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The dilemmas I will talk about today emerged as important events that I
encountered during ethnographic research in New York City.
The examples are taken from experiences during five ethnographic research
projects between 1989-2005.
These dilemmas fall in three major categories:

◦ Legal, ethical, and professional.
◦ These cases cut across categories, and cannot be disentangled because real life
phenomena do not fit such categories precisely

In these cases, the legal and professional codes have distinct ramifications,
while the ethical dilemmas
remain open to discussion about what one should do or should have done.
The floor will be open later for a discussion.
This examination of ethical issues is intended to illustrate real life
experiences of what happens in the streets and households when doing
research among hidden populations who often engage in illegal behaviors.
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Three basic principles I want to briefly discuss before we
get into my street experience. This will help to frame my
mindset for you. These come from what is called the
Belmont Report which are guidelines for conducting
research with human subjects.



Respect for persons



Beneficence



Justice



Professional
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Respect for persons - principle requires researchers to treat individuals as
autonomous human beings, capable of making their own decisions.
◦
◦



the ability to understand and process information (mental faculty)
able to choose volunteer or withdraw from research (coerced)

Beneficence  minimize the risks of harm and to maximize the potential benefits of
their research.
◦
◦

the risks of harm and the potential benefits of the research and ensure that the potential benefits
justify the risks of harm.
"risk" refers to a possibility that harm may occur.





harms to be assessed include not only physical harms but also psychological, legal, social, and
economic harms.
benefit" is used in the research context to refer to something of positive value related to health
or welfare.

Justice - the principle of justice gives rise to moral requirements that there be fair
procedures and outcomes in the selection of research subjects.” To design research so
that its burdens and benefits are shared equitably
◦
◦
◦
◦

those who benefit from the research should share in the burden of being subjects in the research
subjects in the research should share in the potential benefits from the research.
not be selected for research participation solely because they are available, vulnerable, or because
they cannot say "no" or do not know that saying "no" is an option.
avoid exploitation, the selection of subjects should be based solely on scientific justification
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Professional associations of social and behavioral sciences
have adopted ethical guidelines for the conduct of human
subjects research



American Psychological Association



American Sociological Association



American Anthropological Association



American Criminology Association



Provide discipline-specific ethical guidelines
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Street subculture has three main attributes: drug use and or
sales, sexual activity, and violence.
All three require specific behavior patterns and conduct
norms which interconnect and overlap with one another.
In the “street” all three merge and common behavior patterns
and norms are generated from specific activities.
For individuals to survive in street subculture, they must learn
the norms of street life and know what is expected under
certain conditions and in specific situations.
For many, however, it is the only life they know.
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Individuals may take such behavior patterns and conduct norms into their
households and influence behavior patterns in their households.
Subcultural conduct norms and related behaviors in such instances become
intertwined with family life.



Changes in subcultural attributes i.e. drugs, may change behavior patterns



Heroin required slightly different behavior patterns than crack






Crack addicts behavior pattern of intense and frequent binges required
different behavior patterns than that of the heroin addict
This behavior had a different impact on family life for the crack addict
Both crack and heroin required participation in other aspects of street
subculture which required similar conduct norms and behavior patterns
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The three case studies center around Fruit Loops, Borace, and John
(code names are given to each research participant,
The legal and ethical issues involved in confronting instances of
homicide are parallel in the cases of Borace and John, but different
issues arise in the case of Fruit Loops.
Generally human service workers, including researchers are
mandated to report suspicion of sexual abuse and neglect to a child
abuse hotline.
Fruitloops case involves child sexual abuse. This however occurred
before my study began.
It is important to note that child protective services, and other child
abuse agencies had been informed numerous times concerning both
Fruit Loops and her sister Tuche.
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I have obtained a federal Certificate of Confidentiality from NIDA/NIH that protects
respondents and me from revealing most crimes to authorities.
This Certificate covers illegal activities such as an individual’s drug use or illegal
behavior. This protection plus the promises of confidentiality given in the informed
consent process means that I do not have to report and am professionally obligated
NOT to reveal to legal authorities most of what I find out in the research.
Since the majority of my research deals with issues pertaining to illegal drug use and
sales, most participants in my research are regular drug users and sometimes sellers.
What they reveal about their drug use, drug dealing, and other illegal activities is
protected by the Certificate of Confidentiality.
This Certificate does not cover observation or suspicion of child sexual abuse and
neglect. In addition, New York State law requires me (and other professionals) to report
to legal authorities instances when a respondent reports future plans to assault or kill
someone, but am not required to do so about episodes of assault or homicide that
occurred in the past.
In my experience of conducting research over 20 years, no staff member has ever
encountered a case in which a child was experiencing sexual abuse at the time of the
research. When we have learned of it, the sexual abuse had taken place in the past
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Culture plays an important part in what could be defined as neglect or abuse and even
rape.
For example, Josephine (30 year old female) has three children ages 4, 7 and 12 years
old. It is common for Josephine to curse at her children. It is simply the way she talks.
However, such language as “get your funky ass here and sit down,” “shut the fuck up,”
and “bitch, I am going to kick your ass” may be considered abusive of the child in the
dominant culture. But in the street subculture, such cursing is ordinary language. Even
statutory rape may look different when examined within the framework of subcultural
norms, as we will see in the case of Fruit Loops.
In addition, a special set of issues emerge for potential subjects who are under age 16
regarding informed consent where parental consent must be obtained. The teenager’s
parents may be substance users and are willing to sign the informed consent form. The
parent may be aware that the teenager is smoking marijuana, but does not attempt to
stop the behavior. They may even be aware that the teenager is not attending school or
attends only periodically. Some might considered this a form of neglect.
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We have encountered many teenagers who regularly smoke marijuana. They
were willing to take part in the study but did not want to raise their parents’
suspicion. If they were unwilling to ask their parents to sign the parental
consent form, they could not become respondents.
This raises the question of the legal and ethical responsibility of researchers
who meet adolescents who smoke marijuana or take other drugs, but whose
parents do not know?
On the other hand, a parent may know that an underage adolescent is having
a sexual affair with an older person. Such cases present a dilemma for the
researcher in that the sexual behavior of a 13 year old is legally defined as
statutory rape, considered abusive, and subject to mandatory reporting.
There are tensions between requirements of informed consent, cultural
attitudes, and what takes place in the field.
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It is nearly impossible to make field observations of a focal subject—
who has given their informed consent—without also observing what
is taking place around them.
For example, an informant may take the researcher to a location,
such as a crack house, so the researcher can see what takes place
there.
It is impossible to gain the informed consent of every person who
comes into that location to acquire drugs, smoke drugs, or simply
hang out.
It is also impossible to acquire informed consent when hanging out
with a drug dealer standing on a corner selling drugs or in a park
where people are constantly coming and going.
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The researcher may also see parents consuming drugs in front of
their children.
the researcher observes who comes to buy the drug, how much they
purchase, the patterns of concealment, and other things that may
happen in the field.
Because informed consent has not been obtained from everyone in
the local scene, is it ethically permissible for the researcher to record
what takes place around the focal subject who has signed the
informed consent form?
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It is critically important to understand the subculture in which
these investigations occur.
Understanding the lifestyle, thinking, and conduct norms
followed by the people being studied enables the researcher
to acquire deep rapport and trust in order to get data that
reflect the truth of what takes place, rather than what people
want others to see.
In general, ethnographers aim to penetrate and document
hidden information.
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Fruit Loops was a child, age 12, when I first met her. Her mother was a crack user
who gave her informed consent to participate in the research project. She also
gave her consent for me to ask her children to participate in the research project
and subsequently Fruit Loops also gave her consent to participate.
John and Borace were adult drug dealers who initially were not primary research
subjects; both were introduced to me through another subject Ross, who was their
supplier. Borace eventually became a research respondent, but John did not.
Borace was shot to death. John reported killing another person.
The different legal ramifications of all three cases were handled in the most
appropriate professional manner.
Professionalism however doesn’t resolve the ethical issues that these cases raise.
Although legal and professional codes of conduct that govern field research were
carefully upheld, what emerged in the field is not addressed by those guidelines.
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The case of Fruit Loops involves my suspicion of sexual abuse, which
would qualify as statutory rape if brought to the attention of legal
authorities.
This case also involves normative behavior among sub-populations
of crack users, especially females. It reveals the role of subcultural
patterns in early sexual intercourse that are common in street
subcultures
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I met Fruit Loops when I recruited her mother Ricochet, a crack user and sex
worker, in 1992
At age 32, Ricochet had four children; her oldest daughter Tushay was 14 years
old and her second daughter was Fruit Loops, who was 12 years old.
Ricochet was living with her children in a welfare-subsidized apartment in New
York City. In addition to welfare support, Ricochet received crack or money for
crack from various partners who stayed in her house for short periods of time.
Her pattern of behavior was one of transactional sex, exchanging sexual
relationships for goods, services, and often drugs. Many poor drug-using women
like Ricochet have a relatively stable pool of sex partners.
The women may have sexual relations with as many as 5 to 10 men in exchange
for money, services, goods, or drugs. The men typically have little money to offer;
thus, most transactions involved exchanges of goods, including drugs. In order to
look at Fruit Loops it is necessary to keep in mind the street/drug subcultural
normative behavior patterns in order to understand the ethical dilemma
encountered.

© Eloise Dunlap, July 2011
for the Fordham HIV Prevention Research Ethics Training Institute













The fundamental moral and legal dilemma confronted in this street/drug subculture norm
involved my responsibility to fulfill mandatory reporting of child abuse/sexual abuse under
New York law.
I had only many suspicions, but had no clear evidence that Fruit Loops was having sex with one
or more adult men. My information was only from a third party who was also in the study and a
sex worker.
Fruit Loops consistently denied such sexual exchanges to me and all other authorities. Fruit
Loops’ experience also happened to Ricochet’s older daughter, Tushay, who was fourteen years
old at the beginning of the research.
Other third parties reported Fruit Loops to the Bureau of Child Welfare (BCW), several foster
care placements occurred, yet at no time did BCW or legal guardians ever refer these cases to
the police for prosecution under statutory rape statutes.
A story of how the initiation to transactional sex practices begins in childhood. Such patterns
are common among the families being studied and their normative patterns do not fit well with
state laws regarding statutory rape, which are often ignored by BCW, guardians, and other
adults who may be knowledgeable or involved.
Many ethical and legal issues were encountered in Ricochet’s family. The same issues have
been encountered in numerous other poor households; the details of the stories vary only
modestly from household to household. Many adolescent girls are socialized into the same
behavioral norms and they appear to have been transmitted across several generations.
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When I first recruited Ricochet, I obtained her informed consent to talk to her
and to her two oldest daughters, Fruit Loops and Tushay.
I also acquired the informed assent of Fruit Loops one year after meeting her
(then age 13) and Tushay (age 15).
The information obtained clearly fell under the guidelines of the Certificate of
Confidentiality.
I had carefully explained to Ricochet and each daughter that the Certificate of
Confidentiality did not cover physical or sexual abuse and that instances of
child abuse would have to be reported to the appropriate authorities.
They knew in advance that, if they revealed certain information, especially
sexual activity, Ricochet would be in jeopardy of losing her children and the
daughters knew they would be placed in foster care.
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It took time and repeated interviews to build a level of rapport that would
penetrate the protective shield that they present to others.
Fruit Loops concealed her men and sexual activities from me and denied
what was happening. This denial was a consistent pattern found among
women in many households.
The fear of breaking up the family and being placed in foster care caused
children to endure much abuse, refuse to report, and consistently deny what
was taking place.
What they encountered in family life was not as bad as being separated from
their family. Many feared what would happen to them in foster care.
A number had experienced the foster care system and preferred family life to
that system. Fruit Loops and Tushay experienced several placements in
foster care; each time they ran away and returned to their mother Ricochet.
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At age 16, Fruit Loops reported that her sexual involvement with
adult men was consensual and not forced.
The following interview excerpt raises many legal and ethical issues
that emerged while conducting research about this family.
The conduct norms of street subculture override the legal and moral
codes of mainstream culture.
In an attempt to learn from Fruit Loops what had taken place, I
began to uncover the conduct norms associated with initiation into
transactional sex and the subsequent behavior patterns of street
subculture:
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Interviewer:



Fruit Loops:



Interviewer:
Fruit Loops:



Interviewer






Fruit Loops:
Interviewer:

When I first met you, they were talking something about a 34-year old
man had raped you.
He didn't rape me. . . I used to like go to the store -- When I was
walking to the store, this man was like, “oh you so pretty, you so
pretty.” I used to be like, “okay, okay, okay.” . . . Okay, one day he
was like, “you know I been watching you a long time.” I was like,
“everybody got eyes. right?” He said, “yeah.” So then we started going
together. . . Like boyfriend and girlfriend.
Okay, and how old is he?
Thirty-four.

And how old were you then, you were 12 then?
Uh-huh.
Now going together meant what for you?



Fruit Loops:
Interviewer:

Well he didn't know my age.
How old did he think you were?



Fruit Loops:

Sixteen.

Interviewer:
Fruit Loops:

You told him you were 16?
Yeah.






© Eloise Dunlap, July 2011
for the Fordham HIV Prevention Research Ethics Training Institute



Interviewer:



Fruit Loops:



Interviewer:



Fruit Loops:

You liked him? What did you like about him?

He was cute. . . He had money, but when I left, he couldn't touch me. . . He
was burned. . . Gonorrhea.
Gonorrhea and he gave it to you?
Yeah.



Interviewer:

Did ya'll ever go places together? Did he ever take you anywhere? Did he ever buy
you things?



Fruit Loops:

Yeah, he buy me things. . . He bought me a TV before . . . like -- He buy me like
stupid stuff. . . Like stuffed animals and stuff like that.




Interviewer:
Fruit Loops:

Okay, you got another man that you like now?
Yeah. . . He says he's 25. But he's not. One boy said he's 41. His mother said
no, he's just two years older than his mother.



Interviewer:
Fruit Loops:

Oh, cause the boy's mother is 39?
Uh-huh.



Interviewer:



Fruit Loops:
Interviewer:

This guy is two years older. Is he a Jamaican guy?



Fruit Loops:

I used to mess with him. . . No, before my mother said I can't go with him no
more. . . I used to mess with him. . . . Everybody talking about you and him,
you not going with him no more. So I was like uh-huh that's what she thinks. So
one lady told her why don't you let him talk to her because if you don't, you just
making her run away. You gonna make her run away and sneak and do it. So she
thought about it, and she said I could talk to him; but she told me I can't talk to
him in front of her face. . . I was like okay then; fine with me. . . He bought me
clothes and stuff.





Yeah
This guy here, what do you like about him?
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At age 14 Fruit Loops began a sexual relationship with a 21 year old
man, Ennis, who she claimed was the father of her oldest son,
Shakie.
While pushing her baby in a stroller, she met Peter, who was in his
mid-40s, and began another sexual relationship that continues to
the present time.
Peter was working two jobs and living with his legally married wife.
Peter began to spend money on Fruit Loops, have sex with her, and
was most likely the father of her next three sons.
Her mother condoned the relations when they were beneficial to her.
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Fruit Loops’s sexual relationships had been reported to the authorities twice.
◦

First time was by a neighbor, who used crack and was angry at Ricochet. When questioned, Fruit
Loops denied the rape charges.

◦

In the second instance, both Fruit Loops and Tushay were hospitalized for an advanced STD and
were reported to BCW by the hospital. They were taken from Ricochet, but eventually returned.

◦

The ethical and legal problem was that, when Fruit Loops came into the study at age 13, she was
going out with older males. I knew from Ricochet and Tushay that Fruit Loops was going out with
older males. Fruit Loops and the family considered these men her “boyfriends.”

I never actually saw Wilson and Ennis with Fruit Loops, but saw presents that they had
given to her.
They could not be reported because there was no evidence of rape or molestation taking
place.
All three, Ricochet, Tushay, and Fruit Loops, would deny it was rape or molestation.
The subculture in which they lived had different moral codes than mainstream society.
For Ricochet, the men were a convenient source of drugs and money; for Fruit Loops,
these “boyfriends” provided gifts and services for sexual episodes.
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Interviewer:

What does your grandmother say about Peter and you Fruit Loops?



Fruit Loops:

You ain’t got no money, and laying up there with that old-ass man.
He can’t give you no money? Let me tell you what to do when y’all come
back from the hotel. You take his ass shopping. That’s what you do.
You take him to shopping. Grandma, I ain’t got no money. You ain’t
got no money! Grandma, I just told you I ain’t got no money.



Ricochet:

All them worms in your ass. That’s what she’s sayin. [sexually
transmitted diseases]



Fruit Loops:

She [grandmother] saying, come here, Fruit Loops. What? Now, you
know that you’re too young to be messing with that old-ass man that
worm. She call my name any more, I’m gonna run out the house.



Ricochet:

She says, old-ass man, with that belly full of worms.



Fruit Loops:

All you got is worms.
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I was laughing at her that day. I did, when she said adotion, [sic, meaning
“abortion”] I got up and started dancing. She told Fruit Loops get rid of that baby.
Peter didn’t come over to the house for a long time.
I didn’t see him to let him know I still is. Supposed to be six months. But when it
is time to take that sonogram, I ain’t gonna be no six months.
You better go to the hospital and see if somebody got a sonogram thing, paper,
bring it out and show it. You know how you go to GYN, you always see
somebody’s sonogram paper; you better just roll it off.



Ricochet:



Fruit Loops:



Ricochet:



Interviewer:



Fruit Loops:



Interviewer:
Fruit Loops:

Now.



Interviewer:

He doesn’t have any children?

Interviewer:
Fruit Loops:
Ricochet:

Maybe he can’t have any, all these years [and he is married].
Right, right.
And I told her that. She said something wrong with the dick. You can look and
tell, because it’s got a hunka nuts in his pants. He’ll be sitting there and all that
hunk of shit on top. I told Fruit Loops, he ain’t got nothing but nuts.








Fruit Loops:

Oh, you are pregnant.

Right, but why were you telling him you were pregnant before?
Because I wasn’t gonna tell him I lost the baby. Plus that’s what he wants, a baby.
No.
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As seen here, ethical and legal issues are viewed in a different manner.
Peter is a married man, so the grandmother feels that Fruit Loops should
have an abortion. Ricochet makes fun of the way the grandmother
pronounces abortion and emphasizes the male’s sexual organs.
At age 15, Fruit Loops had her first child, a son. This pregnancy was
attributed to Ennis, a 22-year-old male. Although Ennis gave her a little
money when he first learned that she was pregnant, he eventually stopped
giving her any help of any kind.
Fruit Loops said that she believed the baby belonged to Ennis, but she was
not really sure. She reported also having had sex with a man named Eventor
and also with Wilson--the latter was in prison doing four years when the
child was born.
With this pregnancy, BCW removed Fruit Loops from her mother’s household
and placed her in a Catholic home for pregnant teens. One month later, she
had a fight and left, she said, under pressure.
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She was next placed in a foster home in Manhattan. Although she
had been removed from her mother’s household, she spent much of
her time at her mother’s house until one day she did not return to
the foster home.
Pregnant with her second child at the age of 17 (she believed by
Ennis was the father), Fruit Loops decided to tell Peter (the 45 year
old male) the baby was his child.
Peter was seen as stable because he had a wife and a legal job.
When Fruit Loops turned 18, she became pregnant with her third
son. Fruit Loops considered Peter the father, but Ricochet said that
the child was not fathered by Peter.
At 19, she had her fourth child, a son, also attributed to Peter.
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The Informed Consent process and Certificate of Confidentiality
does not prevent investigators from releasing information in
instances of clear and present danger to the subject or others such
as serious thoughts of suicide, current or future child abuse, assault
or similar crimes. This responsibility does not apply to past
incidents, nor does it resolve the ethical issues faced by researchers:
whether to report a 13-year-old suspected of having relations with
numerous older males in years past? What is the ethnographer’s
role in reporting, especially when such incidents have been reported
to BCW, and the children have been removed from the household
and returned? In addition, when reported, the girls concealed and
denied their sexual affairs, ran away from foster care and returned
to their mother’s household, and continued their behavior patterns.
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My moral dilemma was how to balance conducting the research, following
guidelines of child protection laws, and providing information to help Fruit Loops
and Tushay.
She had been taken from her mother due to acquiring a STD from an older male.
She also had been reported to BCW as being raped by the older male but had
denied it.
In reporting abuse, there has to be a concrete basis for substantiating the claim.
“Say so” of a third party is not valid for reporting sexual abuse.
If the mother and Fruit Loops had previously denied the abuse, then it was likely
they would deny any sexual abuse that I might report. Moreover, Fruit Loops was
socialized into the street drug subculture and saw her behavior as normal.
Her relations with these men were not perceived as sexual abuse or rape by either
herself or her mother. In the meantime, Ricochet would threaten reporting these
older males to police for statutory rape in order to secure the benefits (money or
crack) that she needed at the time. For as long as I have known her, she has never
contacted the police—this would be a serious violation of street codes against
snitching.
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Ricochet has had numerous encounters with BCW. This began with Ricochet’s mother
reporting her to BCW because of her using money and food stamps to smoke crack,
instead of caring for the children.
After BCW checked to see if they were physically abused, they dismissed the case. Two
years later, however, the children were taken because they were reported by the hospital
to BCW. Both Fruit Loops and Tushay had PID (pelvic inflammatory disease), to which
they were exposed by having sex with the same male.
At this time, Fruit Loops was 11 years old. The children stayed in foster care for three
days and were returned to Ricochet by the court with a warning.
Approximately four years later, all four of Ricochet’s children were taken from her by
BCW due to a report by the hospital again. At this time, Ricochet had her fourth child,
Zania, but had not received any prenatal care. The child was born with crack in her
system.
All of the children were then taken from Ricochet and placed in foster care, some with
her relatives and others with strangers.
The two oldest children, Tushay and Fruit Loops, continually ran away from the homes
where they had been placed and returned to Ricochet’s household. Eventually, Fruit
Loops and Tushay achieved emancipated minor status.
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During ethnographic research examining the exchange of sex for crack in
1988, I met a crack prostitute codenamed, Naomi, who introduced me into
her family.
Naomi lived with her mother, Island, and brother, Ross, who was a crack
dealer.
Over 20 years earlier, a drug addicted mother had given Allen as a baby to
Island to raise, so Island considered Allen as her son.
Because Ross had witnessed the research process through his sister’s
participation in the crack prostitution study, he agreed to participate in the
“Natural History of Crack

© Eloise Dunlap, July 2011
for the Fordham HIV Prevention Research Ethics Training Institute












Ross was my key introduction to a group of crack sellers. Ross sponsored me as
trustworthy among his network
Ross had carefully read the Certificate of Confidentiality and showed it to his
comrades before he introduced me to others.
I had to forge independent relationships with each other seller. Still, I always
explained that I was not a cop and would not report what I learned to the police.
Ross vouched for my honesty in this regard.
He guarded my personal safety in the dangerous streets of Douglass Park.
Ross introduced me to Allen, Borace, and John. Ross appeared to be the supplier
and informal trainer for a generation of young crack sellers, many of whom were
killed during the 1990s.
His sellers worked out of the park where I often visited and observed their
distribution activities.
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As an ethnographer, I met many drug dealers during this study, and was often a
neutral observer of unpleasant and vicious episodes.
The killings associated with Borace and John (reported below) occurred in
1991-92. These were years that homicides peaked in New York City at about
2,300.
These murders were associated with crack distributors gunning down other
distributors, a typical pattern across the USA .
The episodes of violence in this study had overlapping legal, professional, and
ethical implications.
I was confronted by three difficult dilemmas: (1) What action(s) should I take (or
not) about reporting homicides and potential perpetrators to police? (2) How can I
personally avoid being seriously maimed or killed myself if I report to the police?
(3) How can I maintain a professional stance towards all actors in the midst of
severe violence associated with the drug crews being studied
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Borace, an 18 year old cousin of Ross, came to live in the household.
Ross’s mother, Island, became the center point for family members and others who
needed a place to stay -- adolescents aging out of foster care, relatives who had been in
prison, users who lost apartments, etc.
All came to Island’s household to sleep and live for a while. Island accepted all but
expected them to contribute to the household in whatever way they could (including
illegal activities).
Ross provided most of them with an opportunity to sell crack. Before Borace arrived,
another cousin, Allen (19 years old) who had spent a brief period in jail, had come back
to the household to live. He had sold drugs for Ross.
Allen and his girlfriend, Theresa, lived in the back bedroom, with their baby boy, David.
They lived a more or less normal “street subculture” life together, until Allen was shot
and killed (case never solved).
After his death, Allen’s girlfriend Theresa, and the baby David, about 8 months old,
continued to live with Island.
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About six months later, Borace came to live in the household. Borace
developed a romantic relationship with Theresa and began sleeping with
her and the baby in the room that Allen had occupied.
This disturbed Island, Ross, and Naomi because Allen had been Island’s
favorite nephew.
Violent incidents began taking place, Theresa left the household and
returned to her mother’s household, while leaving the baby with Island.
This pleased Island who felt that David was her grandson.
Theresa and Borace continued their relationship together and made
plans to get an apartment of their own and take the baby with them.
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Household members objected vehemently.
They did not like Borace having a romantic relationship with
Theresa, but to take David and get an apartment was like they
were killing Allen all over again.
One afternoon, Ross, Borace, Island, and the baby David, were
sitting on the stoop of the building.
Ross suggested that Island take the baby across the street to the
park. He said to her that it was going to “get hot” in the
neighborhood and she did not need to be there. She went to the
park.
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About an hour after Island left, Borace was shot and killed on the front stoop
of the building.
The story that Ross told the police investigators was that he and his “friends”
and Borace were sitting on the stoop laughing and joking.
Borace was sitting on the railing of the stoop when three guys ran up, argued
with Borace, shot him and ran.
Ross said that it happened so fast that they did not have time to see who the
guys were, and they did not know them.
Because they were trying to get Borace to talk to them while they called the
ambulance, they did not see which way the alleged perpetrators ran.
By the time the ambulance arrived, Borace was dead.
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The story that family members told the authorities changed daily. Island and her daughter
Naomi told me what had actually happened.
Everyone knew that Ross was the only one on the stoop with Borace.
They also knew that Ross knew absolutely everyone in the area and that no one could come
into the area and kill without his knowing who it was.
In addition, after Borace had been killed, Ross went around singing “just another day in the
neighborhood.” I knew that Ross, Island, Borace and the baby were on the stoop together that
afternoon and that Ross had sent Island to the park before the shooting.
I wondered how Ross knew that something was about to go down. I knew the problems the
family was having with Borace and Theresa.
I knew that the family did not like the fact that Borace and Theresa were having a romantic
relationship.
I knew that Theresa had to leave the household and go back to live with her mother because of
problems in this relationship.



I knew that the family did not want Theresa to take the baby from Island.



Most importantly, I knew that the family was violent.



All of this had been recorded as part of my data collection. Despite my suspicions that Ross
had shot Borace, in the end, I had no proof. I had no witnesses except Island and Naomi who
would surely not support my accusations if I went to the police.
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In addition, if I went to the police and they went back to ask questions
about what I had revealed, my life would also be in danger.
What to do? The informed consent form clearly states that for “intended
assault or similar crimes, such information may be released by the
Principal Investigator without your consent to the appropriate agency.”
Nothing in my field notes indicated that Ross intended to shoot Borace,
assault him or commit any crime against him.
My moral concern: I was repulsed by what Ross probably had done. The
homicide was never solved and no arrests occurred. The tensions and
potential violence surrounding Brace’s death were so great that the
minister scheduled to lead the funeral service never showed up.
I had to forcefully decline a reporter’s request for an interview, as I could
not reveal what I had promised Ross and other subjects to keep
confidential.
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Ross introduced me to many in his network of drug sellers. John was
one of the sellers that I met through Ross.
I had observed John on numerous occasions as he sold in the
territory with Ross and talked to him about participating in the
research. He had agreed, but we had not had the opportunity to
record his consent on tape and complete his intake interview.
I wanted to understand the subculture, networks and patterns of
drug dealing. I had gained entrance into a group of freelance crack
dealers, but it was a dangerous situation, as Borace’s abbreviated
life suggests.
First, it is not easy gaining access to selling networks
Dealers do not trust people, they have few acquaintances, and few
people they consider trusted friends. They are suspicious of
everyone, so gaining access is a major achievement for a
professional researcher.
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Second, dealers live by street drug subculture norms, which consist
of informal, but well understood, rules of street justice.
Since drug dealers are not in a position to take their problems to the
police, they have their own codes that govern business.
Going to the police with information about any individual is seen as
the same as going to the authorities on all of them.
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One night, a number of Ross’s associates, his sister’s and mother’s friends came by the
apartment. A party ensued.
John came by, but seemed resigned, with an air of seriousness. He sat for awhile,
talking and joking little with the others. Soon, he came over and started talking to me.
He asked me to walk outside with him, as he had something to tell me.
As we walked together, he said that he had killed someone. He claimed that the victim
had pushed him to do it. He wanted to take me to the building where the body was
located. He wanted to explain to me how it had happened.
Immediately, I knew that John was telling me dangerous information. I knew that I did
not want to know more, nor did I want to go with him.
But I had to be cautious about turning him down. I had to let him down gently while not
appearing judgmental or frightened. Scared people are seen as untrustworthy.
They might go to the police due to their fear, so I could not appear afraid. Putting on
my most savvy street mannerisms, I told John that I did not want to go to see a dead
body, especially in an abandoned building at night.
I told him that he could talk to me about it on another day. If the body was dead, it was
not going anywhere.
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Going home in a cab, I pondered what John told me, and how the legal
and professional codes governing research might apply.
I was painfully aware that dealers had only to give a few vials to a crack
user to commit murder. It would be easy to get a crack user to harm or
even kill me.
I had to be very careful with what I did and what I knew already. It would
have been extremely dangerous for me to go to the police and tell them
what John had revealed.
First, I did not know whether he had actually killed someone. I did not
know who the person was, and I did not know where the body was
located. And to protect myself, I did not want to know.
Sometimes while doing fieldwork it is necessary to limit the information
you want to know. Certain information can be dangerous.
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Over the years of study, I did not reveal anything about what I had
learned to the police.
No harm came to the sellers from what they had shared with me, and no
one had been arrested.
In the end, I decided neither to document what I had learned in field
notes nor to meet further with John to discuss what had happened.
The next time I saw him I did not bring up the subject. I decided that if
John tried to talk to me further about the incident, I would explain to
him that I did not want to know more because that would make me an
accessory to the crime, and I did not want to be put in such a position.
John did not pursue me further to explain what had taken place. We
never discussed the matter again.
Three months later, a number of bodies were found in an abandoned
building that was being torn down.
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First, I expected a great deal of violence in street/drug subculture
One of the most important norms in drug business is that no one can ever “snitch.”
People who act as police informants and undercover agents understand that, if
discovered, they will likely be maimed or killed.
I was a professional researcher systematically seeking to stand clear of the many
disputes and violence that occur among those I studied.
I only learned about events after they occurred. What I had learned from John was
missing many vital details about who, what, when, and where.
In such situations I made a professionally appropriate decision that I did not want to
know those details. Knowing those details would create an ethical obligation to report
what I knew to authorities for further investigation.
Yet, to know such details and report them would constitute a violation of my promise of
confidentiality. It would also appear that I had double-crossed the participants
(promising confidentiality then reporting to police). This would endanger my own
personal safety.
Finally, any information I provided would be unlikely to make a criminal case if I did not
testify at trial, which professionally I felt I could not do under the terms of the Certificate
of Confidentiality
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The critical issue remained the dangerous situation I found myself in while doing
research among this violent population.
I had promised the sellers that what I learned was confidential and that the
Certificate of Confidentiality protected their information from being used by police
and courts in any criminal case.
I had been introduced by Ross as someone who could be trusted. I had gained
their trust and over the years developed a deep level of rapport.
Once I had established rapport with the sellers, they protected me from violence
and harm. It was, therefore, important to maintain confidentiality, but at the same
time, I was careful about how much I would permit them to tell me.
I especially avoided learning about any future plans to engage in assaults or
homicides so that I would not be professionally obligated to report to police.

© Eloise Dunlap, July 2011
for the Fordham HIV Prevention Research Ethics Training Institute











Respondents act according to street drug subcultural norms that encourage
early sexual experiences and tolerate violence
They systematically conceal and deny behaviors that violate the laws and
regulations of larger society
Both the mother and grandmother of Fruit Loops supported socialization into
transactional sexual encounters
The perceived value of the obtained goods, services, money, and illegal drugs
overcame (conventional) moral standards—which were poorly modeled by
adult guardians
Although the grandmother disapproved of having sexual relations with an
older male, she was adamant that Fruit Loops should get something out of
the encounter: the man should take her shopping.
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The homicides involving Borace and John present legal and ethical dilemmas too.
The homicides associated with John and Borace placed me in a dangerous situation. In both
cases, I carefully followed the professional guidelines given in the informed consent, but I also
had to recognize the inherent dangers and keep within ethical codes of research. At no time
did I have previous knowledge of what was going to happen, and therefore, could not have
reported it.
I had to remain truthful to the research participants and seek to understand their way of
reasoning. I had promised them that what I learned would remain confidential, that I would not
reveal what I knew to the police, and that the Certificate of Confidentiality protected me from
providing information to legal authorities.
If John had taken me to see the body and I had recorded the information in my field notes, I
could have been in a deeply difficult legal, professional, and ethical situation.
Since John had not given me his signed informed consent, I remain uncertain whether the
Certificate would protect this information. If the police had stopped me to inquire about a
homicide in the neighborhood, I am professionally confident that the Certificate of
Confidentiality would protect me from revealing information about Ross, his dealing comrades,
or providing information that police would need to formulate a case. Nevertheless, I am glad
that I never had any conversation with the police about the illegal behaviors I observed or had
described to me.
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