house or something. 



DECIDING TO COMMIT AN ARMED ROBBERY 53 

It's easier to get caught [too because you can] leave fingerprints or 
anything in that type of business. But when you robbing somebody 
that's selling drugs, that's different. They ain't going to the police. 
(No. 66 ) 

Several .offenders told us that increased law enforcement  
activities aimed at curbing street corner drug sales in Saint 
Louis had caused them to switch f rom dope dealing to armed 
robbery. 

Why not sell drugs? Because the people you sell drugs to might be 
undercover police. We've slowed down drugs a little and started 
robbing people . . . .  My friend that I been robbing people with, he 
sold drugs to a detective; a dude he trusted set him up. So we 
stopped selling drugs and we going into robbery. (Thugg--No. 42) 

Finally, a couple of the a rmed robbers reported that they had 
learned to steer clear of  dope selling because their s trong 
craving fo~ drugs made it too difficult for them to resist their 
own merchandise.  

It's not good for me to be around [drugs]. I 'm not a strong-willed 
person where I can handle something that I used tolove and [still] 
profit from it. I would become my best customer. (No. 09) 

I think robbery is more easier . . . .  A dope fiend can't be selling dope 
because he be his best customer. I couldn't sell dope [nowadays]. I 
could sell a little weed or something cause I don't smoke too much 
of it. But selling rock [cocaine] or heroin, I couldn't do that cause 
I mess around and smoke it myself. [I would] smoke it all up t 
(No. 7 8 ) 

Wi thou t  a doubt, s o m e  of the offenders in our  sample were 
prepared to commit  crimes other  than armed robbery; they 
wanted m o n e y  quickly and could not afford to be choosy 
about  how they  got it. More  often than not, however, these 
offenders elected to do a stickup because this appeared to be 
the "mos t  proximate  and performable"  (Lofland 1969:62 ) of- 
fense available to them. The universe of moneymak ing  crimes 
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f rom which they realistically could pick was fairly limited. By 
and large, they did not hold jobs that  would allow them to 
violate even a low-level position of financial trust. Nor  did 
they possess the technical know-how to commit  lucrative 
commercial  break-ins or the interpersonal  skills needed to 
perpetrate successful frauds. Even street  corner dope dealing 
was unavailable to m a n y  of them; they  lacked the financial 
wherewithal  to get started. Indeed, several interviewees re- 
ported that they somet imes  did stickups as a means  of gener-  
ating the cash necessary to finance their  drug selling. 

Sometimes we fall off when we sell dope; sometimes we lose our 
dope. Sometimes the police take our dope and don't lock us up. In 
our neighborhood, we got this policeman and he'll take our dope 
and our money and just send us on our way. He'll keep the money 
and the dopei [the police are] crooked like that. So we have to do 
another [armed robbery] or something to get back on our feet. 
(Taz--No. 5 2) 

Thus, in times of financial desperation, the offenders had 
only a few viable al ternat ives to a rmed robbery, cr imes such 
as theft  (typically shoplift ing ) , car stealing, or residential bur-  
glary. And they knew th rough  experience that, other  things 
being equal, doing a stickup represented the most  efficient so- 
lution to their current  troubles. This is the insight that  sepa- 
rates persistent armed robbers f rom tl~eir street corner peers; 
for those who can s tomach the violence, doing stickups seems 
so much easier than other  types of hust l ing that it becomes 
increasingly more  difficult to contemplate  alternative crimes. 

\ 

[Robbery] is just easy. I ain't got to sell no dope or nothing, I can 
just take the money. Just take it, I don't need to sell no dope or 
work . . . .  I don't want to sell dope, I don't want to work. I don't feel 
like I need to work for nothing. If I want something, I 'm gonna 
get it and take it. I 'm gonna take what I want . . . .  If I don't have 
money, I like to go and get it. I ain't got time [for other offenses]; 
the way I get mine is by the gun. I don't have time to be waiting on 
people to come up to me buying dope all day . . . .  I don't have time " 
for that, so I just go and get my money. (No. 4 8) 
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The bottom line is that the offenders, when faced with a 
pressing need for cash, tend to resort to armed robbery because 
they know that no other course of action, legal or otherwise, 
offers as quick and easy a way out of their financial difficulties. 
Lofland (1969:5 o) has observed that most people, when under 
pressure, have a tendency to become fixated on removing the 
perceived cause of that pressure "as quickly as possible." Those 
in our sample were no exception to this rule. In a desperate 
state, they were not predisposed to consider unfamiliar, com- 
plicated, or long-term solutions (see Lofland 2969:5o -54) and 
instead turned to armed robbery, which they knew well. ;Fhis 
often seemed to happen almost automatically, the stickup 
emerging out of a more general path of illicit action (e.g., par- 
tying) with minimal calculation. The cold-blooded rationality 
popularly attributed to armed robbers was a scarce commodity 
among the offenders we interviex4ed. 

THE S E D U C T I O N S  OF A R M E D  ROBBERY 

Katz (~991:300) has argued that persistent armed robbers are 
motivated less by the need for money than by a desire to 
transcend "the omnipresent threat of chaos in contemporary, 
urban, street criminal life." In committing stickups, Katz 
asserts, offenders are seeking to exploit their potential for vio- 
lence as a means of exerting ruthless control over their sur- 
roundings. We found little evidence in our research to sup- 
port Katz's contention that the primary motivation for armed 
robbery is psychic rather than financial. Only one offender 
we talked to - - a  woman--said that for her the emotional 
benefits of the offense typically had more causal force than 
the potential monetary reward; each of this person's four pre- 
vious stickups was motivated by a desire to get even with 
someone who had wronged her. 

Though only one offender reported becoming motivated 
primarily by the psychic rewards of armed robbery, a number 
of them viewed such rewards as an important secondary 
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benefit of the crime. Several of those who did stickups most ly  
to raise cash added that  they enjoyed dominat ing their victims 
and got a great kick out of f r ightening them.  

The money is the point [of robbery], that's all. [But] pulling the 
gun, watching they face, how scared they get and all t ha t . . ,  that's 
fun too. (K-Money #2 No. 60) 

This might sound stupid, but I [also] like to see a person get scared, 
be scared of the pistol . . . .  You got power. I come in here with a big 
old pistol and I ain't playing . . . .  You gonna.do [what I say]. I like 
[robbery] cause you got the power and, like I said, it's a quick way 
of getting money. (Rudy--No. so) 

Others  who commit ted  a rmed robberies chiefly for mone t a ry  
reasons said that  such offenses also gave them an oppor tun i ty  
to take charge of their daily lives. 

I make it happen [through robbery]. There is only three types of 
people in this world: those that wonder what happen; those that 
know what happen; and then people like me that make shit happen. 
I make happen whatever I want to happen. (Frank Nitti # 2 - -  
No. 63) 

[On one of my armed robberies] me and a friend of mine . .  ". was 
standing up over [the victims] with these big old guns and these 
people were saying, "Take the money! Take the money! Just don't 
shoot us !" I didn't have any intentions of shooting anybQdy any- 
way. But I 'm just saying that when a person is telling me that, you 
[are] in control. You can either take their life like that or you can 
just let them live. That's what it is, a control t t i ing. . ,  you suc- 
ceeded in having the authority to control people. You think about 
it and you say, "I had this much control in my hands." Really, it's 
an unexplainable thing. (Bennie Simmons--No.  o7) 

These offenders came closest to the a rmed robbers described 
by Katz in that, beyond cash, they  got a sense of control out 
of their stickups as well. R e m e m b e r  that, by any  conven- 
tional measure  of success, v i r tual ly  all of the offenders we in- 
terviewed were miserable failures, and they  were well aware '  
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�9 of this. Among the moneymaking crimes available to them, 
therefore, armed robbery was especially appealing because the 
successful completion of such a potentially dangerous offense 
represented "a thrilling demonstration of personal compe- 
tence" (Katz 1988 : 9). 

Beyond competence and control, some of the offenders 
who were motivated predominately by financial pressures 
said that they liked the violence inherent in the crime. 

I been brought up around violence all my life. I done went to a 
psychiatrist when I was like seventeen, my mother was wondering 
why I was so violent ..... I'm just violent. I just love to fight . . . .  
You say what makes ]robbery] different [from other crimes] ? A 
burglary, I feel like a burglary is nonviolent; you don't want to hurt 
anyone. It's like creeping in the dark. But I'm gonna do what ! got 
to do to make ends meet. I don't want to try to tiptoe in and steal 
something. I'll just take it away from them. (No. 63) 

One subject reported that he found armed robbery particu- 
larly seductive because the Offense allowed him to beat money 
out of his Victims. As he put it: "It just be fun when we do the 
robbery cause we'll beat the person's ass bad, make 'em suffer. 
It just be so fun." Herein may lie an importanrdifference be- 
tween persistent armed robbers and other street corner hus- 
tlers. The armed robbers we spoke with typically displayed 
far more anger and hostility than the active residential bur- 
glars who took part in Our earlier study (Wright and Decker 
1994). Even in casual conversations, their strong propensity 
for sudden violence seemed to lurk just below the surface (see 
also Katz 1991 ). 

We try not to kill [our Victims]. If we can avoid killing them, then 
we try not to. But if they force your hand, then you have to kill 
them. It's just that simple. (No. 8~) 

In addition, a number of the offenders who usually resorted 
to armed robbery out of financial desperation occasionally 
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commit ted  the offense to get even with someone for a real or 
imagined wrong, for " revenge."  One offender told us that he 
had robbed a group of drug dealers the clay before because 
they had sold h im "bad drugs."  He  claimed that  he had not  
been especially short  of cash at the time, but that  he wanted 
to punish the dealers for mis t rea t ing  him. 

They shouldn't do their customers like that. I feel like I 'm out there 
taking a chance, risking my life to ggt themoney [to buy drugs]. 
They should show me some respect. I 'm making them rich; they 
shouldn't be so disrespectful. (No. 05) 

Other  offenders also described stickups perpetrated in the 
name of a rough and ready form of s treet  justice (see Black 
2983). The purest  example of such a robbery  was provided by  
a parolee who, because he denied being a current ly  active of- 
fender, Was not included in our  sample.  Nevertheless,  we 
spoke to h im at some length. He  recently had been released 
from prison, where  he had served several years  for robbing 
someone to collect on a bad debt. He  explained that  he had 
not intefid~d to i6b the pers6n but  l iad acted-impul~iv61)be:  
cause he was sick and tired of being taken for a sucker. 

I've only done one robbery, and to me it wasn't a robbery, but that's 
how [the authorities] rated it. I had loaned a guy some money and 
I was kinda down on my luck or whatever. I used to ask this guy 
for niy money, and he would always tell me that he-didn't have it. 
But he was working every day! Thisparticular day here, I seen him 
with some money. In fact, he'd just cashed his check or whatever 
and I asked for my money and he said that he didn't have any 
money. So really, I just took what he owed me, and that was about 
sixty dollars. I took that from him, I did not take all the money he 
had, I just took the Sixty dollars that he owed me and gave him 
back the rest of his money. Well, I throwed it on the ground and I 
know he got it back. But he told the police that he was robbed and 
I went to prison for it. Well, basically it was a robbery because he 
didn't consent for me to have the money; he didn't say willingly 
that I could have it. I told him that if he didn't give me the money 
I was gonna kill him. But in my way of thinking that's how I deal 
with it. I was just fed up. 
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Armed robbery, as noted in chapter 1, often is an inter- 
racial event in which a white victim is confronted by a black 
assailant. This raises a question as to whether such crimes are 
racially motivated. To be sure, a majority of the black offend- 
ers in our sample routinely robbed whites; some even ex- 
pressed a strong preference for white victims. But none of 
these offenders indicated that they were motivated to rob 
whites specifically by racial hatred. In fact, only two of the in- 
terviewees admitted to disliking whites, and neither of them 
had ever robbed'one. That said, the offenders, especially the 
males, frequently used vicious racial epithets during stickups, 
though their black victims were every bit as likely as their 
white ones to be subjected to such abuse. Armed robbers are 
not politically correct; racial putdowns are part and parcel of 
their everyday speech and, as we shall see in chapter 4, find 
ready expression during robberies. 

S U M M A R Y  

The offenders in our study typically decide to commit their 
armed robberies while under what they perceive to be intense 
financial pressure to sustain various forms of illicit action 
(e.g., gambling, drug use, and heavy drinking). Studies based 
on incarcerated armed robbers also have concluded that most 
stickups are motivated by a perceived need for money. What 
those studies have missed, however, is that the offenders' 
financial desperation is linked inextricably to their intense in- 
volvement in the self-indulgent activities promoted by street 
culture. Farrington (1993) suggests that offenders' claims that 
they were driven to crime by a lack of money could be tested 
simply by giving them cash and observing whether or not 
their offending decreased. Our hyppthesis, on the basis of 
street-based research, would be quite the opposite; we would 
predict that giving money to the armed robbers would set off 

"a round of drinking and drug taking that would plunge them 
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deeper into financial desperation and thereby increase their 
lawbreaking. 

That the armed robbers, at the time of actually contem- 
platingtheir stickups, typically perceive themselves to be in a 
situation of immediate need has at least two important impli- 
cations for real-world offender decision making. First, it sug- 
gests a mind-set in which they are seeking less to maximize 
their gains than to deal with a present crisis. Second, it indi- 
cates an element of desperation that probably weakens the 
influence of threatened sanctions and neutralizes any misgiv- 
ings about the morality of taking someone else's possessions 
by force. This might he.lp to explain why, even though the 
vast majority of incarcerated criminals report that armed 
robbery is not worth the risk (Figgie International 2988 ), 
many of them return to offending after release. Prison in- 
mates are removed from the temptations and pressures of life 
on the street and therefore may calculate the risks and re- 
wards of crime quite differently than they do on the outside. 
It is only through studying active offenders that we can gain 
a realistic understanding of the emotional and cultural forces 
that motivate their criminality. 



3 Choosin9 the Target 

Once offenders have decided to commit an armed robbery, 
they confront the task of selecting a promising target. This 
can be a complicated exercise. The offenders typically are 
seeking to solve a pressing financial problem as quickly as 
possible so they can resume their partying. At the same time, 
many of them are reluctant to do a stickup without first de- 
termining the likely risks and rewards. As the offenders 
attempt to settle on a robbery target, therefore, they are 
buffered by two seeminglyconflicting demands: one calling 
for immediate action, the other counseling caution. How do 
they manage to reconcile these demands and choose a specific 
target? That is the question that this chapter seeks to answer. 
Our aim is to look at the target selection process in terms of 
the  wider context of the lifestyles and daily activities of the 
offenders. 

S T R E E T  ROBBERY 

Offenders do not choose their robbery targets in a vacuum; 
their decisions are circumscribed by emotional states on one 
side and by sociocultural conditions on the other. Most of the 
armed robbers in our sample did no t  pick their targets in a 
calm, deliberate manner, but rather in a state of perceived 
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desperation. In the throes of such a state, they were not in- 
clined to weigh carefully the pros and cons of each target ob- 
jectively available to them. Instead, the targets selected by 
the offenders often emerged as a result of their involvement 
in other forms of illicit street action. Katz (~99 �9 : 297 ) noted a 
similar phenomenon in his study of persistent armed rob- 
bers, concluding that the "interlocking, open-ended. . ,  illicit 
activities" that constitute the essence of street life have a 
powerful tendency to bring offenders face to face with crimi- 
nal opportunities. Not only does an intense commitment to 
drug taking, gambling, or prostitution bring a robber into 
frequent contact with vulnerable victims, but it also encour- 
ages a willingness to exploit their vulnerability. 

I'm hanging out in the street on the corner [and] I'm always look- 
ing for a way to make some money. Always. And by me being right 
there, it's like an accident waiting to happen. : . .  ! don't look for 
[the target], it comes up. (No. o4) 

Criminal Victims 

Six out of every ten offenders in our sample who specialized 
in street robbery--forty-three of seventy-three--said that 
they. usually preyed on individuals who themselves were in- 
volved in lawbreaking. Armed robberies against victims who" 
are themselves criminals seldom show up in official crime 
statistics because they are unlikely to be reported to the po- 
lice. As a result, they typically are excluded from studies of 
target selection in robbery, most of which are based on prison 
interviews (Katz ~99~). Nevertheless, these offenses are im- 
portant; they make a substantial contribution to the violent 
reputation of many so-called high-crime neighborhoods, and 
they play a crucial ro le in  shaping the social environment 
within which a variety of illicit transactions are conducted. 
Moreover, to some extent such robberies may fuel official 
rates of serious criminal violence; some may result in injuries 
or deaths that cannot easily be covered up, and some may 
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have a contagious effect whereby innocent victims also are 
targeted (see Loftin I986 ). 

Given that many of the offenders we spoke to had decided 
to commit their stickups so they could get.high or stay high, 
it should come as no surprise that, of the forty-three who 
usually chose criminal victims, thirty-five said they preferred 
to rob dope dealers. Almost all of these offenders targeted 
young, street-level dealers who sold small quantities of crack 
cocaine directly to consumers. A few, however, sometimes 
robbed major drug suppliers whose illicit transactions were 
conducted several steps removed from the street corner. Part 
of the attraction of robbing dope dealers was that it was an 
efficient way to obtain drugs without having to pay for them. 
As one offender told us: "After I robbed my first dope dealer, 
I suddenly discovered that I didn't need any money to cop my 
drugs." Perhaps even more attractive; though, was drug deal- 
ers' tendency to use cash to transact their business. 

[I like robbing] them drug dealers [because] it satisfies two things 
for me: my thirst for drugs and the financial aspect. [I can] actually 
pay my rent, pay for my car, [and things like that too.] (Marko 
Maze--No. 03) 

[If you see a drug dealer] on the set, if you know how the set going, 
what's happening on the set, a lot of action on the set, you know he 
gonna have some money . . . .  Either he got some money or he got 
something in his pocket that's gonna make some money. I can use 
that too. (No. 64) 

[Dope men are perfect victims] cause they have all the money on �9 
them . . . .  They carry all they money, jewelry, and all that on them, 
and all they drug s. (No. 25) 

Recall that the offenders spend most of their time in 
neighborhoods marked by the open selling and use of illicit 
drugs. Street corner dope dealers are a prominent feature of 
the social landscape and part of their daily lives. Their ten- 
dency to prey on drug sellers also is facilitated by widespread 
resentment toward such people for the havoc wrought by 
drugs in inner-city neighborhoods. 
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[Drug dealers] ain't doing nothing but destroying lives, that's all. I 
seen drugs ruin too many people's lives and take too many people's 
lives. [Drug dealers] ruined my life, my family life, you know. I 
don't have no sympathy for drug dealers. (No. o3) 

Those people, those drug dealers, they're not working-class people; 
they're a drain on society, and in a few more years they gonna have 
them all off the streets anyway. I've had police tell me that they 
wish they were all dead for real because they poisoning the street. 
I kind of look at me and a few other dudes that do this type of stuff 
and we are really helping the police for real. That's a crazy way of 
thinking about it, but [dope sellers] are causing more harm than 
people like me that just prey on drug dealers . . . .  I'm taking from 

the  dregs of society, parasites, which really they are because they 
don't give a flying fuck about me or my kids or your kids. They 
will pass that poison right to them and know it's gonna kill them. 
(No. 07) 

These offenses can be carried out  more  or less on the spu r of 
the moment  because the offenders are familiar with their  
intended victims and know where to find them. As one ex- 
plained, "I don't really look for drug dealers, they're just  
there." 

A further  benefit of robbing drug dealers, of course, is that  
such people were unlikely to turn to the police for help. 

That's all I done rob'bed is drug dealers. . ,  they not gonna call the 
police. What they gonna tell the police ? He robbed me for my 
dope? They is the easiest bait to me. I don't want to harm no inno- 
cent people, I just deal basically with drug dealers. (No. 63) 

Nor were drug customers anxious to call at tention to their ac- 
tivities by reporting to the police that they had been robbed. 
Thus they too were regarded as par t icular ly  good targets by  
some of the armed robbers in our  sample. The. offender 
quoted below, for example, often targeted white drug users 
when they entered high-crime black neighborhoods in search 
of cocaine. He  reasoned that whites would have an especially 
difficult t ime explaining their  presence in such areas. 
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[The perfect place to rob a white person is] in an all-black area with 
a lot of crime . . . .  [White] people that get robbed ain't supposed to 
be there anyway cause they know what's going on and you taking 
a chance. You know the consequences or the risks you taking when 
you coming to buy some dope. Anything can happen. . ,  cause they 
not supposed to be in the hood, period. Police don't want them 
in there either cause they know they gonna get robbed . . . .  I see 
somebody white, that's payday. They in the wrong, man; they know 
they in the wrong.. . ' .  I rob somebody [white] going to get some 
dope, I ain't gonna get caught, man. They can't tell [on you]. 
(K.C.--No. 86) 

Few social settings are more  anomic than the world of 
street corner drug transactions, where an ability to mind one's 
own business is regarded as a crucial survival skill. From the 
offenders'  perspective, this made such settings ideal for stick- 
ups; bystanders  are disinclined to get involved and witnesses 
are reluctant to make a police report.  

When you are robbing drug dealers, the area is normally infested 
with people, in and out, in and out. So [the dealers] don't have time 
to look at everybody that's coming up on them. ! would catch them 
in a situation where they might have just got through handing 
some drugs off and putting the money in their pocket. As the people 
who have just bought the drugs are leaving, that's when I would get 
[the dealers] . . . .  Other people would see this going on, but it's 
none of they business, they just keep on going. The basic drug 
dealer, he doesn't [ply his trade in the best part of town]. I wouldn't 
have to worry about being downtown and some honest person 
would see me do this. Like I say, I 'm good at doing this and I know 
where to do it. The places that I do [my armed robberies] at, I don't 
have to worry about a hardworking person passing by or a person 
that pass by in a car, sees it, and calls the police. Where I do this 
type of junk at, nothing but the dregs of society come through. 
(No. 07) 

Several of the offenders claimed that police officers often 
refused to take drug robberies seriously; no't only were the 
victims of these offenses criminals, but they also were likely to 
be hostile and uncooperative. As such, dope sellers or buyers  
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can be robbed With little fear of incurring legal sanctions, 
even if the incident should somehow come to the notice of 
authorities. 

[The police] gonna [say] that, "Okay, this is a drug robbery. We re- 
ally don't care about this ]incident]. You shouldn't have been out 
selling this bullshit." You see what I 'm saying? Like I said, yeah, 
I've thought about the risks of being caught, b u t . . ,  when you rob- 
bing drug dealers, it's a whole different agenda. (No. o7) 

Obviously, robbing drug dealers and customers is not to- 
tally risk-free; there always is a possibility of violent retalia- 
tion (see, e.g., Oliver ~994)- During our  fieldwork, a number  
of robbers reported that they were being hunted down by one 
or more of their dope-dealing victims. In one case we experi- 
enced great ~ difficulty convincing an offender to visit the 
scene of a recent drug robbery  with us because he was afraid 
of being recognized and shot by the victims. When  we picked 
him up for the visit, he was wearing dark glasses and a black 
sweatshirt  with the hood pulled UP tight. Even so, he insisted 
on riding in the back seat of our car, s lumped down low. We 
arrived at the crime scene to find the crack dealers he and his 
partner  had robbed two days earlier standing in front of a 
run-down liquor store. The offender reluctantly began to de- 
scribe the stickup but quickly became frightened for his life 
and demanded that we leave as quickly as possible. 

How [my partner and I] did this robbery, we put some ski masks 
on cause, you know, it's wintertime and people won't really identify 
[us]. But ]the victims] still kind of knew who I was cause, man, they 
looking for me cause they knew my voice; they didn't see my face, 
but they knew my voice . . . .  That's why I 'm wearing these glasses 
and I 'm wearing this hood and shit. I want to kind of cover myself 
up so they won't be shooting in this car . . . .  Come on, let's get away 
from here, please . . . .  I got to cut this ]visit] off, man, I ain't fooling 
with you. They gonna end up killing me . . . .  It's my life, man. I 'm 
endangering you all's life [and] you all endangering my life too! 
(Red--No. 73) 
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We emerged from this incident unscathed. Several months 
later, though, the offender's crime partner was gunned down 
in the street. Rumor has it that the killing was the work of a 
dope dealer in retaliation for a stickup. 

The likelihood that drug robbery victims will try to get 
even increases as one moves u p  the dope-dealing hierarchy. 
Recognizing this, most offenders in our sample did not at- 
tempt to rob persons who sold drugs in large quantities. In- 
stead, they concentrated on street-level dealers, most of whom 
were young and had little status or influence in the drug un- 
derworld. These dealers typically lacked the organized net- 
work of intelligence and muscle necessary to exact retribu- 
tion from those who robbed them. The offenders, almost to a 
person, viewed such dealers as punks who were prone to 
"fronting," that is, showing off and talking tough with little 
ability to back up their words. 

[The street corner dope dealer is always] showing he's a punk. People 
like that are always fronting they stuff off. Every time they front 
they stuff off, they wonder why they getting jacked . . . .  You never 
supposed to show what you got when you around me. (No. 25) 

[These young drug dealers] walk around making it obvious that 
�9 they have large sums of money; showing off very expensive jew- 
elry. . . .  They do everything wrong. [They're] big mouths, persons 
that tend to try to give the impression they are tough . . . .  That's 
the easiest person [to rob]. (No. 04) 

[The drug dealer] got all this money and shit and he won't fuck 
with us. I'm gonna rob him; see how he feels after I rob his ass. 
That's how I pick them people. I don't just rob any [drug dealer], I 
pick them kind of people on the set [who] think they all that. The 
ones that think they's the man. [He] ain't the man. I'm the man 
cause I'm gonna rob [him]. (No. 48) 

Several offenders pointed out that some street corner deal- 
e r s  simply dismissed robberies as an occupational hazard and 
accepted their losses with equanimity. Often they were sell- 
ing the drugs for someone else anyway and, if not, they could 
easily make up the shortfall by peddling more  dope. As one 
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said, "They don't have no choice, they got to accept it. It's all 
part of the [dope-dealing] game." Thus, theoffenders rea- 
soned, such dealers could be targeted with little concern that 
they would strenuously fight back or seek revenge. 

A few of the offenders sometimes robbed major drug sup- 
pliers. Such robberies could be extremely lucrative, thereby 
eliminating the need tocommit another stickup in the near 
future. But robbing high-level dope dealers is a hazardous 
undertaking. They seldom operate in the open and often sur- 
round themselves with protection; thus they typically are in 
a strong position to resist attempted robberies with deadly 
force. The trick, the offenders told us, is to catch these big- 
time drug suppliers "napping," that is, with their guard down. 
One. offender, for instance, frequented several exclusive night 
spots popular among Saint Louis's black criminal fraternity in 
order to locate vulnerable dope dealers. Because hewas a fa- 
miliar figure in these establishments, he found it easy to gain 
introductions to out-of-town drug suppliers visiting the city 
on "business." He then enlisted an attractive female accom- 
plice to lure these supp!iers back to their hotel rooms with 
promises of sex. Once the intended victim had fallen asleep, 
the accomplice signaled to the masked offender, who stormed 
in, put a gun to the man's head, and demanded his money and 
drugs. The offender claimed that his victims invariably com- 
plied without protest: "What else they gonna do? I caught 
them with they pants down." A female armed robber who 
usually worked alone employed a sirnilarstrategy. She �9 
cultivate relationships with high-level dealers in local night- 
clubs and take them to a nearby hotel. When the men un- 
dressed, she would put a knife under their testicles and 
threaten to "cut them Off" if theY did not hand over their cash. 

Other offenders who sometimes targeted major.drug sup- 
pliers did not rely on personal knowledge to select their vic- 
tims but instead picked up inside information from sources 
on the street. These offenders did not have a formal arrange- 
ment for obtaining information, but their interest was well 
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known on the street corner and people occasionally offered 
them tips about especially vulnerable targets. If the tip re- 
sulted in a successful score, the offender would share some 
part of the proceeds with the informant. Good tips, though, 
were infrequent. The secrecy inherent in the middle and up- 
per echelons of the drug underworld meant that the vast ma- 
jority of offenders had no realistic opportunity to rob major 
dope dealers. They did not run in the same social circles and 
lacked the criminal daring and the sophisticated interpersonal 
skills required to pull off such a crime. 

While most of the offenders in our sample who usually 
chose criminal victims concentrated on drug dealers and cus- 
tomers, some of them preferred to rob other sorts of law- 
breakers. Three, for example, typically targeted businessmen 
seeking the services of a prostitute. Two of these of fenders - -  
both w o m e n - - w e r e  prostitutes themselves, while the third 
had a girlfriend who worked in the sex industry. From their 
perspective, the ideal robbery target was a married man in 
search of an illicit sexual adventure; he would be disinclined 
to make a police report for fear of exposing his own deviance. 

[I pick a victim because] he looks married. He have a ring on. You 
kind of know when they are interested [in buying sex]. Some of 
them take [their wedding ring] off, but you can talk to them and 
find out [if they are married] . . . .  They can't tell on us [for robbing 
them] because we do our little stuff. They stop us ]on the street 
and] they buy us; that's why they don't report [the robbery]. 
(Nicole Simpson--No. 49) 

Moreover, such a victim was likely to have a reasonable 
amount of cash on him, though this was not always the case. 

Last night I went down to [a local entertainment district] and I 
wasn't looking to do nothing; I was just sitting [in a club] having 
fun. So this white guy came up to me and he said, "Would you like 
to party?" I said, "How much money you talking about?" He said, 
"I got as much as you want." I said, "No, it's not about that." He 
said, "What's your price?" I said, "Two hundred dollars." He said, 
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"Okay, let's go." We went downtown to his hotel. I said] "Do you 
want to take a shower?" And he went to take a shower, but he came 
out too quick. He tried to play on me; he wants sex for no money. 
He ain't got no mgney for real. So I had to do what I had to do, you 
know, cause he was trying to take advantage. When he had me on 
the bed, I just had my [pistol] on the side and put it to his head and 
did what I had to do. Hedidn't have no money. He didn't have no 
intention of paying nobody; he just wanted to get his thing off. But 
not with me! I done taken all of his stuff, his jewelry, his credit 
cards; he didn't have but ten dollars cash. He had checks and stuff 
like that, [but] he didn't have no cash on him . . . .  that really pissed 
me off. [Jayzo--No. 2z) 

All three of these offenders had robbed both black and white 
men but preferred whites because they usually offered less 
resistance. As one said, "White guys be so paranoid [that] 
they just want to get away . . . .  They not too much gonna ar- 
gue with you." Likewise, each of them expressed a preference 
for intoxicated victims, who were viewed as good targets be- 
cause they were in no condition to fight back. 

Although these offenders had little difficulty identifying 
the characteristics of a perfect victim, it is important to re- 
member that they were expressing preferences, not precise 
selection criteria. The very notion of deliberately selecting 
targets is inoperable where stickups evolve out of acts of 
prostitution. Asked about the way in which she picked her 
robbery victims, for instance, one of the prostitutes said, "I 
don't choose the victim, he chooses me." This may be over- 
simplifying the mat te r - -a f te r  all, she did choose which of 
her customers to r ob - -bu t  it is clear that, in these cases, the 
victims played an active part in the target selection process; 
the robberies emerged during an illicit encounter initiated by 
them in pursuit of their own criminal project. 

The remaining offenders who specialized in robbing vic- 
tims who were criminals reported targeting a hodgepodge of 
illicit street actors ranging from members of rival gangs to 
participants in neighborhood dice games. Their stickups had 
one thing in common; they flowed out of their other criminal 
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involvements.  Somet imes  those involvements created the ini- 
tial motivat ion to commi t  an armed robbery. In the fol lowing 
case, for e~:ample, an offender and several friends joined an il- 
legal crap game with no intention of doing a stickup. But after  
sustaining heavy losses, they decided to get their money  back. 

We was invited by a friend of ours that used to live in our neigh- 
borhood to come over for a party, but the party was like a crap 
game. Everybody was shooting dice, and we lost a lot of money. 
There was a lot of money in this crap game. The dudes, we really 
didn't know these dudes, they was talking about [us losing all that 
money]. So when it was all over, all I knew was I wanted my money 
back, and the people who I was with was upset too. So they pulled 
out and [ stayed, but I knew why I was staying. You know what I 'm 
saying ? So they came back with guns and everything. They had 
changed clothes, covered they faces and everything, pulled their 
hats down, and iust robbed these guys . . . .  When [my friends] 
came back, this one cat was trying to leave; he saw [the stickup]. 
coming . . . .  I was next to him and he saw them and he was trying 
to leave and I grabbed him and put a gun to his head. He upped his 
money . . . .  [Then] we just slipped away. (Damon Jones--No. 34) 

On o t h e r  occasions, already motivated offenders seized an 
o p p o r t u n i t y  to commit  an armed robbery  that arose dur ing 
an unrelated criminal  pursuit ,  such as a gang fight. These-of- 
fenders, faced with a pressing need for cash, had not set o u t  
objectively to find the best robbery  target. They sought any  
quick and easy  way out of their financial difficulties and thus 
were drawn to exploit the vulnerabil i ty of others in their  im-  
mediate circle of criminal associates. This kind of behavior  
fuels the pervasive distrust  of others that characterizes the 
social world of  offenders (see, e.g., Anderson ~994). That  dis- 
trust, in turn, often serves to just i fy the victimization of fel- 

�9 low criminals. As one a rmed robber told us, "It's a dog-eat-  
dog world. If I don't  get them, they gonna get me."  A vicious 
cycle develops in which high-cr ime neighborhoods inhabited 
by street offenders spiral into an ever-deepening chaos of 
predation and violence. 
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Noncriminal Victims 

The threat  of a rmed robbery  makes  a major  contr ibution to 
the'  widespread "fear of cr ime that  s t ructures  so much  of 
everyday urban life" (Katz ~995:799). Many  city dwellers 
consciously restrict their  activities in an a t tempt  to minimize  
their chances of being robbed. But little actually is known 
about how armed robbers select their  noncr iminal  prey. Only  
when there is a bet ter  unders tanding of this process will 
lawabiding citizens have a realistic basis on which to judge 
their risk of being robbery  vict ims and be able to take effec- 
tive steps to reduce that  vulnerabili ty.  

Thi r ty  of the armed robbers in our  sample rout inely tar- 
geted law-abiding citizens. They  did so at least in part  because 
this was believed to be less dangerous  than  robbing other 
criminals. As one pointed out, "You don't  want  to pick some-  
body dangerous, they might  have a gun themselves ."  Almost  
all of these offenders said that  when  faced with a pressing 
need for money, they usual ly  first had to search for a suitable 
victim to attack. 

I 'm sitting at home [and] I got one cigarette left, no money. I 'm 
thinking of ways to make some money. I may go down to the blood 
bank and give some blood, get ten dollars to get me a drink and 
some cigarettes with. [If] that don't work then I sit there and I 
think, "What can I do to try and get me some money?" I'll try and 
think of everything except the gun, [but] I know it's there all the 
time. Then I'll even think about, "Should I pawn the gun and then 
maybe when food stamps come out I could sell a few of my stamps 
to try and get this gun back? No, cause there ain't no telling when 
I might need it/ '  Well, I can't think of nothing else [except armed 
robbery] . . . so I stick [the gun] in my pocket and I walk around 
and try to find an easy victim. (No. 71) 

[I'm] broke. [I] don't have no money and no check come or some- 
thing like that and [my paraplegic wife] be wanting to get high . . . .  
She just say, "You feel all right this morning?" I'll say, "Yeah, I feel 
okay." [And then she'll say], "You know, today is Wednesday, there 
ought to be some money down there now. You want to go down 
there and check it out? You up to it? We can get h igh ." . . .  I try to 
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talk myself out of it, b u t . . .  I know that once I open that door, it's 
all over; I 'm gonna do [a stickup]. I 'm gonna find somebody [to 
rob], you know. (Vick Smith--No. 75) 

W h e n  searching for an armed robbery target, the offend- 
ers typically were required to make two basic decisions. First, 
they had to decide on a suitable area for their search. And 
second, they had to select a specific victim within this area. 
What  factors underpinned their choices ? 

In selecting an area, the offenders did not have an infinite 
supply of places f rom which to choose. Both physical and 
psychological barriers limited their horizons (Brantingham 
and Brant ingham x98~). Some offenders, for instance, did 
not have access to a car. This meant  that, for all practical pur- 
poses, they  were restricted to areas within walking distance 

(Lejeune ~977). 

It's easier to go in the county [to do a stickup], but it's harder for us 
because we on feet. Nobody in my neighborhood has a car, unless 
they get they mother's or father's car, something like that. But we 
[can't] go burning up our mother's or father's car to go way out in 
the county to do a jack; we walk around the neighborhood looking 
for somebody [to rob]. (No. 56 ) 

Even those with a car often were reluctant to journey far from 
their own neighborhoods because a long drive back might  in- 
crease their vulnerabili ty to.apprehension. 

I could tell you what would be my perfect area [in which to commit 
an armed robbery], but then I would not want to go out there be- 
cause of the distance and the police and getting back to the city. 
The perfect area for me would be [an exclusive shopping mall on 
the outskirts of Saint Louis] because I know everybody that come 
through there got a lot of m o n e y . . ,  well-to-do white people . . . .  
But I've already did a [robbery] out there and got away with it so 
I don't want to keep chancing that one . . . .  It would be hard to get 
back to the city . . . .  Out in the county, out there, even if you are in 
a car, it's hard getting away because [the police] know to look for 
you on the highway. ' (No. 7 ~) 
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Many offenders were dissuaded from traveling a great dis- 
tance to commit their stickups by the immediacy of their 
need for cash. As one explained, "We just want to do [the 
armed robbery] and get it over with. We*don't want to ride 
too far out of the way." 

Beyond the practical constraints, there also were psy- 
chological . factors that limited the range of areas available 
to the offenders. As Brantingham and Brantingham (1982: 
37) have observed, a great deal of the terr i tory that is objec- 
tively accessible to criminals is subjectively out of bounds, 
being "unknown . . . [and] populated with the .terrors of 
the unfamiliar." Almost all of the offenders restricted their 
searches for potential robbery victims to locations with which 
they already were well acquainted. They knew the layout of 
the area and felt more comfortable or safer there (see also 
Feeney ~986). 

You stay close to your home. You don't go too far past your bound- 
aries because you don't know about everything. When you around 
where you live at you know more about it. You know when differ- 
ent people in, you know when the police is around. That's the best 
place to really stay. Just knowing your boundaries.., because you 
got to get back home to feel safe. (No. 47) 

[The Midtown neighborhood in the city] is the best area for me. It's 
my community and I know, say for instance if I had to run, I know 
every alley to get away . . . .  out in the county [though], I would 
be lost. I could be up on [a busy business street near the Midtown 
neighborhood] and the police chasing me; I only stay six blocks 
from there. I know so many ways [to get away], I can go this way 
or that way and lose them. This is why I stay in the area [near 
where I live]. (Richard L. Brown--No. 82) 

This typically meant staying within the jurisdictional bound 5 
aries of the city of Saint Louis and avoiding the more affluent 
environs of Saint Louis County, populated heavily by whites. 
Many offenders spoke of the county as if it were a land of for- 
bidden fruits; a place chock full of tempting targets, but also 
one harboring great dangers for would-be lawbreakers. As 
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they saw it, county  residents were far more likely than their 
counterparts in the city to report suspicious behavior to the 
police. 

People in the city, I don't know what it is, but they are not too apt 
to call the police too often, and then a lot of them don't seem too 
concerned about what they see. They be like, "It ain't my business 
and don't make it yours cause you might get caught up in it." In 
the county [though], it's all totally different. (Burle--No. 80) 

What  is more, the offenders tended to steer clear of the county  
because the vast major i ty  of its residents were white; they be- 
lieved that, to avoid appearing suspicious, they had to blend in 
with the local population. 

I can go in a black neighborhood, [an] all-black neighborhood, 
and I don't stand out, as opposed to me going out there to [a 
shopping center in the county] where I might stand out . . . .  I 'm 
used to the streets of the city of Saint Louis. (Larry Washing- 
ton--No. 19) 

[Suppose] you are running [away from a robbery] . . .  you can't go 
in somebody's yard and try to hide [in the county]. Some black 
guy in somebody's yard out in [a well-to-do suburb in the county] ? 
That doesn't work too good for me. (No. 7 ~) 

Finally, two armed robbers said that they did not commit  
offenses in the county  because, among other things, the courts 
there were too punitive. 

I go everywhere [to commit my stickups] except for the county . . . .  
[The city jail] is like a penitentiary. [The county jail] ain't nothing 
for real, but [convicts] spend more time [there] than I would in the 
city. [Convicted armed robbers] will spend more time [in jail] out 
there than I would [in the city]. (No. 44) 

I have done some [armed robberies] in the county . . ,  and I will 
never commit that kind of crime [there] again. You get twice as 
much time in the county jail as you do in the city of Saint Louis. 
(No. 80) 
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It is arguable whether the offenders' perceptions of the 
county were accurate. But the important point is that, for a 
variety of reasons, most of them regarded sites beyond the 
borders of Saint Louis City to be off limits. 

Target selection in street robbery differs from that in 
crimes such as residential burglary because potential victims 
are not anchored to any particular spot; they move from one 
place to another while going about their daily lives. This al- 
lowed some of the more enterprising offenders to target 
county residents without leaving the perceived safety of the 
city. They did this by searching for victims in and around the 
city's sporting venues and entertainment districts--areas 
known to attract a large number of visitors from the county. 
By targeting these areas, the offenders had the best of both 
worlds; they could remain in familiar territory while exploit- 
ing the riches of the hinterlands. 

[Usually] I just start cruising and try to go to an area, gaming 
events, sporting events where people are going.. ,  where you as- 
sume [they] are going to take money . . . .  they gonna buy tickets, 
have refreshments, you know. (No. 08) 

Okay, like they got the Landing now, all that [area has] been redone 
up to that little highway part. Get up under that and you got the 
[gambling and river tour] boats, you got people walking back and 
forth, and then you got the other side over here [where] they got 
different clubs . . . .  They got a lot of exotic clubs where [visitors] go 
congregate to drink and they be packed with money . . . .  You can 
tell people who is coming in with money ]and] you can tell when 
people don't. [The Landing] has that parking lot, well, anybody that 
want to ]pull off a robbery], they can get that off there. (No. 74) 

Such areas were regarded as especially good hunting 
grounds because they were easily reached from the offenders' 
own inner-city neighborhoods and they catered to a reason- 
ably well-heeled clientele, many of whom were careless about 
their personal safety. 

[I choose areas] where most of the people that come in there got 
money, that's plain and simple . . . .  In Saint Louis [the perfect area 
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is an upscale entertainment district on the western edge of the city] 
because [visitors] think they so protected down there. They got 
police riding through there and most of the places got security 
guards. But see, [visitors] leave themselves open because [they] let 
they guard down. (No. 76 ) 

Though virtually all of the armed robbers searching for 
noncriminal victims were drawn to areas that they believed 
were frequented by people who carried plenty of cash, there 
was some disagreement about which places offered the most 
lucrative targets. A number of the offenders reported that 
they typically went straight to downtown Saint Louis to look 
for potential victims because the offices and businesses lo- 
cated there tended to attract well-off people. As one put it, 
"People [who] come downtown--the job, the white collar, 
the suits, all those office buildings and shi t - -you [just] feel 
that's where the money's at." Others preferred to search for 
robbery targets in the city's poor, black neighborhoods, be- 
lieving that the residents of such neighborhoods were more 
likely to carry cash than the generally more affluent citizens �9 
t o  be found downtown. Indeed, one offender became indig- 
nant when we described the rundown section of the city in 
which he committed his stickups as being poor: "People in 
the ghetto got lots of money. The ghetto ain't poor. [The 
people] there got more money on them than the people down- 
town. All they got is plastic and checks." 

Within any given area, the armed robbers had clear ideas 
about the best spots to find targets. These were microlevel 
preferences, usually involving locations devoted specifically 
to some sort of cash-intensive activity. The most popular sites 
were around places to cash checks or automatic teller ma- 
chines (see also Merry ~98~). 

[I'vedone] a lot of [stickups] at check-cashing places, especially 
around the first of the month when food stamps and AFDC checks 
come out because hundreds of people going in and out of there and 
a lot of them are walking and you can catch one of them walking 
down the street. You jump out of the alley on them. Most of the 
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time [when I want to find a robbery target] it's a place where people 
frequent a lot for money. (No. 29) 

[I usually find potential victims at] check-cashing places, people go 
in there and cash their checks. Some people be walking to their cars 
[afterward]. You can walk right behind them. They come out of the 
check-cashing place and they get in they car and you stick the pistol 
right through the window and take the money. What can they say?- 
What can they do? [Or] you got some people that cash a check and 
walking down the street and you just walk up behind them like 
you walking and just stick the pistol up under they arm . . . .  You 
seen where they put the money at [and] you know what they got. 
(No. 47) 

See, I know the places to go [to locate good robbery targets]. Usu- 
ally I go to all the places where dope men hang o u t . . ,  but I [also 
have] done some people coming out of those instant tellers . . . .  I'll 
go up to the car and they probably only getting like ten or fifteen 
dollars, but I'll make them get all of it. I'll say, "Give me all what's 
in that bank." [The victim is] probably gonna give me all of it. 
That's the perfect place. . ,  to [rob] a person. Them instant tellers, 
I love thatT (No. 48) 

These locations were followed Closely in popular i ty  by s h o p -  
ping mall and supermarket  parking lots. 

[When I want to find a promising target, I go] to large places of 
business like [a major downtown shopping center] or [to one of sev- 
eral supermarkets in the city] where I know thereis a lot of people 
and where I know there will be money . . . .  I'll spot somebody and 
then I'll follow them away to a less crowded area. (No. 72) 

[As I said earlier, I like searching for victims around the city's enter- 
tainment districts. But] sometimes that gets burnt up . . . .  Then I 
have to start spreading things around . . . .  Grocery stores, that's the 
[next] best place, especially [during] this season, everybody [there] 
got some money. Ain't nobody walking up to [any of the local super- 
markets] without no duckies. (No. 74) 

In deciding where to offend, then, the armed robbers were 
influenced strongly by the potential  reward; they wanted to 
find a location with an abundant  supply of lucrative targets. 
The prevailing r isk of detection also played a part  in their  
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location decisions. M a n y  of them noted that the availability 
of good escape routes was an important  criterion in selecting 
a robbery  site. For those in cars, this usually meant  choosing 
some place close to a major  thoroughfare.  

[To do a stickup I want] a place that is close to a freeway, close to a 
highway cause you definitely want to get away quick. (No. 08) 

[For me to do a robbery someplace it] would have to b e . . .  by the 
park, like across from the park, see, that's a quick getaway. By the 
highway, the park and the highway; that would be my clean get- 
away if I had a car [at the time]. (Little Bill--No. 2i) 

Conversely, those on foot typically preferred to do their  
stickups where  the escape routes were unsuited to automobile 
traffic. They  saw this as increasing their chances of get t ing 
away should police officers a t tempt  to chase them in a car. 

[Doing stickups in areas with a number of restricted-access parking 
lots is good] because you can run across them, you can get away. 
Most of them, the way they made now, the police have to ride all the 
way up in there to come through the parking lot. All you got to do is 
jump over them steel things and keep running. By the time [the po- 
lice officer] come all the way round and come up through the park- 
ing lot, you can come up in the next parking lot. Cause when [the 
officer] come out of that parking lot, it's an alley and [then] there is 
another parking lot and [the officer] got a steel barrier there, so he 
got to race down the alley to come back up the street . . . .  All you got 
to do is jump [the barrier] because none of them that high, but [the 
officer] can't run his car over them. (No. 75) 

One offender went  a step further,  telling us that he almost al- 
ways commit ted  his stickups within running distance of large 
public housing projects to thwar t  police officers who might  be 
tempted to leave their  automobiles and pursue him on foot: 
"They  won' t  come UP in [those places], and you got a lot of 
ins and outs. Police ain't used to that. I grew up in that type of 
area and [if] the police [were] chasing me up in one of them 
buildings, I 'd  lose them instantly." 

A major i ty  of the offenders in our sample also took into 
account the risk of being seen by passersby when choosing 
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robbery locations. In an attempt to minimize this risk, m o s t  
of them elected to commit stickups at night in poorly lit areas. 

The perfect area  [to commit an armed robbery] is at nighttime; 
city, county, it don't matter, nighttime. When it starts to get dark, 
that's the perfect time. (CMW--No. 17) 

Even those who offended during the day typically favored ar- 
eas in which shadows obscured the view. 

[The best place to do stickups is downtown because] there are a lot 
of big companies down in there, skyscrapers . . . .  It's always kind of 
dark down there for real [because] they got all them big buildings. 
(No. 7 5 )  " 

The two offenders in our sample who preferred to search for 
potential victims indoors displayed a similar concern to re- 
duce the risk of being seen; both sought targets in restrooms 
at nightclubs, lounges, and bars because such places were not 
conducive to casual surveillance. 

Surprisingly, 0nly a handful of the offenders mentioned 
the level of police or security patrols as being worthy of seri- 
ous consideration when choosing robbery locations. One said 
that he wanted to commit his stickups "a long way from any 
police station." Another noted that he tried to keep the police 
off balance by never offending in the same vicinity twice in a 
row. Yet another claimed that the best time to commit an 
armed robbery was when the police changed shifts, leaving 
the streets virtually unpatrolled for a short period. And a 
couple of offenders reported that it was important to time the 
movements of police and security guards so as to be able to 
avoid them. Therein lies the problem with police and security 
patrols as robbery deterrents; stickups often can be completed 
in a matter of seconds, and patrols cannot be everywhere at 
once. Indeed, during our earlier study of residential burglars 
we encountered an offender who switched to armed robbery 
whenever the police stepped up surveillance activities because 
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stickups were faster and could be conducted in the open, where 
aplSroaching patrol cars could easily be spotted. 

In short, the armed robbers in our sample typically adopted 
a pragmatic approach when assessing the risks of potential 
robbery sites (see also Murray 1983). Did they stand a good 
chance of getting away? Were they likely to be seen by pas- 
sersby? If the answers to those questions were yes and no re- 
spectively, most of them appeared to spend little extra time 
worrying about less predictable and more remote hazards 
(e.g., being surprised by a security patrol). Given that the of- 
fenders were desperate to get cash as quickly as possible, this 
makes perfect sense. From their perspective,, it was better to 
get on with the offense than to ponder the risks indecisively. 

Having settled on an area, the offenders next needed to lo- 
cate a specific victim. They had to find an individual who was 
acceptable to them in terms of probable reward and potential 
risk (Lejeune 1977). This was a crucial decision. If the person 
they picked turned out to have little cash, they could not im- 
mediately move on to someone else for fear that the first vic- 
tim might have called the police with a description of them. 
Worse yet, if they selected a target with the ability and deter- 
mination to fight back, they could end up dead, seriously in- 
jured, or facing a murder charge. 

A majority of the offenders were concerned first and fore- 
most to locate an individual who was carrying a substantial 
amount of money. As one asked rhetorically, "If I'm gonna 
take the chance [anyway], why not take the chance for as 
much as I can get so I don't have to do this [again] anytime 
soon?" Typically they relied on outward signs to judge how 
much cash people were likely to have on them, including 
clothing, jewelry, and demeanor. 

I'm a pretty good judge of character. I ain't come up empty-handed 
yet . . . .  My wife kids me about that: "How'd you know they got 
money?" . . . [I know by] the way they dress and the way they act. 
They be dressed nice. Got on nice clothes, brand new clothes, and 
stuff like that. A lot of them act nervous and be walking real fast . . . .  
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Mainly people that got something you can tell cause they be look- 
ing behind them and all that, walking fast trying to get to they car. 
(No. 75) 

Most of the time you can tell [whether people have money] by 
they clothes, the kind of jewelry they have on. (Bounty Hunte r - -  
No. 35) 

[Whether or not I decide to rob a particular person] depends on 
what they got; like if they are wearing nice clothes, jewelry, and 
you know, that's basically it. You can look at a person and just tell 
if they've got money . . . .  Sometimes people just walk around and 
they tell everybody, "I got this much money and I got this [other 
stuff]." (Lisa Jones--No. 4 o) 

A number  of offenders, all blacks, added that they also used 
race to help them piedict the amoun t  of m o n e y  in a person's 
pocket. But there was no consensus as to whether  whites or 
blacks were more  lucrative targets. 

[Whites] got it all. They do. Man, look down on that Landing . . . .  
young kids, young white kids, they just throwing money like, man, 
look, I can't even.do it now, and I 'm forty-seven. I ain't just straight 
up racial prejudiced or nothing, but I mean white folks just got the 
money. Let's face it, they got the money. (No. 24) 

Blacks, I don't know, it's like the first'of the month [now] and the 
majority of them are on welfare and that [money is] right there. 
You can get the check or anything . . . .  whites, they have credit 
cards and checkbooks on them. They can cancel it off though; they 
get robbed, they cancel it. So we rather get blacks. (No. 27) 

[Whites] ain't got nothing I want . . . .  I 'm looking for jewelry, 
money, nigger stuff. Most white people have about two dollars on 
them and credit cards, something like that. (No. 44) 

judging the probable payoff in street  robbery  is far more  
difficult than it is in, say, residential burglary.  Whereas  vi r tu-  
ally all dwellings contain a fairly predictable range of valu- 
able electronic goods (e.g., TVs, VCRs), people va ry  widely in 
the amount  of cash they carry. Ou tward  appearance provided 
the armed robbers with no more  than a crude indication of 
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how much  money  potential victims were likely to have on 
them. As the two offenders quoted below remind us, appea r - 
ances can be misleading. 

A person dressed like a bum could have fifty thousand dollars in his 
pocket and this other guy, he dressed real sharp and very conserva- 
tive looking, he ain't got fifty dollars in his pocket. So it's all just 
a chance irl the dark when y o u . . ,  grabbing people on the streets. 
(No. 24) 

]Judging how much money potential victims have on them is] weird 
because sometimes the ones you think have [a lot of] it won't have 
nothing but six or seven dollars in they pockets, and [sometimes] 
you see somebody that look like they got some money and all they 
got is jewelry. (No. 76) 

Recognizing this, several of the armed robbers attempted 
to make more  certain that the people they targeted were car- 
rying plenty of cash. Those who. typically stationed them- 
selves near check-cashing places were in a particularly good 
position to do this; they easily could observe money being 
flashed in full view of everyone present. 

[To find my robbery victims,] I would go out on [a local street] to 
one of those places they cash checks at. I don't hang out there [other- 
wise]. You just go out there and hang around. You just feel it out . . . .  
You can [soon] see the right opportunity . . . .  You see a woman go in 
there and transact some business and she comes out of there with a 
big bag of money for a business.., she gonna get ]robbed]. (No. 47) 

The sight of a person cashing a large check sometimes was 
enough to convince even unmotivated offenders that this was 
too good an oppor tuni ty  to pass up~ 

[My most recent armed robbery victim] was a girl that had one of 
them support, alimony checks or something like that. I seen her 
cash it at a check-cashing place. I walked up on that; my mind wasn't 
on robbery, but like you say, I had about fifteen or twenty dollars 
in my pocket and I seen she had a big roll of cash . . . .  I wasn't there 
to do a robbery, I was there waiting on a dude that owed me a 
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hundred dollars. He was gonna cash a welfare check or SSI or some 
old check like that. I was waiting fo r him to give me my hundred 
dollars and then I seen this here. I saw this was [an] easy [way] to 
pick up four hundred dollars. (No. 02) 

Signs of wealth, however,  were insufficient in themselves  
to cause the 6ffenders to single out individuals  as robbery  
victims. Potential vict ims also had to be assessed as being 
low-risk. The offenders were unwil l ing to do a stickup, no 
mat ter  how much m o n e y  the intended victim appeared to 
have, when  they perceived the chances of gett ing caught, in- 
iured, or killed to be too high. They  wanted victims who  they 
thought  would hand over  their  cash wi thout  making a fuss; 
overcoming resistance could be dangerous and t ime consum-  
ing and could increase the chances of being caught in the act 
(see also Shover ~996). 

In a t tempting to choose compliant  victims, the a rmed rob- 
bers focused pr imar i ly  on three factors that, they believed, 
were predictive of a person's inclination to resist attack. The 
first was race. M a n y  of the offenders reported that, o ther  
things being equal, they  preferred to rob whites because, 
compared to the i r  black counterparts ,  such victims were more  
likely to be cooperative. 

I've found a few blacks try to retaliate a little b i t . . ,  if you offer 
them the opportunity, more so than whites. Whites accept the fact 
that they've been robbed . . . .  But I 've noticed that some blacks 
would rather die than give you they bucks and you damn near have 
to be killing [them] to get it. (Joe Thomas--No.  62) 

[Whites] usually don't resist. A black person will try to grab the 
gun out of your hand. They will make you shoot them if you have 
to . . . .  Black people say, "I  don't care if you do have a gun," and 
they'll put up a hassle, whereas a white person might say, "Look 
here, take the watch, take this here, just don't hurt me." . . .  A black 
person will say, "No, you got to kill me. You ain't gonna take my 
money like that." (No. 7 ~) 

If [the victim is] black they gonna try to get wrestling and it's 
gonna be too much trouble to try and take [the cash] from them . . . .  
[Whites] can get [the money] back easier [so they seldom resist] . . . .  
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Blacks hard to come by [cash] so they ain't gonna come up off it too 
easy. (No. 75) 

Some of these offenders relied on white stereotypes of black 
criminals to intimidate their  victims into compliance. 

I rob mostly whites . . . that's where you get your money. I usually 
don't have no problem [with resistance], none at all. [Whites] got 
this stereotype, this myth, that a black person With a gun or a knife 
is like Idi Amin or Hussein. And [a] person [who believes] that will 
do anything [you say]. (JamesWilliams--No. 06) 

Even offenders who expressed a marked preference for 
white victims, however,  often ended up robbing blacks in- 
stead. More  than anything,  this probably reflects the s t rongly  
intraracial character  of  social interaction in Saint Louis. Since 
most  of these offenders perceived themselves to be under  
pressure to act quickly, they were pr imed to exploit the first 
oppor tun i ty  that  presented itself. When  the chips are down, 
one offender reminded us, a rmed robbery  "ain't  about black 
or white, it's about green."  

Sex was the second demographic  factor used by the of- 
fenders to gauge the likelihood of victim compliance. M a n y  
of them claimed that  w o m e n  generally made better vict ims 
than did men  because they were less inclined to fight back. 

[Women are] easy; they very vulnerable, they so easy [because] 
they panic so quick . . . .  women will throw they purse to you and 
you just snatch it or just tell them to give it up [and] they'll give 
it up without resisting. But men, they Will hesitate sometimes [so 
that] you got to show them you are ser ious. . ,  shoot them in the 
leg or smack them with the gun. (No. 81) 

See, women, they won't really do nothing. They say, "Oh, oh, okay, 
here, take this." A dude, he might try to put up a fight, and that 
would give you a reason to shoot him. (No. i7) 

However,  one offender was emphatic that, contrary to popular  
belief, w o m e n  actually were riskier targets than were men.  
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He asserted that they had a tendency to panic and become 
hysterical, thereby at tracting unwelcome attention. 

I've seen a lot of women get hysterical [when someone pulls a gun 
on them]. A lot of men, they stay calm and they'll just give you 
their wallet. But a lot of women, they'll panic and they'll go holler- 
ing and screaming and you try to talk them into just shutting up 
and just being quiet, "Give me your purse." But they not really 
hearing what you saying because they get hysterical, you know? 
(No. 19) 

The third demographic factor that  the armed robbers took 
into account when t ry ing  to locate cooperative victims is age. 
Quite a few of the offenders expressed a s t rong preference 
for elderly victims because they  were unl ikely to offer any  
resistance. 

[When I need to find a robbery victim, I look for an old person], 
maybe somebody up in they seventies. . ,  because you don't have 
to worry about struggling with them and being real forceful with 
them. They might just give [the money] to you anyway, to keep 
from being hurt I guess. (No. 83) 

[I like to rob people in their] sixties and whatever. They gonna do 
what you say cause they afraid of getting hurt. They are timid 
people. (Loco--No. 38) 

I usually try to get [my victims] as old as possible cause they the 
ones that gonna put up less fight; that's true. I pass up a lot of 
[peopl e in their] thirties and get up to some fifties and some sixties. 
(No. 14) 

The perfect kind of person to rob [is] an elderly person. I would say 
the easiest person, the perfect person, is the elderly white l ady . . .  
cause nine times out of t e n . . ,  they looking nervous . . ,  already 
scared that somebody gonna rob and hurt [them]. It's easy. All you 
got to do, like I said, [is say], "This is a robbery, don't make it a 
murder." [They will hand over the money quickly]: "Lord, here it  
is, I don't want to get hurt." (No. 82) 

Beyond demographic  indicators, a n u m b e r  of the offenders 
ment ioned that they relied on subjective judgments  about  a 
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person's current state of mental alertness. Several said that 
they usually chose victims who appeared to be intoxicated 
because, as one put it, "Drunks never know what hit them." 
Others reported that they typically targeted people who 
seemed to be oblivious to their surroundings, saying that 
such individuals were especially vulnerable to surprise attack. 

[I prefer to rob] somebody that really ain't got they mind on what 
they doing. You can kind of feel people [and just know that] they 
ain't thinking about it: "I ain't worried about nothing, I ain't gonna 
get robbed." . .. That's the one that you get right there cause they 
ain't gonna be worrying about it . . . .  They not paying attention. 
(No. 66) 

For all of their talk about violence, few of the armed rob- 
bers relished the prospect of a fight; most of them tried hard 
to select victims who were unlikely to offer any resistance. 
This is not to imply that the offenders were incapable of look- 
ing after themselves. Some of them had been physically com- 
bative all of their lives and had earned fearsome street reputa- 
tions for toughness. Rather, it underscores their strong desire 
to complete the offenses as quickly as possible so they can re- 
solve their money problems and get back to partying. There 
is nothing to be gained and potentially much to be lost by 
having to struggle with a resistant victim. 

In summary, the offenders who specialized in robbing 
noncriminal victims seldom traveled far in search of prey. For 
both practical and psychological reasons, most of them wanted 
to stay within the confines of Saint Louis City, their home 
turf. Even though the offenders typically were under pres- 
sure to act fast, they did not choose their targets randomly. 
Instead, they relied on their personal knowledge and beliefs 
about suitable robbery sites as well as on their perceived abil- 
ity to read the signs indicative of the probable rewards and 
potential risks attacl~ed to robbing a specific individual. By no 
means, however, did the offenders attempt to locate the best 
robbery target objectively available to them. Far from it. In 
a state of financial desperation, they usually settled on the 
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first person who appeared to meet their minimal subjective 
criteria for an acceptable victim. 

C O M M E R C I A L  ROBBERY 

Armed robberies directed at commercial targets have conse- 
quences that extend well beyond the businesses victimized. 
To protect themselves against such crimes, businesses often 
adopt expensive security measures and pass the costs on to 
their customers. This puts businesses located in high-crime 
neighborhoods in a no-win situation because their clientele~ 
frequently, are too poor to bear increased prices to support 
crime prevention measures (Reiss 1986 ). If the businesses do 
not provide extra security, however, their customers may feel 
unsafe and go elsewhere. Either way, the businesses suffer. 
And when these businesses fail or are forced to relocate in the 
face of an eroding customer base, the quality of life is reduced 
for the whole community. This quandary has been identified 
as one of the social calamities that can send urban neighbor- 
hoods spiraling into decline (Skogan 2986 ). Accordingly, it is 
important to develop a clear understanding of why and how 
active armed robbers choose commercial targets. Without 
this information, there is a danger that urban businesses will 
devote resources to costly crime prevention measures that 
have little effect on offender decision making. 

Ten of the armed robbers we interviewed reported that 
they usually targeted commercial establishments; another 
three said that about half of their stickups were committed 
against such establishments. These offenders claimed that 
they liked robbing commercial targets because they could 
count on the ready availability of a reasonable amount of cash, 
something that could not be taken for granted with most 
street robberies. 

[I prefer torob a] business. Street robbery, it's all right, but unless 
you already know this type of person is carrying this type of money 
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[it might not be profitable]. But these stores or something like that, 
you kind ofknow . . . .  Money is going out [in the store], you know 
it's there. But you damn near guessing ff this person [on the street] 
is gonna have it. You don't know. (No. ~2) 

Street robberies, usually there is a lot of unknown factors there. 
Just running up on people. . ,  maybe you got some information as 
to how much money that they carry, but one thing for sure, when 
you go into a commercial place they have a certain amount of 
money at any given time. This man [on the street] could be broke. 
But if you go in a convenience store, you gonna get some money. 
[Commercial robberies] pay off better. (Robert Jones--No. ~ )  

Large amounts  of cash, in turn, extended the time between 
armed robberies and thereby reduced the offenders' overall 
exposure to the various risks inherent in the offense. As one 
told us, "I don't  really do that many  [commercial stickups] 
because, when I do, I get cash. It lasts for a while, you know." 

A major i ty  of the offenders who specialized in robbing 
commercial  targets  were low-level hustlers driven by imme- 
diate financial pressures to exploit close-at-hand opportuni-  
ties. Liquor stores, taverns, and pawnshops were especially 
popular targets. By their nature, such places had to keep a 
considerable sum of m o n e y  on the premises. 

[The perfect robbery target is] a convenience store that sells liquor, 
cashes checks and sells liquor. [Those places have] a lot of money. 
(No. ~ )  

Me myself, I generally start off with places that's handling money... .  
You got a lot of taverns that cash checks might have seven or eight 
thousand dollars around at any given time . . . .  Or [I might pick] a 
pawnshop, somewhere where, you know, they got seven, eight, or 
nine thousand dollars around . . . .  I start off in that range there, some- 
where where it would be worth my while to try to rob it. (No. 69) 

Gas stations also were popular venues for stickups. 

[The best robbery target is] a filling station, a small place . . . .  It's a 
lot of those that are privately owned and are small so you can rob 
those pretty good. (Lavon Carter--No. 68) 
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The offenders, a number  of w h o m  worked alone, were 
drawn to these establishments because they typically were 
one- or two-person operations. But even two employees could �9 
present unacceptable risks to a lone robber, unless they were 
stationed close to one another. 

Mainly I count on two [employees], no more than two. When there 
is two people, you try to get them both together. You can't have 
one over [on one side of the building] and one over [on the other 
side]. You have to mainly have them both together. (No. 68) 

The offenders also were attracted to small businesses be- 
cause, at any given time, such places seldom had more than a 
few customers. Customers were perceived as risky because 
they were hard to watch and their actions impossible to pre- 
dict. One armed robber, for example, used to target super- 
markets but now finds them too crowded for comfort:  

I have robbed supermarkets before. Matter of fact, that is one of 
the things that I was convicted for. I used to rob supermarkets, 
but I've had difficulties in supermarkets because of the number of 
people that are involved. That's another thing that I 'm looking for 
when I'm robbing, I 'm trying to eliminate the amount of people 
that I'm dealing with. I want to kind of minimize that as much as 
possible . . . .  I never would try to rob the whole supermarket, I 
would go to the booth where you cash your checks and that's what 
I would rob. I've always had difficulties. Used to have to take the 
security guard and put the pistol on him and walk him to the booth. 
You got people all around. Some of them don't know what's going 
on, some of them might. It's a lot more risky. (No. 69) 

None of the commercial robbers who operated in and 
around their own high-crime neighborhoods expressed un-  
due concern about security cameras. One said that he did not 
wor ry  about such devices because "a lot of them will have 
monitors and not cameras; the monitors  just hold the picture 
while you are there." Most  robbers reported that it simply did 
not matter whether their pictures were taken; a pair of dark 
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glasses, a baseball cap, or a ski mask could easily disguise 
their identity. 

A lot of times [ wear glasses. I wear dark glasses and I have a hat 
down and I just go in. (No. 68) 

[Cameras] don't bother [robbers] cause we got ski masks on . . . .  
They can't get our faces [from those pictures]. (No. 16) 

You can't go in no store [to commit a stickup] unless you wear a ski 
mask. I have one that you can pull into a skull cap that you can just 
roll up. (No. 12) 

Security cameras, it seemed to us, had become so much a part  
of the urban commercial  landscape that the armed robbers 
had begun to take their presence for granted and to plan ac- 
cordingly; not  once did we hear of an offender rejecting an 
otherwise desirable target because it had a camera. 

The commercial  armed robbers in our sample disagreed 
about the deterrence value of security guards. Some said that 
they would not a t tempt to rob an establishment while a secu- 
r i ty guard was on duty. 

If [a store has] a security guard, then we just come back later. If 
that security guard still there, we just go to another store. (No. 16) 

Others, however, reported that security guards were not 
much of a threat. This was especially true for offenders who 
commit ted  their commercial  stickups as part of a team. 

There are a couple of guys that I work with. It's always at least 
three [of us] when we do those [commercial] robberies. We never 
go alone. Fol security you always have someone watch the f loor . . .  
and [some]one might watch the security guard and take his stuff. 
.That's really just a waste, a security guard being in there, unless he 
gonna just watch somebody steal something and pull out a gun and 
arrest them. That might stop a shoplifting or something. But as 
far as a security guard preventing a robbery, that's just a waste of 
money. Andthat's what they got him there for! [Preventing stick- 
ups is] what the security guard is there for. (No. o5) 
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One offender claimed that he and his partners used to target 
businesses with security guards purposely in the belief that 
this was a reliable indicator of the potential payoff. 

Most places [around us] got security guards . . . .  For a while there, 
we wouldn't rob any[place] unless they had a security guard. That 
tell you they got money in there. So the first move would be, we 
would take turns, the first guy that's his job to go and disarm the 
security guard. (No. 69) 

While the commercial armed robbers clearly considered 
prevailing risks and rewards when selecting their targets, 
there is a danger of reading too much rationality or profes- 
sionalism into their decision making. Most of them chose 
targets in much the same way that street robbers selected 
likely victims. Faced with a pressing need for cash to continue 
partying, xhey robbed the first- place that seemed reasonably 
safe and profitable; they displayed little inclination to search 
for the optimal target. 

Street-based research is unlikely to tap into networks of 
highly professional criminals who, by definition, take great 
pains to minimize their risks while maximizing their profits. 
On the street, the vast majority of such offenders have a de- 
sire to remain anonymous that transcends whatever potential 
rewards might accompany participation in a social science re- 
searchproject. A prison-based study may yield more infor- 
mation about high-level armed robbers because, once inside, 
such robbers have less to lose by cooperating with researchers. 

That said, our backup fieldworker did introduce us to three 
male friends who carried out commercial stickups in a care- 
ful, calculating manner. These offenders, who often worked 
together, traveled significant distances to rob jewelry stores 
in small towns throughout the midwest. In their eyes, small- 
town jewelry stores were perfect targets; they typically con- 
tained plenty of valuable merchandise but lacked the sophis- 
ticated security systems associated, with big-city jewelers. 
Even the police in small towns were perceived as being less 
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vigilant and capable than their metropolitan counterparts. As 
one of the offenders put it, "I ain't gonna say they dumb. 
They just behind the times." 

These offenders did not choose their own targets. Instead, 
they relied on the services of a professional fence who told 
them where and when to commit their stickups, specified ex- 
actly what jewelry was to be taken, and disposed of the stolen 
merchandise afterward. 

Whenever the dude comes up with something, he calls me. Tell 
me to get in touch with everybody . . . .  Believe me, I do not know 
[how the fence chooses the jewelry stores]. All I know is that me 
and him, like I said, small towns is the thing. How he goes about 
planning, how he goes about finding it, it's all in his head. Only 
thing we know is what we got to do when it's that time . . . .  [The 
fence tells us] where is the place at, what we got to get out of the 
place, and what we got to do when we get back [to Saint Louis]. 
(Nick--No. 7 2 ) 

As a result, these robbers had little control over the timing 
of their stickups and thus had a strong incentive to budget 
their money. Like their less professional peers, however, they 
were so caught up in desperate par ty ing--one  gambled heavi- 
ly, and all three were addicted to heroin- - tha t  it was difficult 
for them to control their spending. Each admitted that he 
sometimes was forced to commit a more impulsive armed 
robbery to tide himself over until the next big offense. 

S U M M A R Y  

When confronted with an immediate need for cash, the vast 
majority of offenders in our sample do not venture far in 
their search for suitable victims. In fact, most of them typi- 
cally prey on other local criminals, especially street corner 
drug dealers~ Drug dealers are good victims because they 
carry plenty of cash and are in no position to make a police 
report. The possibility that some robbers might serve a useful 
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function by helping to restrain neighborhood drug markets 
has largely been overlooked by previous researchers, at least 
in part because they based their conclusions on interviews 
with incarcerated offenders. Criminals who specialize in rob- 
bing drug dealers are unlikely to be found behind bars. 

Not all of the offenders we interviewed target criminal 
victims. A substantial number usually rob law-abiding citi- 
zens. In picking their victims, these offenders are primarily 
concerned with making sure that the person selected has ready 
cash. They attempt to do this by relying on easily observed 
cues such as dress and demeanor. The offenders also are anx- 
ious to choose victims who will hand over their money with- 
out protest. For this reason, many of them prefer to rob 
whites, who are widely regarded as less likely than blacks to 
offer resistance. This may go some way toward explaining 
why robbery, unlike other forms of criminal violence, fre- 
quently is an interracial offense involving a white victim and 
a black offender. 

Our sample included only a small number of commercial 
armed robbers. Most of them were low-level offenders who, 
like the street robbers, searched for targets in and around 
their own neighborhoods. Prison-based research also has 
demonstrated that armed robbers typically do not travel far 
in search of targets. That research, however, failed to make 
clear the extent to which the self-indulgent activities pro- 
moted by street culture discourage extended searches. Des- 
perate to obtain quick cash to keep the party going, most 
armed robbers are primed to settle for the first, rather than 
the best, target available to them. The cool rationality that 
characterizes the target-selection decisions described by im- 
prisoned armed robbers is in short supply on the streetsL 
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Having settled on a specific robbery target, the next job for 
offenders is to commit the stickup. This is a complex under- 
taking, involving a set of actions that have to be performed in 
the face of a "problematic outcome and potentially serious 
consequences" (Shover :t991:~o3). Not only must offenders 
compel inherently reluctant victims to comply with their de- 
mands, but they must do so under considerable emotional 
pressure in an environment fraught with potential hazards. 
How do they accomplish this feat? That is the question to 
which this chapter is devoted. This issue has important impli- 
cations for our understanding of offender decision making. 
Such decision making does not end with the selection of a 
target. Indeed, the decision to commit a stickup itself is sub- 
ject to reversal, at least in theory, up to the moment when the 
offender confronts the victim with a weapon. And once that 
has occurred, the offender must continue to make crucial de- 
cisions throughout the commission of the offense. 

Unlike most sorts of crime, successful armed robberies are 
never secret or ambiguous. By definition, they require offend- 
ers to confront intended victims directly, lett ingthem know 
in no uncertain terms that a stickup is in progress. As such, 
armed robberies invariably include a strong interactional com- 
ponent; offenders and victims must develop "a common defi- 
nition of the situation" and co-orient their actions to meet 
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the demands of the offense (Luckenbill ~982:25). This does 
not happen automatically. After all, why should stickup vic- 
tims willingly participate in their own fleecing? Offenders 
typically must employ threatened or actual violence to in- 
duce cooperation. But to threaten violence is to set in motion 
an interactive chain of events in which neither party can 
know for sure what will happen next. Both offender and vic- 
tim are trying desperately to predict the other's actions so 
they can launch a preemptive strike. In such a situation, the 
danger of a "fateful misreading" is omnipresent; any miscal- 
culation could result in serious injury or death (Katz 2992: 
285). Experienced armed robbers know this, and that  aware- 
ness influences their actions at every stage of the offense. 

T H E  I L L U S I O N  OF I M P E N D I N G  D E A T H  

To be successful, armed robbers must take control of the of- 
fense from the start. They immediately have to impose on the 
interaction a definition favorable to their ends, allowing in- 
tended victims no room for negotiation. This typically is ac- 
Complished by creating an illusion of impending death. 

Robbery itself is an illusion. That's what it's about . . . .  Here is a 
person that you stick a gun in his face, they've never died, they 
don't know how it feels, but the illusion of death causes them to 
do what you want them to do. (No. 21) 

A large part of creating such an illusion involves catching po- 
tential victims off guard; the element of surprise denies them 
the opportunity to adopt an oppositional stance. 

Sometimes people be alert; they be watching so you got to be care- 
ful of what you do. You got to be alert . . . .  Pretty soon [the in- 
tended victim] falls asleep, and then I got that nigger right then . . . .  
He ain't even tripping. He over there lookingat some girl . . . .  he 
probably just take his eyes off what he's doing, watching out, 
[which is] what he's supposed to be doing, and just turn h!s head on 
some girls. And [the stickup] be on. (No. 44) 
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Approaching the Target 
The offenders in our  sample employed two different methods 
to approach would-be victims without  arousing their suspi- 
cion. The first method involved using stealth or speed to sneak 
up on unwit t ing  prey (see also Luckenbill ~981). 

You just walk up to [intended victims]. You creep up on them [and], 
when they turn they heads, you just hurry up and run up on them, 
put the gun to they head and tell them, "If you move, you dead. 
Freeze up!" (Swoop--No. 5 o) 

[Whomever I am going to rob, I] just come up on you. You could 
be going to your car. If you are facing this way, I want to be On 
your blind side. If you are going this way, I want to be on that side 
where I can get up on you [without you noticing me] and grab you: 
"This is a robbery, motherfucker, don't make it no murder!" I kind 
of like shake you. That's my approach. (No. 82) 

When  using this method, most  of the offenders preferred to 
approach victims from the rear to avoid being seen. 

If I 'm running up on them, [I approach victims] from the back and I 
got the strap on, or knife, or whatever. I'll tell them: "Don't move! 
Just don't turn around. Don't look me in the face." . . . And if [they] 
attempts to turn around, I let them know. I done had to stab a 
couple of people, but I ain't never had to shoot nobody. (No. 35) 

[If the victim is] walking down the street, then just go right behind 
them [and] put the gun to her head and just start snatching her 
stuff. You say something like, "You-look back, we gonna kill you!" 
Basically that's it; she all shaked up and everything. That's the best, 
get them from behind. (No. i7) 

A few offenders, however, said that they usually confront 
victims head-on to show them that they mean business. 

My Usual way [of committing an armed robbery] is face up . . . .  I 
rob a lot of people that deals with drugs. Getting behind them so 
they don't see your face, they buck you; they want to turn around 
and think you jiving. But a lot of them be high off drugs theyself, 
so I 'm used to making them see the pistol, look at it and look at me 
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and make sure that they understand that I mean business, I 'm for 
real . . . .  When you facing the back of [the victims'] head, you don't 
know what they thinking and they don't know if you are playing or 
not . . . .  I look very serious at them, I 'm staring rightat them and I 
let them know that I 'm for real about it. This ain't no joke. Let him 
know that if he don't do what I tell him, I 'm gonna blow his face 
off. (No. 02) 

Either way, the intent is to lurk in the background and to 
strike "out  of nowhere," giving victims no advance warning 
and little opportuni ty  to take evasive action. 

The second method used by the offenders to approach in- 
tended victims involved "managing  a normal  appearance" 
(Luckenbill 2981:29). The aim was to fit in to  the social set- 
ting such that victims saw their presence as normal  and non-  
threatening, thereby allowing them to get close enough for a 
surprise attack. 

I rap with [drug dealers], shoot the breeze, chit-chat with them. 
Might play box with them [to] see if they got a pistol on them or 
whatever . . . .  I might ~ipproach them and pretend like I want to buy 
some dope from them. While they trying to go in they bags and 
get me some dope or whatever, IYm gonna b e like, "Give it all up!" 
I tell them [to] brace theyself. (No. 63) 

Most of the time. i. we just go up to [the victim], "What's up, 
man? Do you know where so-and-so street is?" Soon as [the vic- 
tim] turns around I'm gonna bust him, just hit him. (Cooper-- 
No. 24) 

Well, if I 'm walking, say you got something that I want, I might 
come up there [and say], "Do you have the time?" or "Can I get a 
light from you?" Something like that. "Yeah, it's three o'clock." By 
then I 'm up on you, getting what I want. (No. 38) 

Dressing in a clean-cut  manne r  was one popular  strat- 
egy employed by offenders to camouflage their predatory  
intentions. 

You got to be just another person walking up the street, [so] I keep 
myself fairly presentable so I don't look like I 'm no direct threat 
to [the would-be victim]. So a guy looks behind him and sees me 
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coming and he will just turn back around and I [will be] up on him 
before he knows it. That's how I would get him. (No. 07) 

A n o t h e r  s t ra tegy  employed  by  some of the armed robbers  
involved us ing  a female accomplice to lull would-be v ic t ims  
into complacency. The offenders who specialized in robbing  
smal l - town j e w e l r y  stores, for example,  occasionally used a 
woman fr iend to help create a nonthrea ten ing  image; she 
would enter  in tended  targets  on the arm of one of the  rob-  
bers, p re tend ing  to be shopping for an engagement  ring. 

You just go in [to the store], you and your girl [and one of the two 
other offenders]. Just do What you got to do . . . .  I'll tell my [sup- 
posed] girlfriend, "Look, I want to pick this ring out." We sitting 
up there, once we get the woman or the man onto the little floor 
things, pulling everything out [of the cases], putting everything on 
the counter, and [my girlfriend] says, "I like thai one. I like that." I 
say, "1 thought I was the one supposed to be giving this to you . . . .  
Don't be [interfering], let me pick out the ring. You just g o . . .  and 
stand over there somewhere." So she'll go over there'and she 
standing at the big window like she's looking at something and 
waves to [the other robber, who is waiting in the car]. The dude is 
always gonna be parked to where she can wave him in. When he 
sees her, that means for him to come in. Now nine times out of ten 
I got most of the jewelry up on top of the counter, the stuff that's 
valuable. I'll tell [the shop assistant], "I don't want none of them 
fifteen-, sixteen-hundred-dollar rings cause I can't afford it." So 
[the shop assistant] will stand in like the three-hundred- or four- 
hundred-dollar sec t ion . . ,  but I already done peeped where the 
rest of them at. I say, "What's that?" [And the shop assistant will 
tel1 me], "Oh, that's fifteen hundred dollars there." I say, "Oh, no, 
what's that over there [cost] ?" So I know exactly which is the ex- 
pensive ones for sure . . . .  From there on out whatever I see, "Let 
me check out that one down there." Once he bend down, I flash on 
him: "Okay, this is a robbery!" When he raise back u p . . .  I already 
know what type of person this is, if he is going to be a problem or 
is he just going to give it to me like a chump. So I pull my gun out, 
I flash it: "This is a robbery! Get over in that corner!" (No. 72) 

Compared  to thei r  male  counterparts ,  female armed rob-  
bers had a decided advantage  in a t tempt ing  to normal ize  the i r  
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appearance. Sex role s tereotyping mean t  that  they were un-  
likely to be seen as potential  offenders in the first place. Wha t  
is more,  the sort  of men  they  encountered dur ing their  daily 
rounds tended to view them as sex objects and thus often 
were oblivious to their  capacity for violence. 

Some dudes try to talk to us and it's like, okay, they stupid, but we 
go along with they little game. We get in the car, then ride with 
them.  They thinking we little freaks, excuse my language, whores 
or something. So they try to take us to the motel or whatever [and] 
we going for it. Then it's like they getting out of the car and then 
all my [girl]friend has to do is just put the gun to his head . . . .  He 
really can't do nothing, his gun is probably in the car. (No. ~7) 

The women who worked as prost i tutes  were especially 
well placed in this regard; the nature  of their  business made it 
easy for them to get close to intended vict ims wi thout  arous-  
ing their suspicion. In a sense, their  apparent  willingness to 
engage in one form of deviance served as a cover for deviance 
of a much darker sort. 

[The victim] be so eager [for sex], he just go in there and drop his 
pants. So that give me the opportunity to do what I got to do . . . .  
It's just easy, you know. He leaves himself open for that, in other  
words. If [he] was more cautious. . ,  that wouldn't happen . . . .  So I 
get [him]. That's my purpose in being up there [in the hotel room], 
to get him. And if I have to use force, I come prepared. I always got 
my hand on my gun. I keep my hand on that at all times. (No. 22) 

The method chosen to approach potential  vict ims typically 
was dictated more  by  situational factors than by the idiosyn- 
cratic preferences of individual offenders. Depending on the 
situation, most  of the a rmed robbers were  prepared to use ei- 
ther speed and stealth or the presentat ion of a nonthrea ten-  
ing self to move within str iking range of their victims. The 
offender quoted below, for example,  reported that  he and his 
partners usually initiate their  commercia l  stickups s imply by  
charging through the front  door Of the establishment,  ski 
masks pulled d o w n a n d  guns drawn. 
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When I approach the door [of a would-be commercial target], gen- 
erally we got ski masks that rolls up into a skull cap; it's a skull cap 
right now and as we get to the door, right prior to walking in the 
door, we pull our masks down. Once we come in, we got these masks 
down [so] we got to come in pulling our weapons, might even have 
them out prior to going in, just concealed. As soon as we pull those 
masks down, we are committed [because our intention is obvious]. 
(No. 69) 

He added, however, that circumstances occasionally require 
them to enter intended targets posing as customers instead. 
Doing so helps them to avoid tipping their hand too early, 
which is crucial in situations where the victim is likely to be 
armed. 

Say for instance [the target is] a tavern and the guy behind the 
ba r . . ,  might be the kind of guy that got a pistol. Most bartenders 
and most people that's cashing checks, they got pistols on them. 
Believe me, they got pistols . . . .  So in that particular situation, you 
got to . . .  get in the door before you go into motion because you got 
to know where they are at. You've got to make sure that you've 
got a real chance to get up on them and make it not worth their 
risk to try to reach the pistol [before you betray your intentions]. 
(No. 69) 

Armed robbers who worked together sometimes incorpo- 
rated both methods of approach into a single offense; one of 
them would adopt a nonthreatening persona to distract the 
victim, thereby making it easier for the other to use speed and 
stealth to launch a surprise attack. Here again, the distraction 
of choice often involved a female offender who relied on her 
charms to lure male victims into a position of vulnerability. 

I usually work with my fianc6e, robbing tricks, you know . . . .  She 
gets them and they be vulnerable. She stands on the corner and she 
sees a trick. She flags him down; he pull over on his own. Once she 
finds out that he got a little money, then it goes like that. We have 
a motel already wait ing. . ,  that's close around by the whores' stroll 
and it's in the neighborhood. We pay for it in advance, the room. 
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I'm waiting at the motel. She has to do her thing, she give me the 
signal, flip the light on and off like t h a t . . ,  and then I'm in there. 
It's a robbery . . . .  Once he got his pants down, you know, it's just 
easy. (No. 13) 

If [the intended victim] is a d u d e . . .  I just walk up, "Hey, what's 
up? My name is whatever." Just basically get to know [the intended 
victim] a little bit. We exchange numbers, get to know each other a 
little bit. [So] we be standing there, we be talking [and my accom- 
plice] will come up from behind a n d . . ,  say, "I 'm gonna do you!" 
I'll probably just run off and we'll just meet up somewhere . . . .  
That's how you do it, just like a hunter. If a hunter sees a deer, and 
the deer know the hunter watching, he gonna try to strategize 
where the hunter can't kill him. But that hunter got to think, 
"What can I do to get this deer?" (No. 31) 

A few offenders who usua l ly  opera ted  alone also combined 
both methods  of approach to ca r ry  out  thei r  stickups, as in 
the following case, where  a robber  shadows his vic t ims for a 
considerable distance p re tend ing  to be a fellow shopper  be- 
fore using speed and s teal th  to complete  the  offense. 

Once I spot somebody [to rob], I won't let them know that I am 
paying any attention to them at all. I saw you in the store. I was 
looking at you [and thinking]: "Boy, that's a nice jacket you got on 
there." And then you reach in your pocket and pull out a wallet 
full of money. Nice ring, nice wallet, pocket full of money . . . .  
Then I'll follow them around and I'll go outside. Usually I'll go out 
before they come out. I'll stand there and I be watching them. I see 
them come out. I kind of walk away from the door. I watch how far 
they might have to go to get to their car . . . .  I'll come up toward 
them, not behind them. Like if I see them coming to the car, I'll 
cut over and I'll come up the other way. If they go [the other] way, 
I'll cut over that way like I 'm going to my car too..When I see them 
pull they keys out, I know they at the car and I'll come on up: 
"Open the door. Give me your money. Don't make.no scene. I don't 
want to have to hurt you." (No. 71 ) 

Regardless of the m a n n e r  in which the offenders make 
their  approach, the aim a lmos t  invar iab ly  is the same: to "es- 
tablish co-presence" wi th  the v ic t im wi thou t  t ipping thei r  
hand (Luckenbill  1981 : zg). This gives would-be  vic t ims l i t t le  
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opportunity to recognize the danger and to take steps to repel 
the attack. Not only is this far safer for the offenders, it also 
puts them in a strong position when it comes to generating 
the victim's immediate compliance. The offenders, it will be 
remembered, typically perceive themselves to be under pres- 
sure to get money quickly. Further, they do not want to linger 
for fear of being caught in the act. As a result, they are anx- 
ious to avoid becoming embroiled in time-consuming negoti- 
ations with their victims, seeking instead to scare them into a 
state of unquestioning cooperation by creating an illusion of 
impending death. This is accomplished much more easily 
when victims have not been given an opportunity [o develop 
an alternative interpretation of the situation beforehand. 

Announcing the Stickup 

By announcing a stickup, armed robbers commit themselves 
irrevocably to the offense. Any semblance of normality has 
been shattered; from this point onward, the victim will act 
and react in the knowledge that a robbery is being commit- 
ted. The offenders we interviewed saw this as the "make or 
break" moment. The challenge for them was "to dramatize 
with unarguable clarity that the situation ha[d] suddenly and 
irreversibly been transformed into a crime" (Katz 1988 : ~76). 
In effecting this transformation, they were seeking to estab- 
lish dominance �9 over their intended prey, thereby placing 
themselves in a position to dictate the terms of the unfolding 
interaction. 

When I first come up on [my victims], I might scare them, but then 
I calm them down. It's a control thing. If you can get a person to 
listen to you, you can get them to do just about anything . . . .  
That's the way the world is made. (No. o8) 

Most of the offenders said that they typically open their 
armed robberies with a demand that the would-be victim stop 
and listen to them. 
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I say [to the victim], "Look here, heyl just hold up right where you 
at! Don't move! Don't say nothing!" (No. 14) 

They often couple this demand with an unambiguous decla- 
ration of their predatory intentions. 

[I tell my victims], "It's a robbery! Don't nobody move!" (No. 13) 

That declaration, in turn, usually is backed by a warning 
about the dire consequences of failing to do as they instruct. 

[I say to the victim], "This is a robbery, don't make it a murder! It's 
a robbery, don't make it a murder!" (No. 48) 

All of the above pronouncements are intended to "soften up" 
victims; to inform them that they are about to be robbed and 
to convince them that they are not in a position to resist. 

Having seized initial control of the interaction, offenders 
then must let victims know what is expected of them (Luck- 
enbill ~98~). As one armed robber reminded us: "You have to 
talk to victims to get them to cooperate . . . .  They don't know 
what to do, whether to lay down, jump over the counter, 
dance, or whatever." This information typically is communi- 
cated to victims in the form of short, sharp orders laced with 
profanity and, often, racial epithets. 

]I say to victims], "Hey, motherfucker, give me your shit! Move 
slow and take everything out of your pockets!" (James Love-- 
No. 27) 

I'll say something [to the victim] like, "Motherfucker... give me 
your money! All of it! Now!" (No. 77) 

[I grab my victims and say], "Take it off, girl! Nigger, come up off 
of it!" (Libbie Jones--No. 57) 

The "expressive economy" with which the offenders issue 
instructions can in part be accounted for by a desire to keep 
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victims off balance by demonstrating an ominous insensitiv- 
ity to their precarious emotional state (see Katz 1988:~t77 ). 
Clearly, the swearing and racial putdowns help to reinforce 
this impression. 

Beyond this, however, the offenders have several additional 
reasons not to say too much to their victims. Foremost among 
these is a concern that their voices might give them away. 

You don't say too much, man . . . .  You don't want the victim to 
know your voice. (No. 44) 

A lot of people I get, I either know them or know them through 
someone [else]. I try not to say too much; they might know my 
voice. (No. 63) 

Recall also that most of them are operating under intense 
emotional pressure and are anxious to remove the perceived 
cause of that pressure as quickly as possible. In such circum- 
stances, extended conversation merely serves to increase risk 
and delay gratification. And frankly, the vast majority of 
armed robbers lack sophisticated communication skills and 
see little point in talk; brute force is their preferred medium. 

All but four of the eighty-three offenders who addressed 
the issue of weapons reported that they typically used a gun 
to announce their stickups. They recognized thatdisplaying a 
firearm usually obviated the need to do much talking. As one 
said, "A gun kind of speaks for itself." Most of them believed 
that "big, ugly guns" such as 9MMs or .45s were the best 
weapons for inducing cooperation. 

[A .45], that's my gun of choice.... It's one of the most hard- 
hitting guns in the world and it's big enough to scare a person. 
You don't even haveto have bullets in it; just the sight of it will 
put something on [the victim's] mind. (No. 07) 

The bigger gun has more of a tendency to intimidate the victim 
and lessen the chance of them trying to [resist]. (Larry Brooks-- 
No. 20) 
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[The 9MM] got that look about it like it gonna kill you. It talk for 
itself: "I 'm gonna kill you." Looking at a nine pointed at you, that's 
what goes through your head: "He gonna kill me if I don't give him 
this money." (Prauch--No. 84) 

In practice, however, m a n y  of the a rmed robbers actually car- 
ried somewhat  smaller f i r e a r m s - - s n u b - n o s e d  .38s were es- 
pecially p o p u l a r - - b e c a u s e  they  were more  easily concealed 
and simpler to �9 

The best weapon is something small, something that is not heavy... 
�9 I know a bigger weapon will put more fear in a person, and flit  

comes to where it has to be used, I feel better with a big one. But I 
truly think that the best weapon is something small, a .38, some- 
thing like that; it's not heavy [and] it will kill almost just as quick 
as something bigger. You can carry it and it's almost like you don't 
have anything; not a lot of excessive weight. (No. 04) 

I like the .32 because it's like a .38, small, easy, and accessible. And 
it will knock [the victim] down if you have to use it. (No. o9) 

A few offenders mainta ined that  ve ry  small-caliber pistols 
(e.g., .22s, .25s ) made poor robbery  weapons because m a n y  
potential victims were not afraid of them. 

[With] .22s or .25s people g0nna be like, "Man, he using this little 
gun. I ain't worried." . . .  A .22 is real little, they gonna be, "Man, 
that ain't gonna do nothing but hurt me. Give me a little sting." 
(Syco--No. 67) 

That said, the major i ty  of respondents  felt that  even the small-  
est handguns were big enough to int imidate most  people. One  
offender put it this way: "A  person's gonna fear any  kind of 
gun you put in their face. So it don't  mat te r  [what you use]. If 
it's a gun, it's gonna put fear in you."  

The quandary  faced by  offenders in relying on a gun to in- 
duce fear is that  the s t ra tegy might  work too well. As Katz 
(~988) has observed, the display of a f i rearm can easily be 
misinterpreted by victims as the precursor  to an offense far 
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more serious than robbery (e.g., rape, kidnapping, murder). 
Offenders are keen to avoid such misinterpretations because 
they can stun victims into a state of incomprehension or, 
worse yet, convince them that determined resistance repre- 
sents theiI only chance of survival. When armed offenders 
warn victirns--"This is a robbery, don't make it a murder! " -  
they are doing more than issuing a credible death threat. 
Paradoxically, they also are seeking to reassure the victims 
that submission will not put their lives in jeopardy (see Luck- 
enbill ~98a). 

In announcing their stickups, then, offenders are attempt- 
ing to strike a precarious balance. They must threaten would- 
be victims sufficiently to compel compliance without either 
immobilizing or emboldening them through excessive fear- 
someness. After all, victims who are unable or unwilling to 
cooperate can make it much more dangerous and difficult for 
offenders to effect the transfer of goods. 

Transferring the Goods 

No doubt the most difficult aspect of pulling off an armed 
robbery involves managing the transfer of goods. The diffi- 
culty lies in keeping the victim under strict control while, at 
the same time, making sure that everything worth taking has 
been confiscated. What is more, all of this must be accom- 
plished as quickly as possible. The longer the stickup lasts, the 
more i:isk offenders run of being discovered by the police or 
passersby. 

The armed robbers we interviewed used two different 
strategies to manage the transfer of goods. The first strategy, 
preferred by twenty-seven of the fifty-eight offenders who 
talked about this issue, involved simply ordering victims to 
hand over their possessions. 

I let [the victims] give [their cash and valuables] to me. I ain't 
gonna touch nobody. If I got to search for it that's time limit, that's 
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stalling. And I know about stalling. I 'm trying to make [the offense] 
as quick as possible. They know where [the' valuables are] at. We 
ain't gonna play no games. "Give it here!" (No. 74) " 

I tell [my victims], "Man, if you don't want to die, give me your 
money! If you want to survive, give me your money! I ' m  not bull- 
shitting!" Sohe will either go in his back pocket and give me the 
wallet or the woman will give me her purse. (No. 8~) 

By making victims responsible for the t ransfer  of goods, the 
offenders were able to devote their  undivided at tention to 
watching for signs of danger. 

I rather for [victims] to give [their valuables] to me because I have 
to be alert. If they reach for something, i'11 have to shoot them. 
(No. 60) 

I have [my commercial.victims] put [the cash] into a b a g . . ,  cause I 
can watch while they doing it. If I 'm doing it, I have to look at the 
money and the bag while I 'm putting it in there, and-then watch 
the victim. (No. 79) 

There is, however, one serious drawback to giving v i c t i m s  
responsibility for the transfer;  it is difficult to know whether  
they really have turned over  all of their  valuables. Recogniz- 
ing this, m a n y  of the offenders employed  tough talk and  a 
fierce demeanor  to discourage vict ims f rom a t tempt ing  to 
shortchange them. 

You never really know [if the victim is holding back], they may 
have some [valuables] stashed somewhere else. But hopefully when 
you tell them what you gonna do to them if they don't give you all 
of it, then hopefully that's when they give you all of it. (No. 06) 

You say, "Is that everything?" You can kind of tell if they lying 
sometimes: "That's all I got, man, that's all!" You'll say, "You're 
lying, man, you lying!" and just make them think that you're get- 
ting pissed because he's lying to you. So basically you got this gun 
[pointed] at they head, so sometimes it be like, "Okay, I got some 
more." (No. 34) 

You don't [know if the victim has deceived you]. You just basically 
hope that you put enough scare into them where they giving it [all] 
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to you. I have had that to happen; I have actually went on a rob- 
bery and found out that most of the money was left [behind]. 
Some guys just won't give it to you. You think you're getting it, 
but they might have a secret hiding place you don't know about. 
(No. 69) 

Some of these offenders actually searched their vict ims--  
albeit often s u m m a r i l y - - t o  check whether they had given 
them everything. 

Sometimes I feel they pockets [afterward]. A lot of [victims] be ly- 
ing and saying, "That's it." But they still have a lot of money. 
(Menace--No. 36 ) 

You take your little pat-down [before leaving]. You feel a wad, you 
g0nna go groping for it: "Empty that one!" And socks. The hell 
with them shoes. If they got socks on, yeah, [I search the tops of 
them]. But I'm not gonna wait for them to take they shoes off.] 
ain't gonna do that. (No. 76) 

A few went so far as to rough up their victims, especially 
those who appeared confused or hesitant, to reinforce the 
message that attempting to hold out On them would be a risky 
proposition (see also Lejeune 1977; Katz 2988 ). 

Well, if [the victim] hesitates like that, undecided, you get a little 
aggressive and you push them. Let them know you mean business. 
I might take [the] pistol and crack their head with.it. "Come on 
with that money and quit bullcrapping or else you gonna get into 
some real trouble!" Normally when they see you mean that kind 
of business they . . ,  come on out with it. (No. 80) 

But most of the offenders who allowed victims to hand over 
their own possessions simply accepted what was offered and 
made good their escape. To get greedy, they argued, was to 
court disaster. As one explained, "You just got to be like, 
'Well, it's cool right here what I got.' When you get too 
greedy, that's when [bad] stuff starts to happen." 

The second strategy used by the armed robbers to accom- 
plish the transfer of goods, favored by twenty-one of the 
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fifty-eight offenders who discussed the matter, involved tak- 
ing the victim's possessions without waiting for what was of- 
feted (seeaIso Luckenbill, ~98~). 

I go in [the victim's] pockets, i don't wait for nobody to give me 
nothing. (No. 44) 

I get [the victim's money] because everybody not gonna give you 
all they got. They gonna find some kind of way to keep from giving 
it all. (No. 8a) 

A number of the offenders who preferred this strategy were 
reluctant to let victims empty their own pockets for fear that 
they were carrying a concealed weapon. 

I don't let nobody give me nothing. Cause if you let somebody go 
in they pockets, they could pull out a gun, they could pull out any- 
thing. You make sure they are where you can see their hands at all 
times. (No. 24) 

I take [the money] cause I don't want [my victims] going in they 
pockets. A lot of drug dealers keep small .25 calibers in they front 
pockets. I don't want to take no chance of them going in they pocket, 
getting that pistol out, and shooting. That's why I check they pock- 
ets [myself]. (No. 63) 

Most of the time I like to go i n [the victims'] pockets [myself] 
cause I don't know what they got in they pockets; they probably 
have a gun and everything. (No. 78) 

To outsiders, these offenders may appear to be overestimat- 
ing the risk of encountering an armed victim. Such a perspec- 
tive, however, betrays a respectable, middle-class upbringing. 
In the desperate inner-city neighborhoods in which almost all 
of the armed robbers reside and in which many of them p l y  
their trade, weapons are a ubiquitous feature of everyday life. 

While prohibiting victims from assisting in the transfer of 
goods can prevent them from gaining access to a concealed 
weapon, this strategy carries hazards of its own. Offenders 
cannot effect such transfers at arm's length. They must move 
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into close contact with the intended victim, thereby becoming 
vulnerable to counterattack. Nor can they devote their full 
attention to watching for warning signs of impending danger. 
They also have to locate and secure the victim's valuables. 
Thus it is not surprising that many of the offenders who op- 
erated in this manner preferred to work with others; accom- 
plices could watch their backs, freeing them to concentrate on 
the task at hand. 

You got [the victim] right there in a headlock and, like, I can be 
checking in the pockets while [my partner] has the gun up to [the 
victim's] head. (No. i7) 

I grab [the victim's possessions] . .. I take everything [myself].. 
People got my back, I ain't worried about nothing. (K-Money # 1 -  
No. 43) 

Accomplices also sometimes could help minimize the time 
and effort required to locate the victim's possessions. The best 
example of this was provided by the offender in our sample 
who usually teamed up with his prostitute girlfriend to rob 
her clients. This offender had a decided advantage when it 
came to determining where victims had stashed their cash 
and valuables; his partner could surreptitiously tip him o f f -  
"give him the e y e " - -  even while she pretended to be a victim 
herself. 

[I know where the victim keeps his money] cause my gal, she 
gonna tell me where it's at. She gonna give me the eye . . . .  That's 
her job . . . .  She might have some money laying on the dresser 
[and] I might take that [too]. (No. 31) 

Ten of the armed robbers who described how they man- 
aged the transfer of goods could not specify a typical strategy. 
Some of these offenders claimed that whether or not they 
allowed victims to assist in this process depended on their 
assessment of the trustworthiness of the individual standing 
before them. Although objective characteristics such as the 
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victim's sex somet imes influenced these assessments,  they of- 
ten seemed to be based on little more  than instinct. 

Different occasions, you know, [I handle the transfer differently]. 
Sometimes I go and get [the money] or sometimes I have [the vic- 
tim] put it in a bag. Depends [on] the person. I look at a person, and 
with a person that I think might pull something sneaky, I'll go in 
there [and get the money myself]. But a person, maybe a woman, 
I let her put it in there. (No. 02) 

[Whether or not I permit the victim to participate in the transfer] 
depends on the person. I can't explain [what I base my assessment 
on], I don't know. Seriously, I can't explain that. Instinct, I guess. 
(N o. so) 

Other  offenders reported that  their  decisions about  how best 
to manage the t ransfer  of goods were based on situational con- 
tingencies. The most  impor tan t  situational cont ingency was 
the presence or absence of an accomplice: 

[I tell the victim,] "Put the money in the bag." Or if it's two of us, 
one person watch the people and the other person put the money 
in the bag. But if it's just me, I make [the victim] put the money in 
the bag. (No. 79) 

Yet other offenders claimed that  vict ims often were in no state 
to hand over  their valuables. Inevitably, some of them be- 

c a m e  paralyzed with fear dur ing stickups. W h e n  that hap-  
pened, the offenders had no choice but  to effect the t ransfer  
on their  own. 

Sometimes[the victims] be so scared that they be shaking so much 
that I just got to go and get [the money] out of there. (No. 75) 

In a robbery, some of [the victims]be so scared that they just 
don't move. You just got to dig in they pockets [to get the cash]. 
(No. 27) 

As noted above, all of the c r i m e  commiss ion strategies 
adopted by the offenders are intended, at least in part,  to mini-  
mize the possibility of vict im resistance. General ly  Speaking, 
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these strategies work ve ry  well. Nevertheless, almost all of 
the armed robbers we talked to said that they occasionally 
encountered victims who steadfastly refused to comply with 
their demands. �9 

]I attempted to rob one man who just] said, "Whatever you gonna 
do, do it." Like I said, you already be so scared, so he said, "I ain't 
gonna lay down, man. If you gonna kill me, then kill me." (No. 09) 

On the parking lot, if you grab somebody and say, "This is a rob- 
bery, don't make it a murder," I've had it happen that [the victim 
just says], "Well, you got to kill me then." (No. 82) 

Faced with a recalcitrant victim, most  of the offenders re- 
sponded with severe but  nonlethal violence in the hope of 
convincing the person to cooperate. Often this violence in- 
volved smacking or beating the victim about the head with a 
pistol. 

I might smack ]victims who refuse to cooperate] With the pistol . . . .  
I had one person that was just refusing to give me her money. I 
throwed her down on the ground, no, I made her lay down on the 
ground, and she refused to lay down. I hit her in the head with the 
pistol a couple of times and she still refused to give me the money. 
I took her.and beat her again with the pisto ! and I had her lay down 
on the floor and stuck the pistol up in her mouth and cocked the 
trigger, and she still refused to give it to me. I continued to beat her 
until [ beat her unconscious and I got the money myself and left 
her. (No. o~) 

Sometimes I might strike ]resistant victims] with that pistol. They 
usually jump in line because you hit them with that pistol and that 
blood starts shooting out, they usually get it on [and start cooper- 
ating]: (No. 02,) 

It's happened [that some of my victims initially refuse to hand over 
their money, but] you would be surprised how cooperative a person 
will be once he been smashed across the face with a .357 Magnum. 
(No. 08) 

Occasionally, however, it involved shooting the victim in the 
leg or some other  spot unlikely to prove fatal. 
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[If the person refuses to do what I say] most of the time I just grab 
m y  pistol, take the clip out and just slap them. If I see [the victim] 
trying to get tough, then sometimes I just straight out have to shoot 
somebody, just shoot them. I ain't never shot nobody in the head 
or nothing, nowhere that I know would kill them, just shoot them 
in they leg. Just to let them know that I 'm for real [and that they 
should] just come up off the stuff. (No. 24) 

There was one guy, he told me he wasn't coming off with nothing, 
I 'm gonna have to shoot him and all that. So I told him, "You don't 
think I'll shoot you?" He wanted to play t ough . . ,  so I shot him in 
the kneecap. I told him to come up off it. He on the ground, he hol- 
lering, making all kinds of noise. Now he really have to come up off 
it . . . .  Come to find out, I got gloves on, I go check and there ain't 
nothing in his pockets or nothing. Nothing in his pockets, all that 
for nothing! So he played tough and got shot and he didn't have 
nothing. (C-Loco--No. 26) 

While a major i ty  of the a rmed  robbers preferred to use 
nonlethal violence to subdue resistant v i c t i m s - - p r e s u m a b l y  
because they  had moral  or legal qualms about  k i l l i ngs : sev -  
eral of them admit ted to having been involved, at least tan-  
gentially, in fatal encounters  in the past. One  of the female 
offenders, for instance, described in graphic detail how she 
had watched f rom the car while one of her  male companions  
shot and killed an uncooperat ive robbery  victim. 

We was in the car and, I didn't get out this time, one of the dudes 
got out. The [victim], he wasn't gonna let nobody rob him: "Nig- 
ger, you got to kill me! You got to kill me!" Andthat's what hap- 
pened to him. Just shot him in the head. It was like, "God!" I had 
never seen that. When [my accomplice] shot him, it wasn't like he 
was rushing to get away. He shot him, walked back to the car, put 
the gun back up under the seat and just, you know, we watched [the 
victim] when he fell, blood was coming out of his mouth, he was 
shaking or something. (No. 32) 

It is impor tant  to keep in mind  that  such incidents a re  rare 
and that few of the offenders entered into armed robberies 
intending to kill or ser iously injure their  prey. Some of the 
armed robber s  admit ted that  they  probably  would abandon 
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an intended offense rather than use deadly force to subdue 
an uncooperative victim. 

I really ain't gonna shoot nobody. I think a lot of people are like 
that. [ wouldn't shoot nobody myself; if they gave me too much Of 
a problem, I might just take off. (Mike J.--No. 33) 

That said, it also must be remembered that the ranks of 
armed robbers are filled with angry; hostile individuals, many 
of whom display a strong penchant for sudden violence. More- 
over, these volatile characters typically are acting under in- 
tense emotional pressure to generate some fast cash by any 
means necessary in an interactional environment shot through 
with uncertainty and danger. Is it any wonder that the slight- 
est hint of victim resistance may provoke some of them to 
respond with potentially deadly force? As one offender ex- 
plained, "When you're doing stuff like this, you just real 
edgy; you'll pull the trigger at anything, at the first thing 
that go wrong." 

Making an Escape 

Once offenders have accomplished the transfer of goods, it 
only remains for them to make their getaway. Doing that, 
however, is harder than it might appear. Up to this point, the 
offenders have managed to keep victims in check by creatihg 
a convincing illusion of impending death. But the successful 
maintenance of that illusion becomes increasingly more diffi- 
cult as the time comes for offenders to make good their es- 
cape. How can they continue to control victims who are be- 
coming physically more distant from them? 

In broad terms, the offenders couldeffect a getaway in one 
of two ways; they could leave the scene themselves, or they 
could stay put and force the victim to flee. Other things being 
equal, most of them preferred to be the ones to depart. Before 
doing so, however, they had to make sure that the victim 
would not attempt to follow them or to raise the alarm. A 
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major i ty  of the offenders responded to this need by deploy- 
ing verbal threats designed to extend the illusion of impend-  
ing death just  long enough for t hem to escape Unobserved. 

I done left people in gangways and alleys and I've told the m, "If 
you come out of this alley, I 'm gonna hurt you. Just give me five 
or ten minutes to get away. If you come out of this alley in three 
or four minutes, I 'm gonna shoot the shit out of you!" (NQ. 07) 

[Before you leave a convenience store robbery], you try to plant 
enough fear and control [in the victims] that hopefully, instincts 
again, that they will stay there for a few minutes and take that few 
minutes to not peek around them corners and not open doors so 
you can get to the car. (No. 15) 

I tell [my victims], "Give me two minutes, if you want nobody to 
get hurt! My friend is outside in a different car. If anybodycomes 
out, he's got instructions to shoot you." So they stay down, and I 
walk right out the door [of the shop]. (No. 20) 

A few offenders, however,  a t t e m p t e d  to prolong this illusion 
indefinitely by threatening to kill their  Victims if they  e v e r  

mentioned the stickup to anyone.  

I done actually took [the victim's] I.D. and told them, "If you call 
the police, I got your address and everything. I know where you 
stay at, and if you call the police, I 'm gonna come back and kill 
you!" (No. ol) 

]Before I make my getaway, I tell the victim,] "If you say some- 
thing to the police, if you say anything to anybody, I 'm gonna kill 
you! I be looking for you!" (Yolanda Smith--N0.55)  

" Some of the armed robbers were Uncomfortable relying 
on verbal threats to dissuade their  prey  f rom pursuing  them. 
Instead, they took steps to make it difficult or impossible for 
victims to leave the crime scene by  ty ing  them up or incapac- 
itating them through injury. 

[I have tied up my victims] many of times [because] that gives me 
a chance to get out of the hotel and get in my'car, because I always 
drive, and just go about my business. Cause [the victim] don't 



COMMITTING THE OFFENSE 117 

think I 'm in no car. I change my jeans in the car, take my other 
stuff off that I work in. (No. 22) 

[I hit my victim before I escape so as to] give him less time to call 
for the police. Especially if it's somebody else's neighborhood [and] 
we don't know how to get out. You hit him with a bat just to slow 
his pace. If you hit him in the leg with a bat, he can't walk for a 
minute; he gonna be limping, gonna try to limp to a pay phone. 
By then it be fifteen or twenty minutes, we be hitting the highway 
and on our way back to the southside, where our neighborhood is. 
(No. 56 ) 

Offenders  who  targeted men  engaged in sexual liaisons often 
used a less physical but  equally effective tactic to incapacitate 
t h e m - - t h e y  took their  clothes and left them standing naked, 
too vulnerable  and embarrassed to offer chase. This tactic 
worked so well that  it somet imes  was employed in other sorts 
of stickups as well; several a rmed robbers reported that, be- 
fore departing, they  occasionally forced their drug dealer or 
gambling vict ims to strip because doing so substantially re- 
duced the chances of being followed. 

While  a major i ty  of the offenders wanted to be the first to 
leave the crime scene, a number  of them preferred to order 
the vict im to flee instead. Doing so allowed the offenders to 
depart in a calm, leisurely manner ,  thereby minimizing the 
risk of drawing at tent ion to themselves.  

I try not to have to run away. A very important thing that I have 
learned is that when you run away, too many things can happen 
running away. Police could just he cruising by and see you running 
down the street. I just prefer to be able to walk away, which is one 
of the reasons why I tend, rather than to make an exit, I tell the 
victim to walk and don't look back: "Walk away, and walk fast!" 
When they walk, I can make my exit walking. (No. 04) 

Wha t  is more,  forcing the victim to leave first permit ted the 
offenders to escape wi thout  worry ing  about be ing attacked 
f rom b e h i n d - - a  crucial consideration for those unwilling or 
unable to incapacitate their  prey  prior to dep~arture. 
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[Afterward,] I will tell [the victim] to run. You wouldn't just get 
the stuff and run because he may have a gun and shoot you while 
you are turning around running or something like that. (No..34) 

Like I said, [before leaving] you just tell [the victims] what direction 
you want them to go and start walking. You want them to be with 
their back to you. You don'twan t to just spin around and turn your 
back on them. You make sure you put they back to you. Say, "Start 
walking that way, right now!" They start walking. You stand there 
five or ten seconds and then you go where you are going. (No. 24) 

Beyond such instrumental concerns, several of the armed 
robbers indicated that they forced the victim to flee for ex- 
pressive reasons as well; it demonstrated their continuing 
ability to dominate and control the situation. The clearest ex- 
ample of this involved an offender who routinely taunted his 
victims by ordering them to leave the scene in humiliating 
circumstances: "I like laughing at what I .do, like, I told . . . 
one dude to take~off his clothes. I just do a whole bunch of 
stuff. Sometimes I'll make a dude crawl away. I'll tell him to 
crawl all the way up the street. And I'll sit there in the alley 
watching him crawl and crack up laughing." 

H A N D L I N G  T H E  T H R E A T  
OF LEGAL C O N S E Q U E N C E S  

The actions described above form part of a serious criminal 
undertaking, and this means that offenders must carry them 
out under the threat of being caught and punished..Those in 
our sample were not unmindful of this 'threat. Almost with- 
out exception, they acl~nowledged that all criminals, no mat- 
ter how skillful, run some risk of arrest and prosecution. As 
one noted, "You never know [when you might get caught ] , 
freak accident things just happen." While actually engaged in 
an armed robbery, the offenders employed various methods 
to handle this prospect mentally so jt would not inhibit their 
ability to offend. They consciously used cognitive techniques 
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that allowed them to "neutralize" the capacity of threatened 
sanctions to deter an intended offense (Bennett and Wright 
1984). This most commonly involved a steadfast refusal to 
dwell on the chance of being apprehended, which, of course, 
precluded consideration of the contingent risks of prosecu- 
tion and punishment (see, e.g., Shover 1996 ) . Nearly two- 
thirds of the armed robbers we questioned about this mat- 
t e r - - fo r ty -n ine  of seventy-eight--said that during offenses 
they typically tried to avoid thinking about the possibility of 
getting caught. 

If I think about [the chance of getting caught], I'm not gonna do 
[the stickup]. So I try not to think about it. (No. 52) 

[The risk of getting caught is] just a reality. I know it's a possibility. 
But I try not to thinl~ about that because if I dwell on it too much I 
may talk myself or scare myself out of doing [the robbery]. (No. 73) 

Some of the offenders seemed to find it easy to keep such 
thoughts out of their minds. In fact, a number of them denied 
considering the risk of apprehension altogether: 

I never think about no chances [of being apprehended]. I just do 
[the stickup] and get it over with. No hesitation. (No. 25) 

I never even think about [getting caught], I just do [the robbery]. 
I don't think about nothing, I just do it. (No. 38) 

This was especially true for those who specialized in robbing 
drug dealers. After all, one of them reminded us, "Dope deal- 
ers can't even call the police." 

Other offenders, however, had to work to stop themselves 
from contemplating the possibility of getting caught. In ef- 
fect, they had to push any awareness of that risk out of their 
minds. 

I try to keep [thoughts about getting caught] out of my mind. I 
look at it more on a positive side: getting away. A lot of times it en- 
ters my head about getting caught, but I try to kill that thought by 
saying I can do it; have confidence in pulling the job off. (No. o~) 
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[The possibility of apprehension] might run through my mind, but 
I don't retain it . . . .  it's like the thought occurs, but I try to block it 
out. I don't dwell on it. (No. o9) 

Several of the armed robbers drank alcohol or took drugs 
prior t0offending in a deliberate a t tempt  to thwart  the deter- 
rence potential of official penalties and thereby to facilitate 
their ability to commit  the stickup. 

When you get it in your head to do [a stickup] and you get high, you 
ain't gonna care no more [about the risk of getting caught] . . . .  You 
go under the influence and you don't really trip off of it. (No. z6) 

That's why [my partners and I] get high so much. [We] get high 
and get stupid, then we don't trip off of [the threat of apprehen- 
sion]. Whatever happens, happens . . . .  You just don't care at the 
time. (No. 8i) 

Beyond a desire to weaken the deterrent  effect of threa t - .  
ened sanctions, quite a few of the offenders had other  reasons 
to avoid thinking about the chance of get t ing caught. Some 
felt t ha t  dwelling on this mat te r  only  served to create anxi- 
ety, which impaired concentrat ion and increased the proba- 
bility of making a mistake. From their  perspective, thinking 
about gett ing caught could actually be counterproductive.  

I do [think about the possibility of apprehension], but I try not to. 
I put forth an effort to try not to think about that. When I was 
younger, I would tend to think about the consequences. [But] as 
you get older, anything that you continue to do, [thinking about 
the risk is] too much of a distraction. You can't concentrate on 
doing anything if you are thinking, "What's gonna happen if it 
doesn't go right?" As time went on, if I had made up my mind to 
do a robbery, [I decided] to be totally focused on that and nothing 
else. (No. 04) 

You can get caught [on a robbery] easier than a motherfucker, but 
you 'can't think about that when you doing it. You think about that, 
then you be scared and shit, then you be like, "No, let me leave this 
thing alone before I get caught." By the time you say, "leave him 
alone," you been shot at by then . . . .  You been shot and in jail. 
(Killer Slob--No. 37) 
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Other offenders were superstitious and believed that think- 
ing about getting caught, in and of itself, could conjure up the 
presence of law enforcement. 

Everytime you think about [getting caught], the police just come 
up . . . .  Like you just bring it on yourself; if you want to get caught, 
you think about the police. (No. 42) 

I believe that when you think about [the chance of being appre- 
hended], it will happen. I don't think about it. (No. 59) 

Some of the armed robbers also tried not to think about 
getting caught because such thoughts generated an uncom- 
fortably high level of mental anguish. They believed that the 
best way to prevent this from happening was to forget about 
the risk and leave matters to fate. One of them put it this 

�9 way: "I don't really trip off getting caught, man, cause you'll 
just worry yourself like that." Given that almost all of these 
offenders perceived themselves not only as being under pres- 
sure to obtain money quickly but also as having no lawful 
means of doing so, this makes sense. Where no viable alter- 
native to crime exists, there clearly is little point in dwelling 
on the potentially negative consequences of offending. It 
should come as no surprise, then; to learn that the offenders 
usually preferred to ignore the possible risk and concentrate 
instead on the anticipated reward. 

The way [ think about [the threat of being apprehended] is this: I 
would rather take a chance on getting caught and getting locked up 
than running around out here broke and not taking a chance on 
even trying to get no money. (No. 7 ,) 

The fact is that in many cases the offenders effectively had no 
choice (Shover and Honaker 1992); committing a robbery ap- 
peared to be their only realistic option. In consequence, they 
elected to adopt an optimistic rather than a pessimistic stance 
toward the outcome of their actions. 

Just over one-third of the offenders we interviewed re- 
ported that, during their stickups, they typically did think 
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about the possibility of being apprehended. Why did an 
awareness of this risk not deter them from offending? Per- 
haps the primary reason can be found in their financial dis- 
tress, which, in practice, tended to overwhelm their concern. 
about the potential risk (see, e.g., Shover 1996 ) . 

Like I said, if I'm broke, I need some money in my pocket. I think 
about [getting caught], but it go through one ear and go out the 
other. Walking around broke, man, it's not a good feeling. (No. 78) 

[I always think about the possibility of apprehension, but] I guess 
the need is greater than the fear of getting caught. (No. 08) 

Generally speaking, these offenders believed that the 
chance of getting caught for any given robbery was small 
and, in the face of the anticipated reward, found it easy to dis- 
count this threat. For many of them, this process was facili- 
tated by an inflated opinion of their skill at avoiding detection 
(see also Walters 5990 ). The offender quoted below, for ex- 
ample, possessed a lengthy criminal record and already had 
served a long prison sentence for armed robbery. Neverthe- 
less, he claimed that his criminal expertise likely would keep 
him safe from arrest. Asked if he considered the possibility of 
being apprehended, he responded: 

Definitely! It depends. I don't know. What I'm really trying to say 
[is that] if you good at what yo u doing, you don't care too much 
cause you figure nine times out of ten you not gonna get caught. 
(No. 62) 

Other offenders who, while committing their stickups, 
typically thougl~t about getting caught felt that this aware- 
ness was beneficial; it helped to concentrate their minds on 
the need for vigilance and caution. 

Yeah, [I think about the risk of apprehension], that's why [I take 
steps] to make it as limited [a threat] as possible. That's why I [do] 
all these things I'm [telling you about now]; so I don't have to 
worry about getting caught. (No. 74) 
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Still other  offenders simply adopted a fatalistic attitude to- 
ward the prospect of arrest and prosecution. 

Sometimes I do worry about [getting caught], but you know, 
my thing is, "Well, if I go to prison, then I just go to prison." 
(Buby--No. 58) 

I just think about when I get caught, I just get caught. 
(George--No. 65) 

These individuals clearly were aware that they might  be 
caught, but believed that whether  this happened was a mat ter  
of luck and largely out  of their hands. As they saw it, all one 
could do was to hope for the best. 

Lastly, a number  of armed robbers thought  about the pos- 
sibility of apprehension during their stickups but  carried on 
nonetheless because they were not overly concerned. A couple 
of these offenders believed that they were risking prison or 
jail sentences so short  as not  to be worth worrying about. 

[If I get caught, I'll probably be sentenced to] about ten years [pro- 
. bation]. I would probably do about a hundred and eighty days' 
shock [incarceration], let me out, put me on some papers. When 
you get caught, it depends on what kind of weapon it is. Since it's 
my first offense, the first time of going to jail, period, they'd put 
me on a hundred and eighty days' shock and then put me on papers 
and let me out. (No. 46 ) 

The majority, however, fully expected to get caught "sooner 
or later" and to receive a lengthy prison sentence. Yet they 
remained indifferent to threatened sanctions. In fact, some of 
them seemed almost to welcome prison as a pleasant break 
from the emotional  turmoil  and physical dangers that marked 
their day-to-day existence on the street (see also Fleisher 
1995; Shover  1996 ). 

Basically jail fun for real. Most people look at jail [as a bad place]. 
I look at jail as another place to lay my head at. I might be safer in 
jail than on the streets. (No. 44) 
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In short, the offenders realized that by committing rob- 
beries they risked being caught and punished. Most of them 
were able to push this thought out of their minds while en- 
gaged in an offense,, thereby demonstrating a noteworthy 
ability to undermine "the legal bind of the law" (Bennett and 
Wright 1984:216 ) . Undoubtedly, this ability was facilitated 
by typically being in a state of emotional desperation at the 
time. Lofland (1969:5o) has speculated that all people in this 
situation have a tendency toward "psychosocial encapsula- 
tion," wherein they enter a "qualitatively different sta~e of 
mind" in which the potentially negative consequences of their 
actions become attenuated. Indeed, many of the offenders 
who, during their stickups, did think about getting caught of- 
ten were driven by financial distress to discount that risk and 
to focus instead on the anticipated reward. Previous research 
on offender decision making has largely neglected the impact 
of motivation on perceptions of risk: This is a serious omis- 
sion because, in practice, the reason for contemplating a crim e 
in the first place often serves to diminish the perceived threat 
of official sanctions (see, e.g., Shover 1996 ) . 

H A N D L I N G  THE GUILT 

The fear of legal consequences is not the only psychological 
mechanism that could dissuade would-be armed robbers from 
committing a stickup. After all, moral condemnation of rob- 
bery is nearly universal. Hence anticipated feelings of guilt 
also might constrain the lawbreaking of potential offenders. 
Without doubt, all of the offenders knew that committing 
armed robbery was frowned upon by the general public. As 
one observed: "In some warped sort of w a y . . .  I [do] under- 
stand the difference between right and wrong." However, a 
majority of those who commented on the morality of doing 
stickups--fifty-seven of seventy-seven--claimed they usu- 
ally experienced no guilt when actually carrying out an 
offense. 
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I have never felt no pain for nobody . . . .  That's how I was raised 
up . . . .  My father always told me never to feel no pity for nobody. 
So I don't feel no pity for nobody. (No. 25) 

I just don't [feel any guilt]. Ain't no love on the streets. I don't care 
about nobody. I don't care about nothing but me and my family. 
(No. 57) 

These offenders offered a variety Of explanations for their 
lack of gllilt. Many  claimed that they needed the money  to 
survive and could not afford to feel sorry for their victims. 

I don't have no remorse. They got money. ! got to get mine, so I'll 
take yours. (No. 36) 

I don't feel sorry for [my victims] because I ain't got no money and 
they do. (ALT--No. 41) 

There is a danger in accepting this explanation at face value. 
Remember  that most  of the offenders spent the money from 
their stickups on alcohol, drugs, and gambling, not on every-  
day necessities. Like m a n y  street criminals, however, they 
seemed unable to distinguish between what they merely wanted 
and what they t ru ly  needed for survival (see Waiters 199o ) . 
This confusion made it easy for them to justify the pursuit  of 
a self-indulgent lifestyle by any means necessary, including 
armed robbery. 

Perhaps not  surprisingly, the offenders who specialized in 
robbing drug dealers or other  sorts of lawbreakers typically 
argued that their  victims deserved no sympathy. 

No, I don't [feel sorry for my victims]! They don't feel sorry out 
there selling they dope to the people they selling it to. It's killing 
people they selling it to. (No. 63) 

I don't even think about [feeling guilty[ because, like, I feel like a 
little old woman, like my grandmother or something, that's some- 
thing diffelent; they done worked for [their money]. But these 
dudes [I rob], they ain't worked for it, they selling drugs to get it. 
An innocent old person or something, I got friends that will do it. 
[But] I don't want to be involved with that. I'm just about getting 
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out there and getting [drug dealers], the ones that showboat. 
(No. 3~) 

Some of these offenders went so far as to suggest that their 
victims might just as easily have been the ones to rob them. 

Why feel sorry? [The victims] might try to do you the same way. I 
got to get some money. (No. 43) 

It would be difficult to overstate the predatory nature of 
the street corner culture from which our sample was re- 
cruited. And it would be naive to deny that this has a power- 
ful influence on how many  of the offenders interpret the ex- 
perience of victimization. A number of them maintained that 
there was no need to feel sorry for their victims; being robbed 
was simply one of life's r i sks - - i t  could happen to them t o o - -  
and in the overall scheme of things, was no big deal. 

It's like this, you never know, somebody probably do me like that. 
That's why we don't feel guilty. It might happen to us. (No. ~6) 

You know the chance you taking. You could get robbed just as 
quick as anybody else could . . . .  So it's an even proposition, I think. 
(No. 8o) 

Several of these offenders had been robbed themselves and 
used this to justify their lack of compassion for those they 
victimized. 

I just don't feel sorry [for my victims]. I been robbed before and I 
feel like, if somebody rob me, they ain't gonna feel sorry when they 
rob me, so I don't feel sorry for nobody. (No. 48) 

No, [I never feel guilty during my stickups] cause when I got 
robbed, they didn't feel sorry for me. (No. 64) 

Finally, there was one armed robber who said he did not 
feel guilty because his victims brought offenses on them- 
selves by ostentatiously displaying their wealth. Such people, 
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in his mind, were unwor thy  of sympathy. As he put it, "You 
shouldn' t  be flashing. You walking around with big gold 
chains, rings, and all that, you deserve to get got!"  

For our  purposes, the important  point is that during their  
robberies a major i ty  of the offenders could not be constrained 
by a guilty conscience; they simply did not have one. That  
said, some of them reported feelings of guilt immediately fol- 
lowing a stickup, especially if the victim had been hurt. 

I've felt guilty because I've had to strike somebody, that's the only 
time I ever feel guilty. I don't feel guilty about taking the money. 
Having to strike someone really makes me feel guilty. (No. 06) 

I'm doing something I have to do, [but] I think about it after the 
fact. [ feel sorry if [the victim] got fucked up pretty bad. (No. 47) 

Such feelings, however, had a tendency to dissipate quickly 
so that, when the need to commit another stickup arose, they 
�9 no longer carried much emotional force for the offenders. 

[After my brother shot one of our victims] I was like, he didn't re- 
ally have to shoot him. But then it was like, "Well, you shot him. 
What can yo u do about it [now] ?" (No. 18) 

When we have to l~urt people, then we really be feeling, "Why did 
we shoot that dude?" [But then] one of [us] will say, "Man, that's 
on them, he should have followed our instructions." (No. 67) 

Twenty  of the seventy-seven offenders who addressed the 
issue of guilt reported that they usually did have pangs .of 
conscience during their  robberies. Given the financial pres- 
sure they were under, however, the guilt experienced was not  
powerful enough to prevent  them from offending. 

Yeah, [I feel guilty] . . . .  I just wish that I had a job that I can go to 
so I wouldn't have to do stupid shit like this; people work too hard 
for their money. But I got to have some too. I can't survive without 
no money. I wish I could apologize, but realistically that's not 
gonna happen. (No. 76) 
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In general, then, feelings of guilt were in short supply 
among the armed robbers we interviewed; almost three- 
quarters of them claimed that their consciences did not 
bother them at all during offenses. These offenders knew full 
well that robbery was w~ong. Nevertheless, they typically 
did not pause to consider the moral implications of their ac- 
tions while actually contemplating an offense. This, in turn, 
facilitated the initial decision to commit a stickup by enhanc- 
ing its "subjective availability" (Lofland 1969:84). After all, 
other things being equal, most people are reluctant to engage 
in activities that they consciously consider to be morally re- 
pugnant. But in the real world things are not always equal. 
This explains how those offenders who usually did feel guilty 
came to commit their crimes; their moral qualms were over- 
ridden by situational pressures, most notably the need to get 
money quickly so that they could continue partying. 

S U M M A R Y  

The offenders in our study typically compel the cooperation 
of intended victims through the creation of a convincing illu- 
sion of impending death. They create this illusion by catching 
would-be victims off guard and then using toush talk, a fierce 
demeanor, and the display of a deadly weapon to scare them 
into unquestioning compliance. The goal is to maintain the 
illusion for as long as possible--ideally beyond the offense 
itself--without having to make good on the threat. This is 
easier said than done. Armed robbery, after all, is an inter- 
active event, and victims may fail to behave in the expected 
fashion. When this happens the offenders usually�9 respond 
with severe but nonlethal violence, relying on brute force to 
bring the victims' behavior back into line with their expecta- 
tions. Few of them enter offenses wanting to kill their vic- 
tims, but some clearly are prepared to resort to deadly force if 
need be. 
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The armed robbers have to commit their stickups under 
the threat of getting caught and punished. During their 
crimes most of them consciously avoid dwelling on the risk 
of apprehension. In doing so, they undercut the deterrence 
value of threatened sanctions and thus can offend unimpeded 
by concerns about the potentially negative consequences. Some 
of the offenders typically do think about the possibility of 
getting caught but proceed anyway because the anticipated 
reward overwhelms the perceived risk. It bears reiterating 
that they almost invariably are contemplating their offenses 
in response to financial pressure. The attractiveness of the 
expected payoff is bound to be enhanced in such circum- 
stances. Add to this the offenders' knowledge that the chance 
of being arrested for any given stickup is low, and it is easy to 
appreciate how the weighing of risks and rewards results in a 
decision to offend. 

The offenders clearly understand that armed robbery is 
morally wrong. Nevertheless, most of them experience no 
guilt whatsoever during their stickups. Those who do have 
moral qualms typically perceive themselves as having little 
choice but to offend, guilty conscience notwithstanding. In ei- 
ther case, the end result is the same: at the time of actually con- 
templating their crimes the armed robbers cannot realistically 
be dissuaded from offending by internalized moral beliefs. 

By and large, the offenders do not view themselves as hav- 
ing the luxury of freedom of choice in committing their 
stickups. Rather, they typically see their decisions to offend 
as emanating from a desperate financial need that cannot eas- 
ily be met through more conventional means. In a sense, the 
pressure of their immediate situation attenuates the percep- 
tual link between offending and the risk of incurring sanc- 
tions; they enter a state of "encapsulation" (Lofland I969: 
5 ~ -54) in which all that matters is dealing with the present 
crisis. This will come as bad news to policymakers because 
high offender motivation further complicates the-already. 
difficult task of crime prevention. 



5 Preventing .armed. 
Robbery 

The physical dangers that we confronted in doing the re- 
search for this book were nothing compared to the emotional 
toll exacted on us by the nature of our work. Even now, 
nearly two years after leaving the field, we continue to ask 
ourselves whether it was ethical to study active armed rob- 
bers in a real-world setting. There is no easy answer to that 
question, though we would think twice before undertaking a 
similar project in the future. By studying armed robbers in 
their "natural habitat," we clearly learned some things about 
their decision making that could not be discovered by inter- 
viewing prisoners. But almost everyone, conservatives a n d  
liberals alike, would agree that such offenders represent a se- 
rious social menace and belong behind bars. No matter how 
laudable the research goal, one quickly grows weary of pay- 
ing armed robbers to provide information about their stick- 
ups and then ;watching them walk away to rob again. All of 
this, however, is academic; for better or worse, our study is 
long since completed. The challenge now is to put that study 
to good use by mining it for insights that ultimately might 
contribute to the prevention and control of armed robbery. 

~3o 



PREVENTING ARMED ROBBERY 131 

JOB C R E A T I O N  

Our research paints a portrait of armed robbers who, in the 
immediate situation of their crimes, perceive themselves as 
having little choice but to commit a stickup. This suggests 
that one possible strategy for preventing their offenses might 
be to keep them from getting into the criminogenic situation 
in the first place. Such a strategy will be effective only to the 
extent that it undermines the strong emotional attachment of 
the offenders to street culture (see also Moran 1996 ) . Most of 
their lawbreaking, after all, is motivated directly by a desper- 
ate desire to participate in and sustain various illicit activities 
promoted by that culture. Weakening the commitment of the 
offenders to street life, however, is a tall order, with formi-  
dable obstacles to success. If we take as a starting point what 
the offenders told us, job creation would seem to be the most 
promising method of tempting them away from the street 
corner. 

Quite a few said that they wanted to work and would slow 
down or stop offending altogether if someone gave them a 
good-paying job. Creating such jobs in the face of a declining 
manufacturing base and fierce competition from cheaper do- 
mestic and foreign labor markets is a daunting, long-term 
task (Wilson ~996) .  But even if this were accomplished, it is 
not dear that the offenders would be able to take advantage of 
the new employment opportunities. Not only are the major- 
ity of them poorly educated and unskilled, but many are also 
unreliable, suffering from drug or alcohol problems, and re- 
sistant to following instructions or taking orders. Moreover, 
by  definition, all of the offenders are of questionable trust- 
worthiness. These are not personal attributes highly sought 
after in a prospective employee. Nor is it clear that, when 
push comes to shove, the offenders actually would be willing 
to work for a living; after a lifetime of hustling, any legiti- 
mate job realistically available to them almost certainly would 
be perceived by  many as an unacceptably slow and tedious 
way to generate cash. 
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None of this should be taken to suggest that expanded em- 
ployment opportunities will necessarily be ineffective in re- - 
ducing robbery rates in general, only that we are dubious 
about the impact of a job creation program on the offending 
of those already committed to the criminogenic norms and 
values of street culture. High concentrations of chronically 
jobless people undoubtedly help to create the anomic condi- 
tions under which street culture thrives by disrupting the or- 
dered existence !reposed on individuals by the world of work. 
As Wilson (1996:73) has observed: 

Work is not simply a way to make a living and support one's fam- 
ily. It also constitutes a framework for daily behavior and patterns 
of interaction because it imposes disciplines and regularities. Thus, 
in the absence of regular employment, a person lacks not only a 
place in which to work and the receipt of regular income but also a 
coherent organization of the present--that is, a system of concrete 
expectations and goals. Regular employment provides the anchor 
for the spatial and temporal aspects of daily life. It determines 
where you are going to be and when you are going to be there. 
In the absence of regular employment, life, including family life, 
becomes less coherent. 

It follows that successfully breaking the cycle of persis- 
tent joblessness that characterizes most high-crime inner-city 
neighborhoods might eventually lead to a reduction in rob- 
bery by starving the local street culture of new recruits. Wil- 
son (1996:228) speculates that one way to accomplish this 
would be to create public-sector jobs that pay poor, low-skilled 
workers subminimum wages to "produce goods and provide 
services that are not available in the private sector." Whatever 
the potential long-term benefits for crime reduction of such a 
scheme might be, it remains doubtful that many of the cur- 
rent armed robbers in our sample would be prepared to subor- 
dinate their immediate desires to the demands of any job, let 
alone one that paid less than the minimum wage. 
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D E T E R R E N C E  A N D  I N C A P A C I T A T I O N  

Threatened criminal penalties for armed robbery already are 
severe; there is little reason to believe that increasing them 
will deter the offenders from committing further stickups. 
Recall that their decisions to offend typically are made in cir- 
cumstances where they perceive themselves both as under 
pressure to act quickly and as having no realistic alternative 
to robbery. Combine this with the fact that the armed robbers 
know from experience that the chance of getting caught for 
any given offense is extremely small, and it becomes clear 
why the threat of sanctions, no matter how harsh, is unlikely 
to dissuade them from doing more stickups in the future. In- 
creased penalties for armed robbery might serve as successful 
deterrents only if accompanied by detection rates so dramati- 
cally improved as to extinguish offenders' perception of the 
offense as a realistically available option. It is hard to imagine 
that an improvement in robbery clearance rates of that mag- 
nitude can be achieved within the foreseeable future. 

If the offenders cannot easily be deterred, those who are 
caught still can be incapacitated, that is, imprisoned for a long 
period of time to prevent them from preying on law-abiding 
citizens (see, e.g., Fleisher 1995). This has been the nation's 
central crime control strategy for more than a decade, and it 
may in part be responsible for recent reductions in  violent 
and property offense rates across the country (Federal Bureau 
of Investigation 1995). But there is at least one serious draw- 
back to relying exclusively on a strategy of incapacitation to 
control armed robbery; it leaves intact the offenders' commit- 
ment to the criminogenic norms and values of street culture. 
Thus many offenders continue to commit robberies while in 
prison, often in pursuit of illicit forms of action similar to 
those that drove them toward crime on the outside (e.g., drug 
taking). While proponents of harsh punishment might be un- 
troubled by this, Shover (~996:18~) has warned that our 
heavy reliance on lengthy prison sentences to the neglect of 
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long-term strategies designed to undermine  the sociocultural 
conditions that breed criminal motivat ion Could well backfire: 

When persistent [offenders] are incarcerated, the results sometimes 
are different from those intended by advocates of punishment. Per- 
ceptions of its harshness are undermined by experience with im- 
prisonment, particularly reassurance that it can be endured. Persis- 
tent [lawbreakers] rationalize crime and believe they, can perfect 
criminal techniques and become successful. It can be argued, of 
course, that if prison conditions generally were more austere and 
regimented, surely fewer [o.ffenders] would react to the experience 
in this way. If confinement does not put sufficient fear into inmates, 
perhaps it is because the regimen is too easy and an increase in un- 
pleasantness is needed . . . .  No one can say confidently what the net 
result of such a development would be, but it is useful to note that 
enduring extremely harsh or brutal treatment can reassure some 
prisoners even as it kindles dangerous emotions. I refer specifically 
to embitterment, anger, and the desire to wreak revenge. This reac- 
tion can crystallize and strengthen a conception of oneself as a per- 
son who has been treated unfairly by authorities. Advocates and 
supporters of America's return to harsh crime-control policies have 
paid scant attention to the emotional consequences of the programs 
spun off of them. 

Before rushing headlong to embrace the continued or 
increased use of incapacitation to control armed robbery, we 
should pause to consider the future: Wha t  will happen when, 
possessing little more than a prison record and the clothes on 
their back, today's convicted armed robbers return in droves 
to the mean streets whence they came ? 

R E D U C I N G  V I C T I M  V U L N E R A B I L I T Y  

Given that undermining the motivational  wellsprings Of of- 
fender behavior is extremely difficult, it may  be more practi- 
cal, at least in the short term, to concentrate our efforts on re- 
ducing the vulnerability of potential victims. Al though some 
people undoubtedly will dismiss such a suggestion as tanta- 
mount  to victim blaming, it is wor th  not ing that efforts to 
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change victim behavior are not fundamentally different from 
widely accepted strategies designed to make inanimate tar- 
gets (e.g., houses) less attractive to would-be offenders. Be- 
sides,, robbery victims often are not blameless; more than 
half of the offenders in our sample typically targeted people 
who themselves were involved in various sorts of lawbreak- 
ing. And while seasoned drug sellers clearly understand that 
their activities put them at increased risk for being robbed, 
the same cannot confidently be said about some of their less 
streetwise middle-class customers. Nor do men seeking the 
services of a prostitute universally appreciate that this pur- 
suit entails a substantial chance of robbery. It is ironic that 
the need to educate these men about the importance of con- 
dom use to avoid AIDS and other sexually transmitted dis- 
eases is widely acknowledged, but virtually no thought is 
given to informing them about the risk of becoming a crime 
victim. There is an obvious need for an anticrime informa- 
tion campaign targeted explicitly on novice and occasional 
petty lawbreakers, who are not sufficiently familiar with the 
ways of the street to comprehend fully the considerable risk 
of criminal victimization. Such lawbreakers might well de- 
cide to behave differently if they were made more aware of 
this risk. 

Admittedly, a substantial percentage of the offenders we 
interviewed usually robbed people who were engaged in per- 
fectly legitimate activities (e.g., shopping, cashing a check, or 
bar hopping). But even here there may be scope to reduce the 
vulnerability of such people by providing them with infor- 
mation about what armed robbers look for when choosing 
their victims. As noted in chapter 3, most would-be robbers 
are attracted to victims by outward signs of wealth. Thus 
people should be reminded not to wear expensive jewelry or 
display large amounts of cash in public. This advice is espe- 
cially applicable to individuals who frequent places in and 
around socially disorganized areas already characterized by 
high rates of robbery, where there is likely to be a concen- 
tration of offenders on the lookout for potentially lucratiTe 
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targets. It also seems sensible to warn people against the use 
of automatic teller machines late at night. Remember the 
words of one of our subjects: "Them instant tellers, I love 
that!" This respondent no doubt was expressing a view held 
by many other armed robbers as well. 

What should individuals do if they are confronted by an 
armed robber? The results of our study suggest that immedi- 
ate cooperation represents their best chance of avoiding seri- 
ous injury or death. Most of the offenders we spoke to said 
that they typically responded to any indication of victim re- 
sistance with severe violence; a few even admitted to involve- 
ment in the killing of one or more recalcitrant victims. The 
problem, from the victims' perspective, is that offenders tend 
to define cooperation quite narrowly and, given the inter- 
actional character of the robbery event, that definition is likely 
to shift numerous times as the offense unfolds. As a result, it 
often is difficult for victims to discern precisely how an as- 
sailant expects them to behave at any particular point in time. 
Obviously, we cannot offer a fail-safe strategy for overcom- 
ing this difficulty. One thing, however, is clear: the vast ma- 
jority of armed robbers do not want victims to look directly 
at them for fear of being identified. Unless the attacker de- 
mands otherwise, we would strongly advise robbery victims 
'to avert their eyes during offenses. 

S I T U A T I O N A L  C H A N G E  

It would be a mistake to expect dramatic results from a rob- 
bery prevention publicity campaign seeking to persuade po- 

�9 tential victims to change their behavior. Campaigns advising 
people to take security precautions have proven to be largely 
ineffective (for a review, see Riley and Mayhew ~98o). This 
leads us to consider one last strategy for preventing armed 
robbery: altering the situational characteristics that make 
stickups possible. The offenders we interviewed had clear 
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ideas about what sorts of physical settings were most con- 
ducive to robbery, namely, places shielded from public view 
with good escape routes. Thus, other things being equal, any 
situational change that serves to increase surveillability (e.g., 
improved lighting) or to decrease access (e.g., entrance and 
exit restrictions) should make an area less attractive to armed 
robbers. Locations in and around commercial establishments 
devoted to cash-intensive activities--areas high on offend- 
ers' lists of likely hunting grounds--are perhaps the most 
obvious candidates for such changes. 

Many cash-intensive businesses, both public and private, 
already have made costly physical design changes in an at- 
tempt to prevent their employees and customers from being 
robbed. While this may or may not be effective in reducing 
the likelihood of crime in a specific location, as a general rob- 
bery prevention strategy it is woefully inadequate. Physical 
design changes have little or no effect on offender motiva- 
tion; the pool of would-be armed robbers remains as large as 
ever. This opens up the strong possibility that stickups pre- 
vented in one spot will merely be committed elsewhere, per- 
haps on the periphery of the protected site. Potential victims, 
after all, still must enter and exit that site to conduct their 
business. 

There is one situational change with the potential to strike 
at the heart of offender motivation: the complete elimination 
of cash from the economy in favor of a debit and credit 
card-based system of electronicmonetary transfers. In con- 
ducting our research, we were struck time and again by the 
central role of cash in shaping the armed robbers' decision 
making throughout the offense. Obtaining cash is critically 
important to most of these offenders because, Without it, the 
pursuit of street action is all but impossible. For obvious rea- 
sons, purveyors of  illicit drugs, gambling, and street corner 
sex do not accept payment by check or credit card. Thus these 
financial instruments currently are valuable to offenders only 
to the extent that they can be employed to generate cash by 
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either selling them to fellow criminals or using them to pur- 
chase legitimate goods for resale on the street. This requires 
offenders to expend additional time and effort and exposes 
them to increased risk. As a result, many armed robbers al- 
ready regard the theft of checkbooks and credit cards to be 
more trouble than it is worth. In a truly cashless society, the 
vast majority of them almost surely would come to view these 
instruments as having no practical value whatsoever. 

It is unlikely that the criminogenic activities that underpin 
and promote street culture could continue to flourish in a 
cashless society. How, for example, would street-level dope 
dealers make payment for their drug shipments? For that 
matter, what would their customers use to pay them ? Similar 
questions might be asked about prostitution, illicit gambling, 
or the illegal sale of firearms, all of which currently depend 
on a steady infusion of untraceable cash. Undermining such 
activities by choking off the cash that fuels them should lead 
to a dramatic reduction in many forms of predatory crime, 
!ncluding armed robbery, and perhaps deal a death blow to 
street life itself. 

Although the idea of a cashless society may seem far- 
fetched, there are clear signs that we are heading in this di- 
rection. In direct response to the threat of armed robbery, for 
instance, many small retail businesses have restricted the 
amount of cash accessible to employees and have prohibited 
customers from using large bills to pay for purchases. Like- 
wise, public transportation systems across the country in- 
creasingly have moved-to "exact fare" payment systems, 
thereby making it unnecessary for drivers and other person- 
nel to carry cash. From measures such as these, it is but a 
short step to eliminating cash altogether and replacing it with 
debit or credit cards. Already it is possible to use either one of 
these cash alternatives to pay for a public telephone call or 
purchase gasoline. 

Many. upper- and middle-class people currently operate in 
an essentially cashless economy, carrying little or no money 
and relying almost exclusively on checkbooks or credit cards 
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to conduct their day-to-day business. Recall that some of the 
offenders in our sample were unwilling to rob prosperous- 
looking individuals for just this reason. But lower<lass people 
often do not have bank accounts or credit cards and continue 
to pay for goods and services in cash. This makes them attrac- 
tive robbery targets--a particularly acute problem for the 
urban poor, who frequently live in close proximity to would- 
be offenders. 

The vulnerability of the urban poor to armed robbery is 
exemplified best by offenders who hang around local check- 
cashing establishments and prey on welfare recipients after 
they have cashed their government assistance checks (see 
chapter 3)- Observing this, it occurred to us that one promis- 
ing approach to the prevention of armed robbery in the inner 
city would be to replace welfare checks with debit cards (com- 
plete with personal identification numbers) that either do not 
allow cash withdrawals or else restrict them to a few dollars a 
day. The use of such cards could be limited to approved pur- 
chases and payments (e.g., food, rent, utilities), thereby mini- 
mizing the misuse of welfare funds. This, in turn, should 
help to bleed money out of neighborhood drug markets and 
may contribute to a reduction in drug-related violence. These 
would be important secondary benefits of such a scheme given 
current nationwide concerns with welfare reform, illicit drug 
use, and violent crime. The primary value of a debit card- 
based system of welfare payments, however, lies in its poten- 
tial for reducing robbery victimization among the people 
who can least afford it, the nation's urban poor. 





Code# 

01 
02 
03 
04 
05 
06 
07 
08 
09 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 

APPENDIX 

Age at First Robberies in 
Alias* Sex Race Age Robbery Last Month 

Melvin Walker M B 37 17 4 
Wyman Danger M B 46 21 2 
Marko Maze M B 41 17 2 
Slick Going M B 47 18 *** 
.Cedric Rhone M B 37 14 3 
James Williams M B 51 14 *** 
Bennie Simmons M B 44 20 *** 
Tony Wright M B 43 25 *** 
Bob Jones M B 39 17 1 
Rudy M B 39 13 1 
Robert Jones M B 46 14 1 . 
Robert Lee Davis M B 42 19 1 
John Lee M B 32 17 2 
James Minor M B 47 17 *** 
Yolanda Smith F B 22 19 4 
Vincent Ray M B 25 16 3 
CMW F B 16 14 1 
Buby F B 17 17 4 
Larry Washington M B - 35 15 5 
Larry Brooks M B 38 15 1 

Previous Robbery Previous Robbery 
Arrests Convictions 

Y Y 
Y N 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y N 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y Y 
Y N 
Y N 
N NA 
N NA 
Y Y 
Y Y 



Code# 

21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
3i  
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 

Alias* 

Little Bill 
Jayzo 
Jack Alone 
Cooper 
Looney 
C-Loco 
James Love 
Redwood 
Van Pelet 
T-Bone 
Ne-Ne 
Quick 
Mike J. 
Damon Jones 
Bounty Hunter 
Menace 
Killer Slob 
Loco 
Tish 
Lisa Jones 
ALT 
Thugg 

Age at First Robberies in Previous Robbery Previous Robbery ~. 
Sex Race Age Robbery Last Month Arrests Convictions 

M B 20 18 1 N NA 
F B 43 27 2 Y Y 

M B 15 14 6 Y N 
M B 17 13 4 Y Y 
M B 18 13 3 Y Y 
M B 20 14 *** N NA 
M B 18 14 1 N NA 
M B 19 14 2 Y Y > 
M W 30 30 *** Y N -u 

m 
M B 19 16 2 N NA z 
F B 20 16 1 N NA 
F B 19 15 *** Y N 

M B 18 17 1 N NA 
M B 21 19 1 N NA 
M B 18 13 8 Y Y 
M B 16 14 3 N NA 
M B 16 13 4 N NA 
M B 20 17 2 Y Y 
F W 18 17 3 N NA 
F W 18 17 5 N NA 
M B 15 14 7 Y N 
M B 15 . 12 2 N NA 



43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
5O 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 

K-Money #1 
Andrew 
Red Man 
Big Prod 
John Brown 
Wallie Cleaver 
Nicole Simpson 
Swoop 
Woods 
Taz 
Bigtops 
Ms. Berry 
James Scott 
Antwon Wright 
Libbie Jones 
Janet Outlaw 
Kid Kutt 
K-Money #2 
Frank Nitti #1 
Joe Thomas 
Frank Nitti #2 
Carlos Reed 
George 
Beano 

M B 18 
M B 19 
M B 19 
M B 19 
M B 34 
M B 25 
F B 26 
M B 17 
M B 18 
M B 17 
M B 17 
F B 19 

M B 18 
M B 19 
F B 18 
F B 20 

M B 24 
M B 17 
M B 16 
M B 39 
M B 22 
M B 24 
M B 34 
M B 18 

14 
8 

16 
18 
18 
17 
17 
16 
17 
14 
15 
17 
13 
14 
12 
15 
12 
16 
11 
13 
15 
15 
17 
16 

3 
10 
10 

1 
15 

2 
2 
1 

1 
2 
2 
2 
1 
1 
5 
4 
1 

25 
2 

10 
3 
1 
1 

Y 
Y 
Y 
N 
N 
Y 
N 
N 
N 
N 
Y 
Y 
N 
Y 
Y 
Y 
Y 
Y 
Y 
Y 
N 
N 
N 
Y 

Y 
N 
Y 

NA 
NA 
Y 

NA 
NA 
NA 
NA 
N 
N 

NA 
N 
N 
N 
N 
N 
N 
Y 

NA 
NA 
NA 
N 

"o 
"o 
m 
Z 

k~ 



Age at First Robberies in Previous Robbery Previous Robbery .~, 
Code# Alias* Sex Race Age Robbery . Last Month Arrests Convictions ~ 

67 Syco M B 17 12 3 Y N 
68 Lavon Carter  M B 37 20 2 �9 Y Y 
69 Robert  Gibson M B 44 20 1 Y Y 
70 W. Joe M u r p h y  M B 49 19 1 Y N 
71 Larry Pate M B 38 17 1 Y Y 
72 Nick M B 28 16 2 Y Y 
73 Red M B 44 15 1 N NA 
74 Fred Harris  M B 32 16 1 Y Y > 
75 Vick Smith  M B 39 14 3 Y N -~ 

m 
76 Ray Holmes M B 35 20 1 Y Y z 
77 Treason Taylor M B 22 18 2 N NA -~ • 
78 Bill Wil l iams M B 37 18 2 N NA 
79 Black M B 21 16 1 N NA 
80 Burle M B 49 17 3 Y Y 
81 Tony Brown M " B 35 20 4 Y Y 
82 Richard L. Brown M B 47 14 1 Y Y 
83 Lisa Wood F B 37 18 1 Y Y 
84 Prauch M B 36 22 1 Y N 
85 Kim Brown F B 37 28 *** Y Y 
86 K.C. M B 36 28 1 Y N 

* This alias was chosen by the offender. In cases where two offenders chose the same alias, we numbered them chronologically. 
*** No robberies committed in the month preceding the interview. 



References 

Anderson, E. 1994. "The Code of the Streets." Atlantic Monthly 
z 73 : 81- 94. 

Bennett, J. 1981. Oral History and Delinquency: The Rhetoric of 
Criminology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Bennett, T., and R. Wright. 1984. Burglars on Burglary: Preven- 
tion and the Offender. Aldershot, England: Gower. 

Berreman, G. 1972. "Behind Many Masks: Ethnograplly and 
Impression Management." In Hindus of the Himalayas, 
ed. G. Berreman, xvii-lvii. Berkeley and Los Angeles: Uni- 
versity of California Press. 

Black, D. 1983. "Crime as Social Control." American Sociological 
Review 48:34-45. 

Blumstein, A., and J. Cohen. I979. "Estimation of Individual Crime 
Rates from Arrest Records." Journal of Criminal Law and 
Criminology 7o:561-85. 

Bottoms, A., and R Wiles. 1992. "Explanations of Crime and 
Place." In Crime, Policing and Place: Essays in Environmental 
Criminology, ed. D. Evans, N. Fyfe, and D. Herbert, ~ -35 .  
London: Routledge. 

Brantingharn, R, and R Brantingham. i98i. Environmental Crimi- 
nology. Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage. 

Conklin, J. i972. Robbery. Philadelphia: Lippincott. 
Cook, R z991. "Robbery in the United States: Analysis of Recent 

Trends and Patterns." In Violence: Patterns, Causes, Public 

145 



t46 REFERENCES 

Policy, ed. N. Weiner, M. Zahn, and R. Sagi, 85-98. New 
York: Harcourt, Brace and Jovanovich. 

Cornish, D. 1994. "Crimes as Scripts." In Environmental Crimi- 
nology and Crime Analysis, ed. D. Zahm and P. Cromwell, 
3o-45..Coral Gables, Fla.: Florida Criminal Justice Executive 
Institute. 

Cromwell, P., J. Olson, and D. Avary. 199I. Breaking and Enter- 
ing: An Ethnographic Analysis of Burglary. Newbury Park, 
Calif.: Sage. 

Davis, P. i995. "If You Came This Way." Interview. All Things 
Considered, National Public Radio, 12 October. 

Decker, S., and B. Van Winkle. 1996. Life in the Gang: Family, 
Friends, and Violence. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Decker, S., R. Wright, A. Redfern, and D. Smith. 1993. "A Woman's 
Place is in the Home: Females and Residential Burglary." Jus- 
tice Quarterly lo: 143- 62. 

Einstadter, W. 1969. "The Social Organization of Armed Robbery." 
Social Problems 17 : 64 -  83. 

Ekblom, P. 1987. Preventing Robberies at Sub-Post Offices: An 
Evaluation of a Security Initiative. Crime Prevention Unit 
Paper no. 9. England and Wales: Home Office. 

Farrington, D. 1993. "Motivations for Conduct Disorder and Delin- 
quency." Development and Psychopathology 5:225-41. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation. 1995. Crime in the United States 
i994. Washington; D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office. 

Feeney, F. 1986. "Robbers as Decision-Makers." In The Reasoning 
Criminal: Rational Choice Perspectives on Offending, ed. 
D. Cornish and R. Clarke, 53-71. New York: Springer-Verlag. 

Figgie International. i988. The Figgie Report, Part VI: The Business 
of Crime. Richmond, Va.: Figgie International. 

Fleisher, M. 1995. Beggars and Thieves: Lives of Urban Street 
Criminals. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 

Gabor, T, et al. 1987. Armed Robber: Cops, Robbers, and Victims. 
Springfield, Ill.: Thomas. 

Geis, G. 1994. Foreword. In R. Wright and S. Decker, Burglars on 
the Job: Streetlife and Residential Break-ins, ix-xii. Boston: 
Northeastern University Press. 



REFERENCES 147 

Glassner, B., and C. Carpenter. 1985. "The Feasibility of an Ethno- 
graphic Study of Property Offenders: A Report Prepared for 
the National Institute of Justice." Mimeograph. Washington, 
D.C.: National Institute of Justice. 

Hacker, A. :1992. Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Hostile, 
Unequal. New York: Scribners. 

Hagedorn, J. 1988. People and Folks. Chicago: Lake View Press. 
�9 199o. "Back in the Field Again: Gang Research in the 

Nineties." In Gangs in America, ed. R.' Huff, 24o-59. New- 
bury Park, Calif.: Sage. 

Hobbs, D. :~995. Bad Business: Professional Crime in Modern 
Britain. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Irwin, J. 1972. "Participant Observation of Criminals." In Research 
on De~iance, ed. J. Douglas, ~7-37.  New York: Free Press. 

Katz, J. 1988. Seductions of Crime: Moral and Sensual Attractions 
in Doing Evil. New York: Basic Books. 

�9 199~. "The Motivation of the Persistent Robber." In Crime 
and Jastice: A Review of Research, ed. M. Tonry, 277-3o 5. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

�9 1995. Review of Burglars on the lob: Streetlife and Resi- 
dential Break-ins, by R. Wright and S. Decker. Contemporary 
Sociology 24:798 -99. 

Kornhauser, R. ~978. Social Sources of Delinquency: An Appraisal 
of Analytic Models. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Lauritsen, J., R. Sampson, and J. Laub. 199~. "The Link between 
Offending and Victimization among Adolescents." Criminol- 
ogy 29:265-92. 

Lejeune, R. ~977. "The Management of a Mugging." Urban Life 
6:~z3-48.  

Lemert, E. ~953- "An Isolation and Closure Theory of Naive Check 
Forgery." Journal of Criminal Law, Criminology, and Police 
Science 44:296-3o7. 

Lofland, J. I969. Deviance and Identity. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall. 

Loftin, C. ~986. "Assaultive Violence as a Contagious Social 
Process." Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine 
62 : 55 ~ -55" 



148 REFERENCES 

Luckenbill, D. ~98I. "Generating Compliance: The Case of Rob- 
bery." Urban Life 20:25 - 46 . 

McCall, G. 1978. Observing the Law. New York: Free Press. 
Merry, S. 1981. Urban Danger: Life in a Neighborhood of 

Strangers. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
Moore, J. ~99 ~. Going Down to the Barrio: Homeboys and Home- 

girls in Change. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
Moran, R. ~996. "Bringing Rational Choice Theory Back to Real- 

ity." Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 86:1247-6o. 
Murray, C. I983. "The Physical Environment and Community 

Control of Crime." In Crime and Public Policy, ed. J. Q. Wil- 
son, lo7-22. San Francisco: ICS Press. 

National Research Council. 2993 . Understanding and Preventing 
Violence. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press. 

Oliver, W. 1994. The Violent Social World of Black Men. New 
York: Lexington Books. 

Padilla, E 1992. The Gang as an American Enterprise. New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press. 

Polsky, N. ~969 . Hustlers, Beats, and Others. Garden City, N.J.: 
Anchor Books. 

Reaves, B. 1993. Using NIBRS Data to Analyze Violent Crime. Bu- 
reau of Justice Statistics Technical Report. Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of Justice. 

Reiss, A., Jr. ~986. "Why Are Communities Important in Under- 
standing Crime?" In Communities and Crime, ed. A. Reiss Jr. 
and M. Tonry, 2-33. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Rengert, G., and J. Wasilchick. 1989. Space, Time and Crime: 
E{hnographic Insights into Residential Burglary. Final Report 
Submitted to the National Institute of Justice, Office of Justice 
Programs. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice. 

Riley, D., and P. Mayhew. 198o. Crime Prevention Publicity: An 
Assessment. London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 

Saint Louis Metropolitan Police Department. 1994 . Annual Report, 
2993/~994. 

Sanders, W. I994. Gangbangs and Drive-bys: Grounded Culture 
and Juvenile Gang Violence. New York: Aldine. 



REFERENCES 149 

Scheff, T. 199o. Microsociology: Discourse, Emotion, and Social 
Structure. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Shover, N. 1991. "Burglary." In Crime and Justice: An Annual Re- 
view of Research, ed. M. Tonry, 14: 73-113. Chicago: Univer- 
sity of Chicago Press. 

�9 1996. Great Pretenders: Pursuits and Careers of Persistent 
Thieves. Boulder, Colo.: Westview. 

Shover, N., and D. Honaker. 1992. "The Socially-Bounded Decision 
Making of Persistent Property Offenders." Howard Journal of 
Criminal Justice 31:276-93. 

Skogan, W. 1986. "Fear of Crime and Neighborhood Change." In 
Communities and Crime, ed. A. Reiss Jr. and M. Tonry, 
203-}o. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Sluka, J. 199 o. "Participant Observation in Violent Social Contexts." 
Human Organization 49:114 -26. 

Sommers, I., and D. Baskin. 1993. "The Situational Context of Vio- 
lent Female Offending." Journal of Research in Crime and 
Delimquency 3o: 136-62. 

Stein, M., and G. McCall. ~994. "Home Ranges and Daily Rounds: 
Uncovering Community among Urban Nomads." Research in 
Community Sociology 1 : 77-94. 

Sudman, S. i976. Applied Sampling. New York: Academic Press. 

Tunnell, K. 1992. Choosing Crime: The Criminal Calculus of Prop- 
erty Offenders. Chicago: Nelson/Hall. 

Van Maanen, J. ~988. Tales of the Field: On Writing Ethnography. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Wakers, G. ~99 o. The Criminal Lifestyle: Patterns of Serious Crimi- 
nal Conduct. Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage. 

Watters, J., and P. Biernacki. 1989. "Targeted Sampling: Options 
for the Study of Hidden Populations." Social Problems 36: 
416-7o. 

West, W. ~98o. "Access to Adolescent Deviants and Deviance." 
In Fieldwork Experience: Qualitative Approaches to Social 
Research, ed. W. Shaffir, R. Stebbins, and A. Turowitz, 31-44. 
New York: St. Martin's Press�9 



15o REFERENCES 

Wilson, J. Q., and B. Boland. i976. "Crime." In The Urban Pre- 
dicament, ed. W. Gorham and N. Glazer, 579-230. Washing- 
ton, D.C.: Urban Institute. 

Wilson, W. J. 1996. When Work Disappears: The World of the New 
Urban Poor. New York: Knopf. 

Wright, R., and S. Decker. 1994. Burglars on the Job} Streetlife and 
Residential Break-ins. Boston: Northeastern University Press. 



Index 

Accomplices, 68, 99, l o l -2 ,  111, 
112 

Age: in targeting victims, 86 
Alcohol consumption, 35-36; prior 

to stickup, 12o; by victims, 87 
Anger: in criminal motivation, 

36 -37, 57 
Appearance (see also Ostentation): 

in targeting victims, 36 -37, 
81-82, i26-27,  i35 

Armed robbers: alternative crimes 
and, 5o-55; arrests of, 14-1.9 , 
133; as criminal victims,.9-1o, 
41-42, 67; demographics, 7-8, 
lo-~7;  high-level, 92-93; living 
arrangements of, 38-39; prior 
criminal activities of, 51; research 
on, 5-6;  statistics on, 3, 12-~4 

Armed robbery (see also Commer- 
cial robbery; Stickups; Street 
robbery): associated crimes, 16, 
17; cause of, 32-33; defined, 3; 
prevention (see Crime preven- 
tion); statistics on, 3, 12-I4;  
styles of, ~5-16 

Arrest: of armed robbers, 14- i5 ,  
133; awareness of, 118-24, 129 

Assault, 16, 27 
Automatic teller machines, 77 -78, 

~36 

Bars, 80, 89 
Bennett, Trevor, ix, 6 
Biernacki, Patrick, 19 
Blacks: as armed robbers, 7, lo-11,  

16-17; as noncriminal victims, 
82, 85 

Borrowing: by armed robbers, 
49 -5 ~ 

Burglars on Burglary (Bennett), ix 
Burglars on the Job (Wright and 

Decker), ix 
Burglary, 16, 17, 51-52; residential, 

5, 54 
Business: crime prevention and, 

137; robbery and, ~5-16, 88-93, 
94, 99, l o o - l o l  

Cash: crime prevention and, 
137-39; in criminal motivation, 
33-35, 42; in targeting busi- 
nesses, 88-89; in targeting vic- 
tims, 63, 77, 81-84, 135, 137 

Check-cashing: targeting of, 77-78 , 
83-84, 139 

Choice: in decision making, xi, 3 o, 
x29 

City dwellers: fear of crime, 7, 72 
Clothing (see also Appearance): sta- 

tus and, 4o; in targeting victims, 
81-82 

151 



!52 INDEX 

Cocaine, crack, 8, 11 
Commercial robbery, i 5 - i 6 ,  

88-93, 94, 99, l o o - i o l  
Communication: in stickups, lo 3 -5 
Conklin, John, 7 
Control: in criminal motivation, 

55-57 
Crack cocaine. See Cocaine, crack 
Credit cards: in crime prevention, 

137-39 
Crime: economic costs of, 88; fear 

of, 7, 72 
Crime prevention: difficulties in, 15; 

economic costs of, 88; elimination 
of cash and, 137-39; imprison- 
ment and, 133-34; job creation 
and, 131-32; multi-causal per- 
spective, 6, 7; physical settings 
and, 5, 136-137; reducing victim 
vulnerability, 134-36 

Crime-as-choice theory, xi 
Criminology: criticism of, ix; juve- 

nile studies, I2; official coercion 
and, 26-27; prisoner-based 
studies, x-xi, 4-5, 59 

Death (see also Homicide): threat 
of, 96, lo 3, lO4, lo  7, I16, 128 

Debit cards, 137-39 
Decision making (sed also Moti- 

vation): analysis of, 29-30; 
environmental factors in, 6; 
perceptions of choice in, 3 o, 129; 
perceptions of need and, 60 

Demeanor. See Appearance 
Drinking. See Alcohol consumption 
Drug dealers: targeting of, 63 - 69, 

93 - 94 
Drug dealing,.16, 17, 51-52, 53, 54 
Drug use: by armed robbers, 39, 43, 

49, 53, 12o; in criminal motiva- 
tion, 35-36; in street culture, 39, 
49 

Drunks (see also Alcohol consump- 
tion): as victims of crime, 87 

Economics: in criminal motivation, 
33-35, 42-5 ~ 

Elderly: as noncriminal victims, 86 

Employment: attitudes toward, 
45-  49; in crime prevention, 
13~-3 2 

Escape. See Getaways 
Ethnography: in criminology, x-xi 

Farrington, David, 59 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, 3 
Firearms: in stickups, l o 5 -  7 

Gambling, 35-36 , 93 
Gangs: research on, 5 
Gas stations, 89 
Geis, Gil, 4 
Getaways, 79, 115-I8 
Goods (property): transfer of, 

lo7-15 
Guilt, 124-28, 129 
Guns, See Firearms 

Hacker, Andrew, 7 
Hagedorn, John, 26 
Hardship, financial: in criminal 

motivation, 42-45 
Hedonism: in criminal motivation, 

35-4  o 
Heroin, 8, 93 
Hobbs, Dick, 3 ~ 
Homicide: in armed robbery, 7, 1~4, 

128, 136 
Honaker, David, 49 
Housing, 38-39 

Imprisonment: in crime prevention, 
133 -34 

Independence: in criminal motiva- 
tion, 5 ~ , 52 -53; in street culture, 
47 

Inmates. See Prisoners 
Intoxication. See Alcohol 

consumption 

Jewelry: status a'nd, 40; stores, rob- 
bery of, 92-93, 99; in targeting 
victims, 81-82, 135 

Job skills, 131 
Jobs. See Employment 
Juveniles: in criminological studies, 

12; as robbers, 5-6,  12 



INDEX 153 

Katz, Jack, 29, 32-33,  36, 42, 55, 62, 
206 -7  

"Lambda," xi, 23 -24  
Legal system: deterrence and, 

I 1 8 - 2 4  , 129 
Lifestyle: in criminal motivation, 

3 5 - 4  ~ , 46 
Liquor stores, 89 
Living arrangements, 38 -39  
Loans: to armed robbers, 49-5 ~ 
Location. See Physical settings 
Lofland, John, 5 o, 55, 124, 129 

Matza, David, ix 
Merry, Sally, 5 - 6  
Money (see also Cash): in criminal 

motivation, 33-35,  42; lending, 
to armed robbers, 49-5o;  in 
targeting businesses, 8 8 -  89 

Monitors, 9o -91  
Morality: armed robbers and, 224 - 

28, 229; in street life, 38 -39  
Motivation, x (see also Decision 

making): economic, 33-35,  4 2 -  
5 o, 59; emotional, 36 -37, 47, 
55-59; lifestyle and, 3 5 - 4  ~ , 46 , 
59; opportunism in, 34-35,  52; 
revenge in, 58 , 66-67,  71; status 
and, 4 ~ - 4 2  

Necessities: in criminal motivation 
42 -45  

Neighborhoods, black: armed rob- 
bery in, 8, 77 

Opportunism: in criminal motiva- 
tion, 34-35,  51 

Ostentation (see also Appearance): 
i n  criminal motivation, 4 ~ - 4 2  

Pawnshops, 89 
Physical settings: in crime preven- 

tion, 5,' 136-37;  targeting of, 
73-81,  87 

Police: deterrence value, 8o - 81; 
drug robberies and, 65 

Polsky, Ned, 4 - 5  
Poor: victimization of, 77, 139 

Possessions. See Goods 
Poverty, 8, 16 -17  
Prison sentences: in crime preven- 

tion, 133-34 
Prisoners: in criminological studies, 

ix-x, 4-5; on risk, 4, 6o; on risks 
of robbery, 4 

Property, 7 (see also Goods) 
Prosecution: awareness of, 118-24 , 

I29 
Prostitutes: as accomplices, 12i; as 

armed robbers, 69-7o, zoo 
"Psychosocial encapsulation," 124, 

129 

Race, 7; in targeting victims, 59, 64, 
82, 84-85,  94 

Referral chains, 17-24 
Residential burglary, 5, 54 
Respect: in criminal motivation, 47 
Revenge: in criminal motivation, 

58 , 6 6 - 6 7  , 71 
Risk: assessment, 78-81;  percep- 

tions of, 118-24, 129; prisoners 
on, 4, 6o 

Robbery: frequency, 3; homicides 
in, 7; juveniles and, 5-6~ 12 

Saint Louis, city of: demographics 
of armed robbers, 11-12; fre- 
quency of armed robbery in, 7-: 
8; street robbery and, 76 -78 , 87 

Saint Louis County: street robbery 
and, 74-76 

Sampling technique: "snowball," 
17-24 

Security cameras, 9 ~ -91 
Security guards, 8o-81,  9 i -92  
Self-indulgence: in criminal moti- 

vation, 3 5 - 4  ~ 
Self-sufficiency: in criminal motiva- 

tion, 5 ~ , 52-53 
Sex: illicit, armed robbery and, 

69-7o, loo, i35; in targeting vic- 
tims, 85 

Shoplifting, 54 
Shopping malls, 78 
Shover, Neal, 49, 133 -34 
Sluka, Jeffrey, 27, 28 



1.54 INDEX 

Small business: robbery and, 9 ~ 
"Snowball" sampling technique, 

57-z  4 
Spontaneity: in street culture, 44 
Status, ~6; in criminal motivation, 

4o -42  
"Stick candy men," .6 
Stickups (see also Armed robbery): 

accomplices in, 99, *o5, *oz, 1.1, 
51z; approach to victim in, 97-  
lo3; character of, 95-96; commu- 
nication with victim in, lo  3 -5,  
136; firearms in, lo5-7; get- 
aways, 115-58; lethal violence in, 
7, 514, 128, 136; nonlethal vio- 
lence in, 7, 9 - l o ,  87, 513"-15, 
5~6-17, ~28, 136; threat of death 
in, 96, 503, lo4, 5o7,.116, 128; 
transfer of goods (property) in, 
507-I 5 : 

Street culture, 59; drug use in, 39, 
49; role of cash in, 137-38; un- 
employment and,.*3 z; values of, 
37 -4  o, 4 ~, 4 z, 44, 47 

Street justice: in criminal motiva- 
tion, 58 . 

Street robbery, 55-16, 6 i - 6 z ;  risk 
assessment, 78-85; targeting 
criminal victims, 6a-75, 93-94; 
targeting location, 73-  81, 87; 
targeting noncriminal victims, 
7a-73, 8~t-88, 94 

Supermarkets, 78 , 9 ~ 

Tagging: in data selection and 
analysis, a 9 

Targets. See Victims 
Theft, i6, 17, 54 

Unemployment, 532 
"Urban nomads," 38-39 

Urban poor: victimization of, 539 
Urban residents: fear of crime, 7, 7 z 

Victims: appearance and, 36-37, 
135; approaches to, 97-103; 
communication with, lo  3 -5, 
�9 36; lethal violence toward, 7, 
I14, 128, 136; nonlethal violence 
toward, 113 -15,  116-17, 128, 
136; reducing vulnerability of, 
134-136; in robber's getaway, 
115 -18; threat of death and, 96 , 
lo3, lo4, ~o7, 116, 128; transfer 
of goods (property), l o7 -15  

Victims, criminal, 9-1o, 41-42; 
targeting of, 62-71 , 93-94 

Victims, noncriminal: blacks as, 8z, 
85; injuries to, 7; targeting of, 
72-73, 81-88, 94; whites as, 7, 
59, 82, 84-85 , 94 

Violence: in criminal motivation, 
57; lethal, 7, 114, 128, 136; non- 
lethal, 7, 9 -~~ 87, 113-15, 
1 1 6 - I  7, 128, 136; threat of, 96, 
lo  3, lo4, lo  7, 516, 528 

Waters, John, 19 , 
Welfare recipients: victimization of, 

:t39 
Whites: as armed robbers, 1I; as 

criminal victims, 7o; as noncrimi- 
nal victims, 7, 59, 82, 84-85 , 94; 
targeting of, 64 

Wilson, William Julius, i32 
Women: as accomplices, 68, 99, lo i ,  

lo2, 111; as armed robbers, 
11-12, 68, 69-7o, 99-1oo; asso- 
ciations with armed robbers, 8; 
as noncriminal victims, 85-  86 

Work: attitudes toward, 45-49; 
crime prevention and, i31-3  z 

PROPERTY OF 
National Criminal Justice Reference Service (NCJRS  

Box 6000 
Rockville, MD 20849-6000 "" ..... 





Criminal Justice 

.Armed Robbers in,action 
Based on no-holds-barred interviews with active armed robbers, 
this groundbreaking volume sheds new light on the process of 
committing armed robbery. Unlike previous studies of robbery, 
which focus on the often distorted accounts of incarcerated 
offenders, authors Richard T. Wright and Scott H. Decker con- 
ducted dangerous, life-threatening field research on the streets 
of St. Louis to obtain more forthright responses from robbers 
about their motives and needs. 

By analyzing the criminals' candid perspectives on their 
actions and social environment, the authors provide a fuller 
understanding of armed robbery. 

RICHARD T. WRIGHT and SCOTT H. DECKER are both Pro- 
fessors of Criminology and Criminal Justice at the University of 
Missouri-St. Louis. They are co-authors of Burglars on the Job: 
Streetlife and Residential Break-ins (Northeastern University 
Press), winner of the 1995 SSSP Crime and Delinquency Out- 
standing Scholarship Award. 

NEAL SHOVER is Professor of Sociology at the University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville. He is the author of Aging Criminals and 
Great Pretenders: Pursuits and Careers of Persistent Thieves. 

Northeastern University Press 
Boston, Massachusetts o2~ 5 

Cover design by Christopher Kuntze 

/ 

ISBN 1-55553-323-X 

ll,r!I[I[![ !I]Y!!I[,, 
\ 

90000> 

IIII 




