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O’Brien, Patrick K. O’Brien (Ph.D., Sociology)
Sorry for Partying: Substance Use, Socialization, and Social Control on the American College
Campus
Thesis directed by Professor Patricia A. Adler
I examine the social controls that operate among and upon emerging adults as they navigate
university life and the college party scene. The data are drawn from six years of participantobservation and 90 in-depth interviews with junior and senior level college students. First, I
explore students’ first years of college and the structural, cultural, and interactional dynamics
that often contribute to excessive and irresponsible partying behaviors. I also investigate the
formal and medical university sanctions used to manage student substance use and discuss the
manifest and latent consequences of these punitive control mechanisms. Next, I examine the
transformation in social control for students, the law, the community, and the State fostered by a
thriving medical marijuana dispensary system. Specifically, I explore the motivations students
have to become medical marijuana cardholders and the ramifications this emerging social
process has on students’ perceptions of agency, the conventional social order, and State control.
Finally, I examine how students learn to regulate and moderate their drug and alcohol use
through informal control processes such as peer networks, gender norms, and academic
demands. I focus particularly on the accomplishment of femininity to exhibit the potency of
informal regulations through peer groups. I conclude by discussing how informal methods of
social regulation, fostered through cultural or structural shifts or learned through peers and
individual experience, provide more effective guidance and socialization than formal controls for
students throughout their collegiate careers. Lastly, I review how my empirical findings
illuminate sociological understandings of formal, medical, and informal control mechanism.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
I am sitting in a mandated treatment class at Campus University. This 13-week harm
reduction/substance abuse course is the final strike for students who have been cited or
arrested for drug and/or alcohol use on more than one occasion. It's the first day of class,
and these ten strangers sit in chairs, in a circle, looking uncomfortable and displeased.
Certainly, none of them are thrilled taking two hours out of their Wednesday night, not to
mention the mandatory course costs them each $450. Furthermore, most are on
mandatory drug testing and have paid hundreds upon hundred of dollars in fines, court
costs, and class fees. Since it’s the first night of class, the health practitioner in charge,
Amanda, who works for the university health center, asks the students to give their name,
a brief bio, and what charges brought them to this treatment class. There are ten
students, and they begin their stories.
James is a young, white male, just like the rest of the “patients” in this treatment class.
He is a tall, lanky sophomore and a mechanical engineering major. He seems outgoing;
he likes to go out with his friends, but seems very dedicated to his studies. Two weeks into
his freshmen year, campus police caught him smoking a bowl on the quad outside of his
dorm with friends. Later that semester, he hosted a beer pong party in his room with a
few friends and was caught by his Resident Assistant and cited for an alcohol violation.
During his second semester, Campus Safety Officers came to his room claiming they
smelled weed. James told the group that no one was actually smoking in his room, and at
this point, I really do not see why he would lie. But, the CSOs called campus police and
he was arrested and taken to jail for possession after his room was searched and a small
amount marijuana and paraphernalia was found. James is currently on probation for a
year. He is drug tested three times a month for a semester,1 has paid for and taken three
other substance abuse classes, and with conduct fees and drug testing has paid around
$1200. He claims he is currently maintaining complete sobriety.
Joe is a shy, sophomore engineering major. He typically looks at the ground when he
talks, but laughed a lot and opened up by the end of the session. He says that he doesn’t
like to get wasted or go out to big parties, but would rather stay in his room, chill with
friends, and smoke some weed and have a few beers. Joe was cited for three separate
marijuana incidents in the dorms his freshman year. Although he possesses a medical
marijuana license, he decided to live in the dorms so as not to miss out on the social
aspects of being a freshmen. He wanted to meet friends and thought the dorms would
offer that outlet. Bad idea. He was cited twice for having marijuana in his dorm room,
and once for having an open beer can. The same Campus Safety Officer called the police
for all three of his offenses. He is convinced they targeted his room by peering through
his first floor windows and red-flagged him because he had his medical card. Joe is on
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Regardless of whether students are drug tested intermittently or daily, they are required to call the off-campus
testing center every morning (Monday through Friday) to hear if their assigned color requires them to be tested that
day. Tests range from breathalyzers, to urines testing, and sensitive EtG (Ethyl Glucuronide) tests.

2
drug testing three times a month, has logged countless hours of community service, $700
in fines and fees, and is currently on probation.
Nathan, a sophomore and environmental studies major is very much into the outdoors
and spends much of his time camping and rock climbing. He was caught having a beer in
his dorm by his RA, cited for smoking a bowl on the campus quad by university police,
and then cited for having weed in his dorm room. All during his freshman year. For his
third offense, the Campus Safety Officers knocked on his door insisting they smelled weed
emanating from his room. He was not smoking. They called the police, his room was
searched, and he offered up a small amount of weed he had hidden so the officers would
stop ransacking his dormitory. He was arrested. Currently he is on four months of testing
and he is tested three times a month. He has taken and paid for three substance abuse
classes for around $1000, done sixty hours of community service, and is on suspension in
abeyance2.
Varyk, is a skier from the east coast, he is the most gregarious of the group and gets the
others laughing and talking. He is a sophomore and a business major who also has his
medical marijuana card, but chose to live in the dorms to meet friends. His first citation
was because his roommate was charged with an alcohol violation when Varyk was not in
the room or even involved. For his second offense, he was returning to his dorm room
late at night when his RA approached him in the hallway as he was unlocking his door,
asked if he was high, and told him to empty his pockets. For some reason he complied to
his RAs request and was written up for possession of marijuana. For his third offense, he
was on a campus parking lot before a concert smoking a joint. He was approached by a
person who asked for a “hit.” He obliged. Too bad he didn’t recognize his RA. Although
he claimed entrapment (jokingly), he was written up for a third time. Luckily he was not
arrested. Currently, he is being drug tested everyday, has countless hours of community
service, and has paid $1000 in class fees and fines. When Amanda asks Varyk how
quickly he got into trouble after arriving at the university, he laughs and shakes his head
in disbelief:
“I was suspended in four days, all I can say is, sorry for partying.”
(Field Notes August 28, 2012).
The college years fall within a unique developmental stage referred to as emerging
adulthood, a distinct period of the life course (18 to 25) occurring between the adolescent and
adult years (Arnett 2000, 2004). The result of widespread secondary education and a later age of
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Suspension in abeyance means that a student is technically suspended from the university, but due to mitigating
circumstances the suspension is deferred, and the student is allowed to continue university activities. According to
the university, suspension in abeyance is a student’s final chance to prove he or she can operate responsible within
the community.
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marriage in late-modern societies, emerging adulthood involves a life stage of self-exploration,
risk taking, identity formation, affiliation (i.e. peers and romantic attachments), and shifts toward
independence and adult sufficiency that frequently occurs in the college environment (Arnett
2000; 2004; Ravert 2009; Shulenberg et al. 2004; 2006). For university students, self and identity
exploration often entails a high degree of experimentation, including meeting different kinds of
people, questioning their belief system, engaging in promiscuous sex, and using drugs (Arnett
2000; Dworkin 2005). Experimentation with drugs and alcohol is often considered bad, or
behavior to be avoided, but as Ravert (2009: 531) and numerous scholars note, "some degree of
risk-taking can be functional, goal-directed, and necessary in order to establish autonomy and
successfully transition to adulthood" (Dworkin 2005; Jessor 1991; Shulenberg and Zarrett 2006).
Given such purposeful experimentation (Dworkin 2005; Ravert 2009), risk-taking
behavior (Arnett 2000), and time spent with peers, it should come as no surprise that the 18 to 25
age group reports the highest levels of all types of drug use (Johnston, O'Malley, and Bachman
2003). According to Schulenberg et al. (2004), an abundance of free time, new found freedoms,
meeting people through school and work, and experiencing life as an adult for the first time tends
to promote widespread experimentation, including with drugs.
Illicit polydrug use is a common behavior among American college students (Feigelman,
Gorman, and Lee 1998; Martin, Clifford and Clapper 1992; McCabe et al. 2006; Quintero 2009;
Schorling et. al 1994). Recent studies suggest that increasing numbers of university students are
experimenting with a variety of psychoactive substances such as marijuana, cocaine,
hallucinogens, and prescription drugs (Ford and Schroeder 2009; Gledhill-Hoyt et al. 2000;
Mohler-Kuo, Lee, and Wechsler 2003; O'Grady et al. 2008; O'Malley and Johnston 2002).
However, illegal drug use among college students pales in comparison to alcohol consumption.
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Researchers have traditionally reported high rates of drinking, termed "binge" or "heavy
episodic" drinking among young adults on college campuses across the United States (Jackson,
Sher, and Park 2006; Sher and Rutledge 2007; Wechsler and Austin 1998; Wechsler and
Wuethrich 2002; Wechsler et al. 1998, 1999, 2000). Other studies have reported that binge
drinking is associated with the use of a variety of illicit drugs, reporting a strong relationship
between the frequency of binge drinking and past-year use of marijuana, cigarettes,
amphetamines, LSD, and other hallucinogen (Strote, Lee, and Wechsler 2002).
These studies generally report alarming rates of binge drinking. For example, Henry
Wechsler and his colleagues from the Harvard College Alcohol Study (CAS) noted that over 44
percent of students reported binge drinking in the previous two weeks, and these binge drinkers
accounted for 91 percent of all the alcohol consumed by college students (Wechsler et al. 1999).
Other studies suggest that nearly 85 percent of college students reported a binge-drinking
episode in the previous 90 days (Vik et al. 2000) and others indicate that two in five college
students are binge drinkers (O'Malley and Johnston 2002; Wechsler et al. 1998).
These studies generally define university drinking as major public health concern,
focusing on the negative consequences (e.g. blackouts, hangovers, missing class, falling grades,
regrettable behavior, physical fights, police encounters etc.) of student binge drinking practices
(Durkin, Wolfe, and Clark 2005; Ham and Hope 2003; Wechsler and Wuethrich 2002). For
example, in the first CAS study, and similarly thereafter, Wechsler and colleagues (1994)
reported that frequent binge drinkers were 25 times more likely than non-binge drinkers to have
experienced five or more alcohol-related consequences such as getting a hangover, missing class,
getting injured, doing something regretful, falling behind in school work, forgetting what they
did, arguing with friends, engaging in unprotected sexual activity, damaging property, getting in
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trouble with the law, or requiring treatment for an alcohol overdose. In a 2002, Hingson and
colleagues reported more startling binge drinking consequences. In their “Call to Action” press
release they stated that 1,400 college students between the ages of 18-24 die each year from
alcohol-related unintentional injuries, including motor vehicle crashes. The researchers went on
to state that 500,000 students are injured, 600,000 are assaulted, 70,000 are victims of sexual
assault, 25 percent have academic problems, and 150,000 have health-related problems.
These statistics are particularly troubling, and if accurate, college applications should
contain a Surgeon General’s Warning. However, these numbers and the manner in which these
studies have been reported have come under fire from students, university officials, alcohol
educators, and treatment specialists. To begin, the manner in which these number are reported by
researchers and discussed by the media, are subject of controversy, as (Haines 1996:12-13)
explains:
When alcohol research and assessment data are presented, the media frequently spin stories
in a negative light, making undesirable behavior seem more prominent than it actually is
and reinforcing misperceptions that support binge drinking. For example, the Wall Street
Journal, December 7, 1994, ran the following headline and lead sentence in response to the
press release distributed by the Harvard School of Public Health announcing the results of
Wechsler’s research (1994):
“Binge” Drinking at Nation’s Colleges Is Widespread, a Harvard Study Finds BOSTON–
Almost half of all students surveyed at 140 U.S. colleges admitted to “binge” drinking,
leading to everything from fights to vandalism according to . . .
Instead, the study could have resulted in this headline and story lead:
Majority of College Students Drink Moderately or Not at All, a Harvard Study Finds
BOSTON–More than half of all students surveyed at 140 U.S. colleges reported moderate
drinking as the campus norm, resulting in relatively small numbers (only 9 percent) who
get hurt or vandalize, according to . . .
It should also be noted that these numbers seem alarming due to the operationalization of
binge drinking as a quantitative measure. Binge drinking is defined as 4 or 5 standard drinks for
men, and 3 to 4 for women, in a single session within the previous two weeks (Wechsler et al.

6
1994). This definition problematizes a common behavior across the United States. It sounds
much more frightening to state that 44 percent of college students are binge drinkers, as opposed
to stating that 44 percent of college students consumed 4 or 5 drinks in a row, sometime in the
past two weeks. Furthermore, binge drinking is quite common among most strata of U.S. adults,
including those 26 years or older (Naimi et al. 2003). Naimi and colleagues (2003: 73) reported
that while those aged 18 to 25 years reported the highest number of binge drinking episodes per
capita, "70 percent of binge drinking episodes were reported among those 26 years or older, and
approximately half of binge drinking episodes were reported among moderate drinkers." It is this
normalcy of drinking five or more drinks in a session across the U.S. population that scholars
and practitioners find problematic (Dimeff et al. 1995). Scholars also find that binge drinking as
a phrase is not one that students identify or agree with; instead students regard drinking
frequency, level of intoxication, and drunken outcomes as indicative of potential problems rather
than the number of drinks they consume (Goodhart et al. 2003). Also, when binge drinking refers
simply to a set number of drinks, it fails as a measure to account for the social contexts where
drinking occurs, gender differences, strength and types of drinks, drinking games, and the norms
and informal rules that influence student drinking. Critics of the term also argue that it fails to
account for the size of the drink, body weight of the drinker, and number of drinks consumed in
relation to the length (i.e., number of hours) of the drinking session.
These studies have consistently been scrutinized for problems related to validity,
methodology, data mining, and reporting practices. For example, Ralph Hingson and colleagues
have been discredited as reporting “guesswork” due to poor methodology3 As Blimling (2009:4)

3

For a thorough critique of Hingson et al. (2002) study, see (Blimling 2009).
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reported, “Anyone reading the newspaper article4 would conclude that the nation was annually
losing 1,400 college-age students to drunk driving or alcohol poisoning and that some
enterprising researcher had taken the time to actually count the college students who had died
due to misuse of alcohol. That’s not what happened; no one actually counted anything.” A more
methodologically sound study, conducted by USA Today (Davis and DeBarros 2006) found that
only 36 alcohol-related deaths occur annually. According to David J. Hanson:5
USA Today newspaper conducted an analysis of college student deaths in the United
States over a five year period beginning January 1, 2000. After a careful investigation, it
identified 786 college student deaths. It then eliminated from analysis those whose deaths
were completely unrelated to their status as college students, reducing the number to 620.
Overall, illness, homicides and traffic accidents are the leading causes of death among
four-year college students, as they are for all young people age 15 to 24. Suicide
apparently causes as many deaths as alcohol abuse and drugs, although suicide is often
not disclosed. The analysis found that the number of deaths among freshmen was
disproportionately high. This included deaths from natural causes, suicide, and falls from
windows, balconies and rooftops. Twenty percent of the freshman deaths were alcoholrelated. It appears that about 25 college students at four-year institutions die each year in
alcohol-related incidents. If that number is expanded at the same rate to include students
at both two- and four-year colleges, it becomes 36.
Henry Wechsler has been coined as “Doctor Doom” (Hoover 2002), and researchers and
university officials have challenged the validity of his findings, called attention to his data
mining practices, questioned his use of marketing firms for maximizing publicity, and argued
that his interpretations exaggerate the severity of the college alcohol problem.
Such startling and frightening statistics regarding college youth attach emotion to the
term binge drinking, inflate the actual harm college students experience, and create panic among
parents and administrators. According to Hoover (2002:6), “binge drinking labels too many

4

In 2002, USA Today ran an article by Michelle Healy with the headline “College Drinking Kills 1,400 a Year,
Study Finds.” The article was base on a report by Hingson et al. 2002 and the NIAAA, “A Call to Action: Changing
the Culture of Drinking at U.S. Colleges.” (Blimling 2009).
5
For more on alcohol myths and facts, problems with current definitions of binge drinking, and media depictions of
student alcohol use, please see the fantastic website create by David J. Hanson, Ph.D., Professor Emeritus Sociology
of the State University of New York at Potsdam: http://www2.potsdam.edu/hansondj/AboutYourHost.html
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students as problem drinkers, creating an exaggerated picture of alcohol abuse on campus. A
number of researchers and colleges, as well as the Journal of Studies of Alcohol, have refused to
use or endorse the term; they say it is misleading.” By focusing only the problems and
consequences students sometimes experience from heavy drinking, researchers ignore the
benefits (Dworkin 2005; Ravert 2009; Vander Ven 2011) students experience through substance
use and make negative consequences seem the rule rather than the exception. Exaggerating the
rates, risks, and negative outcomes of students’ partying behaviors neglects the fact that harmful
consequences associated with heavy drinking are not occurring for the majority of students
(Perkins 2002). Finally, by stigmatizing alcohol use, researchers and the public fail to recognize
that alcohol itself is not the problem, but the abuse of alcohol. The punitive zero-tolerance
approaches that result from alarming studies and the emotional fervor attached to the term binge
drinking hinder practical alcohol education and lessons of moderation. As David J. Hanson
explains:
Teaching about responsible use does not require student consumption of alcohol any
more than teaching them world geography requires them to visit Nepal, or teaching them
civics requires that they run for office or vote in presidential elections. We teach students
civics to prepare them for the day when they can vote and assume of other civic
responsibilities if they choose to do so. Because either drinking in moderation or
abstaining should both be equally acceptable options for adults, we must prepare students
for either choice. To do otherwise is both irresponsible and ineffective, if not
counterproductive. 6
Although substance use can have adverse outcomes and consequences, and high-risk
drinking is dangerous, the majority of young people do not experience negative consequences as
result of participating in risky behavior (Arnett 1991). Furthermore, experimental substance use
during late adolescence and early adulthood can hold developmental benefits for students in
areas of peer bonding, independence, and identity experimentation (Chassin, Presson, and
6
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Sherman 1989; Shulenberg, Maggs and O'Malley 2003; Shulenberg et al. 2004). Some degree of
substance use for young adults during the college years is argued to be expected and normative
(Shulenberg and Zarrett 2006). Ravert (2009) found that social outings such as "partying" and
"drinking" as an aspect of emerging adult college life were associated with establishing and
maintaining relationships, both social and romantic.
The university years are marked by educational pursuit, identity development, selfexploration, risk-taking, substance use, and its potential for negative outcomes and
consequences. I am interested in the structural, cultural, and interactional factors that determine
various modes of social control and mediate students' positive and negative drug experiences. I
examine their social demands and academic responsibilities and explore the formal and informal
social controls that influence their substance use during the university years of emerging
adulthood.
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CHAPTER II
SOCIAL CONTROL
Social control is a central concept in sociology and its role in social life and social theory
is both fundamental and complex (Chriss 2007; Innes 2003; Janowitz 1975; Meier 1982). As a
concept of study, it is inextricably intertwined to matters of social order, or how different people,
cultures, and societies organize their existence together. Social controls are essential for
understanding the concordances and conflicts of modern life. Social scientists have always been
attentive to social controls and how social actors “both intentionally and unintentionally, on a
personal level and when acting in groups, come to conform with the norms and rules so that the
social world can be understood as ordered, rather than chaotic” (Innes 2003:2).
Although sociologists rarely agree upon a universal definition of social control, I
understand social controls to be the resources that a society uses to insure compliance with
norms. Social controls are the mechanisms and social processes that regulate the conduct of
social actors; they are the actions and reactions intended to alter people’s behavior, especially
those who are viewed as deviant or criminal (Black 1976; Cohen 1985; Criss 2007; Innes 2003).
As a broad sociological concept, social control is often used synonymously with social order and
socialization when referring to the ongoing production and maintenance of coordination and
harmony across society. For example, Horowitz (1990) stated that “social control merges out of
and serves to maintain ways of life and social practices of groups” (5), while MacIver and Page
(1949) proposed that “social control is the study of how society patterns and regulates individual
behavior”(3). These definitions, and others like them, allude to processes of socialization and
matters of both social control and the social order. Although intimately associated, these
concepts are distinguishable. Socialization is a prerequisite to social control; it is the production
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of self-controlled individuals. Human beings must learn about the informal rules and guidelines,
the formal laws and regulations, and the associated sanctions of their social order so that they
can be controlled. The social order is the organized arrangements of society. According to Innes
(2003:6):
The concept of social order refers to the conditions of existence of society, in that
every society intrinsically has a degree of organization and this is a social order.
A social order is not static, but is constantly in process, being produced and
reproduced by the combined attitudes, values, practices, institutions, and actions
of its members. Thus social order is composed of the diverse sets of ideas,
actions, and interactions, which in some fashion contribute to the ongoing
constitution of societal organization. The boundaries between social ordering
practices and social controls are neither fixed nor stable, and over time, shift their
balance.
The definitional boundaries between social control and social order are flexible and
overlapping. Social order is never merely the product of social controls and social ordering
practices often perform social control functions. The social order is a product of both social
controls and socialization; we are socialized into, and controlled by, society’s core arrangements,
its knowledge, values, beliefs, norms, establishments, and institutions. The deployment of social
control is intended to preserve and protect this social order. As social phenomena, socialization,
social order, and social control operate together in dynamic fashion to produce the social realities
of human life. For the purposes of this project, the concept of social control is central, as the sum
of human mechanisms that preserve, produce, and reproduce the social order by sanctioning and
socializing those who deviate from the normative arrangements of social life.
Social Control: Refining the Concept
The traditional view of social control is reactive. A person commits a criminal act (e.g.,
burglary) and the police are called, a person expresses an offensive attitude (e.g., sexism) and
their friends shun them, or a person is born with a deviant condition (e.g., stuttering) and their
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encouraged to enroll in speech therapy. Social controls are often referred to as sanctions, as they
involve responses to norm violations. Norms are the behavioral codes or guidelines that direct
people into certain behaviors, attitudes, or self-presentations that conform to societal
acceptability. There are three types of norms: folkways, mores, and laws (Morris 1956; Sumner
1906). Folkways are basic everyday norms regarding custom, tradition or politeness. Violations
of folkway norms do not produce serious consequences, but a person might consider the violator
as weird, rude, or naïve. Mores are norms based on general social consensus and more
transgressors can experience serious social criticism because abiding by these norms are viewed
as critical to social harmony. Mores are seen to threaten the social order and people who violate
them may be considered immoral or dangerous to society. Laws are norms that are supported by
codified social sanctions. People who violate them are subject to fines, arrest, imprisonment, and
sometimes death.
Although every member of a society rarely agrees upon all norms, there is typically a
general consensus regarding normative guidelines for behavior. Sanctions can be positive or
negative as they are socially constructed expressions of approval or disapproval (Adler and Adler
2011). Positive sanctions develop conformity and control by rewarding people for following
norms, while negative sanctions encourage conforming behavior by reprimanding people for
violating normative guidelines. They are important in relation to social control because they offer
people incentives or punishments for certain forms of behavior. Sanctions often function to
correct or reform deviant behavior and can be assimilative or coercive (Gusfield 1963). Coercive
reform involves law, force, or intimidation, while assimilative reform employs integrative and
educative strategies. The nature and severity of sanctions depends heavily upon whether they
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derive from the formal or informal control systems (or both) that adjust and guide human activity
and order the social world.
Formal Social Control
The law comprises a central route through which social control is authorized and enacted.
Traditionally, it is a form of governmental control, or the regulations and processes that the state
uses to intervene in social conflicts between individuals and organizations (Black 1976).
Handled principally by the state and government agencies that constitute the criminal justice
system (i.e., the police, the courts, the prison system), formal regulation is expansive, expensive,
and the form of social control that dominates the attention of the public.
Policing and Control
The face of formal social control is the police. The police are the gatekeepers into the
criminal justice system, the layer of control that can introduce an individual into the adjudication
and punishment processes of formal law. As such, “police decisions in terms of when, why, and
how and against whom to enforce the law are especially consequential in determining which
deviant acts are defined as criminal and thus subject to social control” (Innes 2003:64). The
police are the central instrument through which the state intervenes into peoples’ lives and
maintains order and control. The traditional functions of the police are crime management (i.e.,
detecting and stopping crime), order management (i.e., resolving low-level conflicts and
maintaining social order), and security management (i.e., maintaining a continuous and
omnipresent demonstration of state power and authority) (Innes 2003).
These fundamental dimensions of police work are notable because they have been
shifting and evolving in recent years. The police have been politically pressured to improve their
performance, while at the same time becoming a more cost-effective crime fighting force
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(Marenin 1996; Walker 1999). Due to such ideological shifts about crime control in modern
society, police forces across the United States have implemented strategies that reflect a
commitment to providing social order and security functions, while also becoming more focused,
specializing in crime management work (Innes 2003). These changes have proliferated into four
policing strategies that operate in different capacities across America.
Community Policing
The central philosophy of community policing is that policing involves more than
traditional crime fighting, and police focus should include maintaining social order, providing
public service, and generally assisting the community (Cordner and Biebel 2005; Sklansky
2008). Community policing allows citizens’ voices in the formation and implementation of
policies and caters to needs, norms, and values of particular neighborhoods and communities.
This problem-oriented style of policing minimizes random car patrols, response times, and
intensive investigations and emphasizes foot patrols, door-to-door policing, and other community
oriented strategies that stress police-citizen interaction (Sklansky 2008). This style of police
work encourages proactive rather than reactive crime fighting methods, as police interact with
citizens on a routine basis and provide problem-solving techniques and conflict mediation.
Community policing is important because it provides one example of changes in social control,
as the civil sphere, citizens, and the community become a central mechanism in the delivering
and enhancing of formal control.
Zero-Tolerance Policing
The idea of zero-tolerance policing originated with the “Broken Windows” theory of
crime purported by James Q. Wilson and George Kelling (1982). In their article, they contended
that an atmosphere of uncontrolled petty crime rates creates the impression that “no one is in
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control” and that more serious crime can be committed with impunity. Stated differently,
unimpeded disorder and incivility in a particular place sends an implicit invitation to more
dangerous criminals. Supporters of the zero-tolerance approach argue that enforcing less serious
types of crimes and public disorder (i.e., loitering, begging, public drunkenness, and nuisance
behaviors) or ‘quality of life offenses’ will reduce more serious problems in society (Burke 1998;
Punch 2007). This mentality redefines acts typically considered annoying and aesthetically
degrading to social problems requiring swift and assertive police enforcement (Harcourt 2001;
Innes 1999).
Intelligence-Led Policing
As it became increasingly purported that the police should mandate more resources to
proactive methods of crime fighting, police organizations have focused their attention to
targeting the recidivist career criminals who are responsible for a significant amount crime in
society. According to proponents of these strategies (Ratcliffe 2012:89):
[I]ntelligence-led policing is a business model and a managerial philosophy where data
analysis and crime intelligence are pivotal to an objective, decision making framework
that facilitates crime and problem reduction, disruption and prevention through both
strategic management and effective enforcement strategies that target prolific and serious
offenders.
Its programs attempt to police in a more future-oriented, preventive, and risk-based
method of regulation and control. It is important to note that intelligence-led policing does not
need to be conducted by the police per se. While the police refers to a specific institution of
control, policing refers to processes administered by a wide-array of institutions that include the
police, private companies, and community volunteers for purposes of regulation and control
(Maguire and John 2006; Peterson 2005; Ratcliffe 2002). Similar to community policing,
intelligence-led control strategies increasingly involve sother institutions and the civil sphere as

16
data on offenders is collected from a variety of agencies (e.g., welfare agencies, neighborhood
watch, or treatment centers).
Privatization of Policing
The past several decades have seen a significant shift in policing responsibilities from
state and government agencies to private security firms and corporations. These private forms of
policing, often purchased by families, communities, businesses, and schools, have altered the
traditional landscape of social control. As (Sklansky 2008:125) acknowledges:
[P]rivate security firms patrol not only industrial facilities and commercial establishments
but also office buildings, transportational facilities, recreational complexes, and entire
shopping districts and residential neighborhoods. Many Americans—particularly
wealthier Americans—are more likely to encounter a private security guard that a police
officer on any given day.
This fragmentation and pluralization of policing has taken place through government
(e.g., private police agencies), above government (e.g., transnational police organizations), and
below government (e.g., policing activities by citizens) (Loader 2000). We now inhabit a world
of plural and networked policing, surveillance, intelligence, investigation, detection, and
containment by public, private, and hybrid social control agencies (Johnston and Shearing 2003;
Johnston 1992; Stenning 2009).
Shifts in Crime Control and Punishment
Changes in policing that reflect both punitive zero-tolerance measures and cooperative
community driven responses have not proliferated in a vacuum, but are reflections of larger
structural and cultural changes in the criminal justice system. Since the 1970’s a “new culture of
crime control” (Garland 1996, 2001) has emerged in the U.S. that contrasts with the “penal
welfarism” prominent in the first half of the 20th century. This penal-welfare strategy (Garland
1985), or the belief that rigorous policing efforts and rehabilitative incarceration strategies,
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guided by research into the causes of crime and efficacy of penal measures would quell the postwar crime rate, lost its public support as crime came to be seen as a commonplace feature of
modern life. There was never a question over the State’s ability to handle the crime problem, but
through widespread fear of crime, persistent media and cultural representations of crime, and the
politization of crime control (Garland 1996) doubt was cast over criminal justice agencies and
the State’s power was considered limited in regulating crime and deviance.
In response to this public fear of crime, along with declining economic and social
conditions, the reassertion of neoconservative moral disciplines, published reports of
rehabilitation’s ineffectiveness, and the steep decline in the rehabilitative ideal, there has been a
re-emergence of punitive justice (e.g., mandatory minimums and zero tolerance), an expansion of
prisons, and an increase in community policing, representing a rise of formal and informal social
control in civil society. Concurrently, neoliberal polices of market deregulation and privatization
of the public sector (Giroux 2004; Graham and Marvin 2001; Monahan 2005; Scott 2002) have
reinforced economic stratification, social disadvantage, and chronic poverty contributing to a
widespread fear of crime that has further fueled the new culture of crime control (Braithwaite
2000; Garland 2001; Wacquant 2010).
The “crisis of penal modernism” then, is that government agencies alone cannot be solely
responsible in controlling crime (Garland 1996:446-449)..
The perceived normality of high crime rates, together with widely acknowledged
limitations of criminal justice agencies, have begun to erode one of the
foundational myths of modern society, that the sovereign state is capable of
providing security, law, order, and crime control within its territorial
boundaries…the predicament for the government today, then, is that they (i.e.,
ministers, officials, agency executives, etc.) see the need to withdraw or at least
qualify their claim to be the primary and effective provider of security and crime
control, but they also see, just as clearly, that the political costs of such a move is
likely to be disastrous

18
In response to the ‘crisis in penal modernism’ the State has adopted novel modes of
governing crime. Governments have implemented a number of adaptive strategies, or modes of
controlling crime and deviance, that constitute this "new culture of crime control" (Garland
2001).
The New Criminologies of Everyday Life
The new criminologies presuppose that crime is a normal and common facet of modern
society and shifts focus to the effects of crime (i.e., costs, victims, and fearful citizens) rather
than its causes (Feeley and Simon 1992; Garland 1996, 2001). Crime is now seen as an everyday
risk that needs to be measured and managed, much like road traffic (Garland 1996) and “the
programs of action which stem from these new criminologies are addressed not just to State
agencies such as the police, the courts, and the prisons, but beyond the State apparatus, to the
organizations, institutions, and individuals of civil society” (Garland 1996:451). Thus, these new
criminologies aim to insert controls into civil society and normal interaction, rather than suspend
them from above in the form of governmental command.
Two central adaptations of the new criminologies are defining deviance down, redefining
acts formerly viewed as deviant as acceptable (Moynihan 1993), and “responsibilization,” the act
of controlling crime indirectly through non-state agencies rather than directly through formal
agents (e.g., police, courts, prisons, social work) (Garland 1996). The neoliberal message of this
approach is that the State alone cannot be effective for societal welfare and controlling crime,
and that civil society and the private sector (i.e., property owners, retailers, employers, parents,
citizens) must recognize that it too has responsibility for social control. Thus, social actors must
alter their practices to reduce criminal opportunities and enhance informal controls. The State,
however, does not relinquish its power. Government agencies retain their traditional functions
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and scope, but work with and through civil society to develop new structures of support, funding,
information exchange, and co-operation that enhance the potency of various forms of social
control. Innes (2003:9), elaborates:
Changes in social control are part and parcel to wider and deeper shifts in
the prevalent conditions of the late modern social order. Stated briefly, the
reconfiguration has involved an increasing pluralization, diversification,
and layering of controls. Social control has been embedded in routines of
many everyday situations, permeating the fabric of social life and thereby
becoming more opaque. As part of these changes, it appears as if
previously distinct control institutions and systems are starting to join up,
producing a control apparatus composed of interleaved and interlocking
practices, mechanisms, and objectives. Thus, the social control apparatus
is expanding, at the same time as parts of it become more intense.
Although State power is intensifying, governments have also adapted to failure and
redefined their thresholds of success (Garland 1996, 2001). In response to the perceived failures
of the police, the courts, and the prison system to control crime and deviance, there has been a
major shift toward the privatization of crime control as the State has transferred criminal justice
responsibilities to companies, corporations, and commercial interests. Finally, the State holds
low expectations for controlling the low-level, opportunistic offending that supposedly
permeates late-modern society, rather, the “new performance indicators tend to measure
‘outputs’ rather than ‘outcomes,’ what the organizations does, rather than what, if anything, it
achieves” (Garland 1996:458).
In contrast to these adaptive neoliberal criminologies, the State has also adopted
reactionary strategies. These policies attempt to reassert the power of the government and impose
neoconservative political ideals of order and discipline. In Western society, this massive denial is
best exhibited in the “law and order” stance of U.S. drug policy. Instead of acknowledging the
limits of the sovereign state and adapting to them, the “War on Drugs” attempts to restore public
confidence in criminal justice while asserting the values of moral discipline, individual
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responsibility, and respect for authority (Garland 2001). Disregarding evidence that crime does
not readily respond to severe sentences or new police powers, the U.S. criminal justice system
relies on deterrence and aims to control drug users and distribution through arrest and
incarceration (McBride et al. 2009; Robinson and Scherlen 2007; Shelden 2010).
Power, Discipline, and Normalization
Understanding the current landscape of formal social control in the United States cannot
be restricted to the shifts and adaptations only within the police, the courts, and the prisons.
Scholars such as Foucault (1977, 1979) and Cohen (1985) examine the extension of power and
control of both non-state/non-governmental entities (e.g., doctors, psychologists, religious
organizations) and quasi-state agencies (e.g., welfare, education, and community corrections). In
contrast to Garland’s (1996, 2001) adaptive crime control strategies that emerged during the
decline of the rehabilitative ideal, Cohen and Foucault examine diffusions of social control
associated with the welfare state and identified the system as paternalistic, excessively
discretionary, and embedded with inequality (Lacombe 1996). Through the deterioration of the
state as both orchestrator and guarantor of the maintenance of society, a range of techniques
emerged that “would enable the state to divest itself of many of its obligations, devolving those
to quasi-autonomous entities that would be governed at a distance by means of budgets, audits,
standards, benchmarks, and other technologies” (Rose, O’Malley, and Valverde 2006:91). These
emerging trends of late modern society brought new methods of power, discipline, surveillance,
and social control that operate throughout social life.
For Foucault (1977), social control, once centralized and identifiable through the police,
the courts, and the prisons, has been diffused, leaving power and control fragmented and opaque.
Foucault identified the architectural design of the panopticon as the central constitution of
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modern “disciplinary” power and control (Gutting 2005). The panopticon (i.e., “all-seeing”)
refers to an architectural prison design in which the prisoner never sees the correction officer
who conducts surveillance from a privileged, hidden, and radial position. The fundamental
function of the panopticon design is that the inmates feel the gaze of authority and power at
every moment, they internalize the panoptic tower, and become agents in their own discipline
and control:
[T]he major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and
permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things
that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action;
that the perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; that
this architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power
relation independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be
caught up in a power situation of which they are themselves the bearers (Foucault
1977:201).
This panoptic prison model metastasized throughout modern society, its disciplinary
regime operating within other socializing institutions such as the school, the hospital, the
corporation, and the mental asylum as a potent mode of power and control over citizens. The
control functions of the psychologist, the social worker, the health clinician, and educator are
less discernible and visible than criminal justice personnel. This disciplinary power and control is
derived from three distinctly modern means: hierarchal observation, normalizing judgment, and
examination.
Hierarchal observation entails the omnipresent feeling of surveillance that is based on
the panopticon prison model. However, direct observation under a single gaze is impractical in
modern society; thus, there are “relays” of observers, heirarchally ordered to “supervise the
supervisors”(Foucault 1977, 1997). This modern method of surveillance can be seen in the
military, business, and manufacturing. Hierarchal observation operates through supervision,
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reporting, and accountability and serves to keep people in-check and hold the organization
together (Rabinow 1991).
Normalization judgment, which basically serves as a corrective function, is concerned
with what people have not done, or their failure to meet required expectations or abide by
society’s standards (Gutting 2005). Normalization involves the construction of ideal forms of
behavior and action and operates by rewarding or punishing individuals for conforming or
deviating from the ideal (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982). Once identified, these abnormal or
deviant transgressions generally involve a punitive response, and thus are potent forms of power
and control. Foucault (1977, 1979) saw projects of normalization in countless social institutions,
founded on bodies of knowledge (e.g., sociology, criminology, and psychology) that enabled
classification and definition of diverse forms of deviance. Thus, normalization operates through
standards applied to our social world:
This idea of normalization is pervasive in our society. On the official level, we set
national standards for educational programs, for medical practice, for industrial processes
and products; less formally, we have an obsession with lists that rank-order everything
from tourist sites, to our body weights, to levels of sexual activity...normalizing judgment
is a peculiarly pervasive means of control. There is no escaping it because, for virtually
any level of achievement, the scale shows that there is an even higher level possible
(Gutting 2005:84).
Examination is a powerful method of control, a confluence of observation and
normalizing judgment, which constitutes the final component of disciplinary power (Foucault
1977; Rabinow 1991). For those who undergo examination (i.e., students being tested, patients
being observed, employees being assessed), it elicits truth about their knowledge, health, or
qualifications and allows for social control by directing them to study, improve, or seek
treatment. The examination also allows for a “field of documentation” through the results of
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exams, reviews, and assessments that provide detailed information that turns the individuals into
a “case” and an opportunity to control (Foucault 1977).
The examination, surrounded by all its documentary techniques, makes each individual a
‘case’: at which at one and the same time constitutes an object for a branch of knowledge
and a hold for a branch of power. [The case] is the individual as he may be described,
judged, measured, compared with other in his very individuality; and it is also the
individual who has to be trained or corrected, classified, normalized, excluded, etc.
(Foucault 1977:191).
These techniques of disciplinary power and control culminate into what Foucault (1997)
refers to as governmentality, or the “techniques and procedures for directing human behavior”
(Foucault 1997:82). These governmentalties direct children, governments, households, the state,
and oneself. Government, as he summarizes, is “an activity that undertakes to conduct
individuals throughout their lives by placing them under the authority of a guide responsible for
what they do and for what happens to them” (Foucault 1997:68). It is the modern exercises of
observation, normalization, and examination that allow for modes of power and control over
individuals. Rather than locating social control and power in a single entity such as the state,
governmentaility recognizes that a wide variety of authorities govern in diverse sites, in relation
to different goals (Rose et al. 2006). The state is now connected with different groups and
paradigms of knowledge that administer and control peoples’ lives in the pursuit of specific
objectives (Garland 1997). Fundamental to these strategies is that power and control would not
only derive from “the great technologies such as the panopticon but would turn to mundane, little
governmental techniques and tools, such as interviews, case records, diaries, brochures, and
manuals” (Rose et al. 2006:89)
Community Corrections and Incarceration Alternatives
Foucault locates modern modes of power and control in practices of observation,
examination, measurement, classification, record keeping, and surveillance that emerge with the
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bodies of knowledge (e.g., sociology, criminology, and psychology) that constitute new
governmentalities and discipline over citizens. Drawing on Foucault’s ideas, Stanley Cohen
(1985) identifies the “community corrections” reformation as evidence of the dispersal of power,
control, and discipline away from the prison and into the community. He posits that attempts to
reform oppressive practices of the welfare state result in the reproduction or ‘re-form’ of less
obvious practices of social control (Lacombe 1996). As community corrections alternatives such
as half-way houses, juvenile detention centers, probation, and parole expand, so does the judicial
and punitive power of the probation officer, the social worker, the health practitioner, and the
psychiatrist. According to (Cohen 1979b), the diversion of people from traditional courts and
corrections simply moves social control from within prison walls and effectively embeds control
functions into the community. These community treatments and controls expand official
intervention and increase the number of people becoming involved in the criminal justice system.
Community alternatives to the traditional criminal justice system lead to an expansion and
intensification of the system “a dispersal of its mechanisms from more closed to more open sites
and a consequent increase in the invisibility of social control and the degree of its penetration
into the social body” (Cohen 1985:83). Cohen (1979a, 1985) identifies three central shifts in
social control as a consequence of the expansion of community corrections.
First, is the process of widening the net and thinning the mesh (Cohen 1979b). These
concepts point to the irony that community corrections, as alternatives to incarceration, result in
an increase, rather than a decrease, of offenders who come in contact with the criminal justice
system. The net is widened because a larger population is subject to social controls, and the mesh
is thinned because individuals become ensnared in these new systems rather than simply being
screened out. Cohen explains (1979b):
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Where the police used to have two options—screen right out (the route for by far the
majority of encounters) or process formally—they now have the third option of diversion
into a program. Diversion can then be used as an alternative to screening and not an
alternative to processing…the new movement—in the case of crime and delinquency at
least—has led to a more voracious processing of deviant populations, albeit in new
settings and by professionals with different names. The machine might in some respects
be getting softer, but it is not getting smaller (349-350).
A second consequence of community corrections is blurring the boundaries or the
increasing invisibility of the of the social control machine (Cohen 1979b). Previously, prisons
and other institutions of control had clear spatial boundaries to separate the deviant from
conventional society. According to Cohen (1979b):
These spatial boundaries were reinforced by ceremonies of social exclusion. Those
outside could wonder what went on behind the walls, those inside could think about the
“outside world.” Inside/outside, guilty/innocent, freedom/captivity,
imprisoned/released—these were are meaningful distinctions (344).”
Today, these symbolic and physical markers of social control are no longer distinct. It has
become increasingly difficult to determine where the prison ends and the community begins. The
control of deviant behavior is not longer the responsibility of a distinct isolated system, but
engages the community, the family, the schools, and the neighborhood in discipline,
normalization, and control.
Finally, there is the consequence of masking and disguising and presenting these
community corrections alternatives as softer than they really are (Cohen 1979b). By employing a
social work rather than a legalistic rational strategies of diversion and alternatives can hide their
most coercive intentions and strategies. It is not always self evident that community corrections
are more humane and less stigmatizing. Although they exist in the community, they are often a
source of unchecked detention and coercion that proliferate in a bureaucracy of diversion and
alternatives (Cohen 1979b). Community agencies, operating outside of the traditional criminal
justice system and under the guise of a social work rationale, operate with decreasing legal

26
justification. The community corrections process often ignores procedural safeguards and due
process as adjudication, assessment, and program placement unfold outside the codified
procedures of the criminal justice system. A deviant may be referred to a residential treatment or
juvenile detention facility not simply because a rule has been broken, a requirement within the
criminal just system, but because that individual might “benefit” from services offered in a
particular program. This absence of legal safeguards prior to and post admission to the program
raises a concern as to the lack of visibility and accountability of such processes (Griffin 2012).
As Cohen (1985) notes:
“[T]he generation of new treatment criteria and the pervasiveness of the social welfare
and preventative rhetorics, often ensure an erosion of traditional rights and liberties. In a
system of low visibility and accountability, where a high degree of discretion is given to
administrative and professional bodies (in the name of ‘flexibility’) there is often less
room for such niceties as due process and legal rights. Police diversion programs are the
most notable examples here: juveniles usually proceed through various filters on the
assumption or admission of guilt. As one critic of such programs comments: ‘to force a
youngster to participate in a diversion program under the threat of adjudication, has most
of the elements of the formal justice system save due process (70).
Both Foucault (1977, 1979) and Cohen (1979a, 1985) examine the gradual refinement
and expansion of mechanisms of control and discipline in modern society. Under the guise of
observation, normalization and examination (Foucault 1977) or community corrections (Cohen
1979b), they explicate the ways that the government in unison with other agencies have acquired
increasingly potent and invasive formal control over people’s private lives. This diffusion of
social control is clearly demonstrated in the therapeutic ethos of Western Societies as medical
social control has ascended to dominance, competing with the law for power and authority in the
realm of formal control (Chriss 2007).
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Medical Social Control
Throughout the twentieth century, numerous behaviors and conditions previously
considered deviant have been reconstituted as diseases, a process referred to as the
medicalization of deviance (Conrad and Schneider 1980; Conrad 1979, 2007). Medicalization
occurs when a problem is "defined in medical terms, described using medical language,
understood through the adoption of a medical framework, or 'treated’ with medical intervention"
(Conrad 2007:5). Medicalization is a potent form of social control as “medicine functions
(wittingly and unwittingly) to secure adherence to social norms (Conrad 1979:1). From
“homosexuality, shoplifting, mental illness, gambling, drug abuse, and sexual dysfunction, the
increasing medicalization of society allegedly destigmatizes a variety of human and social
problems (Zola 1972). As treatment rather than punishment become preferred sanctions for
deviance, medical practitioners increasingly function as agents of social control (Conrad 1992)
by constructing and enforcing medical norms and disseminating medical counsel and
intervention. Medical social control uses medical means to minimize, eliminate, or normalize
deviant behavior (Conrad 1979).
According Conrad (1979), during the process of medicalization a medical perspective
becomes the dominant definition of certain phenomena and diminishes competing definitions.
The medical perspective becomes dominant over others and medical norms come to regulate and
control behavior. Such norms serve a normalizing (Foucault 1977) and corrective function as
certain behaviors are chastised and people are informed about the healthy, desirable, and
functional ways of being and living:
Medical social control also includes medical advice, counsel, and information that is part
of the general stock of knowledge; eat a well-balanced diet, cigarette smoking causes
cancer, overweight increases health risks, exercising regularly is healthy, teeth should be
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brushed twice daily, etc. Such aphorisms, even when unheeded, serve as road signs for
desirable behavior (Conrad 1979:2).
As certain forms of deviance become medicalized, medicine increasingly functions as an
independent, direct, and physical agent of social control through medical technology (e.g.,
behavior modification, psychotherapy, psychosurgery, and prescription medicine).
Medicalization also involves medial collaboration with other authorities and agencies of control
(Conrad 1979). Doctors, nurses, and clinicians work directly and indirectly with schools, welfare
agencies, treatment centers, prisons, and corporations providing services, guidelines, and
examinations. Medical practitioners become information providers, gatekeepers, and institutional
agents as medical intervention and control increasingly becomes interwoven into the fabric of
society:
The medical profession’s status as official designator of the ‘sick role’, which imbues the
physician with authority to define particular kinds of deviance as illness and exempt the
patient from certain role obligations, is a general gatekeeping and social control task
(Conrad 1979:5).
Along with these direct medical control functions is the formation of medical ideology as
deviant behaviors and conditions are located within a medical framework. This form of social
control includes the adoption of medical or quasi-medical imagery and vocabulary, and further
imbues medical authority over the situation. Medical ideology is often supported because it
diminishes blame and forms a shield that protects deviant individuals from condemnation
(Conrad 1979). In contrast to medical technology and medical collaboration, medical ideology
can exist independently, without the involvement of medical professionals:
The medical profession claims, but has no ownership of, medical rhetoric and
vocabulary. It can be used by other organizations independently of the medical
profession. Physicians may disown or challenge a particular use of medical vocabulary,
but they must challenge it through the media, courts, the legislature or in some other
public arena (Conrad 1979:7).
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Non-medical groups may significantly impact medical ideology because the
medicalization of deviance or alleged “social problems” can support social interests, political
agendas, and economic institutions, as illness designations are often socio-political in nature.
According to scholars such as Foucault, Cohen, and Conrad, formal methods of social
control are no longer determined explicitly by the state and the criminal justice system. Social
rules, regulations, and guidelines have become increasingly relegated to medical practitioners,
welfare agencies, private security firms, community corrections, and the civil sphere as
boundaries between formal and informal controls become increasingly blurred in late modern
society.
Informal Social Control
The informal responses to certain attitudes, behaviors, or conditions are potent methods
of controlling and coordinating society and human interaction. Informal controls occur through
sanctions that are not codified into law or tied to legal intervention. They operate through the
ongoing processes of social interaction, as people are socialized to what activities are normative
and responsible, and what behaviors will elicit sanctions. These guiding prescriptions for
behavior are inherently tied to the social order:
When persons engage in regulated dealings with each other, they come to employ
social routines or practices, namely, patterned adaptations to the rules—including
conformances, by-passings, secret deviations, excusable infractions, flagrant
violations, and the like. These variously motivated and variously functioning
patterns of actual behavior, these routines associated with ground rules, together
constitute what might be called a ‘social order (Goffman 1971:xi).
Informal controls are central to maintaining the social order. One may even say that
informal controls are the social order. They occur in everyday, ordinary life and document the
ways by which people of a particular culture or society regulate, modify, and influence the
behavior of their fellow citizens. Informal controls are grounded in the processes of socialization
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and would be ineffective without the social training experienced through the family, the
community, peers, school, work, religion, and even the mass media.
Informal controls operate “below the State” (Innes 2003:52), or outside the realm of
formal control apparatuses. Once again, Goffman (1983) draws attention to role of informal
controls outside of the State and formal law:
The modern nation state, almost as a means of defining itself into existence,
claims final authority for the control of hazard and threat to life, limb and
property throughout its territorial jurisdiction. Always in theory, and often in
practice, the State provides stand-in arrangements for stepping in when local
mechanisms of social control fail to keep breakdowns of interaction order within
limits. Particularly in public places but not restricted thereto. To be sure, the
interaction order prevailing in most public places is not a creation of the apparatus
of a State. Certainly most of this order comes into being and sustained as it were,
in some cases in spite of overarching authority not because of (6).
According to Goffman, informal controls flow through social life and human interaction,
with formal legal intervention occurring when these informal processes of control are no longer
sufficient. Social actors are continuously controlling and being controlled through their daily
interactions. However, to be a competent participant on the social order, one must be socialized
into the shared cultural assumptions that guide social life.
The socialization process begins early in life and relies heavily on a person’s social bonds
within the context of primary groups (Cooley 1902). A primary group provides the most
important setting for socialization. For children, primary groups typically involve family
members, but this intimate socialization also occurs in the context of schools, peers, and
neighborhoods (Andersen and Taylor 2007; Bates and Babchuk 1961; Giddens 2011). These
initial interactions with primary group members typically involves emotional attachment, faceto-face and continuous contact, and small and familiar environments (Cooley 1955). It is in these
settings that primary groups provide emotional support, socialization, and encourage either
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deviance or conformity (Bates and Babchuk 1961). In primary groups, children learn basic rules
of conduct and the norms and laws of society. Parents and teachers educate children on what is
right and wrong, provide positive and negative sanctions, and start teaching them the intricacies
of the social order. Primary groups are important controlling and organizing mechanism
throughout a person’s life (Harrington and Fine 2000). They consist of one’s closest associates
and confidants, provide social support, advice and guidance, act as authority figures and can
significantly impact behavior. The behavior of primary groups is characterized as expressive,
meaning that relationships are founded on bonds of loyalty, commitment, and friendship (Cooley
1955). Informal control is typically the most potent within these small group contexts that
operate at the local level.
Secondary groups provide further socialization, but unlike primary groups, are larger in
size, more impersonal, and goal oriented (Andersen and Taylor 2007). Secondary groups
typically exist to accomplish a particular task and include interactions such as those between
customers and clerks, employers and workers, or professors and students. Although secondary
relationships can evolve into primary relationships they provide socializing interaction beyond
those of close-knit, familiar primary groups (Giddens 2011). Secondary interactions are
important as they provide people with learning experiences into the routine patterns of behavior
and interactional ground rules that constitute the social order (Goffman 1971, 1983).
Reference Groups can include can include primary relationships (e.g., family, friends,
and teachers), secondary relationships (e.g., social organizations, work groups, casual
acquaintances), and include groups in which one does not belong (e.g., government leaders,
actors, rock star). Reference groups refer to those that an individual identifies with and typically
subscribe to their beliefs, values, and norms (Eisenstadt 1954). Such groups influence behavior

32
as one may emulate the behavior and ideas of the reference groups and conform to the norms and
beliefs of that group (Shibutani 1955). Reference groups do not need to be positive and
observing the behavior of a set of people one dislikes can reinforce a preference for other beliefs,
values, and ways of behaving.
Finally, social networks consist of the sum total of a person’s relationships. Social
networks include both primary and secondary groups and involve both weak and strong
relationships and bonds (Andersen and Taylor 2007; Giddens 2011). These networks can include
family members, work colleagues, and classmates, they ties us to countless people in the
community and larger society. Social networks provide people several functions that impact
behavior and foster control. They provide bonds that may reinforce conforming or deviant
behavior, they allow for the diffusion of important and helpful information, and provide social
support and guidance.
Primary groups, secondary groups, reference groups, and social networks are important
because together they provide necessary socialization and constitute the social order. They also
establish systems of formal and informal social controls in a person’s life. These groups and
networks provide interactional learning environments and the hierarchal and stratified social
structure of society. The dynamic interplay of socialization, interaction, and structure operating
within these groups and networks provide latent and manifest social control processes that
preserve and maintain social life. The theoretical perspectives that follow exhibit how groups and
networks come to promote conformity and social control or foster deviance and crime.
Symbolic Interactionism and Social Control
Symbolic interactionism examines social life from the perspective of people and how
they perceive and react to the world around them (Blumer 1969; Goffman 1959; Mead 1934).
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According to Matseuda, “symbolic interactionism presupposes that social order is the product of
an ongoing process of social interaction and communication” (1992:1590). Blumer (1969)
specifies three basic principles of the framework: 1) human beings act toward things on the basis
of the meanings that things have for them; 2) these meanings arise through interaction; and 3)
these meanings are handled and modified by human beings through and interpretive process.
Thus, social order is created and sustained through interaction, as people impute meaning to
objects and behaviors, and work to find proper responses to their situation. Over time, people
learn the normative and expected responses in their social lives that preserve the interaction order
and reduce informal and formal sanctions (Goffman 1983).
From this theoretical standpoint, the development of self is the dynamic social process
(Cooley 1902; James 1890) that provides the socialization necessary for maintaining self-control
and social order (Matsueda 1992; Mead 1934). The self is a multifaceted social product, and the
critical locus of social control is the process of role-taking and viewing and interpreting the self
through the eyes of others. Taking the role of the other is a cognitive process, a reflexive
interplay between the impulsive “I” and the contemplative “Me” (Mead 1934). The “I” reflects
human agency, the acting response in interaction that attempts to manipulate and control the
environment (Chang 2004). The “I” is informed and regulated by the “Me,” the reflexive,
contemplative role-taking facet of the self (Chang 2004; Mead 1934). This role-taking process,
as an imaginative rehearsal between the “I” and the “Me,” begins to form a stable self as an
individual refers to previous “Me’s” to inform the present action of the “I.” As this process is
reproduced through learning and socialization, previous “I’s” and “Me’s” inform present and
future behavior forming a stable set of meanings about who one is, and a self is the multirole,
core conception of a person. Turner (1976) has referred to this as the self-conception, or the
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internalization of continuity, though imperfect, of one’s experience of oneself across time and
place.
This process forms the biological being into a truly social being (Cast 2004; Matsueda
1992). From this reflexive process, there emerges a sense or conception of the self as an “object”
(Turner 1976:990). Early in life, individuals take the role of significant others such as parents,
teachers, or peers. As this socialization process evolves, they begin to take the role of larger
groups, the community, and different facets of society. According to Mead (1934), this stage
refers to taking the role of the “generalized other,” which “includes the norms, rules, and
expectations, governing various positions and roles of a group, community, or society”
(Matsueda 1992:1581). The generalized other reflects the abstract cultural and structural facets
of society, and constitutes both self-control and social control as individuals internalize,
interpret, and behave in accordance to the status positions and role expectations of their
immediate social networks. Taking the role of the generalized other occurs in the present, but
applies past experiences to anticipated experiences; the “Me” is called upon to solve problems,
and forms an important locus of social control.
Structural Symbolic Interactionism
Although focusing primarily on human agency, symbolic interactionism is not
astructural. Blumer (1969) argues that the structural organization of society exists fundamentally
of human interaction, while Mead (1934) locates the social roles and status positions that
constitute structure as essential components of interpretation and action. Following this
theoretical path, Stryker (1968) systematically analyzes the dynamics between the self and the
status positions and role behaviors that constitute social structure. According to structural
symbolic interactionism and identity theory (Stryker 1968, 1980) the self is a set of internalized
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roles, or identities. Put another way, each facet of the self reflects an identity that is “composed
of the meanings that a person attaches to the multiple roles they typically play in highly
differentiated contemporary societies” (Stryker and Burke 2000:284). Roles are the behavioral
expectations, attached to the status positions, that organize and structure society. Identities, as
public facets of the self, are the internalized role expectations attached to the status positions
occupied by people in their social networks. Finally, identities are a source of motivation for
action (Burke and Reitzes 1991; Foote 1951; Gecas 1982; Heise 1979) particularly those actions
that confirm one’s valued identities.
Stryker (1980), asserted that the self is multilayered and that a person’s identities are
organized along a hierarchy of identity salience, or “the probability that an identity will be
invoked across a variety of situations, or alternatively across persons in a given situation”
(Stryker and Burke 2000:286). A key determinant of identity salience is commitment, as it is
positively related to the hierarchal ordering of identities (Stryker 1980). Commitment to an
identity has been formulated in numerous ways. Becker (1960) suggested commitment as
“consistent lines of activity” over time and across situations (33). He argued that commitment is
an outcome of “side bets” (i.e., other interests or investments) that motivate an individual to
follow a line of activity. The implication is that as a person attaches “side bets” to a particular
identity, the investment to that identity is enhanced, and one will follow particular lines of
behavior that support that identity. Stryker (1968) defined commitment by the number and depth
of relationships one has by virtue of invoking a certain identity. Kanter (1972) defined
commitment as the attachments that link individuals reciprocally to groups or communities, or
the willingness of members to give their energy and loyalty to a community. McCall and
Simmons (1966) argued identity commitment is increased when one benefits from material
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rewards such as money, goods, or prestige and Burke and Reitzes (1991) noted that the stronger
the salience of an identity, the harder one will work to maintain it.
Overall, these conceptions of commitment involve an effort to maintain certain
perceptions of self and identity (Burke and Reitzes 1991) or self-conception (Turner 1976) that
provides ties to certain activities, organizations, and people. Structural symbolic interactionism
views the self as emerging in an organized society that exists before the appearance of new
members. Social structures of various levels operate as “facilitators and of constraints on
entrance into and departures from networks of interpersonal relationships” (Stryker 2008:19).
While social structure does referee the development of self, people do not conform to positions
or roles through external threats, legal sanctions, or formal controls (Becker 1960; Stryker 1980;
Burke and Renzetti 1991). In contrast, people occupy status positions and perform the role
behaviors that confirm their valued identities because they form “a stable and organized set of
generalized others” (Matsueda 1992:269) within the differentiated groups, communities, and
institutions of modern society. The commitment to certain identities (i.e., status positions and
role expectations) determines a person’s social networks and the degree to which those networks
or relationships will serve as a generalized other (Mead 1934). This has been termed “differential
organizational control” or the process by which social control operates through organized groups
(Matsueda 1992).
Social Structure, Social Learning, and Social Bonds
To occupy the status positions that constitute social structure, people must learn and
understand the role behaviors expected of them. This social learning process further links social
structure to individual behavior. According to Social Structure—Social Learning (SSSL) Theory,
the culture and structure of society and the particular communities, groups, and other contexts of
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interaction, arrange different sets of learning environments and patterns of associations.
According to Akers (2009:323):
Differences in the societal or group rates of criminal behavior are a function of the
extent to which cultural traditions, norms, social organization, and social control
systems provide socialization, learning environments, reinforcement schedules,
opportunities, and immediate situations conducive to conformity or deviance.
Originally asserted by Sutherland (1947), a person’s associations, whether deviant or
law-abiding, are determined by their place in the social organization of larger society. He posited
that communities are organized both for criminal and anti-criminal behaviors, and rates of crime,
forms of deviance, and patterns of conventionality, are reflections of “differential social
organization” (Sutherland 1947:9). This viewpoint was later expounded by Cressey and
Sutherland, who noted:
A high crime rate in urban areas can be considered the end product of social
conditions that lead to a situation in which relatively large proportions of persons
are presented with an excess of criminal behavior patterns” (1960:55).
Continuing the theoretical supposition that social structure arranges different sets of
learning environments, SSSL (Akers 2009) posits that variance in structural variables such as
social organization and socioeconomic statuses are “direct indicators of the differential locations
of groups or categories of individuals in the social structure” (Akers 2009:333). These structural
variables include the ecological, community, and geographical distinctions across society (i.e.,
urban versus rural, population size and density, differences in ecological city areas), as well as
the socioeconomic and sociodemographic characteristics of social groups (i.e., race/ethnicity,
class, gender, age, occupation, education, marital status, religion, status). The SSSL model also
draws on structural explanations that examine abstract conditions, such as anomie (Durkheim
1997) conflict (Quinney 1977) and social disorganization (Shaw and McKay 1942). These
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theoretical ideas view social order and stability as conducive to conformity, while disorder and
conflict favorable to crime and deviance:
A social system (a society, community, or subsystem within a society, such as a
family) is socially organized and integrated if there is an internal consensus on its
norms and values, a strong cohesion exists among its members, social interaction
proceeds in an orderly way, and there is a low level of disruptive conflict.
Conversely, the system is disorganized or anomic if there is a disruption in its
social cohesion or integration, weakened formal or inform social control, or
malalignment of disjuncture between it social and cultural elements. The greater
the homogeneity and common loyalties to shared values and norms of functional
interdependence, the lower the crime rate. The less solidarity, cohesion, or
integration, there is within a group, community, or society, the higher will be the
rate of crime and deviance (Akers 2009:334).
The central point of SSSL is that these structural variables (i.e., ecology, geography,
race/ethnicity, class, education, gender, conflict, anomie, and social disorganization), locate
people in differential primary, secondary, and reference groups. These reference groups reflect
the macro-level, differential organization of larger society, and provide the personal networks
that impinge directly on a person and filter the social environments and opportunities that foster
or discourage deviant or conforming behavior. They provide a person with the small-group
meso- (i.e., cultural) or micro- (i.e., interactional) level social contexts that determine differential
associations and other social learning variables. Simply stated, social structure arranges
distinctive sets of learning environments where differential associations produce and maintain
behavior.
These structural arrangements and learning environments can also dictate an individual’s
bonds to conformity. According to Travis Hirschi (1969), conformity is achieved through
socialization and the formation of bonds between an individual and normative society. The
stronger the bonds to society, the less likely a person will commit deviance and crime. These
bonds consist of four central elements. Attachment refers to the emotional and psychological ties
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one has to significant others such as family and friends. These people typically represent
conventional norms and values and compel the individual to act accordingly. Commitment
represents an individual’s accomplishments and goals (e.g., money, employment, education,
status, social networks) that could be lost if one turns to crime and deviance. Involvement refers
to the conventional activities in which a person participates. By engaging in these prosocial
activities one has less opportunity to participate in deviance. Finally, there is the social bond of
belief, or the degree to which one adheres to the values, beliefs, and laws that represent
normative society. According to Hirschi (1969), these prosocial bonds operate both directly and
indirectly. The bonds do not need to be continually present to control behavior as people
internalize these conventional attitudes, commitments, and beliefs and act accordingly.
Deviant Careers and Labeling Theory
The study of a “career” as a sociological concept provides another useful framework to
examine both deviant and conventional patterns of behavior. Since the 1960’s, researchers have
used this theoretical concept to understand deviant career patterns, especially drug-using and
drug dealing trajectories (Adler and Adler 1983; Faupel 1991; Levy and Anderson 2005).
Through differential opportunity structures (Cloward and Ohlin 1960) and structurally arranged
learning environments (Akers 2009; Sutherland 1947) people come to occupy both deviant and
legitimate careers. People generally inhabit several careers throughout their lives, and though
these careers might complement or conflict with one another they serve to organize and direct a
person’s life (Van Maanen 1977). Deviant careers are also fluid, meaning that individuals move
in and out of deviance across time and place (Sharp and Hope 2001)
Sociological research on respectable or legitimate careers focuses on occupational
pathways within legitimate formal organizations (Becker and Strauss 1956; Blankenship 1973;
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Hughes 1958) while research on deviant or criminal careers recognizes the unstable, illegitimate
structure of deviant trajectories. A central facet of both conventional and deviant professions is
the training and socialization (Adler and Adler 2011) that teaches a person the requirements for
entry, the management techniques, and the potential exiting strategies of their career. In the
preliminary, or entry stage, a person must “assemble the knowledge, skills, motives, equipment,
and contacts” needed for career success (Luckenbill and Best 1981:201). Thus, those with
experience have an advantage over the neophyte (Becker and Strauss 1956). During the entry
phase, a person carries out new activities and behaviors, sometimes in a tentative and
experimental fashion, and after the initial foray into deviance, one must assess the new
experience:
The deviant may evaluate the risks involved in the career shift, the prospects for
success, the quality of the potential reward, and so forth. The reactions of others,
including deviant associates and social control agents, can help the deviant assess
the shift…some deviants may not decide to pursue the shift, but others continue,
entering the stage of routine (Luckenbill and Best 1981:202).
Once the deviant behavior becomes routine, the training and socialization process
continues, as one learns to manage the deviant career. Unfolding in an unstructured context with
few institutional supports, the deviant career continuously poses new challenges and demands
that must be negotiated (Faupel 1991). Due to this, a deviant career is rarely a lifelong
commitment (Adler and Adler 1983; Luckenbill and Best 1981) because the deviant grows wary
of dealing with uncertain life experiences, social control agents, and undependable rewards
(Allen, Heymann, and Kelly 1977; Carey 1968). Thus, a person may shift to forms of deviance
that pose fewer risks and offer more dependable rewards. Such career shifts have been called
“status passages” as they entail movement processes from one social context to another and may
also involve identity transformation (Glaser and Strauss 1971; Goffman 1961; Hughes 1958)
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Similar to the entry phase, when a person drifts toward deviance (Matza 1964) testing the waters
while maintaining conventional ties, disengaging from a deviant career is rarely an abrupt act
(Adler and Adler 1983; Lieb and Olson 1976). The deviant typically faces numerous phase-outs
and re-entries because breaking long-term career patterns, ties to deviant associates, and identity
commitments can prove difficult. Ultimately, a deviant career is plagued with uncertainty. Both
social control agents and deviant associates can present problems and risks and deviants lack the
institutional support and stability of legitimate careers. Deviants must learn to evade formal
control agents and adopt tactics to maintain access to resources (i.e., information, supplies,
connections) while negotiating the stress, exhaustion, risk, aging, and irregular compensations
that often accompany deviant careers.
Social scientists have also focused on the outcomes or processes that result from various
mode of social control. A risk of the deviant career is for the individual to be caught and
identified and face both formal and informal sanctions. Sociologists (Becker 1963; Goffman
1961; Lemert 1951; Tannenbaum 1938) have examined the consequences of this move from
primary to secondary deviance and developed the labeling approach. They posited that deviance
does incite social controls, but social controls also invoke deviance. Labeling theorists shift the
focus to how and why certain activities and conduct come to be defined as deviant, especially by
those with the social power. To labeling theorists, social control and deviant behavior should be
examined in unison with the definitions applied to certain activities by formal control institutions
and powerful elites. Agents of social control, like the police, the courts, mental hospitals, and
doctors, not only respond to deviance, but actively construct and define what behaviors are
deviant and if they warrant formal intervention and regulation. For labeling theorists, there is
noting inherently wrong in the act. On the contrary, crime and deviance is relative and varies
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across to time, place, and cultures. Labeling theorists have argued that behaviors like drug use or
homosexuality are viewed as deviant, and warranting social regulation, because of the power and
political clout of elite members of society, rather than collapse of social order or threat to public
safety.
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CHAPTER III
SETTING AND METHODS
The inception of this research project began at West Green University, a public
residential university with roughly 17,000 undergraduate students located in the Midwestern
United States. A competitive regional institution, West Green University primarily enrolls White,
middle-class students hailing from metropolitan and rural in-state locations. As an undergraduate
at West Green University, I majored in sociology and criminology, played rugby, worked at the
student center, and was a regular “college partier.” West Green University has a national
reputation for its collegiate drinking and consistently ranks as a “Top Ten Party School” in the
Princeton Review. With a plethora of bars, pubs, weekend block parties, and rowdy student
neighborhoods, the college and the surrounding community foster a cultural environment where
alcohol use is a normative pastime. Seeing this period of my life as a time to experiment, take
risks, and try new things (Dworkin 2005; Ravert 2009) I frequented parties, drank alcohol, and
dabbled in drugs. I fit the standard definition of a binge drinker (Wechsler and Austin 1998),
often drinking more than four to five drinks in a “session” within a two week period, usually to
the point of intoxication. Luckily, I survived.
During my senior year at West Green, I was hired at Zippy’s Pub, a popular college bar
located on Central Street, the rustic brick thoroughfare that constituted the downtown district of
West Green University. I started working “the door” and my primary responsibilities were
checking patrons identification and date-of-birth, scrutinizing each ID for forgery or
misrepresentation, managing crowd control, and removing unruly clientele. Zippy’s Bar was
lively and consistently crowded with both college students and locals from the surrounding
community. On weekend nights it was typically a shoulder-to-shoulder crowd, with loud music,

44
televised sporting events, billiards, and drunken revelry. I spent countless evening hours talking
with students, dealing with intoxicated patrons, resolving conflicts, and watching the nights of
the West Green party scene unfold.
In 2004, I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in “Criminal Psychology” and was
admitted to the Master’s program in the Department of Sociology at West Green University.
During my first year as a graduate student I also started bartending at Zippy’s Pub, serving
cocktails, shots, and beers to the student population. My evolving employment continued to offer
me a fresh vantage point from which to view and analyze the college party scene. I was able to
step outside the intoxicated effervescence of undergraduate social life and observe student
drinking behaviors, interactions, and indiscretions from a unique position of relative sobriety.
My student affiliation and status position as a bartender established me as a complete member
researcher (Adler and Adler 1987) in the West Green party scene and I was able to have
countless conversations about alcohol and drug use with students, community members, and
fellow employees. It was during this time that I became involved in an ethnographic research
project on undergraduate drinking (Vander Ven 2011). With the guidance of my adviser, I began
assisting in data collection and analysis. I got my first lessons on the rigorous steps of qualitative
methodology and conducted fieldwork, one-on-one interviews, and data analysis.
Equipped with my burgeoning sociological lens, my personal history with drugs and
alcohol, and my position as a bartender, I developed a master’s thesis about college drinking. I
analyzed how students used alcohol to facilitate certain behavior, the problems they encountered
with intoxication, and the techniques of neutralization they utilized to justify or excuse their
intoxicated transgressions. This phenomenon was interesting to me as patrons regularly became
over intoxicated and would later apologize to me or other bartenders for their drunken behavior.
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In contrast, I was also interested in the students who rarely cared about their drunkenness and
used alcohol as an excuse to justify any untoward activities. With these themes in mind, I jotted
field notes after work and recruited interview participants through bartending, house parties, and
classrooms. I worked at Zippy’s Pub for nearly three years while I taught sociology classes at
West Green University, developed my investigation into undergraduate drug and alcohol use,
and completed my Master’s thesis.
In 2006, I graduated from West Green University and was accepted into a doctoral
program at Campus University, a public research university located in the western United States.
A residential flagship university with approximately 25,000 undergraduate students, Campus
University is a “destination” school, boasting an advantageous geographic location that
supplements the in-state population with a smaller number of upper-middle to upper class out-ofstate students. As a large, Research I institution, Campus University represents a distinct brand
of middle status “wannabe” (Tuchman 2009) universities across the United States with a modest
national presence in athletics, scholarship, and departmental rankings. Similar to West Green,
Campus University is also composed primarily of White students of traditional college age and
has been historically identified as a “party school.”
As a first-year doctoral student, I was again interested in undergraduate drug and alcohol
use and Campus University provided me with a campus and community where partying
behaviors were normative. On any given weekend student neighborhoods were alive with large
keg parties, private house gatherings, and outdoor drinking festivities as students wandered from
house to house with the grins and laughter of youthful intoxication. Music blared onto front
lawns, audible over the shouts and screams of beer pong games, drunken debates, and the
occasional altercation. Continuous police patrols attempted to contain the collegiate revelry and
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flashing red and blue lights, minor-in-possession tickets, and underage arrests were nothing
unusual. On Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights, the streets and sidewalks of the Campus
University community were unfailingly crowded with lines of students wrapped around the
popular club-style bars. Greek life flourished, football games and tailgating were a popular
pastime, and the university had a thriving drug culture, boasting the largest “420” celebration in
the United States. It was against the backdrop of this thriving college party scene that, in 2006, I
again started researching undergraduate drinking and drug use. My project developed as I pinned
down what I wanted to know about undergraduate drug and alcohol use and how I could gather
such data. Although my project evolved over my seven years of graduate work, I started my
investigation with a fundamental, yet malleable research agenda.
Research Approach
I sought to approach this project with an open mind and I questioned the traditional
viewpoint that college partying is a widespread social problem. This approach labels student
drinking and drug use as an inherently negative activity (Wechsler and Wuethrich 2002;
Wechsler et al. 1999, 2000) and neglects any benefits students may derive from this form of
social interaction (Dworkin 2005; Ravert 2009; Vander Ven 2011). From my past research and
personal history I understood that students who participate in the college party scene sometimes
encounter serious consequences as a result of their drinking and drug use, but the majority do
not, and they regard the problems they do encounter as learning experiences and/or customary
outcomes of partying. In starting my research, I disregarded Henry Wechsler’s assertion that
“binge drinking” is the foremost public health hazard facing college students. Although I
understood that problems and consequences associated with undergraduate partying do occur, I
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wanted to analyze these issues through my fieldwork and listen to the perspectives and
experiences of students. I did not want to define the situation as prima facie problematic.
Furthermore, I was not just interested in alcohol. Studies that focus on the college party
scene typically address alcohol consumption only and tend to ignore students’ experimental and
recreational use of other drugs. Although alcohol is certainly their primary choice for
intoxication, they interweave illicit drug use into their experimentation with conscious-altering
substances, a trend common to emerging adulthood and the university years (Arnett 1991).
Finally, from my own years of maturing through college and watching friends progress from
their first years in the dorms to graduating seniors ready for the “adult world,” I was interested in
students’ development of self-control and their experiences with varying forms of social control.
The vast majority of students who participate in the college party scene graduate, albeit with
varying degrees of success, and move on with emerging adult lives; they learn to mediate the
responsibilities of school with their participation in the college party scene. I wanted to explore
the social controls that guide students through their college years.
Thus, I was interested in what the norms and informal rules of the party scene were, why
students’ partying behaviors shifted throughout their college careers, and how they managed
academics and thriving social lives rife with late nights, drugs, and heavy drinking. Due to my
burgeoning research ideas, I understood that qualitative methods best suited my project because I
wanted to analyze the college party scene through the experiences of the students who lived it. In
my opinion, quantitative researchers treat the college party scene as an external and foreign
world. They quantify student drug experiences for tabulation and measurement and they claim to
operate as objective observers finding fundamental truths about university social life (Wechsler
and Weuthrich 2002). Quantitative researchers are generally interested in causal explanations,
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patterns, rates, and predictions about a peripheral social world (Glesne 2006). I was not
interested in quantifying student drug experiences for the purposes of tabulation and regression
and I was less concerned with objectivity and statistical generalizability (Kvale 1996). While
quantitative studies are valuable for knowing, for example, if heavy drinkers have lower grades
than moderate drinkers, how many students are past month marijuana users, or if men drink more
than women, it neglects the environment in which these behaviors occur.
I wanted to focus on emic, or insider perspectives of undergraduate students and
investigate the norms, interactions, and forms of social control that govern university social life.
As Rubin and Rubin note (1997:34), “social research is not about categorizing and classifying,
but figuring out what events mean, how people adapt, and how they view what has happened to
them and around them.” Even in the infancy of this project, I knew that a qualitative approach
suited my research objectives. According to Page and Singer (2010:17) “the prime directive in
the ethnographic study of drug use is to achieve an understanding of how and why the behaviors
of interest take place in a given natural habitat and what forms these behaviors take.” Thus, I
took an inductive (Charmaz 2006), or abductive (Adler and Adler 2009) approach to analyzing
undergraduate drinking and drug use. Using this approach, I planned to immerse myself in the
field, speak with students directly, and analyze my data to identify conceptual themes that
emerged within the culture of undergraduate life. I intended to accentuate the complexity and
fluidity of my setting and concentrate on the meaning and context of the college party scene.
Getting In
Access into the scene I wished to study was not an issue for me. Harrington (2003) has
noted that ethnographers gain access to research information to the degree they share a valued
social identity with participants. Similarly, Denzin (1974) has stated that a sociological research
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method is most effective when those being studied closely resemble the sociologist. I am
confident that undergraduate students identified me as an equal or an insider, rather than an
outsider, and this granted me access to my population of interest. Students identified with me in
four central ways. First, I shared personal characteristics with the majority of CU undergraduates
I studied: I am white, heterosexual, and was a registered student at the University of Colorado.
Second, I was only a few years older than most students, and was attentive enough to recognize
and understand the sociocultural pulse of undergraduate life. These personal attributes provided
an essential basis from which students could relate to me in a demographic sense, at least
providing a framework to form an initial connection. Third, my style of dress, personal
appearance, and sociability provided me further rapport with students. I looked the part and
talked the part. I was not relegated to the periphery within this university social scene, but could
be invited and included in students’ social activities. I could do all this without appearing out of
place. I understood that interactions between researcher and participant significantly influence
the ethnographic data gathering process, and I knew that my insider status was an asset that
enhanced my subject recruitment and data collection.
Participant Observation
Using my similarities with undergraduates, my personal history with the college party
scene, and my role as a Campus University instructor, I was able to employ an opportunistic
research strategy (Lofland et al. 2006; Riemer 1977). I began speaking with students to develop
my empirical ideas and build upon my existing knowledge. I talked with students from my
Deviance and Drugs in U.S. Society courses and also utilized my complete membership role
(Adler and Adler 1987) in the setting and interacted with participants through the party scene.
Though I was no longer an undergraduate, I still frequented bars and attended events where
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undergraduate drinking and drug use were visible to the observant eye. Running into students at
bars, restaurants, and concerts in the Campus University community was virtually unavoidable
for me, but provided me with contacts and data. I was more than just a wallflower within these
nightlife settings and I could interact with undergraduates as a co-participant. Although my role
as a university instructor sometimes placed me in an “outsider” status (Horowitz 1986), the
courses I taught (i.e., Drugs and Deviance) facilitated countless colorful discussions with
students about drug trends and party life. My outsider status permitted me to see patterns that
might be more complicated for those completely immersed in the scene to observe (Naples
1996), while my insider status allowed me the ability to communicate and to gain “confessional
rapport” (Warren 1988).
Although I discuss participant observations and interviews separately, during my
fieldwork the two were often intertwined, as “doing participant observation in another culture, as
well as one’s own, involves a great deal of informant interviewing” (Lofland et al. 2006:18). As I
conducted participant observation, I was always listening, analyzing, and asking questions in
locations where undergraduate drinking took place. In these settings I was mindful of the
activities of those around me such as students’ alcohol and drug consumption, how they behaved
under the influence, and their interactions among one another. I was often introduced as and/or
recognized by those present as a “drugs professor” or “drugs researcher” and engaged in a wide
variety of conversations with fellow partiers. I attended 21-and-over establishments and
consumed small amounts of alcohol to fit into the scene, but was always careful to maintain a
clear head for my research purposes. I generally jotted notes when I returned home for the
evening.
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Furthermore, I explored emerging concepts through lively class discussions. I always
reserved a full class period and dedicated that time to one of my main research themes, such as
the career of college partying, gender norms, or formal and informal social controls operating
within the party scene. In these class periods I presented my empirical research ideas and
emerging conceptual themes and discussed them openly and in-depth with my students. The
atmosphere of large group discussions, fostered by the comfortable and open atmosphere of my
classroom, generated new ideas and directions for my research.
The data I recorded from my participant observations were included in my empirical field
notes. Throughout this process I used three sets of field note strategies as suggested by Lofland
et al. (2006). My empirical field notes consisted of descriptions of events, people, conversations,
and of the social setting itself. These field notes were derived from my participant observation.
My analytical field notes reflected my conceptual ideas that I discerned from my data. I recorded
patterns, occurrences, and themes directly from all of my data sources. My methodological field
notes were comprised of methodological concerns, problems and issues encountered in the field,
and the continuous progression of my role as researcher.
From my participant observation in my classes and the social scenes at Campus
University, I developed my empirical research design (Maxwell 2005). First, I became interested
in how women accomplished femininity within the male dominated college party scene. I
recognized that the drinking norms at Campus University were associated with masculinity and
was curious how women balanced their desired presentations of femininity with the heavy
alcohol use of college life. I also wanted to explore students’ transitions into university life in
relation to their substance use and social control. Although students still partied their senior year
of college, I observed patterns of change as they matured through their university career. With
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these empirical ideas guiding my fieldwork, I began recruiting for in-depth qualitative
interviews.
Sampling
Through my participant observation, classroom discussions, and complete member
research role, I implemented a variety of selection strategies. I chose informants through
opportunistic sampling (Riemer 1977) and recruited participants from classrooms and fieldwork
conversations. I chose former students involved in the party scene and recruited students from a
variety of undergraduate classes. Early in my research process I decided to primarily interview
junior and senior students to capture their collegiate life histories. I utilized snowball sampling
(Berg 2001; Biernacki and Waldorf 1981) and was introduced to participants through social
networks and friends-of-friend as students offered me a chain of referrals and helped me locate
participants through peer networks.
Ultimately, I implemented a theoretical sampling method (Charmaz 2006; Strauss and
Corbin 1990; Strauss 1987), moving back and forth between my conceptual developments and
my empirical investigation, sampling continually to refine my analysis. Given my knowledge of
the social environment I studied, my past research experience, and my ongoing data collection,
theoretical sampling was the primary strategy that guided my study. Developed by (Glaser and
Strauss 1967), theoretical sampling assists in the development of conceptual categories until no
new properties emerge. For example, I sampled undergraduate budtenders to strengthen my
marijuana medicalization categories and sampled senior women to build my data on how
students learn gender norms throughout college. I saturated my emerging conceptual outlines
with data, constantly sorting and diagraming them to integrate emerging theory. Thus, I
interviewed and observed, jotted field notes and transcribed, developed conceptual categories
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and themes, and followed emerging theoretical underpinnings. I continued my interviewing and
analysis until I was confident I had reached a point of theoretical saturation, a point when
“gathering fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical insights, nor reveals new properties of
core theoretical categories” (Charmaz 2006:113). Through my theoretical sampling method, I
constructed a meaningful sample with the purpose of moving from local truths to general visions
(Geertz 1973). I did not seek generalizations in the statistical sense, but worked to construct a
sample characteristic of my subject matter (i.e., college drug us and social control) with a final
goal to develop valid theoretical ideas about social control (Strauss and Corbin 1990).
Interviews
Through my theoretical sampling process, I collected a significant bulk of data from indepth interviewing. I decided that qualitative interviews were optimal because they allowed me
in-depth access to students’ feelings and thoughts about their social environment and permitted
me “to understand experiences and reconstruct events in which I did not participate” (Rubin and
Rubin 1997:7). I strove to treat my interviewees as partners in the research rather than subjects. I
discussed my personal history, my current fieldwork, and told stories of my own involvements
with drugs and alcohol to help my participants feel comfortable with revealing their own
experiences. The interviews were casual in tone. I laughed, shared stories, and reminisced over
memorable college times with my participants. However, these interviews also took a serious
tone when students discussed troubling times regarding their substance use.
My interviews were retrospective, focusing on the socialization and learning processes of
students. These life history interviews (Rubin and Rubin 1997) provided me with students’
experiences as they passed through different stages of their collegiate careers and provided me
with their narratives and stories that I interpreted to make the college party scene understandable
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(Watson and Watson-Franke 1985). In my interviews I focused on students’ interpretation of
their life experiences and elicited reflections concerning drug use in ways that students might
never contemplate to such an extent in their everyday thoughts. I tried, through the interview
process, to make sense of how students’ lives unfolded within the college party scene and why
these patterns existed. As themes and concepts developed in my interviews, I continued
interviewing, classroom discussions, and fieldwork to cross check (Douglas 1976) my data
against my own knowledge and initial interviews.
I conducted interviews in a quiet, private office. The interviews lasted an average of 1.5
hours and I completed 90 interviews in all. Since students differed in their partying behaviors
and experiences, I conducted my interviews in an open, semi-structured manner that resembled a
casual and comfortable conversation (Fontana and Frey 1994; Holstein and Gubrium 1995).
Asking all students the exact same questions made little sense to me, as I was interested in their
life experiences within the college party scene. Although there were main themes I wanted to
discuss, such as gender norms, freshman naivety, or senior maturity, I let the conversation carry
the interview as each student had different stories to tell me. This interview approach provided
me with novel information and informative stories, and further served to promote a relaxed
environment.
Medical Marijuana
In 2009, during my fieldwork and interviews, I noticed that an increasing number of my
students, research subjects, and their friends were obtaining a medical marijuana license.
Students were talking about the growth of the medical marijuana industry during classroom
discussion and interviews, talking about friends who had seen a doctor and procured a medical
license, and admitting they were now legal cannabis users. At the same time, the numbers of
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marijuana dispensaries in the Campus University Community were increasing and the local and
regional newspapers were printing countless articles on the booming medical marijuana industry.
In 2000, Colorado voters had passed amendment 20, which lawfully authorized patients
with a physician’s recommendation and a valid registry card to use marijuana for medicinal
purposes. The law allowed licensed cardholders no more than six personal plants and two ounces
of marijuana or permitted them to designate a primary caregiver to cultivate and provide them
with cannabis. In the State of Colorado a primary caregiver was a person, other than the patient
or physician, who was responsible for managing the well-being of a patient. The caregiver could
legally grow, possess, and distribute marijuana for the patient.
In 2009, the medical marijuana industry exploded in Denver and Boulder. First, the
Colorado Board of Health opted not to require a limit on the number of patients to whom a
primary caregiver could provide marijuana. This allowed medical cannabis dispensaries to
operate and provide cannabis products to unlimited customers. Second, the U.S. Department of
justice announced it would no longer expend federal resources to arrest and prosecute those who
operated legally under state medical marijuana laws (Mikos 2011). Dispensaries in Colorado
reached an estimated high of 1,100 in 2009, with the majority located in Denver, Colorado
Springs, and Boulder (Weinstein 2010). In 2011, 119 medical marijuana dispensaries filed for
registration with Rocky City and 102,592 Colorado residents possessed valid registry ID cards
(CDPHE 2011).
It was during this massive policy shift in Colorado that my research on undergraduate
drug use took a new direction. Luckily, my years of research on the college party scene allowed
me, once again, to approach this emerging phenomenon with an opportunistic research strategy
(Lofland et al. 2006; Reimer 1977). I was already familiar with the illicit marijuana market and
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immersed in the Campus University party scene as a complete member researcher (Adler and
Adler 1987). I revisited IRB for approval, and in 2009 I saw a local physician, obtained my
medical license, and began frequenting the cannabis shops in the Campus University community,
speaking with owners, managers, employees, and cardholders. I engaged customers and
employees in marijuana-related discussions, introducing myself and asking questions about their
experiences within the medical marijuana community. I scheduled interviews on site and handed
out my business cards to expand my contacts. I also collected data on the presentation of the
dispensaries I visited, taking careful notice of how the dispensary marketed marijuana, how
employees and customers related to one another, and what marijuana products (e.g., smokables,
tinctures, edibles) and additional amenities (e.g., massage, acupuncture, and oxygen) were
available to customers. Although the medical license provided me entry into the dispensaries, my
position as the “Drugs in U.S. Society” professor at Campus University provided me added
credibility with those in the industry. Furthermore, the medical card was crucial to my research
as it allowed me to penetrate fronts (Douglas 1976) and to experience the scene with my
informants. I jotted notes and memos after leaving dispensaries, and wrote notes-on-notes
(Klienman and Copp 1993) to develop emerging themes.
Through my participant-observation I developed analytical questions, sharpened them in
my informal conversations, and gathered more focused data through my in-depth interviews. For
my student interviews, I implemented selective methods of sampling, consciously recruiting
undergraduate cardholders to discuss and analyze their motivations for obtaining a medical
license and their shifting interpretations of marijuana. My direct access into dispensaries and the
numerous contacts I developed from past research allowed me a variety of selection strategies. I
snowball sampled to interview contacts outside the student networks I had developed through my
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participant-observation and my classes. I elicited informants through strategic sampling (Lofland
et al. 2006; Zelditch 1962), recruiting informants I found valuable to the study, such as student
cardholders who were also caretakers, growers, dispensary employees, or "budtenders,” the
dispensary employees who offered product information, recommendations, and guidance to
licensed customers. Finally, I followed the evolution of the medical marijuana industry through
the media. I collected and analyzed newspaper and magazine articles and watched local and
national television news reports that covered the Colorado medical marijuana “boom.” Given the
constant changes in medical marijuana policies, laws, and community relations, these news
reports served as an invaluable resource for current information and as a way to cross check
(Douglas 1976) my interview and observational data.
Once again, I used a theoretical sampling method (Charmaz 2006; Corbin and Strauss
1998; Strauss 1987), moving back and forth between my conceptual developments, empirical
investigation, and sampling strategies to continually refine my analysis. I conducted all the
interviews in a quiet, private office. The interviews lasted an average of one-and-a-half hours. I
completed 40 interviews with undergraduate cardholders, focusing on their reasons for applying
for a medical license, their previous experiences in the illicit drug market, and their shifting
perceptions and understandings of marijuana.
Data Analysis
As I conducted interviews and fieldwork I simultaneously analyzed my data and
identified emerging concepts (Coffey and Atkinson 1996). In my analysis, I used a focused
coding approach (Charmaz 2006; Lofland et al. 2006), coding conceptually by identifying
themes and patterns and interweaving my data and field knowledge. Focused coding suited my
purposes and allowed me the freedom to move “across interviews and observations and compare
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people’s experiences, actions, and interpretations” (Charmaz 2006:59). Basically, I moved back
and forth between my data collection and analysis, developing theory through a constant
comparative method (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Through this dynamic process, I created an
analytic framework that guided my analysis as I identified themes that transcended my specific
social context and offered a theoretical contribution.
My analysis process was abductive and resembled my theoretical sampling method. This
gestalt approach (Adler and Adler 2009) required me to continually move back and forth
between my empirical observations, participant interactions, and conceptual themes. This
continuous and dynamic interaction between the empirical world and my analysis served to
strengthen the legitimacy and validity of my conceptual themes and theoretical contributions. In
this process my participants’’ voices were heard through my conceptual (emic) categories and I
presented my inductive interpretations through my theoretical (etic) categories.
Problems and Issues
Throughout this research I faced a number of isolated methodological issues. First, I
sometimes encountered students who were hesitant to speak with me about their illegal drug use,
even with assurances of confidentiality. Although this was rare, it was a problem I knew I would
encounter among a few students. For participants I had recruited from my previous classes, this
was never an issue as I had built trust through classroom discussion and subject material about
drugs. For students I recruited through participant observation or snowball sampling I started
interviews with general questions on the college party scene and student drug use, allowing me
to share snippets of my personal history and experiences to develop rapport and be accepted as
“wise” (Goffman 1963). I gradually worked in questions regarding their personal alcohol
consumption, and then questioned students on their experiences with illicit drugs. In 2009, with
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continued IRB approval, I was granted permission to gain “verbal consent” from student
participants. This was most helpful in alleviating student fears of discussing illegal behavior, as
many were hesitant to sign their name on a consent form.
Second, although recruiting undergraduate medical marijuana cardholders from classes,
dispensaries, and my emerging student network was never a problem, gaining interviews with
growers and owners proved more difficult. For me to gain access to this population I needed a
legitimate Colorado medical marijuana license and this process required me to bend the truth. I
felt pangs of guilt (Adler 1985; Carey 1972; Douglas 1976) as I was not completely honest with
the doctor concerning my motivations to acquire a medical license and exaggerated my medical
need for cannabis. Once I had access to dispensaries, my status as a drugs professor and my
personal knowledge of the marijuana subculture and the evolving medical industry offered me
immediate rapport with budtenders, the owners and growers, often positioned behind the scenes,
were more difficult to interview. Owners and growers were often extremely busy with the
management, paperwork, and constantly evolving laws of the medical marijuana industry.
Furthermore, they were understandably hesitant of interviews as their trade remained highly
illegal under federal regulation. Finally, the dispensary industry experienced a national and local
media frenzy in the first years of the medical marijuana boom, and many owners/growers were
inundated with reporters, television stations, and interview requests. Luckily, through students
who worked at dispensaries and my participant observation, I was able to gain rapport with three
dispensaries, interviewing and hanging out with their owners and growers. This fieldwork
provided me with invaluable information into the medical cannabis scene and deepened my
understanding of the medicalization process.
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Third, I was eventually tired of fieldwork within or on the periphery of the college party
scene. Although the new university environment and thriving social scene had initially been
exciting, alluring, and provided me with passion and energy for my fieldwork, I eventually
reached data saturation on direct observation around intoxicated students. The bars and
restaurants surrounding Campus University were typically staffed by undergraduates and
frequented by student partiers on any given weekend. For professors and graduate instructors,
student sightings within the Campus University community on evenings out were common and
routine. Although run-ins with students were rarely contentious or awkward, and typically
friendly and entertaining, I no longer felt comfortable bumping into students every time I went to
dinner or out for drinks. I gradually phased out my fieldwork in bars during 2011 and later that
year moved to a larger city away from Campus University where I could separate my research
life from my social life.
Finally, I understood the potential influence of my positionality as the researcher.
Although my youthful appearance, Whiteness, affability, and natural comfort with the college
drinking scene provided me with the necessary characteristics for entrée into the setting, I
acknowledged that I was writing from a position of privilege. As a white, heterosexual male, I fit
the traditional “college partier” demographic and understood that I had experienced the college
party scene differently than students with divergent characteristics and personal histories. I
recognized this possible research effect and constantly stepped outside my privileged position
and analyzed this social scene through a different lens. I also understood that I was studying the
privileged strata of society. My informants embodied the demographics typical to participation in
college partying: they were heterosexual, at least middle class, White, American-born,
unmarried, childless, of traditional college age, and interested in drinking. I acknowledged that I
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could only speak to the experiences of White, young, heterosexual, middle-to-upper class
students, although this demographic constitutes the majority of participants within the college
party scene.
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CHAPTER IV
ENTERING THE PARTY SCENE
Leaving home for college is perhaps the most highly anticipated, yet greatly feared,
transitional change for economically comfortable young adults in the U.S. (Karp, Holmstrom,
and Gray 1998; McBroom, Fife, and Nelson 2008). Students are elated to be free and
independent of parental rules, yet this significant life transition can produce anxiety and
trepidation as they adjust to structural changes in their living arrangements, academic
circumstances, and social networks (Richmond and Pittman 2010). In contrast to young adults
from less privileged backgrounds who face entirely new cultural worlds upon entering college
(Karp et al. 1998), for middle-to-upper class students, the college years are a crucial coming-ofage-experience where they can rehearse adult roles, experiment, take risks, and navigate adult
responsibilities (Becker 1960; Dworkin 2005; Karp et al. 1998; Ravert 2009).
Incoming Freshmen
Students did not enter college as blank slates, but reported being bombarded with
imagery about university life through the news media, Hollywood movies, network television,
and collegiate recruiting strategies prior to their arrival on campus (Fallows 2003; Keup 2007;
Kuh 1991). The cultural messages from these sources shaped the ideas, perceptions, and
expectations incoming freshmen had about their postsecondary education. Often, these cultural
messages fostered unrealistic expectations or romanticized ideals among college bound students
that did not accurately reflect the realities of university life (Keup 2007). Students’ personal
expectations about how their university career would unfold often clashed with cultural ideals
and their first-year experiences. Students anticipated a career building education, but had to
choose an appropriate major of study; they foresaw lively and fulfilling social experiences, but
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had to build friendships among strangers in a new environment; and they expected to party, but
had to gain the social capital to do so. For students, accomplishing these collegiate goals was
often difficult and frustrating. Marc, a 21-year-old senior and physiology major, discussed his
struggle finding his footing freshman year:
I think freshman year, or those first couple of years of college, it’s about
playing different roles. And college is really about sorting yourself out. I
mean it really is exciting, you are away from high school friends, your
parents, and that environment that coddled you into being, and for the first
time you have to ask yourself, “What am I like?” Am I happy here?” “Am
I not happy here?” You know, these very self-identifying questions. And
it’s hard. When I was in high school, growing up, I never thought I might
go to college and not be happy, or not be able to meet people I could really
bond with, or go to college and have second thoughts, and I did. And in
those first years everyone plays with different roles because everyone is
just figuring it all out. You are in this big new place, your safety net of
friends is gone, and that can be difficult to deal with in a lot of ways.
You’ve got to declare a major, but have fun, meet some girls, you know.
And I think that’s where all the partying comes in, because it’s not really
time to figure it all out and you need to meet people and try new things
and figure out what you like. Honestly, everything about those first years
of college makes you want to be a part of something new and I think that’s
what fuels all the partying.
Like Marc, countless participants reported a sense of confusion regarding the behavioral
expectations of their collegiate status position (Stryker 1980). Although they held preconceived
notions about what the role behaviors of an American college student involved (i.e., declare a
major, study, attend class, meet friends, socialize, party, date, hook-up), how to go about being a
first year student and accomplishing these behaviors was a much more complicated issue.
A Social Major with an Academic Minor
For first-year students, initial forays into substance use were fostered by a detachment
from academics and a desire for social experiences. A primary college expectation was to find a
career, and many students arrived at Campus University with an open or undeclared major and
intended to explore their scholarly options. Their high school education had prepared them in the

64
basics of English, Math, History, Social Studies, and Science, and they anticipated developing
more specific academic interests in their first year of college. They generally enrolled in the
introductory 101 courses for various disciplines or the remedial writing and math classes
required by the university. Students had mixed feelings about their fist year courses; many
compared them to the monotony of their high school curriculum or found certain areas of study
uninteresting and unfulfilling. Much of their freshman year curriculum was not part of a declared
major or formalized academic career plan and students did not see how these courses fit into
their overall education. Even for students who found their first and second year classes
stimulating and rewarding, they expressed difficulty in pinning down a specific major or
academic direction. John, a 22-year-old environmental geography major, noted his academic
confusion freshman year:
I guess some people have a specific focus, but when I was a freshman, I
had no idea. I was in some engineering classes because I did well in math
and science in high school, but I hated it. I liked some of my other
electives, but I couldn’t stand my engineering classes and it just didn’t
work for me. It’s not easy to figure out what you want to be, what you’re
really going to declare.
John’s discussion illustrated an initial disconnect with school that was echoed by
numerous respondents. Some entered Campus University burnt out after thirteen years of
compulsory education. Others were simply following an expected trajectory of college
attendance, or as Kristen, a 21-year-old senior and biology major, stated, “it’s not if you are
going to college, but where you are going to college.” Located within new structural
arrangements (Akers 2009) of higher education, freshman students initially lacked strong bonds
to their education (Hirschi 1969). Without a specific major or academic direction, students
reported an initial lack of commitment to their studies. Furthermore, the structure and culture of
first-year academics fostered minimal attachment to educators and irregular involvement in

65
scholarly activities. In contrast to high school, their professors did not typically know their
names or hold them directly accountable for assignments, attendance, and participation in
classroom activities. The primary group relationships in high school between students and their
teachers, fostered by intimate classroom settings and continuous interaction and supervision, had
largely shifted to a secondary group dynamic. In large introductory classes, students and
professors related to one another in a more distant and instrumental basis. As opposed to daily
obligations indicative of high school classes, freshmen were assigned long-term projects or
semester term papers that did not require their immediate attention. They were no longer
committed to a full slate of daily, back-to-back classes, with extracurricular after-school
activities, mandatory detentions, study halls, or bus schedules. Their courses occurred
periodically throughout the day, often with long breaks between classes or mornings completely
absent of class commitments.
Although students entered collegiate academics in search of a scholarly purpose, their
education often took a backseat to the more pressing matters of being social. They were excited
about the potential for discovering new academic paths and novel intellectual challenges, but
they found the social aspects of university life initially more important. John later stated,
“Looking back on my first years of college I took all these random classes I barely remembered.
But I do remember all the people I met and the friends I made. That was the first thing I really
wanted to do.” Even for those students who declared a major area of study as incoming freshmen
and held strong a bond to their education, their social concerns trumped their academic
obligations. Many noted that “graduation was a long way off” and that “there was plenty of time
to figure it all out.” Students did not completely disregard their studies because they understood
the importance of maintaining grades, learning about different schools of thought, and
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progressing towards graduation, but during freshman year their academics were typically
secondary. Ethan, a 21-year-old engineering major, recounted his academic and social issues
freshman year:
Basically, the first semester of my freshman year I never had time to do
anything, but all my buddies were going out. I gave myself this huge
workload because I had declared an aerospace engineering major and I
was miserable. I actually failed one of my classes, so I cut back on my
workload and for the first time I could party. And things got so much
better. I got to socialize and double the people I knew, I got to get outside
my normal range of friends and drink. I knew academically it was
impacting my studies; I could see that I could be performing better, but I
was happier. I had this new social experience, but I was also working
towards my goals at my pace. It really matured me.
Ethan’s story illustrated how students started locating their educational goals in relation
to their social pursuits. Their secondary education had mandatory regimes of classes, sports, and
extracurricular activities that could not be as easily neglected for social activities such as
partying. Students began to realize that in college, they had the academic agency to develop a
more pragmatic, working relationship between their education and their social interests. Mary, a
21-year-old junior from Maryland, expressed her first year negotiations with schoolwork and
socializing:
A: Well, when I first came to college, my success was defined as getting
good grades. I got a 3.8 my first semester and I was an integrative
physiology major, so I knew I couldn’t keep a 3.8 GPA and have any life.
I really cared about school, but I decided then that I would never drop
below a 3.0 because I’m not looking for a career that will consume my life
so I didn’t want school to consume my entire life. I felt like if I didn’t go
out and party I was missing something, I wanted to meet people. But it’s
hard to sometimes to do both, they don’t teach you that.
Q: What do they not teach you?
A: How to go to college and party.
Mary’s discussion illustrated the tug-of-war students realized would be a central feature
of university life. Fulfilling their expectations for academic success and their desire for a
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flourishing social life would require a delicate balance they had not needed to learn in high
school. It took time and effort to rebuild their social lives. Students reported that missing a class,
cramming for an exam, or “half-assing” a term paper was largely unimportant freshmen year, as
they had not committed to an academic major that would define their career. Some simply could
care less about certain classes while others did not know how to manage a taxing social life and
college academics.
Students found themselves with a foot in both the academic world and the social world
(Matza 1964), but they initially lacked commitment (Becker 1960; Burke and Reitzes 1991;
Kanter 1972) to the academic role of their collegiate status position (Stryker 1968, 1980). The
personal, social, and cultural expectations of having a vibrant social life, along with their naivety
in balancing academics and socializing, fostered students to drift toward their developing social
scene. They found their new world of social pursuits more exciting and the development of
friendship networks more pressing. Although some students reported unshakeable academic
dedication during their freshman year, even rate-busting (Heckert and Heckert 2002) overachievers made sacrifices to pursue a social life. Students’ initial disconnect from educational
goals, combined with the structural and cultural differences of university academics, allowed
freshman the opportunity to detach from academics and build a new social life.
A Social Scene with Freshmen Struggles
Students’ first-year academic disconnect and focus on developing a social life was
primarily fueled by their desire to learn about their university environment and the new people in
it. For incoming students, Campus University was initially overwhelming. Arriving at a large,
residential campus of nearly 30,000 undergraduate students, they found themselves in a “world
of strangers” (Lofland 1973). Students’ primary friendship groups were dismantled during the
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move from high school to college and they entered university life lacking the emotional bonds,
social support, and familiarity of their once close confidants. Faced with personal and cultural
expectations to meet new and different peers, make friends, and create long-lasting personal
bonds, students’ first task of their transitioning social life was to develop a primary social
network. Researchers note that exploring and establishing peer relationships and friendship
networks are primary developmental missions of emerging adulthood (Havighurst 1972;
Schulenberg, Bryant, and O’Malley 2004). In the past, their friends were furnished almost
automatically through family connections, neighborhood proximity, or school affiliation (Becker
1960), but in this new social environment students were left to make these connections on their
own. Although some students eventually rushed fraternities or sororities, explored campus
groups, or joined intramural sports teams, they initially bonded with those in their residence hall.
However, this social process did not occur in a vacuum and students noted that they typically
gathered around alcohol and drugs to foster this occasionally awkward and disconcerting “what’s
your name?” social process. Molly, a 21-year-old junior and advertising major, recalled her dorm
days of drinking and partying with friends:
When I came to Campus University, I didn’t know anyone. And freshmen
year, you’re basically partying and taking shots in the dorms because you
don’t know anybody and need some liquid courage. Everyone is just
trying to make friends in a sea of new faces. My girlfriends and I used to
smoke and watch movies every Sunday; those were some of the best times
in my life. We bought some weed from this guy in our dorm, did our best
to hide it, and maybe drank some wine if we could. It was just a great way
to laugh and hang with people.
Their social scene started in the dorms, as did their initial collegiate experiences with
drugs and alcohol. They smuggled beer and liquor into their rooms that they procured through
resourceful peers, older siblings, or a fake ID. First year students crowded in their dorm rooms to
smoke marijuana purchased through the local “dorm room dealer” (Mohamed and Fritsvold
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2010) or from classmates with a medical marijuana license (O’Brien 2013). They challenged
each other to drinking games, played video games, listened to music, watched movies, laughed
and shared stories, and started to build new primary relationships. A central tenant of sociology
is that drug use, even when deliberately used alone, produces bonds among people (Faupel
1991). This is not surprising, given that researchers have found substance use facilitates peers
relationships and that adolescents who experiment with drugs and alcohol exhibit enhanced
levels of peer acceptance and involvement (Maggs, Almeida, and Galambos 1995; Maggs and
Hurrelmann 1998). Students, like countless others through the history of human life, found that
recreational drug use could reduce social tensions and foster the bonds of camaraderie and
friendship they sought. Dave, a 21-year-old junior and business major, discussed his feelings
about his drinking and drug use during freshman year:
Having some drinks, doing some drugs, it helps you meet people. It’s just,
you know alcohol is a social thing, it helps ease your anxiety, your mind,
and it’s easier to meet people when you’re more confident and open. And
then there is the social function, whatever drugs you do, whether it’s
marijuana, ecstasy, or acid, you’re hanging out with people and having
these new experiences. It’s all just part of the process.
This “process” described by Dave functioned to bridge the divide between strangers.
Meeting peers was not an always a relaxing task as students were often nervous, restrained, or
shy, as they hesitantly made the social rounds in their residence hall. As Miller, a 22-year-old
senior and physics major recalled, “drinks just get everything off the ground.” But meeting their
peers in the dorm was only the first stage of building friendships. Partying also offered students
the chance to penetrate fronts (Douglas 1976) and gather information about their potential
friends or future roommates. Jill, a 22-year-old senior with a double major in sociology and
dance, recounted her socializing process freshmen year:
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I certainly drank more freshmen and sophomore years. You’re in the dorms and
really don’t know anybody and partying just brings everyone together around
something. And freshman year especially, you’re like going out with different
people all the time. One night it was people from this floor, then kids from that
floor, and then three of their friends I’d never met. And you’re partying with
people you don’t know, which is a whole different thing. Because you realize
that there are people you like to hang with, and there are people who are a
liability, and people who get weird, and so it’s all this big new experience with
all these new people.
Penetrating fronts was important because students wanted to figure out the people they
felt comfortable getting drunk with, those they had fun with, and those they did not. With their
primary friendship groups broken, students desired fellow partiers who would watch out for
them, support them in times of crisis, and who they could trust if they were overly intoxicated.
The recreational use of drugs and alcohol also introduced an exciting dynamic into burgeoning
relationships or routine interactions that would not have occurred while sober. Although students
certainly forged friendships while sober and made long lasting social ties through studying and
other recreational activities, substance use was a novel coming-of-age vehicle towards this end,
an activity around which these young adults could gather.
These primary relationships would be the foundation for entrée into a larger party scene
students saw outside the residence halls. Students’ first friendship groups operated as the initial
springboard for experimentation with drugs and alcohol and fostered their exploration of the
Campus University nightlife. Partying in the dorms and forging new friendships and
relationships was ultimately a backstage (Goffman 1959) exercise for students to prepare for the
party scene.
The Party Scene
Although students used drugs in the dorms, the “real” party scene existed off-campus in
the bars and student neighborhoods surrounding Campus University. This scene was the
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reference group (Eisenstadt 1954; Shibutani 1955) for students’ internalization of party norms
and beliefs. With their newfound freedom and independence, students wanted to fulfill a central
college expectation: partying. In their collegiate status position, freshmen anticipated managing
their own time and space, dictating their own whereabouts, and making independent and selfdirected decisions. For the first time in their lives, they were distanced from the watchful eyes of
parents, teachers, and other authority figures who mandated their daily routines and activities.
With this new freedom and a detachment from academic obligations, a personal and cultural
expectation was to party with their new friends. Kelly, a 21-year-old, sociology and history
major, recalled her party fervor freshmen year:
A: For the first time you don’t have the risk of your mom and dad calling or
something, or wondering where you are. You have no curfew; no one is going to
come in your room and yell at you. You’re in college, like in the dorms for the
first time, being able to go wherever. It’s the time to party and do all that stuff we
couldn’t do.
Q: Was that expected with everyone?
A: Oh yeah, it’s just the time to get everything out of your system. You’re really
limited at home and I think everyone gets here with this idea that we’re going to
drink some drinks and do some drugs.
Q: And is that pretty common?
A: All my friends did, it’s what we’re told we’re supposed to do!
For students, a primary college expectation was experimenting with drugs and alcohol.
They understood the college years to be a time for active self-exploration (Dworkin 2005) and a
place to “obtain a wide range of experiences before settling down into roles an responsibilities of
adult life” (Arnett 2000:475). Because students anticipated losing these opportunities as adults
(Ravert 2009), the college social scene was considered the optimal time and location for
recreational substance use. Nathan, a 22-year-old senior and pre-med major, discussed his drive
toward partying his freshman year:
A: You come to this new place and you’re free, so it seems. And now you are
supposed to be on your own, making the decisions. And at least in my context,
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having my parents constantly on top of me was gone, there really isn’t the same
people telling you, “don’t do that,” and I think that plays a huge role. You’re on
your own in that way, and so we’re like, “it’s time to party.”
Q: And party hard?
A: Well I guess, I mean I had some pretty drunk nights but I never did anything
bad, like hurt anyone or myself. I think it’s just different, the size of it all.
Q: But you got in trouble?
A: Yeah, it’s like we all do, all over again.
The expectation to party was central to the college experience and the party scene was a
social phenomenon that attracted the attention of first-year students. It was natural for these
young adults to want to venture out of their tiny, cramped living quarters and experience new
and different social scenes. However, other factors played a central role in pushing students into
the party scene as they realized that socializing and drinking in the dorms was risky business.
New authority
Student quickly learned that they had traded the authority of their parents for the
surveillance and punitive policies of Campus University. Although they no longer had the
curfews, chores, and punishments from their former home lives, their expectations for alcohol or
drugs use in the residence hall were swiftly suppressed. Luke, a 21-year-old, senior and finance
major, elaborated:
You come in freshmen year, and it’s like everything and everyone in your whole
life has given you the notion that college is a time to party. You’ve got to study,
but it’s time to try some drugs and do some drinking. You see it in the movies, you
hear people like your brothers and sister, even your parents tell stories and it’s just
what happens in the U.S. But you get here and your dorm is like a minimumsecurity prison. You have the R.A. watching you, then you have the CSOs
[Campus Safety Officers), and the police patrol your hall. They always patrol, all
of them, knocking on your door and asking you questions.
Students reported that the formal control agents of the university structure were
extremely invasive and told stories of room searches, hallway frisks, and routine arrests and
citations. The dormitories operated as a form of constant supervision as students felt an
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omnipresent feeling of surveillance through “relays” of observers, heirarchally ordered to
“supervise the supervisors”(Foucault 1977, 1997). Residents Assistants, were fellow students
and lived in the dormitories conducting rounds and room checks, were monitored by the hall
directors, who filed infractions, citations, and arrest reports to Campus University and Dining
Hall Services. These “in-house” control agents were aided by CSOs, criminal justice oriented
undergraduates who were hired by Campus University Police to patrol campus grounds,
buildings, and dormitories and notify dispatch of any alcohol or drug use on campus. The final
layer of this hierarchal control was the campus police who patrolled and searched dorms rooms
and the city police who primarily arrested students off-campus.
This hierarchal system of observation and control subjected them to multiple forms of
policing (Cordner and Scarborough 2010; Crawford et al. 2005; Innes 1999; Jones and Newburn
1998; Ratcliffe 2012), which operated simultaneously to create a hostile environment towards
any form of partying, no matter how mundane. Resident Assistants and campus safety officers
aided the campus police, and though these campus security forces were not private security per
se, they operated as such, and notified campus police officers of substance use violations,
questioned students, searched rooms, and filed reports. The campus police also used a
community style of policing, proactively patrolling the dorms, listening for sounds of partying
and speaking with students to detect intoxication. Campus security agencies implemented
intelligence-led policing, targeting certain dorms and students with previous infractions and
citations whose information was located in comprehensive database. Finally, the policies
regarding substance use in the residence halls were strictly zero-tolerance and even the most
benign and harmless party behaviors were swiftly enforced by campus security forces. Although
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students managed some new freedoms by being away from home, university officials were often
stricter than their parents. Liz, a 20-year-old Junior and psychology major, noted:
My parents were cool with me drinking. They knew I was going to do it, so long as
I was responsible and would never drive, puke, black-out and all that stuff. If I was
mature about it, they never really got pissed at me. Plus, my Dad always said if I
ever needed a ride home or I was drunk somewhere and didn’t feel safe, he would
come get me, no questions asked. But in the dorms it was like zero-tolerance, no
matter how responsible you were, and empty beer can or some weed and you get
an MIP [Minor in Possession] or even arrested.
Students were very critical of the strict laws that operated in their residence halls and they
were confused about the substance-free and zero-tolerance atmosphere the university was trying
to achieve. They learned it was difficult and dangerous to socialize and drink in the dorms as
formal university sanctions could place them in both legal and academic trouble. Students who
were caught by city police, campus police, campus safety officers, or resident assistants for their
drug and alcohol use faced an array of community sanction, fines, and treatments (Cohen 1979a,
1979b, 1985) to examine and normalize their deviant and criminal behavior (Foucault 1977).
They often faced penalties from Campus University and the city that included fines, community
service, restorative justice, treatment classes, drug education classes, drug testing, probation,
suspension, and expulsion. Unsurprisingly, the students who found their names and information
logged into this system of sanctions experienced increased attention from the formal control
agents of hierarchal observation.
Party Capital
If the situation experienced in the residence hall was any indicator, students learned they
lacked social power and “party capital” in their new university environment. Viewing the party
scene as a culture stratified by networks, resources, and social ties, first year students found they
were the lower class. Similar to Bourdieu’s (1984) conception of social capital, “party capital”
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comprised students’ social ties to each other and the sum of resources available because of those
ties. As freshmen, the cultural and social resources available to them were minimal as they
occupied a lower status in relation to their upperclassmen. The party scene at Campus University
was a social hierarchy, and students with valued resources and commodities (i.e., a house, a car,
alcohol, a cannabis license, a fake ID, or drug connections) held higher positions in that
hierarchy. Older and more experienced seniors and juniors had party capital while freshmen did
not.
An Uncharted World
For entering students, their lack of party capital initially stemmed from being
unaccustomed to their new environment. Although their high school once felt like a populated,
fast-paced place, the size of Campus University created initial perceptions of a vast and
uncharted world. Navigating the campus and the surrounding city for a party scene (i.e., big
parties, booze, drugs, single men or single women) was important for incoming freshmen. They
used their new primary group relationships, developed in the dorms, to venture out and explore
campus neighborhoods and meander through downtown. They passed the lively bars and the
wild parties of their vast new social scene. Jake, a 21-year-old senior majoring in biology,
recalled his first impressions of the party scene at Campus University:
When I was a freshman, there were like a hundred parties here on the weekends,
and it felt like a thousand. And you try and get a feel for it all because you’re
isolated, and it’s weird being a freshman. You’re bombarded with this huge
campus, this town, and all these parties and you want to go out and experience it,
but it can be overwhelming at first. You definitely don’t feel like you’re part of it.
Students’ initial experiences in their new environment prompted feelings of segregation
from a very visible party scene. They felt as if their knowledge, connections, and housing
situation located them across a sociocultural border (Sellin 1938) and they felt distanced from a

76
proximate social world. In high school, they attended parties thrown by their friends at homes of
unsuspecting parents, but trolling student neighborhoods for access to parties was a strange new
phenomenon. They entered college with high expectations of being involved in a thriving social
scene, but encountered a vast new environment where they felt like outsiders. Although Campus
University sponsored first year initiation events, these were substance free and entirely
unpopular among new undergraduates. Students could continually view a college social scene
such as they had imagined as high school seniors, but they had minimal access to it. Jen, a 22year-old senior, economics major, noted:
You feel like such a little fish and you really want to find your social group, to
have fun, and that’s why you want to go out and experience it all, but it’s not easy
at first. Going out and being social involves alcohol a lot of times, and you’re
really restricted as a freshman. Plus, you’re in this giant place and you’re with all
these new people and you want to see what everyone else is doing. And when you
see what everyone else is doing, it’s going out to the bars, to parties, tailgating
before football games and all that stuff.
Navigating entrée was often difficult for college freshmen. Sometimes their new friends
had older siblings or upper-class friends who invited them to house parties or snuck them into
bars; other times older peers in their classes extended an invitation to a party or two. Typically
however, they lacked the social capital to legitimately enter bars and parties, so students worked
together to navigate the seemingly inaccessible party scene. They trolled in groups searching for
parties, they procured fake IDs, or they snuck booze into social events. And while entrée was
crucial, learning the normative expectations of drinking, drug use, and sociability was also vital.
Although 13 years of compulsory education may have prepared students for college academics,
their experiences with substance use and their drug and alcohol education had had not them for
the intensity of college partying. They had to learn that men threw most of the parties and that
women were much more welcome at these events, that alcohol was often scarce for nameless
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freshmen, and that keg lines often favored house seniority and close friends. Students had to
learn about their personal limits and drug safety with beer and hard liquor, marijuana and
MDMA, or LSD and cocaine. They had to navigate how to get home safely and avoid cops and
Resident Assistants, how to help sick friends, and generally how to party without getting into
trouble.
The Age of No Access
Although dorm life and a lack of social ties reduced first-years students’ party capital,
their age constituted the primary factor reducing their agency. Being under the age of 21 and
unable to legally purchase or consume alcohol further segregated first-year students from the
university party scene. Although they could generally procure alcohol from upper-class students,
through a fake ID, or from older siblings, this process was certainly not on their own terms and
they lacked control over their own substance use. Alcohol purchased in this fashion included
cases of cheap beer to be chugged swiftly or bottles of low-grade liquor for discreet and
undetected shots. Furthermore, they could not legally attend bars, drink at parties or concerts, or
tailgate before football games. They held minimal control over where and how they could drink
and socialize. Students drank heavily and quietly in their dorm rooms before they ventured out in
the party scene because their access to alcohol was very limited. Although alcohol was blatantly
present at all college parties, for freshmen (especially men) having access to an alcohol supply
was never a guarantee. Mitch, a 22-year-old senior and marketing major, noted:
Let’s say, for example when I was a freshman, and you go out to parties. You have
to wait in keg lines or know someone who has the beer. If you want something to
drink, you can’t bring your own because you’ll have a better chance of getting an
MIP. So you get some cheap shit and get hammered before you go anywhere. If
you get your hands on some beer, and then you keep getting drunk, if you don’t, at
least you have a buzz.
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Students reported drinking or getting high in their cars to avoid trouble in their residence
halls. Jen, a 21-year-old senior and psychology major, referred to this as a “car-bar” and recalled
her pre-partying experiences freshmen year: “And we would just drink and drink as much as we
could, double-shots of vodka and stuff like that. It was large quantities of cheap alcohol, stuff
you could drink quick, stuff that you could hide.”
Sorry for Partying
Although an absence of party capital impeded students’ agency and control in the
university party scene, they also lacked personal experience with drugs and alcohol. Although
numerous respondents had experimented in high school, the size and intensity of the party scene
at Campus University was often overwhelming. Matt, a 21-year-old senior and economics major,
elaborated:
I had no idea until I started going out my freshmen year. You really can’t
understand, you just can’t, until you walk into one of those crazy huge parties,
how big it is. In high school, and I know it depends on where you went, but you
probably didn’t have more than 50 kids at a party. I never did. But when I walked
into my first big house party, people were doing coke in the bathroom and these
people in the kitchen had really dilated eyes and there were people that were just
hammered. People were just packed in. It was a really big shock, like going from
the minors to the majors.
In contrast to the dormitory environment, the party scene off-campus was a different
animal. Although students’ curiosity and desire to party drew them to off-campus parties and
local bars, they reported an initial naivety about these more intense scenes. Not only were parties
overwhelming, but as students broadened their social networks, they began to realize that a
multitude of drugs were available through certain peers. The intensity of the party scene and the
availability of drugs shocked even the more seasoned high school partiers. Amanda, a 21-yearold political science and studio art major, stated:

79
I came here thinking since I did other drugs in high school, that everybody here at
Campus University had drunk as much as me or had done the same drugs. But I
was wrong. First, there were more drugs around than I was used to. There were
these guys I knew who sold coke and molly, another girl who would trade or sell
her Xanex, and these guys I knew I could get LSD from. I was also shocked some
people had never tried anything but alcohol; some people had never even gotten
drunk before. If it was a culture shock for, me I wonder what is was like for them?
First-year students lacked experience and knowledge regarding the norms and rules of
alcohol and drug use. As Jen, a 21-year-old senior and political science major, stated, “I drank in
high school, so I knew what to expect from alcohol, and that was about it.” Similarly, Matt, the
21-year-old junior and economics major, noted, “I had partied in high school, gotten drunk, and
done some molly, but partying at Campus University was a whole different experience.”
Basically, first-year students were rookies, and their reflective stories about freshmen
year, especially regarding alcohol, reflected immature and reckless partying, a lack of personal
control and reasonable limits. Freshman year was the year of excess. Kristin, a 21-year-old
senior and history major, reminisced about her partying freshman year, and like numerous
informants she did not have a definitive explanation, but noted, “freshman year was about how
drunk you could get, don’t ask me why, but you’re supposed to be drunk or on something.”
Similarly, Molly, the 21-year-old advertising major, noted, “freshman year was disgusting, I
don’t know how we did it, and I don’t know how we lived it.” And Jane, a 21-year-old senior
and sociology major, noted, “I mean freshmen year was like drink and drink and drink, if it was
there, you drank it.”
Although alcohol consumption was certainly the most widely used substance by college
students, experimentation or recreational use of other illicit drugs was also a central theme.
Students consistently reported trying new drugs like marijuana, ecstasy, cocaine, LSD,
psilocybin, and various prescription medications. Although marijuana was the most widely used

80
illicit substance by students at Campus University, ecstasy was a particularly popular drug of
choice during my research. Jeff, a 22-year-old senior and marketing major, stated:
A: I still like molly, and I’ll probably always use it on certain occasions. The first
time I did it was freshman year, this guy was selling at this party, so we took some.
I felt great, but we took it way too late, we were up all night kept pounding beers,
and didn’t drink enough water. I felt like shit the next day.
Q: And you would have done that differently?
A: Hell yeah, now I would have a show to go to, you know, drop it at the right
time and definitely not drink as much. You just figure out how it works best for
you and what you want.
Students’ stories regarding drug use reflected a lack of knowledge of the cultural recipes
and rituals (Zinberg 1986) of consumption (Maloff et al. 1979). They often reported taking too
much, at the wrong place, at the wrong time, and with the wrong people, or neglecting the safety
guidelines for certain substances. Jessica, a 22-year-old senior and business major, elaborated:
Looking back now we were just oblivious half the time, and as we went through it
all, we messed up, but learned and that’s how we got our drugs 101. It wasn’t like
it was always a bad thing, but we definitely learned from each other. Everything I
know now about drinking and drug use has been through my friends. I mean, you
don’t learn anything from the stuff they teach you in high school or coming into
freshmen year. I was always fighting with my high school health teacher and I
guess I see where they are coming from. They don’t want to teach the lighter side
because all of the sudden they are the teachers promoting drug use. I mean it’s a
joke, our eyes just glazed over when they taught it. I don’t want some health
teacher who’s never done it telling me how bad it all is. Even a kid I know telling
me about his experiences with drugs is better than someone lying to me. And that’s
what college is, especially those first years, all this trial and error. That’s what you
get. It’s not something like economics and you can say here are the stats and the
formulas; you just can’t do that with drugs.
Students understood, upon reflection, their naivety and inexperience with substance use.
They discussed that freshman year involved “learning the hard way” about drugs, social life, and
academics. They discussed stories of arrests, MIPs, probation, suspension, failing grades, and
GPAs still recovering from those first party years. However, while some expressed
disappointment, the vast majority were not regretful for partying, but only wished they had
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understood both the informal/safety rules and norms of drug consumption, practical and
responsible mechanisms of self-control, and the university regulations and laws. Thomas, a 21year-pd sociology and journalism major from Michigan, noted:
Freshman year was a lot of experimenting. You really didn’t know what you were
doing. What did I learn? I learned that seven shots of vodka will sneak up on you
in a bad way, coke freaks me out, that pot is totally safe, and that I like taking
ecstasy at shows. It’s just a weird onslaught of lots of drinking and not really
knowing, just being stupid. I wasn’t really trying to be a dumbass back then, I just
didn’t know any better half the time.
When I asked Kelly, the 21-year-old senior, how she would sum up her freshman year
partying experiences, with two MIPs, a couple of black-outs, and a trip to detox, she laughed,
shrugged, and told me: “sorry for partying.” Although the expression “sorry for partying” was
popular during my research, the mentality of the term was prevalent throughout my college
career and all my years of fieldwork. The phrase basically means that you partied hard, maybe
too hard, but you had an awesome time and you were not sorry for it. Students used the
expression after an especially drunken or crazy night partying, when they had done something
immature, embarrassing, or irresponsible, or all of the above. A student’s use of the phrase
“sorry for partying” acknowledges his or her potentially untoward or inappropriate behavior, but
excuses the evening/incident as a product of the party culture. However, the saying does not
necessarily denote bad behavior, especially in the context of the college party scene. As Jack, a
19-year-old sophomore, explained:
It basically means you had an awesome time. Maybe you got outta hand, but you rocked
out the night. I think it’s really about never apologizing for partying hard. You’re
supposed to get it done, so when your friends say “Oh, man you were lit last night.” You
say, “sorry for partying.” When they say, “Dude, you I can’t believe you ran from the
cops at that party, it’s sorry for partying.” It basically fits every scenario.
“Sorry for partying” could be used for almost any occasion. Even when not verbally
stated, it was an understood mindset of college partying, especially during those first years when
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students were adjusting to their newfound independence and testing and learning their limits with
drugs and alcohol.
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CHAPTER V
MARIJUANA AND SOCIAL CONTROL
Illicit polydrug use is a common behavior among American college students (Feigelman,
Gorman, and Lee 1998; Martin, Clifford and Clapper 1992; McCabe et al. 2006; Quintero 2009;
Schorling et. al 1994). Recent studies suggest that increasing numbers of university students are
experimenting with a variety of psychoactive substances such as cocaine, hallucinogens,
MDMA, and prescription drugs (Ford and Schroeder 2009; Gledhill-Hoyt et al. 2000; MohlerKuo, Lee, and Wechsler 2003; O'Grady et al. 2008; O'Malley and Johnston 2002). Although
illegal drug use among college students pales in comparison to alcohol consumption, marijuana
is still a popular drug of choice.
In 2009 marijuana was the most commonly used illicit drug in the United States with 16.7
million past month users (SAMSHA 2010). Furthermore, marijuana was used by 76.6 percent of
current illicit drug users in the U.S. and was the only drug used by 58 percent of them (SAMSHA
2010). In 2009, among full-time university students aged 18-22, 20.2 percent reported current
(i.e. in the past month) marijuana use, while 63.9 percent who considered themselves current
drinkers, 43.5 percent identified themselves as binge drinkers, and 27.1 percent reported current
tobacco use (SAMSHA 2010). Marijuana is the third most widely used illicit substance in the
college party scene.
Although marijuana is prohibited and criminalized throughout the majority of the United
States, several states have passed laws decriminalizing the possession of small amounts of the
substance, and as a of 2012, 16 states and the District of Colombia have removed criminal
sanctions for its medical use (Eddy 2010; Procon.org 2011). This legal-medicalization of
marijuana has shifted the drug into a therapeutic framework, as it is increasingly defined and
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treated medicinally rather than criminally (Conrad 1979; Conrad and Schneider 1980; Conrad
2007). Similar to homosexuality, shoplifting, mental illness, gambling, drug abuse, and sexual
dysfunction, medicalization increasingly destigmatizes cannabis use (Zola 1972). These shifting
designations of marijuana are controversial as the methods of social control, the legal statuses,
and the social meanings attached to the drug are being transformed. Forces on opposing sides of
the prohibition-legalization debate view medical marijuana laws as a route to its legalization and
in 2012 Washington and Colorado voted to legalize marijuana at the state level (Clark 2000;
Schrag 2002; Stein 2002).
In this chapter, I investigate changes in social control within an illicit marijuana market
as it shifted into a legal-medicalized framework. I examine this policy shift in relation to
students’ marijuana use, their shifting perceptions of power and agency, and the associated
impact on social control. I focus on students’ entrance into this regulated and monitored
marijuana scene that distanced them from a criminalized marketplace and redefined their patterns
and beliefs concerning cannabis use and fostered a shift toward informal control methods.
Escaping Criminalization
Marijuana markets are different from the open-air markets for drugs such as heroin and
cocaine (Caulkins et al. 1999; Caulkins and Reuter 1998) and research suggests that marijuana is
most likely purchased indoors through friends and acquaintances (Caulkins and Pacula 2006;
Mohamed and Fritsvold 2010). Marijuana is a traditionally prohibited substance and students
interacted with the drug in a black market context. Furthermore, the structural and cultural
placement of marijuana in the underground setting also located students in a deviant learning
environment (Akers 2009). As marijuana moved from the illicit shadows to a regulated and
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controlled marketplace, student cannabis users experienced a fundamental shift in self-control
and social control as they were resocialized into this novel drug scene.
Using Unlicensed Providers
Students discussed the power held by the illegal marijuana dealers from whom they had
traditionally made their purchases. These distributors controlled every aspect of the transaction
from the time, location, price, and amount of the purchase. It is attractive to dealers "to be able to
work when they want, where they want, and to have complete freedom to control prices and
quantities in their transactions” (Tewksbury and Mustaine 1998). Madeline was critical of the
illicit marijuana marketplace. A 21-year-old, junior psychology and sociology double-major
from New Jersey, she stated:
In the illicit market you are at the hands of the dealer, they decide the time and the
place and you really don't have any say unless it's your friend or something. You
might have to wait for your dealer to go pick it up, wait for them to weigh it all
out, and have to wait for them to come and meet you or wait until they get home,
and it's like four hours before you get any marijuana.
A dealer could increase prices based on unsubstantiated claims of "boutique"7 or high
potency strains, or refuse to sell “eighths” or “quarters” [of an ounce] and distribute only in
ounces, "QP's" [quarter pounds], or pounds, leaving a buyer no alternative but to comply with the
terms of sale. In the illicit market, students were subject to informal controls that operated below
the state (Innes 2003) and outside of formalized and codified rules and practices. As social
actors, students were continually controlling and being controlled through their interactions, but
in the illicit market they were subject to deviant norms and routines dictated by dealers.
The distribution process of the dealer further dictated power and control through the
length of the transaction. Students reported that some marijuana distributors had organized and
7

Boutique strains refer specialty strains, similar to craft beers, that are typically rare and of high quality and
potency.
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proficient operations, citing minimal conversation and pre-weighed grams that fostered a timely
and efficient purchase. In contrast, participants discussed other marijuana dealers who plagued
the transaction with tardiness, disorganization, undesired conversation, or unnecessary rituals.
An unwritten rule of purchasing marijuana is that one may be encouraged to "smoke-out" the
dealer as a token of appreciation or to experience and discuss the "high" of the product. A certain
degree of lingering is almost required so as not to offend the dealer and to potentially jeopardize
a good source of marijuana, and students typically viewed this ritual as a display of good faith by
both parties involved in the transaction (Mohamed and Fritsvold 2010). The process is necessary
in establishing "membership" in closed marijuana markets where dealers generally sell to people
they know or to customers vouched for by other buyers. Ethan, a 21-year-old, senior and finance
major from a wealthy and conservative Midwest town, noted with a smile:
It's hard to think back to those primitive days when I was buying illegally. You
know, where you go in to some place you might not want to be, maybe they have
a scale, and you basically buy whatever pot they have to smoke. I never really
liked having to smoke with the guy I buy it from either, you know smoke out your
connect for good measure or because they were nice enough to sell you some
weed. It's not always a bad thing, but it I'm buying at 1 PM in the afternoon and I
have shit to do, I don't want to feel obligated to get high just because I want some
marijuana to have at home.
Students further discussed the location and atmosphere of purchasing marijuana illegally
as they lacked personal control over the location of transactions. Although illicit transactions
typically occurred in private residences from friends or peripheral acquaintances, participants
reported buying in situations where they felt uncomfortable and anxious. Although closed drug
markets are often touted as offering both dealers and customers security and some degree of
quality guarantee over the product, participants discussed their potential apprehension in behindthe-scenes transactions. Sarah, a 20-year-old sophomore and communications major from New
York City, discussed transactions where she felt nervous and insecure:
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I have had some shady experiences buying weed, and that is never the case with
the dispensary. I feel safe in a dispensary. I'm in a public place. I'm not saying
you're always buying weed in strange places, but when I was back in New York I
had to buy weed from this guy in his 40s. He lives on this really sketchy street and
I was the only one allowed to go inside. He had the weed in shopping bags and it
was super awkward. A bunch of his friends were just staring at me. Sometimes it
just sucks having to go over to some dude’s house to get it.
With the a legal-medicalized industry a fundamental shift occurred away from illicit
informal controls dictated by drug dealers and an illegal market, to a social order that reflected
conventional society. Students touted the efficiency of buying marijuana from the dispensaries.
They felt that purchasing cannabis in this legal marketplace enhanced their control over the
transaction. Similar to other legitimate businesses, the marijuana shops had advertised business
hours and a public location that allowed participants agency over the logistics of the interaction.
Jarrod, a 22-year-old senior sociology major and manager at a dispensary, noted:
It's just more efficient. I just go to my dispensary, and I've shopped around so I
know the best prices and what dispensary has what I'm looking for. You get your
pot in a nice bag, you're in and out in 10 minutes and you just don't have to worry
about buying crap or having to stock up with bulk. The dispensary will be there.
Purchasing cannabis from the dispensaries "fit" into the fabric of normative society and
conventional routines. Marijuana sales resembled a business transaction, much like alcohol, and
students did not have to track down sellers, call their cell phone, wait for a callback, and meet at
the dealers’ behest.
Medical marijuana dispensaries resembled Amsterdam coffee shops, bohemian espresso
bars, or high-end delicatessens. Patrons were greeted and identified in comfortable waiting
rooms adorned with couches, fish tanks, literature, flat screen televisions, Internet workstations,
and espresso bars. The social and physical environment of the marijuana shops fostered a sense
of well-being among students. Jack, a 19-year-old sophomore and open-option major, noted:
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Dispensaries present a warm and welcome environment. You feel comfortable.
Even if you bring a friend who isn't a cardholder, they might not be able to come
into the back room, but they can sit and wait and still enjoy the atmosphere. These
places are clean; sometimes they provide drinks, always magazines and books to
read while you wait. I just don’t feel weird or in harm's way, like I'm intruding.
Everybody is just super cool and upfront.
Although the illegitimate marijuana community around Campus University was not
typically associated with violence or danger, students reported that the dispensary system
reduced the harm and the problems associated with unregulated transactions. John, a laid-back
21-year-old senior and environmental studies major who grew marijuana for personal use,
elaborated:
None of the trouble that actually does hurt people would be around under this type
of system. You don't have to buy from some shady dealer because your dealer left
town for two weeks. You don't have to carry around a bunch of money and buy
quantity because you have a small purchasing window or the transaction scares
you. You're buying legit.
The social environment of the marijuana shops was a significant benefit that
students contrasted with the illicit marketplace. This legal-medicalized system enhanced
social control for students as it removed systemic hassle,8 indicative of an underground
market, from their interactions. Students who once bought marijuana within a criminal
social order were distanced from informal norms and rules dictated by drug dealers and
gained agency in the transaction over the time, place, and amount of the purchase.
Attaining Economic Legitimacy
The legalization of medical marijuana moved employment opportunities out of the black
market and into a regulated dispensary system. Licensed providers needed employees to work in

8

The systemic model refers to violence that is intrinsic with involvement of any illicit substance in the black market
and denotes the aggressive forms of interaction within illegal drug distribution (Goldstein 1985; Reuter 2009).
Systemic hassle refers to the anxieties, discomforts, and power differential within safer closed drug markets of
middle-class society.
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the dispensaries and "grow warehouses" and participants lauded this emerging job market. Ethan,
the senior finance major, discussed:
I just think about all the jobs this industry provides and that everyone has a
chance to get hired. I have a friend who is a major caretaker and he owns a
warehouse where he grows and harvests everything. Me, my girlfriend, and about
six friends work for him, $20 an hour, just clipping plants, taking care of the
grow, and doing what he needs. I've learned a lot. Tons of jobs have popped up,
jobs you won't get arrested for doing.
In the illicit marijuana market, students reported a differential opportunity structure
(Cloward and Ohlin 1960), with employment open to those with the necessary connections and
qualifying characteristics. According to students, marijuana sales were typically a masculine
enterprise, further limited to those with knowledge of the industry rules of distribution and those
networked into a supply chain. The legalization of medical marijuana extended employment
opportunities for women and individuals who may not have had connections to the illegitimate
economy. In the dispensary system, women were owners, managers, and retailers. Madeline, the
junior psychology and sociology major, noted:
My friend she is working at the dispensary. No risk. I know some girlfriends who
are going to be working for their caretaker who is actually a former grower, they
will be trimming plants and preparing weed for dispensaries. It's so funny that
when it's out in the open all the sketchiness disappears.
For those involved in the underground economy, the medical marijuana industry provided
an avenue into legitimate employment. The legality of marijuana cultivation and sales fostered
conventional business practices and retail skills and this gave some the opportunity to quit their
involvement with the illicit economy. Although participants reported this could be a tenuous
move for friends or dealers who had learned to navigate and thrive in the illegal industry, many
valued the opportunity to work legitimately. Dave, a 21-year-old, junior marketing major, stated:
My friend who used to grow illegally filed his paperwork and now he's a legit
caretaker and a grower for a few patients. Ever since high school he's loved
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growing. Now he can do it legitimately. I know he stresses about all the
paperwork and changing laws, but I think I might work with him too.
As the dispensary system expanded, participants reported a substantial decrease in the
number of people they knew selling or growing marijuana illegally. The legalization of medical
marijuana significantly reduced the immense earnings available to those willing to risk
distributing illicit drugs. Similar to Mohamed and Fritsvold (2010), my informants noted that
college-level dealers "make a ton of money, with minimal work." Ethan, a finance major from
the conservative Midwest, stated:
I have seen the medical marijuana industry cut into the illegal market, and if
anything proves that legalization will work it's that. There just isn't the money to
be made. I can name eight people right now who have been shut down in the last
six months because their clientele base has gotten their card.
The primary motivators for drug dealers include a desire to maintain a personal supply,
economic gain, and the attraction to the drug dealing lifestyle (Mohamed and Fritsvold 2010:
Tewksbury and Mustaine 1998). Participants noted that the operation of the dispensary system
diminished these opportunities. Marijuana sales resembled alcohol sales and did not require a
connection, had no significant profits, and made transactions a routine and mundane activity.
Some students discussed their dismay in the ego gratification and power some dealers cherished
from selling drugs and were happy to see the end of such self-importance. Dave, the junior
marketing major, noted:
The illegal market is basically done. And some of the people at the dispensaries
were once dealers, and now they are legal and they are getting taxed by the
government. People are going to be getting pot anyway, so why would I give it to
my friend the drug dealer to go to Europe or buy a Beamer when I could give it to
a local business owner. Some of these businesses are donating to cancer research
and stuff like that.
In contrast to the illegal market, students valued that their money was providing tax
revenue and that the dispensary system saved public money. They noted the savings for citizens
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through the reduction of costs associated with marijuana arrests, court appearances,
incarceration, and mandated treatment. Participants also discussed the microeconomy of
businesses and professionals that catered to the industry, such as web design and advertising
firms, chefs, lawyers, doctors, tax consultants, plumbers, carpenters, and business owners. They
increasingly viewed the medical marijuana industry as another functional and contributing piece
of late modern society. Students did not always applaud the high taxes and were not altogether
against forking over money to dealers, but they preferred the legal-medicalized system of
legitimacy and control.
Ultimately, by locating cannabis sales and employment in increasing salience and
legitimacy, the legal-medicalized system held dispensary workers to norms and rules that
reduced the systemic hassle of an illegal market. Disputes and norm violations that arise within
the illicit market, no matter how trivial, cannot be resolved through traditional business
strategies. The dispensary system reduced any anxieties and discomforts students and sellers
might have experienced when transactions occurred in a criminalized setting. This shift in human
interaction altered methods of informal control as the norms, rules, beliefs, and values related to
marijuana sales now aligned with normative and agreed upon patterns of the interaction order (E.
Goffman 1983).
Avoiding Arrest and Career Damage
With licensed providers and legitimate transactions, a medical marijuana license offered
students insulation from the law. Just as the legal-medicalized system shifted control away from
dealers, it also reduced the power of the police to arrest card-carrying students. As cardholders,
undergraduates evaded the risk of arrest, fines, and potential incarceration for possessing
marijuana. Once subjected to punitive formal controls through the city and the university for
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their marijuana use, student’s chances of becoming embroiled with the criminal justice system
were significantly reduced. Anthony, a 21-year-old senior and accounting major who had once
been threatened with suspension by campus judiciaries for smoking in his dorm, noted:
I got my license partly for legality purposes. That way if I get caught I'm not
getting fined and arrested. It's a $150 insurance policy. I like to smoke every now
and again. Should that fuck my life up? I mean really? People might say that I
don't have AIDS or Glaucoma, but I still shouldn’t be arrested or suspended for
relaxing.
Participants reported personal scrapes with law enforcement or had first-hand knowledge
of friends who had been arrested. They viewed the medical marijuana license as a valid tool to
circumvent such life-changing events. Ben, a 20-year-old junior and psychology major who was
distrustful of the criminal justice system, noted:
Why take the risk? If you can get a card to protect you from getting arrested,
fired, or kicked out of school, it just makes sense. If I get stopped, I have my
license. I can’t be hassled. I don’t think I should be arrested or even fined for
smoking a bit of bud. I've had a few friends who have had their lives turned in
different directions for just having some marijuana. I'm not saying they went to
prison or anything, but it really changed their plans.
Although protection from law enforcement may not have been the primary factor
motivating students to apply for their medical license, it was a benefit to everyone discussed.
They were aware of the high number of arrests for nonviolent marijuana possession and the
consequences of an arrest. Participants reported denial of student loans, suspension or expulsion
from school, being fired from part-time jobs, losing financial support from their parents, or
having to use their own funds (which they often lacked) to finance fines or legal representation.
John, the 21-year-old senior and environmental studies major, stated:
I know people that have gotten busted and had to go to court, pay a ton of money.
My good friend got suspended from school and had to attend community college.
So, I saw the doctor, paid my money and now I don't have to buy or carry
illegally.
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Having a card freed students from the stress and worry of doing something illegal. They
viewed the license as a welcome reprieve from the unjust laws and policies prohibiting
marijuana. The legal-medicalized shift distanced students from formal controls and sanctions,
and similar to the to the reduced power of black market dealers, placed control mechanisms into
the fabric of conventional interaction and civil society. Students were given the opportunity to
monitor themselves rather than be subjected to police power and the criminogenic model of
control. As Mark, a 20-year-old sophomore and economics major who participated in club sports
and student government, discussed:
For me it was a big sigh of relief. For my whole life I was doing something
illegal for as long as I could remember, something my friends and I never thought
was that bad. Now the cops can't bother me. I have the right to smoke some weed.
It's a huge weight off my shoulders. You can't get arrested unless you're being
ridiculous, driving maybe, which is fine.
Although marijuana is a mass market drug, and large numbers of arrests mean that an
individual user is at low risk of being apprehended (Room et al. 2010), students were wary of the
formal and informal labels attached to a drug arrest and a criminal record. They were critical of
being designated as criminals or lawbreakers by parents, employers, university officials, or the
criminal justice system for simply possessing marijuana. The dispensary system shifted the
social and interpersonal designations of their actions. As marijuana users, they were no longer
relegated to a criminal subculture, but were increasingly moving into conventional realms of
society.
The dispensary system was not a flawless industry in the eyes of students. Some were
critical of the costs of access (i.e., getting the card), the limited business hours of dispensaries, or
the requirement of State registration as a marijuana user. Others were fearful that the industry
would be completely commandeered by the State or Big Business (i.e., pharmaceutical
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companies). Furthermore, participants were not entirely disapproving of the illicit marketplace.
They were accustomed to the lack of control and security involved in the informal rules of illegal
marijuana sales involving unlicensed dealers and unregulated cash flow. But in contrast to the
illicit market, the dispensary system emerged as a preferred arrangement as students touted the
power and self-control it gave them.
For participants, buying marijuana legally from licensed businesses with qualified
employees placed the substance into a social context of increasing legitimacy and into a new
framework of control. Much like alcohol, marijuana shifted into a legal but regulated substance.
Students visited dispensaries tucked in among traditionally legitimate businesses that included
coffee shops, retail stores, and company offices. They used the coupons and followed the
advertisements marijuana shops placed in local magazines and newspapers. Students were
socialized into the rules and expectations of the medicalized system. They learned why (i.e.,
security, regulation, lawfulness) to purchase marijuana with proper identification from licensed
providers and how to use the drug responsibly. Marijuana became ordinary and routine as its
cultivation, distribution, and use was part of the normative interaction order. Although these
elements provided the foundation for the new control mechanisms attached to marijuana, the
medicalization process further transformed the deviant social order associated with prohibition
and criminalization.
Discovering Medicalization
Although students sought entrance into the medical marijuana dispensaries with
expectations of expanded product options, increased agency, and insulation from the law, they
found the medicalization process had further shifted the definitions previously attached to
marijuana. Within this legal-medicalized framework, a medical perspective regarding marijuana
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use became dominant over other viewpoints (e.g., marijuana is criminal, dangerous, addictive, or
unhealthy) as medical norms and beliefs defined the drug. Medical marijuana ideology and
language was advanced through advocates, politicians, and medical professionals; and doctors
operated as gatekeepers as their signature and recommendation provided entrée. Marijuana began
to connote a substance that could cater to myriad needs and desires, which were only available
through a legal-medicalized framework. Mark, the 20-year-old sophomore and economics major,
stated:
I think it's great how many different strains I have to choose from. I have different
options for how I'm feeling or what I'm doing. I had this strain the other day and it
gave me a smile and some energy, which is what I wanted. You buy from your
friend, he's got one strain, maybe two if you're lucky, and you think whatever, I
guess this will do the job, I'm sure I'll get high. But with the dispensary options
you can go in with an agenda of how you want to feel or what you want out of the
marijuana. It's almost like your mood, wine or beer, red or white, stout or lager,
like that.
The variety of strains available to students were exhibited in the countless brand names
such as "Bubble Gum," "Sour Kush," "God's Gift," "Grand Daddy Purp," and "Blue Skunk."
Student cardholders learned to distinguish between the countless brands as each contained a
depth description of the strain and its effects. For example, "Citrus Haze" was described as
possessing a sweet citrus aroma with amazingly high trichome density, resulting in an excellent
analgesic effect as well as a strong, fast, energetic high that lasts. "Matanuska" was described as
extremely potent, sativa dominant, with an incredible cerebral high and a spicy and smooth taste
with a pungent flavor. Students embraced the variety of smokable strains, with indica, sativa, and
hybrid cannabis options and the power to control their drug experience. They came to define
their marijuana experience through the different effects of these distinct strains. Madeline, the
psychology and sociology double-major from New Jersey, noted:
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Dispensaries have options I'd never seen. I used to buy from this guy with one
kind. With the dispensaries if you don't like some strain, you've got like 10 others
to try out. If I buy an indica that I should smoke before bed to relax, I look for that
aspect in the effects. I know when to use it and why I'm using it; it's just a whole
new spin on marijuana.
They were also appreciative of the consistency and safety of these smokable varieties.
Professional laboratories provided dispensaries with reliable reports on the levels of THC and
Cannabinoids of their strains and also tested products for potential infections of Root Aphids,
Fungus Gnats, Mildew, Mold, and Spider Mites. William, a senior who had spent most of his
high school days selling marijuana in Washington D.C., noted:
The dispensary cuts down on all the crap. You're never getting seeds or dirt,
brown weed. The dispensary is accountable to you as a patient and as a customer.
I've had friends who have smoked weed they were convinced was laced with
something. I mean you can't really cut marijuana with other substances like
dealers do with ecstasy or coke, but you never worry with the medical stuff.
Students also learned about the range of options and effects contained in edible marijuana
products. In the illicit market, edible products were rare, often baked by close friends or by
oneself. Potency was ambiguous and consistency was relatively nonexistent. Participants touted
the benefits of edible marijuana options and the branding of products for reliable potency and
effects. Emily, a 22-year-old business major and prospective law student, stated:
The selection is enormous; you've got candy, brownies, ice cream, olive oil,
something for all tastes. I like the tincture. I put it in my tea or just drop it on my
tongue. I don't like to smoke, really. It hits me really quick and I cough and stuff.
The edibles are more gradual and I don't get as paranoid if I just eat a little bit.
Sometimes I like to eat a little and watch a movie, and so I go buy a brownie or
something. I don't have to drive across town and buy a 50 dollar eighth of weed
from my friend Steven, which is what I had to do before.
Students did not learn this information in a vacuum. They were initially novices in the
medical marijuana scene, accustomed to the language and interactions of the illicit market. While
some learned aspects of this new system through friends or even advertisements and websites,
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the central gatekeepers of knowledge were dispensary employees. Josh, a 20-year-old marijuana
enthusiast majoring in physiology with future plans as a medical doctor, discussed:
It's nice for me to go into a place where people are very knowledgeable about the
product. I mean dispensaries want to put people behind the counter who are
educated on the products, strains, effects, strength and all that stuff. I used to just
have some idiot that sold me weed. I know how to get high, but you can ask
questions and learn new information you would never learn anywhere else. Just
learning about indica and sativa and how they're different, that's never happened
before buying marijuana. With honest information you can make good decisions
about how you use marijuana; knowledge is power.
Budtenders are the bartenders of the medical marijuana dispensary system, they offered
product information, recommendations, and guidance to licensed customers. They provided new
ways to think and talk about marijuana that could only be available through a legal system. With
this shift to legal-medicalization, the status position and associated role behaviors of marijuana
distributors mirrored those of conventional employees working in retail, sales, or the food
industry. Budtenders were there to educate, inform, and make a sale. The customer could visit
another dispensary if service, information, or products were sub par and this emerging dynamic
placed power and control in the hands of student cardholders. Brooke, a 22-year-old senior and
geography major who worked as a receptionist at a local dispensary, discussed:
I think the amount of knowledge a budtender needs to have to help customers and
patients is really crucial, and what is really different with the dispensaries.
Because if you go to an illegitimate drug dealer and you're like "Hey what bud do
you have?" They can throw out lies of names to boost their prices, they may have
smoked it and they can kind of tell you what the high is like, but you're not
expecting that. All you are really expecting from a drug dealer is to walk in
somewhere and get a certain amount of bud, and hope it's not shitty. But when
you go to the dispensary they can tell you exactly how the high is supposed to feel
and what issues it will address, what's going to work better for you. You can come
back and say "Oh, my high was too intense," or "This didn't really help me," and
they can direct you and recommend something different. It's like Pineapple
Express, where they talked about how you really can’t be friends with your
dealer. It's just someone you interact with momentarily and then jet. People aren’t
best friends with dispensary budtenders, but the relationship is more warm. They
are eager to make suggestions, offer information, throw in a free candy to try, or
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talk with you about what product will make you feel better.
Medical dispensaries and budtenders provided students the medicalized language to define and
label marijuana products in ways never available. The dispensary system also gave students
increased control over their marijuana experience, from product options, educational
information, desired high, and customer agency.
New Justifications and Rationalizations
As students were socialized into the medicalized system, it allowed them to control their
justifications and rationalizations for using and buying cannabis that were previously unavailable
in the illicit economy. Participants did not use with more frequency or create new reasons for
using marijuana, but the increased legitimacy of medical marijuana provided institutional support
for their personal motivations. Madeline stated:
I use if for relaxation, I always have, to lose some stress, and to laugh. I don't
have cancer or glaucoma. The State doesn't have relaxation as a medical
condition, which I guess is why everyone has their card for chronic pain, but the
dispensary system gives my reasons more authority.
Students were typically not using medical marijuana for traditionally accepted conditions
such as glaucoma, cancer, AIDS, or Multiple Sclerosis, but they denied that using marijuana for
other reasons was wrong, and explained how it was appropriate (Sykes and Matza 1957). The
reordering and reconceptualization of marijuana within society validated students reasons for
using cannabis. They were critical of the small scope of acceptable medical uses written into law,
and used the increasing authenticity of marijuana as medicine to justify the personal health
benefits they experienced from it. Jason, a 21-year-old, international affairs major from Boston,
noted:
I think it's a shame that people narrow the definition of medical or medicinal to
suggest it can only help you if you are going through chemotherapy or if you have
multiple sclerosis. In the limited research I've seen, there are at least 200 things it
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can be used for. I'm sure if you went around and interviewed people, in addition
to what it's prescribed for, it helps them with other things. I use it to help me sleep
and for my headaches. But I'll also use it to laugh or get into a movie. That makes
me happy, and that's healthy.
Students also justified obtaining their license to support social change. This legal regulation of
marijuana had completely changed the social, political, and economic climate surrounding the
drug and they viewed this as a shift toward a more pragmatic policy direction. Ben, the junior
psychology major, elaborated:
I got my card to support the cause. If I get taxed it sucks, but I could care less. If
tax money gets the support of people who don't support medical marijuana, it's a
good reason. I would rather have my money going into taxes or social services or
whatever than to dealers.
Participants may have been reluctant to advocate for marijuana openly in the past, but its
increasing legitimacy in portions of mainstream society made getting a card a political statement.
Andrew, a 22-year-old senior computer science major, stated:
A lot of people are getting their card to support the movement. I feel like the more
people that get cards they can't take it back or they will finally be forced to
legalize. To take it away now would be like alcohol prohibition, just a huge
mistake.
Students were opposed to the continued prohibition of marijuana and medicalization provided an
avenue to support change that was previously unavailable.
Salient Community of Users
The growth of the medical marijuana industry defined deviance down (Moynihan 1993)
and moved marijuana users and cannabis shops into an increasing position of legitimacy.
Subcultures of drug users form where drugs are illegal or users face disapproval (Faupel,
Horowitz, and Weaver 2010) and the legal-medicalization process diminished the utility of a
deviant marijuana subculture. This shift in the criminal designation of marijuana users served to
increase students' visibility of them in their community. As marijuana cultivation and sales
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shifted from the shadows to legitimate storefronts, they witnessed for the first time the
demographic span of people around them who used and supported marijuana. Mark elaborated:
I go into a dispensary and I see old ladies, college kids, business people. I mean
you can see that so many people are using marijuana, adults that want good stuff
and no hassle. I think it really shows everyone there is a large community of likeminded marijuana users.
This new awareness of users enhanced the legitimacy of medical marijuana by showing
people that normative and functioning members of society use marijuana, dispelling stereotypical
myths of cannabis as amotivational or a gateway to abuse. For students, this opened up practical
discussions about marijuana in a manner never experienced under the umbrella of
criminalization. Jason, the international affairs major from Boston, noted:
I think the more people see it accepted around here, in this community, by their
neighbors and friends, the more legitimate and accepted marijuana becomes. I
think legitimacy is important for older people, for parents and people to be able to
talk about it and even use it. Legitimacy opens the door for communication. I can
say, "Hey it's medicine, it helps me relax and feel better," or "What about the tax
dollars and the law?"
For students, the dispensary system channeled them away from the rubric of prohibition
and criminalization. The marijuana community was now intertwined with conventional society,
and this normalization process further reduced the cultural anxiety and negative labels attached
to marijuana. People were less inclined to guard information about their drug use; they were less
likely to lose status through sanctions from authorities or to offend non-users who might
disapprove (Hathaway, Comeau, and Erickson 2011). Anthony, the senior accounting major with
past legal issues, elaborated:
I think the biggest thing is that people that couldn't or didn't want to, or were
afraid to say, was that they smoked, but now they can. Now you start to see the
true numbers of people who use marijuana. I mean before, they were behind
closed doors, maybe worried about the cops or their jobs, and I'm sure there is still
some of that, but people are getting away from that fear. People are finally being
able to say I do this. We all do something to relax, de-stress, have fun, feel better,
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whatever, now it’s just out.
The dispensary system increasingly illustrated the similarities between marijuana users and nonusers, rather then the differences between them. Participants watched as medicalization placed
marijuana into the normative system of community life, distancing it from previous associations
with an underground market of criminals.
Medical marijuana dispensaries provided students with an efficient and secure
environment for the purchase of cannabis. By holding a registry card, they distanced themselves
from the criminal justice sanctions handed down to those who illegally possessed and distribute
the drug. Students experienced fundamental social control shifts as a result of this emerging
legal-medicalized industry. First, control shifted away from the informal rules and norms of the
illicit industry. The power held by drug dealers decreased as the demand for black market
marijuana declined and medical marijuana gained popularity and a significant customer base.
Furthermore, they were no longer subjected to the business practices of illicit dealers, they could
control the time and location of their transaction, and they could dictate the drug experience they
desired (i.e., edible, smokable, potency, strain, or brand). The dispensary system allowed student
cardholders, over the age of eighteen, to exert a level of control and agency over their substance
use that was unavailable to them with alcohol. Second, the legal-medicalized industry shifted
control away from the criminal justice system and university security forces. Although students
could not use marijuana on school property, they could possess the drug legally throughout the
state and this legality of possession effectively insulated them from criminalization and formal
sanctions.
Finally, modes of social control shifted into civil society and reordered society. The
medicalization process placed some power with doctors (i.e., as gatekeepers) and professional
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interest groups and the state collaborated with medical practitioners, lawyers, and law
enforcement to draft medical marijuana laws and policies. However, the responsibility of control
rested primarily in the civil sphere. Medical dispensary owners, cultivators, students, bakers, and
employees, along with local officials and affiliated business owners, remained bound to state
laws and policies, but were expected to proctor themselves as they were heavily proctored. The
industry was heavily proctored by the state, but expected to sustain and maintain social control of
the industry. Thus, these groups produced and sustained a system of informal control that
reflected changes in both formal law and medical regulations. Student cardholders were
subjected to these informal rules and norms of the legal-medicalized industry as marijuana
entered the normative order of society.
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CHAPTER VI
GENDER AND THE INFORMAL CONTROL OF ALCOHOL USE
Gender is a central component of the social order and is one of the major ways human
beings organize their lives (Lorber 1994). Conceptualized as both a societal structure (Risman
2004) and a social institution (Martin 2004), gender constrains and facilitates behavior and
action, involves normative expectations, informal rules, and is embedded in individuals
throughout their social life. Gender is constantly created and re-created through human
interaction, it textures and orders social life and controls our actions and decisions as we
constantly work on “doing gender” appropriately (Lorber 1994; West and Zimmerman 1987).
Gender operates as a normative control mechanism in the college party scene because it
streams men and women into certain forms of behavior. The influence of masculine norms on
male drinking behavior is documented through the heavy and competitive drinking style among
men (Christie-Mizell and Peralta 2009; Young et al. 2005). Researchers generally situate heavy
drinking as a hegemonic masculine pursuit (Heath 2000; Montemurro and McClure 2005; West
2001), one that is "male dominated, male identified, and male centered" (Capraro 2000:307).
Peralta (2007) observed that male drinking practices in the college party scene embody an
athletic, competitive, powerful, and self-assured norm that is often used to accomplish dominant
ideas about hegemonic masculinity.
In contrast, scholars have observed that femininity constrains women’s drinking
behavior. Women generally limit their alcohol use to avoid stigma, view heavy drinking as
problematic and unbecoming of feminine accomplishment, and do not believe drinking
symbolizes strength and power (Peralta 2007). Others have averred that women are drinking
more akin to their male counterparts, regarding drinking, like men, as a way to gain power and
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equality in the college drinking scene (Young et al. 2005). Although research has documented
the problems and disadvantages women experience in the college drinking scene (Armstrong,
Hamilton, and Sweeney 2006; Peralta 2007), less is known about how gender operates as
normative social control and funnels women into distinct patterns of behavior. In this chapter, I
analyze the beliefs and behaviors of college women in a university drinking scene. I address how
gender operated as an informal control mechanism and analyze the ways women negotiated
femininity in a social climate dominated by a hegemonic masculine style of drinking. I focus on
behaviors and norms of drinking, ways of doing gender, and the social controls women
experienced and developed for themselves.
The Ideal Drinker
In this college drinking scene, alcohol was cheap, bar specials abundant, drinking games
popular, and intoxicating beverages fundamental for a successful party. Furthermore, drinking
generally began early in the evening and ended late at night, involving predictable expectations
for participants to engage in atypical extroversion and sociability. However, it was the normative
drinking ideals, women noted, that mainly contributed to a culture of heavy drinking. These
drinking norms were rooted in a masculine value system (i.e. a masculine ideal), and women had
to subscribe to them for successful participation in the college drinking scene. The drinking
norms were geared towards men, and men were better able to meet them. However, female
drinkers believed, as did most undergraduate men and women, that the ideal drinker embodied
how students primarily drink. The ideal drinker was a person who could drink consistently
throughout the evening, keep up with the drinking of peers, yet remain in some semblance of
control and contribute to the necessary mood and spirit required in the collective drinking scene.
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The ideal drinker was abstract, separate from people, an “ideal type” that ultimately reflected
heavy drinking norms that reflected masculine characteristics.
Drink Long and Strong
College women described “ideal” drinkers as undergraduates who consumed alcohol
heavily, aggressively, and often competitively. Madeline, a 21-year-old senior discussed, “Well,
you have to be able to drink a lot, everyone knows that, otherwise you’re cut from the team
(laughing).” Stephanie, a 22-year-old senior noted, “you’re expected to play beer pong; no matter
how bad you are at it, you still have to play.” This style of partying not only involved drinking
games, but also taking shots when offered, always having a drink in hand, and maintaining pace
with drinking mates. Elizabeth, a 22-year-old senior, noted, “having a high tolerance is godly, it
shows strength, someone who can drink different drinks and can tolerate them throughout the
night.” Drinking games, "shot-for-shot,"9 "shot-gunning," and "keg stands"6 were prevalent and
reinforced norms of heavy drinking. Kerstin, a 20-year-old junior, remarked, “Well, you have to
able to drink, and then drink more. I guess that’s where a high tolerance comes in. You can drink
a lot, but still have fun.”
Female drinkers also reported longevity and stamina as characteristics of ideal drinkers.
Sarah, a 21-year-old senior, discussed the traits she considered indicative of good drinkers:
“Someone who can drink all night, but still hold their liquor and be social, but still continue
drinking until the party is over.” Drinking generally began at a pre-party or "pre-game" stage
where students drank with close friends before heading to the first party or bar. Beth, a 20-year-
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"Shot-for-shot," "shot-gunning," and "keg-stands" all refer to methods of ingesting alcohol that have traditionally
been associated with heavy drinking. "Shot-for-shot" refers to drinkers' repetitively taking shots of liquor in unison.
"Shot-gunning" refers to cutting a small hole at the base of a beer can using a knife or a key, placing one's mouth
over the hole, and opening the can tab to use the carbonation to drink the entire beer within a few seconds. "Kegstands" refers to the act of drinking directly from the hose connected to the keg while being held upside-down over
the keg.
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old junior, recounted a typical college night out: “we started drinking at Natalie’s, we had some
shots there, I guess it was around five o’clock…We went to a few parties later, got some drinks
at a bar, and ended around 2 a.m. drinking at my friend Matt’s apartment. Eventually we
wandered home I guess.”
Once the bars closed or a party reached its end, students held after-hours parties where
drinking continued into the early morning hours. Those students who could not meet the social
drinking expectations of ideal drinkers were often viewed as weak or burdensome. Amy, a 22year-old senior, noted, "you have to pace yourself, you don't want to ruin your friends’ night out
by being a mess…having to get walked home or babysat." These internalized conceptions of an
ideal drinker served as normalizing judgment (Foucault 1977) as undergraduates often
sanctioned or corrected those who did not conform to ideal drinking standards. Heavy
consumption practices informally controlled drinking behaviors for women and the drinking
culture generally.
Drink and Travel
For undergraduate women, the ability to travel and to socialize was also a central
characteristic of ideal drinkers. Socializing, flirting, and potentially meeting romantic partners
were very important to all the women with whom I spoke. Jane, a 21-year-old senior noted, “It’s
very expected that you, like, 'hop' groups. Clusters of people, you know. Like, you can’t stick
with the same person all night. You have to make the rounds and meet new people, I mean, why
else would you be out drinking?” Traveling was intertwined with socializing, and entailed
movement from party to party, bar to bar, or in some combination.
Through socializing, fun, and flirtatious interactions with fellow drinkers, women gained
the attention and status they desired. Women believed that college was, as Janice, a 20-year-old
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junior, noted, “The time to meet new and often lifelong friends, maybe even a boyfriend.” For
undergraduate women, college was the central time and space to develop primary group
friendships and identities (Arnett, 2004; Karp, Holstrom, and Gray 1998), and social interactions
within the drinking scene provided opportunities to build both. These social outings were are an
important facet of emerging adulthood, related to establishing and maintaining romantic and
social relationships (West and Zimmerman 1987). Stephanie, a 22-year-old senior, talked about
what she expected on a night out, “I want to have fun, socialize, you know, have some drinks. I
like to go to a couple parties, and then usually hit the bars. It all depends on what’s going on that
night, where my different friends are going to be. If there is a boy I like I want to find where he
is.”
The women I interviewed did not want to drink and behave exactly like men, but they
internalized and rationalized this heavy, masculinized drinking style to attain successful (i.e.,
participation, attention, status, romance) membership within the drinking scene. Although
women had more freedom than men to maneuver between enacting femininity and masculinity
when drinking (i.e., men had to drink like men), it was the masculinized drinking style that
delivered the greatest sense of membership for female drinkers. However, when drinking women
often violated the informal gender rules of femininity situated within the social order of the
college drinking scene. It was not just the act of heavy drinking that was viewed as a gendered
practice, but the manner in which men and women accomplished heavy drinking. Gendered rules
existed for how men and women "do" heavy drinking, these rules guided and controlled
behavior, and could be seen in the informal sanctions and stigmatization women could
experience when drinking. Gender clearly operated as normative social control as women strove
to accomplish heavy drinking, but in a more feminized manner.
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Gender Rules and the Accomplishment of Heavy Drinking
Women within masculine dominated settings10 exist between sociocultural expectations
of femininity and the inclusive membership norms of the masculine dominated scene. Women
value their femininity and are normatively pressured to maintain it, but at the same time seek
acceptance and status within these male-dominated contexts. Women who over-emphasize
femininity, similar to women who over-emphasize masculinity, are often stigmatized,
sanctioned, and denigrated. For women, the pressure to maintain behavior within the appropriate
boundaries of masculinity and femininity operated as a potent social control mechanism within
the college party scene.
Women followed the informal standards of ideal drinking, not only because these were
the dominant norms of the drinking scene, but also because they had an emotionally fun and
socially prosperous time doing it. As Stacey, a 22-year-old senior, discussed, “It’s a blast to get
drunk, let yourself go, talk to everyone, and get to dancing (laughing).” However, the drink
"strong and long" mentality, when combined with expectations of social travel, caused problems
for many of these undergraduate women. As women continued to drink throughout an evening,
the possibility of losing control increased, destabilizing their ability to socialize coherently and to
manage their behavior. Losing control can increase the potential for various negative outcomes
that have recently been defined as a drinking crisis (Vander Ven 2011). A drinking crisis might
include getting "pinched" by a cop, becoming ill, having relational conflicts with friends or
partners, or engaging in a risky sexual hook-up. It was often an involved process of “do's” and
“don’ts,” as Stephanie, a 21-year-old senior, discussed:

10

Women's gender adaptations in male-dominated environments have been studied predominantly in workplace
settings. Women’s gender role adaptations often stratify along a gendered hierarchy between ideals of masculinity
and hyperfemininity and ultimately affect how women are received by their peers. See: Kanter 1977; Martin 1982;
Yount 1991; Zimmer 1986.
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I guess for guys there’s just one kind of drinker, they just get drunk you know. It’s
such a straight line for guys. Whereas with girls, there’s more types, they are
expected to keep up with the guys and be partying, but once they reach that point
they are expected to stop. But guys can just keep going and it's hard to stop when
everyone's still partying, but you don't want so wasted it’s a problem. For girls it’s
just more complex…so many more factors to it.
Although men drank more than women in the college drinking scene, women drank and
often drank heavily. The vast majority of undergraduate women discussed the complexities of
negotiating drinking benefits versus drinking problems, and it was the pursuit of benefits and the
avoidance of problems that ultimately operated as informal control. For women, drinking
problems could ruin their drinking benefits. Women encountered problems when they drank too
much and/or violated the informal gender rules that governed how they were supposed to "do"
heavy drinking as women.
Presentation and Femininity
College women were often meticulous and deliberate with regard to dress and appearance
on a night out drinking. For female drinkers, presenting oneself as feminine was a central rule for
accomplishing heavy drinking in a feminine manner. On any traditional party night, women
could be seen frequenting parties and bars wearing heels,11 skirts, revealing tops, and carefully
done hair and makeup, exhibiting a deliberate physical presentation of femininity. For women in
American culture, conforming to emphasized or stereotypical femininity in practice often
involves being sexually attractive and available, fashionable, thin, busty, White, tan, supportive,
flirtatious, enthusiastic, and even wealthy (Armstrong et al. 2006; Deirdre, Pomerantz, and
Currie 2005; Grindstaff and West 2006) Female drinkers deployed these emphasized feminine
characteristics under a double gaze; women judged other women’s appearance and behavior, but
status and attention from men were central. This internalization of the double gaze contributed to
11

According to Deirdre et al. (2005), the high-heeled shoe remains a common and powerful symbol of emphasized
femininity.
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the development of a subcultural specific “generalized-other” (Matsueda 1992; Mead 1934), one
that operated as an informal control mechanism concerning gender and alcohol use. This
generalized other reflected the norms, rules, and expectations of this subcultural context as
women started to apply their past experiences to anticipated events involving drinking and
gender presentation. Women’s internalization of the double-gaze formed an important locus of
informal social control. However, it was not just the outward appearance of femininity that
concerned female drinkers. The development of this subculturally specific generalized other
exhibited the fact that successful gender adaptations were complex and elusive. Genevieve, 22year-old senior, discussed:
A: Well, there’s three types of girls. There’s the really girly girl, there’s the
drinking and being like the guys girl, and there’s the one that can do both…and
I’ve realized that the ideal one is the one that can do both.
Q: And why is this?
A: Well, because the really feminine girl, she’s fun to date…but she’s not good
when it comes to just hanging out. And the girl who is just one of the guys, well
she is just that, one of the guys. Whereas the one that can do both is ideal because
she is someone you can go out and drink with, she can hang out and watch the
game or can do the typical dating things. But she can keep up with all the
drinking, which in college is a very big deal.
Q: Is it hard for girls to find this middle-ground, to do both things?
A: You’re either that way or you’re not. If they try and do it on purpose they fail,
they either go too girly, or they go too manly.
Q: But girls try this kind of performance?
A: Well, if I go out drinking with the guys, I try and wear girly clothes to try and
maintain a visual femininity, but I’m still acting like the guys. Whereas with my
girls, girls night out, I’m fine to go out in jeans. But with the guys, I don’t want to
seem too manly, so I prefer to be wearing something like a skirt, so there is some
balance.
Undergraduate women were not only interested in achieving status through appearing
feminine (i.e., “hot” but not “slutty”) (Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney, 2006), or in meeting
men’s preferences through their drinking behaviors (i.e., drinking with the guys) (Young et al.,
2005), but sought a meticulous balance of the two. The development of this generalized other,
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based from heavy drinking and stereotypical gender norms, streamed women into certain ways
of acting as female drinkers sought to balance culturally valued feminine presentations with
their accomplishment of heavy masculine drinking standards. As female drinkers discussed, this
could prove difficult. Danielle, the 21-year-old senior, noted, “Well, when you drink a lot and
you start to lose control, it is hard trying to stay sexy and attractive when your make-up is all
messed up because you are wasted, trying to talk to boys.” Brittany, a 21-year-old junior,
elaborated, “Well, honestly they fail, I feel like girls who are really drunk make themselves look
so stupid, falling down or crying, especially when they wear skimpy stuff where you can see
everything when they fall.” Their feminine performance did not end until they reached a safe
backstage location at the end of the evening, Kerstin, the 20-year-old junior, noted: “We have to
stay pretty until we get home.” The previous respondents reported a clear breakdown in control
as heavy drinking often interfered with the reflexive functioning of their generalized other. For
women, this served an important learning tool and control function used to reassess and align
future behavior with the gender expectations of the college party scene.
Gendered Drinking Consequences
Though college women rarely regarded the act of drinking as problematic, it was being
drunk, or too drunk, that presented issues for them. Women were often perceived by fellow
drinkers as annoying, “slutty,” irresponsible, careless, or unladylike for drinking heavily or being
drunk. For women, drinking was far too often a behavioral tightrope. To a certain extent, women
and all participants in the drinking scene were expected to consume alcohol, to lower their
inhibitions, to lose control, and to contribute to the collective scripted sentiments of the party.
Grace, a 22-year-old fifth year senior, noted, “Girls are just expected to be dancing and flirting.”
For female drinkers, the boundary line between acceptable drunken behavior and undesirable
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drunken behavior was often a gray area. Women were expected to lose some control, but too
much “loose” behavior could end in stigmatization. For college women, embodying masculine
drinking standards not only had the potential to ruin their desired presentations of femininity, but
to lose them the status and attention from peers and friends they hoped to attain.
For example, walking home along at night, a masculine privilege, was viewed as
inappropriately feminine within the college drinking scene. Fear of victimization and harassment
were of central concern. Women often implemented a safety-in-numbers style of travel, never
walking alone and watching over friends. Anna, the 21-year-old senior, noted:
If you go off by yourself to the bars or walk home alone and you don’t tell
anybody it’s not treated the same. I mean I personally don’t consider it safe. Girls
worry; we worry all the time when we’re drinking. Whereas guys I know, they
don’t worry.
Female drinkers viewed walking alone at night as dangerous and irresponsible. Women
were supposed to travel like women. They had to plan ahead for buses or call for taxis. Women
berated themselves for being irresponsible when walking alone at night. They stressed always
“having a plan” or developing a “buddy system.” Others discussed the fact that they had seen
other women “in situations they wouldn’t want to be in." Yet getting drunk with the guys often
reduced the fear of walking alone at night, and women became less cautious.
Women also reported that trying to “keep up” with guys could prove problematic.
Young et al., (2005) have suggested that women in the college drinking scene might drink in a
masculine manner, as it has become appealing to men and offers them an elevated social
position; however, it was also a way to demonstrate their worthiness for this inclusive social
position. Brittany, a 21-year-old senior, remarked, “I think girls like to prove that they can drink
as much as guys…it’s a way to prove themselves, to fit into the group.” Although drinking with
men might offer women attention and status, it was also fun to partake in the collective and
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exciting sentiment of the drinking scene. Jenny, a 21-year-old senior, discussed her participation
in drinking games at parties, “I like to compete; it’s fun. I like to be part of the group. I don’t do
it to impress a guy. It’s just being part of the atmosphere, playing a game and not being below
the male competitors.” However, for women, acting too competitively, chugging beer, or taking
whiskey shots could be viewed as overly masculine behavior, and such a drinking style could
lead to an undesired level of drunkenness.
In contrast, drinking like girls could also prove problematic. Students’ drinks of choice
were gendered. With some exceptions, women mostly drank hard alcohol in the form of vodka
or rum, often flavored, sometimes simply as a shot or in a mixed drink. Fruity drinks and
flavored liquors were viewed as feminine by students, while beer and whiskey were the
masculine counterpart. Although women certainly drank beer, liquor was the norm and often
reserved for women at private parties. Christina, the 21-year-old senior, noted, “I think there is
definitely a difference between girls and guys in terms of alcohol. Girls drink vodka, guys drink
beer…girls grew up taking shots, drinking Bacardi.” The feminine style of drinking could prove
problematic for female drinkers on three levels. First, women disproportionately reported
limiting their food consumption and favoring shots and mixed drinks to restrain their ingestion
of calories on a night out drinking. Women used this tactic to maintain control over their desired
body image, but it also “served the added benefit of requiring less alcohol to become
intoxicated” (Peralta 2002:31). This allowed for heavy alcohol use with less fear of gaining
weight12. Second, the majority of the “girly” drinks were designed to be "strong and tasty,"
drinks that were able to be drunk quickly with little if any notice of the taste of alcohol. Anna,
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For more on the relationship between women's recreational drug patterns and caloric intake, see
Katherine SirlesVecitis (2011) work on instrumental drug use for weight control.
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now a 21-year-old senior, remembered when she first started attending bars after she received
her first fake ID:
I would order these great tasting mixed drinks and I could never taste the alcohol.
I would drink them so fast, one after the other. When I would drink beer it would
be slower because I didn’t really love the taste. With the liquor drinks, they would
catch up to me before I knew it and I would just be wasted.
Finally, women would often take shots or drink quickly to avoid constantly having a
drink in their hands. Women used this style of drinking when they wanted to dance, were bar
hopping with friends and had to stay with the group, or had to account for restroom options and
availability. Kerstin, the 20-year-old junior, talked about the nights she became more intoxicated
than she intended:
I think it has to do with liquor. Beer spreads out your drinking and it’s more of a
gradual process, so you can kind of keep check on where you are at. The girly
drinks are faster. I’ll take a shot and then five minutes later I’ll take another one.
The beer drinking style is slower; you’re not just going to power through every
single beer really intensely.
It is important to note that although drink types and drinking styles were categorized by
undergraduates as appropriately masculine or appropriately feminine, these drinking norms were
subordinate to the drinking standards that fostered a “drink long and strong” sentiment,
regardless of what style of drinking (i.e., masculine or feminine) undergraduate women enacted.
Social and Emotional Drinking Consequences
Emotional dramaturgy was a facet of the drinking order for undergraduate students.
Undergraduate women reported that certain emotional displays were revered within the college
drinking scene (i.e., happiness, extroversion, sociability, humor), but emotional displays that
denigrated the collective spirit of the party were frowned upon and stigmatized. Although it was
understood by undergraduates that emotions, combined with heavy alcohol use, could run awry
for college drinkers (i.e., crying, fighting, screaming, anger), improper displays of emotions
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could ruin the party. Jill, a 21-year-old senior, noted, “if a girl is drunk, she might get more
emotional, like more sensitive, more like 'what do my friends think?' and she’ll just start crying.
Then people, like her friends and other people there, have to deal with it. It’s just annoying.”
For female drinkers, feelings of intoxicated happiness, euphoria, and carelessness usually
dominated during a night of drinking, but women often felt a sense of embarrassment or guilt the
next morning, especially if they violated their comfortable level of intoxication or preferred
gender performance. For women, the behavioral and bodily control often lost through
drunkenness was the central reason for these emotional consequences. Christina, the 21-year-old
senior, noted how she often felt after a night of excessive drinking:
I wake up and I feel guilty, because girls have these social norms we have to
follow. We are supposed to be put together. We are supposed to have our shit
together. And you know you make a lot of mistakes when you are drunk. I think
girls have guilt; I feel guilty sometimes because of the way girls are supposed to
look and behave.
Sometimes these infractions could be as trivial as crying at a party or falling in heels;
other times they could involve drunk texting or dialing or hitting on a man. Other examples were
more serious acts, such as having unprotected sex, not remembering sex, starting a fight, or
losing a friendship. Janice, the 20-year-old junior, also noted, “You re-live it. You lay in bed the
next morning and you’re like ‘Oh shit.’ And guys are like, whatever. We over-analyze
everything.”
Women partly developed these emotional responses on their own through self-reflection.
They anticipated how they appeared to others while drinking and experienced varying degrees of
embarrassment and guilt from their behavior. Stacey, the 22-year-old senior, noted, “I mean, I
know how I judge, so I know how other girls judge, it’s not hard to imagine how they’re talking
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about you.” Often the reflexive dynamic of seeing oneself through the eyes of others was enough
for college women to feel judged or condemned (Cooley 1902).
Beyond their internal reflections, female drinkers also noted direct judgment from peers
and friends. Elizabeth, the-22 year-old senior, noted:
Girls don’t want to have that judgment, so they don’t drink as much. Guys don’t
get as much negative feedback. What do they care if everyone is hearing these
stories? For women it’s like, “Do you realize this is what happened last night?”
Maybe you want to think about that for the next time.
Sarah, the 21-year-old senior, explained that certain actions could be seen as “amusing”
or “hilarious” at the time, but would later be sanctioned. Although a direct confrontation might
never occur, women sometimes experienced passive aggressive forms of condemnation for their
behavior. A woman could lose friends, become the subject of jokes, be pitied or ignored, and
ultimately earn a tarnished reputation. Women were well aware of how they could be judged for
certain types of drunken comportment and did not want to be “that girl” or be associated with
“that girl:” the one who gets drunk and sleeps around, cries, fights, falls, vomits, ruins the night
for others, or simply causes embarrassment to herself or her friends. Women were ultimately
worried about being labeled, thus altering their reputation and identity among fellow students. As
(Wilkins 2004:31). noted, “the power of the label is that it can be applied at any time for any
reason… To avoid the potentially ruinous label young women must constantly manage their selfpresentation.”
Constructing the Limit
For college women, participation in the male-dominated drinking scene presented a
performative problem, as Amber, a 20-year-old junior, noted: “It’s hard for girls to fulfill that
expected party role, be fun and loose, without being too loose.” If female drinkers overemphasized femininity, over controlling and limiting their behavior, they could be viewed as the
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“girly-girl,” occupying a tertiary "cheerleader" status within the drinking scene. Yet if women
over-emphasized masculinity by drinking too much, or too much like the guys, they could be
viewed as “slutty,” “out-of-control,” annoying, manly, or problematic. These women not only
risked being lower than men in the status hierarchy, but also lower than women who could
maintain both femininity and the hegemonic masculine drinking standards of this scene.
Controlling Drinking
At some point along their university careers, women realized that if they wanted to
participate successfully in the drinking scene, they needed to develop a practical strategy to
maintain desired femininity within this masculine drinking scene. This solution is what I refer to
as “the limit.” For college women, the essence of the limit involved negotiating a fluid boundary
that regulated personal alcohol consumption and gender performance. The limit was developed
through women’s maturation, drinking consequences, and learning experiences that produced
and reproduced an increasingly effective generalized other within the college drinking scene.
The limit evolved as women entered into new primary relationships and their close friends
provided emotional support, information diffusion, and learning techniques that formed “a stable
and organized set of generalized others” (Matsueda 1992:269). Female drinkers used the limit to
control their intoxication and subsequent behavior, and to adhere to the expectations of
femininity within the drinking scene. For example, the limit could refer to intoxication, gender
performance, and even sex. Malorie, a 22-year-old senior, noted, "Getting drunk is only half the
problem, then it's what you did, what you looked like, and who you went home with…too many
guys and you're slutty…but they could also call you, like, a prude." Thus, the limit operated as a
personal and subculturally specific boundary maintenance device for women, controlling their
own behavior and enabling other women to understand and learn what types of behaviors were
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acceptable. For upper class women who had experienced and learned from their younger college
years, their behavior operated as a reference group for younger and inexperienced female
drinkers. As such, it offered a route to social and behavioral success for female drinkers. A
narrative tool, the limit also represented a belief system among women as they matured through
college, that as women, they were supposed to control and to limit themselves to some extent.
Not having limits was viewed as irresponsible, dangerous, and unfeminine.
For college women, this limiting or self-control was important. Women were concerned
about maintaining agency over their intoxication and the social situation, as it was easy to lose
oneself in the collective effervescence of the party. This form of control was crucial for female
drinkers as it not only enabled them to accomplish heavy drinking physically and, but to
socialize and travel. Self-control was also a central facet of the ideal drinker. Danielle, a 21-yearold senior, discussed the importance of control when partying, she remarked, “If you are going to
drink, you need to stay in control. It’s fine to be more social, funny, and lower inhibitions, but
not in an obnoxious way.” Kerstin, the 20-year-old junior, reflected similar sentiments, “If you
are a college student, especially a girl, well, people just have to know their limits, but in college,
limits can be pushed. I think people in college expect you to have a few-slips ups or go crazy one
night, but not necessarily all the time.”
The inability to hold a conversation, to play drinking games, to walk, to speak, to make
eye contact, to hook-up, or to respect the personal space of others provided negative examples of
self-control. The limit emanated from women’s desire to control their bodies, to control their
behavior, and to control their gendered performances. As such, it was a necessity for balancing a
hegemonically masculine style of drinking with their desired emphasized feminine presentations.
(Krane et al. 2004) has suggested that in American society, women who appear heterosexually
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feminine are privileged over women perceived as masculine, and my data suggest that female
drinkers not only went to great lengths to appear feminine, heterosexual, and sexually attractive,
but to balance these feminine attributes with a masculine style of drinking. The social
atmosphere of the drinking scene did allow female drinkers to test acceptable boundaries of
femininity, but maintaining femininity was still crucial as they understood that men were not
simply attracted to women who could drink heavily, but valued women who could balance
femininity with heavy drinking
Learning the Limit
Constructing a limit was ultimately a learned experience for women, one they often
developed through practice and the consequences of heavy drinking. Krissy reflected on the
development of her learning experiences from her freshman year to her senior year:
I had no tolerance or any idea of what I was doing my freshman year. I definitely
didn’t have a limit. I had drunk some in high school, but college was different
with all the freedom and alcohol. I just would drink and drink. I remember it was
dangerous and often embarrassing. Those experiences really taught me
something. I’m just better at drinking now.
Women discussed building a tolerance to alcohol’s effects, learning to pace themselves
by slowing down, or drinking water or soda for a brief period. Others drank alcohol with which
they were familiar, or shied away from shots or drinking games. These tactics were not common
knowledge, but were acquired through subcultural learning and primary groups as women
implemented others’ drinking successes and failures into their own lives. Women often discussed
different drinking strategies and tactics. Ashley, a 22-year-old senior, noted, “We would talk
about what happened the next day, and who did what when drinking. Most things are funny, but
if someone got out of control we would talk about what she could do different next time not to
embarrass herself, or not to be in that same situation.” For women, the direct and indirect
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judgment they received from friends, their embarrassment over a drunken night, demeaning
experiences (Boswell and Spade 1996), or the “walk of shame,”13 also served to perpetuate
thoughts about personal drinking limits.
Female drinkers used various tactics to track their level of intoxication on a given
evening. Some women reported a drinking limit marked by a preferred number of drinks. Janice,
a 20-year-old junior, noted, “I know girls who have done the marker thing, where you do tallies
on your arm.” Natalie, a sophomore, noted:
I usually cut myself off around five, I tend to be at a good level, and if I go over
five I tend to be drunker that I would like. Well, it’s usually around five. It’s not
like I took five and I can’t have anymore, it’s more like this level and the level I
like to be around is five drinks.
However, it was far more common for women to rely on a personal comfort level of
intoxication or a “buzzcheck” (Vander Ven 2011). As a subjective experience influenced by
social and environmental circumstances, using a preset number of drinks on a particular evening
was not always practical. Danielle, a senior, remarked:
Girls will do checkpoints, every now and again throughout the night; they will
check in with themselves, about how much they’ve drunk. But I think a lot of
them use feelings of drunkenness, more than a certain number. Because I mean
that changes so often, how much you drink versus how drunk you get.
Checkpoints could be about physical indicators, such as difficulty walking in heels,
texting on cell phones, drunk dialing, or having blurry vision. Chelsea, a 21-year-old junior,
remarked, “Well, when I start feeling quiet and uncomfortable I know I need to stop, or when I
can’t find the words or thoughts to hold a conversation.” For female drinkers, learning the limit
was not just about directly controlling intoxication. Women faced a gendered disadvantage when
13

The “Walk of Shame” refers to a woman’s morning walk home after “hooking up.” Women often view the “walk
of shame” as embarrassing and demoralizing as they are still dressed-up from the previous evening, noticeably
disheveled, and drawing unwanted attention from fellow students. Although the term is mainly applied to women
tern can be applied to men on rare occasions. See also Boswell and Spade (1996) for a discussion of this
phenomenon.
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drinking with their male peers (Young et al. 2005). It was not their level of intoxication per se
that caused them trouble, but the fact that their intoxication could conflict with their desired
presentations of socioculturally “appropriate” forms of emphasized femininity.
Contextualizing the Limit
For female drinkers, the limit was typically premeditated. Women often decided before a
night out how much they were going to drink, how they were going to present themselves, and
the locations where they planned on drinking. Such things were set through women’s application
of past experiences and the anticipated events of the college party scene into their generalized
other. However, the limit was also fluid, often environmentally driven by the context and the
company of the party scene. Female drinkers attempted to manage themselves in relation to the
atmosphere, the location, and those in attendance at a party or bar. The university drinking scene
predominantly occurred in two social milieus: the house/frat party and the bar scene. Drinking
with close friends or attending a friend’s party fostered an environment where women felt freer
to drink more heavily. Sarah noted: “If you go to a friend’s party, for a girl, you’re comfortable
drinking what you want…if you go to a stranger's party, you don’t drink at the same level at all,
even if you’re with friends.”
The feelings of comfort undergraduate women derived from being around trusted
company and in familiar locales often served to destabilize their limit, creating an environment
where the stigma of being drunk or “unfeminine” was not so intense. Some women renegotiated
their limit when they changed their location or their company. If a group of friends suddenly left
or arrived at a party, or the party moved to a different place, women might reevaluate their limit
for that evening. Being with close or established friends rendered a perceived level of safety and
mutual trust among female drinkers. Danielle, a 21-year-old senior, discussed a situation where
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she was careful to limit her consumption with unfamiliar peers, “I controlled myself that night,
because I didn’t know them that well. I wasn’t ready for them to see me in a really drunk state; I
didn’t feel as safe, as comfortable.” Safety was of particular concern, especially when among
unfamiliar men in unfamiliar places. Women reported that passing out on couches or simply
“crashing” was often unacceptable and another privilege for men. Furthermore, men could
“sketch-out”14 whenever they pleased, but women could not because of the gendered norms of
the setting. Christina, the 21-year-old senior, expressed her views on planning a night out
drinking: “I gauge how much I drink on where I’m going, who is there, and how I’m getting
home.”
As participants in the college drinking scene, women were complicit in reinforcing a
dominant and heavy style of alcohol consumption. Like women in other male-dominated settings
who perform masculinity for successful membership,15 undergraduate women drank like the
guys, but were expected to accomplish heavy drinking in a feminized manner. Gender operated
as a powerful social control mechanism as female drinkers were sanctioned and stigmatized by
men and women when they breached the gendered rules of alcohol consumption. From this,
women realized that optimal success in this male-dominated scene required learning to limit their
alcohol consumption and to control their gendered behavior to perform forms of masculinity
through drinking, but to do so in a manner regarded as appropriately feminine.

14

To “sketch-out” means to leave the party/bar abruptly, telling nobody you are leaving. Students generally
“sketched-out” if they felt overly intoxicated or wanted to avoid the judgment of their friends for “calling it a night.”
15
Women embody characteristics of hegemonic masculinity in a variety of male-dominated settings (Cheng 1999)
such as sport (George 2005; Krane et al. 2004), careers (Powell, Bagilhole, and Dainty 2009), the military
(Addleston and Stirratt 1996; Barrett 1996), law enforcement (Martin 1982; McElhinny 1994) firefighting
(Desmond 2007), and boxing (Halberstam 1998).
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CHAPTER VII
THE DUAL CAREER
A period of both youthfulness and maturation, the university years are marked by
educational pursuit, identity development, self-exploration, risk-taking, and drug and alcohol
use. Researchers have posited that some level of substance use throughout the college years of
emerging adulthood is expected and normative (Schulenberg and Zarrett 2006; Schulenberg,
Maggs, and Hurrelmann 1997). These party behaviors result not only from youthful proclivities
for experimentation and risk-taking, but from students’ anticipation of “losing such opportunities
as adults” (Ravert 2009:377). It seems that students are right. Substance use among young adults
reaches its peak during the early twenties (Chen and Kandel 1995; Jackson et al. 2005; Johnston,
O'Malley, and Bachman 2003), there is limited initiation of use after age 25 (Chen and Kandel
1995; Hser, Longshore, and Anglin 2007), and patterns of use tend to decrease rapidly as people
age into middle and late adulthood (SAMSHA 2003, Schulenberg et al. 2004). Shulenberg and
Zarrett (2006) argue that the majority of college students replace substance use and other
associated behaviors with adult roles, and maturing out of substance use is often a function of
achieving adult responsibilities such as employment and marriage.
In this chapter, I analyze the dual career, or the intertwined paths of school and partying
that constituted university life. As students’ transitioned into their final years of college, they
understood that their university success was contingent on a reciprocal balance between their
academic responsibilities and their social lives. I focus on the structural, cultural, and
interpersonal shifts in students’ academic careers and social lives that impacted their substance
use. I also examine how their drug and alcohol use came to fit into the social order of their lives
during this period of emerging adulthood.
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From Academic Life to the Economic Life
As students progressed through their college career, they started to see their academic and
scholarly pursuits as important steps toward an adult career and economic independence. In
contrast to the detachment they sometimes felt from their studies freshman year, as students
became more involved in their major, they became more invested in their classes, assignments,
and grades. Students started to envision how their college training would lead to internships,
graduate school, or entry-level career positions. The future was closer, and the anticipation of
economic independence and adult roles replaced their freshmen year excitement of freedom and
liberation from parents. Not only did students locate their education as the primary vehicle
toward a future career, they also developed personal definitions of success, or what they wanted
out of their collegiate years.
Academic Significance
Entering into their junior and senior years, my informants noted the changing structure of
college academics that increased their bonds (Hirschi 1969) to their education. In contrast to
large classes where they felt like nameless faces or numbers in a grade book, students discussed
both a qualitative and quantitative change in how they experienced their coursework. John, the
22-year-old junior and environmental major, who, during his first-year at Campus University
struggled to find his academic niche, noted:
As you get older, I think you have more classes that you really like. Those classes that
you tell people about and that’s kind of what keeps me going to classes, like the
professors that know me and teach me things that apply to my major. It’s like you’re in a
place where you want to learn and you start to see some end goal in sight.
This personalization of academic pursuits and the meanings they applied to being a
student at Campus University served to enhance their attachment to the institution of education.
Intensification in the pride of graduating also emerged as students sought the admiration and
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esteem of parents and significant others. Jill, the 22-year-old senior with a double major in
sociology and dance, who had recalled her heavy partying freshmen year, discussed her change
in outlook and behavior with regard to graduation:
For me it was getting closer to graduating college, I never really realized how big
of a celebration it really is because there aren’t a lot of people who graduate
college and it’s a pretty big thing. I’ve put myself more in perspective with the
rest of the world because now I realize how much I’ve learned. I realize how
lucky I am that I’m able to be in school and have had my parents’ help and stuff.
As students’ attachments to their education increased, so to did their commitment to their
declared major and their involvement in coursework. As they registered for their upper-division
classes with reduced class sizes, personalized professor feedback, and demanding projects and
assignments, they had to place more time and energy into their schoolwork to realize success.
These bonds emerged not only to enhance academic pursuits, but also to quell the heavier
partying they reported freshman year. Nathan, the 22-year-old premed major, noted:
I just find school more important, more demanding. I’m in the core of my major
classes. So, I have to wake up in the morning, I wish I could party all night and
not have a hangover (laughing), but I can’t. I’ve had it happen too many times.
And I’m really pissed if I sleep all day. I get really mad. We didn’t have a
problem with it when we were younger, but we do now.
Students reported that in their latter years of college, the reality of graduation and finding
employment was more pronounced. Students were in specific and discrete stage of emerging
adulthood (Arnett 2000, 2004) where they would be required to experiment with adult roles such
as economic independence and career development. Not only was the task of finding adult
employment on the horizon, but students discussed gaining part-time work, internships, or
volunteer opportunities during their latter years at Campus University. Many of these new
endeavors centered on networking, resume building, or practical experience outside of their
academics as students developed commitment (Becker 1960; Burke and Reitzes 1991; McCall
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and Simmons 1966) to their academic career. Kristin, the 21-year-old senior and sociology
major, noted:
I wish I was a freshman and sophomore again, it was so much more new and
carefree. But now, I think for me and other seniors it has to do with jobs. People
start getting part-time jobs and want to establish their own money. The
commitment to school is definitely related to having to graduate and find a real
job. I used to not care, or need to care, because I didn’t have that idea about the
future. That whole future thing starts looming junior and senior year. And then
it’s like, “all right, it’s time to grow up.” And that really changed my feelings on
partying, it’s almost like you have to earn it.
Kristin’s comment, that students have to “earn” their partying, developed from the time
and energy required of students’ intimate class settings, professor interaction, core class
requirements, approaching graduation deadlines, and expectations for future employment.
Students reported a greater belief and investment in their educational career. They began to
better understand the value of their education and internalized the attitude that these college
years would provide them with the skills necessary for success in this stage of emerging
adulthood. These burgeoning beliefs placed new meaning on substance use. Jane, a 21-year-old
senior and sociology major, stated:
And this year, senior year, I’m finally 21 and I’ve become more cautious about
drinking. I only go out 2-3 nights a week and I’m not really trying to party hard or
all night. Sometimes I only go out once a week, or I don’t go out at all. You have
to realize that if you want to be successful, you can’t continue partying like
freshman year. If you don’t really need to be in school, if your family has a lot of
money and you’re in college just to do the college thing, then you can drink your
way to graduation. But me and my friends, we are in school because we want to
be. We want to do something, and so drinking and partying just becomes a
different thing.
Although students began placing increased time and energy into their academics, they
still partied, and they still found time to party hard. As they progressed through their college
years, they learned to balance both partying and studying. This idea of a dual career required
students to learn balance their desire to party and socialize with the demands and rewards of a
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successful education. As the structural and cultural environment of students’ academics changed,
and the day of graduation neared, they began to organize their education and their partying
differently. Students discussed how their educational career and their party career could
compliment or conflict with one another (Van Maanen 1977), and how they learned to balance
the fluidity of these two careers and acquire the techniques, skills, and strategies to move back
and forth, from one to the other (Sharp and Hope 2001). Kelly, the 21-year-old sociology and
history major, elaborated:
And I mean, I still go out and drink, maybe like two nights a week, maybe three.
But I always know what work I have to do. I know I need to get my work done, I
mean, I never find myself at the expense of work, but I won’t go out and party
and then never get my work done. Sure, of course, I’ll have a ton of stuff to do
and I’ll go out and party, but that’s because I realize I can get my work done. I’ve
learned to set aside my time and keep it low key on certain nights. If there is a
paper due and there is a party, I’ll just say no, I’m not going to party. And we’ve
all made that choice to party and not get the paper done, but you learn that’s just
not how you do well in life.
This balance of the dual career was a negotiated process that students did deliberately as
they learned various management techniques that worked for them. Socializing and partying or
finding times to relax with friends and get high was still an important quality of life factor for my
respondents, yet these social scenes needed to be accomplished in relation to academics. Mary, a
21-year-old junior from Maryland, who, as a physiology major decided academics would not
rule her life, stated:
I just tell myself that if I sit down and do this, then I can go out tonight. I’ll be like, “Ok, I
am going to the library for three hours, and if I get all of my shit done, then I can go out.
So it’s an incentive, I never really did that before. And if I don’t go out, I’ve done it all
before, and I know I’m not like missing anything.
Mary expressed her contrasting views from freshman year to senior year. In her firstyear, she felt that “If I didn’t go out and party, I was missing something,” while senior year, she
noted, “I know I’m not missing anything.” Countless respondents echoed Mary’s sentiments
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about the party scene as more commonplace or routine than freshmen year, yet the party scene
itself had not changed. The social scene that had once pulled them from their academics was
waning in importance. Even those students with “senioritis” who claimed to be getting their last
days of heavy partying in before entering the “real world,” mandated time and effort into their
final paper and exams. Ben, a 21-year-old psychology major and intern at a local health clinic,
noted:
I mean, I get the senioritis thing, we all do, even my friends who really value school. We
get to that point where were like, “Pshh, I don’t care. I’m this close, I’m going out to
party.” But then there are the nights where we’re like, “Holy shit, I have so much to do!”
And you freak out a little bit and get your work done, you know, start hanging out in
Starbuck’s and skip the bars for a while.
For students, the confusion surrounding their status position and associated role behaviors
as college freshman subsided as they assembled the knowledge, skills, motives, and contacts
necessary for academic career success. They understood that college was a time for
experimentation with drugs and alcohol (Dworkin 2005; Ravert 2009), but that maturity,
responsibility, and dedication was required of them to achieve success balancing their dual
career.
Defining Success
A key facet for maintaining the dual career of academics and partying was students’
pragmatic definitions of college success. These beliefs about their college experience involved
combining goals of experimentation and partying and goals of academic achievement. They
understood that their partying might hinder their schoolwork and factored this into their college
lives. Students’ dual career unfolded in response to these personal definitions of appropriate
levels of schoolwork and substance use. These designations of success, though specific to each
student, echoed ones general desire to accomplish both social and educational goals throughout
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their university career. To do this, they distanced themselves from goals that depended only on
grades and GPAs and extended their collegiate goals to activities that they valued such as drug
and alcohol. Ben, the 21-year-old junior and psychology major, explained:
I would say getting good grades, expanding my knowledge of the world. And college, I
feel like, should be a setting to set me up for the next step in my life. And if it doesn’t,
then I don’t see the point in being here. And it’s not just grades, part of my success is
going out, trying new things, partying, taking some acid and hiking around, you know,
just living my life how I see fit.
These definitions of success reflected an emerging self-control as students accounted for
their personal academic pursuits (i.e., grades, GPA, graduation), but included their own emerging
adult goals of drinking, drug use, and partying. Students consciously and deliberately designated
a reciprocal relationship between their partying and their schoolwork. They readily admitted that
their partying had, at times, impeded their academics, but for many it was a part of their college
experience. Marc, a 21-year-old senior and physiology major, noted:
Partying has hindered my schoolwork at times; it does that every now and again. But
that’s what college is all about. You can’t tell me that adults, throughout life, don’t have
shitty days at work or space out on a meeting because of going out. I haven’t made it to
class a few times and I’ve half-assed a paper or two because I wanted to go out, but in the
big scheme of life, it just doesn’t matter that much to me. I’ll also go weekends without
drinking later because I have work to do. For me it was figuring out the give and take and
I know I’ve had great college experiences through partying.
Marc’s definitions of success accounted for his prediction and later experiences that
sometimes, partying would impact his studies. Even for students who claimed that partying never
hindered their schoolwork, they explicitly set aside time for drug and alcohol use and strove to
minimize any impact on their academic pursuits. Students learned to manage because their desire
to socialize and party during these precious college years was immense. Jill, the 22-year-old
sociology and dance major, stated:
In terms of schoolwork, partying hasn’t had a major impact. I mean it may be easier to do
my schoolwork if I wasn’t hungover on Fridays, but it really has not had an extreme
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influence, especially since I have gotten older. I am really happy about the way I have
learned to manage, and the way I have been doing in school. I don’t think partying would
be worth it if it got in the way of school. It is a balancing act, I really work hard and want
to be successful, graduate with honors and in four years, but I also don’t want to miss
anything. And it’s hard for me to stay in on Thursday night when I hear people outside
partying, so I hate feeling like I’m missing out. So I know that when I go out a lot, that I
need to make up for it equally by working extra hard, because for me, and my friends, it’s
really important to get those experiences, to not miss out and to have the best time I
possibly could have, but also get good grades and a diploma.
Overall, respondents reported that their emerging values and beliefs about their university
experience differed from conventional conceptions of what it means to be attending college.
Although parents and school officials might not consider partying and socializing as critical to
the collegiate years as studying, grades, and GPAs, students did. As seniors, students had learned
the appropriate role behaviors for a college student (e.g., study, attend class, take good notes,
schedule time effectively, prioritize classwork), but included their own personal conceptions
about what being a college student was about for them. Matt, the 21-year-old junior and
economics major, noted:
I mean you can’t ignore certain factors like the amount of money you are putting into
your education or the importance of a degree. I think everyone’s definition of success is
different, but now people are pretty successful partying and getting grades to graduate.
I’m not always one of those people. I mean, I get really good grades, but I’m not always
getting A’s because I like to go out. I think college success for me is doing what you
want. You have to take advantage of what is around you in college. I mean the whole
partying and intramural sports, that has shaped me just as much as my education. You
just have to find that even keel. You want to learn how to interact with people, you want
to try new things, make friends and all those connections. You need the education, but
you don’t need an A in every class every time.
Finding balance for these dual careers, or as Matt noted, “an even keel,” was not a simple
task, but required trial and error, experience, learning, and a connection to academic life. For
students, both academic changes and the proximity of the conventional social order (e.g.,
employment, early mornings, nine to five, and economic independence) operated as normative
social control to manage a dual career. Students still partied in their later years of college, but
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changes in their associations, reinforcements, and agency fostered a different manner of drug and
alcohol use.
From Party Life to Social Life
As students progressed through college and toward graduation, they gained symbolic and
tangible party capital that was structurally and culturally unavailable the first years of university
life. They no longer felt like outsiders from the thriving social life of parties and bars. On the
contrary, they were able to participate in the party scene whenever and however they pleased.
The surrounding community of Campus University no longer seemed like a vast and uncharted
world, and they had settled into a primary network of friends. Students lived on their own, away
from the dormitory police patrols and the prying eyes, ears, and noses of Resident Assistants and
Campus Safety Officers. With more adult forms of independence and freedom, students
continued to drink, use drugs, and party, but their substance use was influenced by new modes
self-control and social control fostered by structural, cultural, and interactional dynamics
unknown to them freshman year.
Newfound Agency
A central factor that contributed to students’ ability to learn self-control, especially with
regard to alcohol use, was turning twenty-one. Although the 21st birthday typically involved a
night of excessive drinking, and open access to bars meant a brief spike in consumption, students
reported that being of legal drinking age significantly changed their drinking patterns. Mary, a
21-year-old senior and integrative physiology major, stated:
Well, you turn 21 and it’s cool for like a month and then you’re just over the heavy stuff.
Because all of the sudden you’re allowed to do it. And before it’s, “Oh, I can drink!” So,
it’s just that you think about it differently. And it’s also how your friends begin to think
about it. And my friends and I are all older; I don’t have a single friend under 21 anymore
that I hang out with on a regular basis. And you’re just able to drink on a more mature
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level. You just don’t have that option before you’re legally allowed to do it.
With more access to alcohol, students reported a reduction in their heaviest drinking.
They were no longer forced to smuggle illegally acquired liquor into their residence hall,
drinking quickly before parties or football games. They had direct entrée into the party scene
they once worked so hard to access. They could attend a casual happy hour before walking to a
party with a six-pack of their favorite beer. If they wanted to tailgate before football games they
no longer feared police intervention or an underage citation. Thus structural change placed a
large group of college students in a social position where they did not have to drink as heavily,
sporadically, and dangerously. Ben, the 21-year-old junior and psychology major, elaborated:
I feel like if I ever was a binge drinker, I do it less. Before you had to call someone to get
you alcohol and sneak it everywhere. You had to have a reliable source, but now you can
just go whenever and wherever. And this really calms it down for everyone, definitely for
me and my friends. So, instead of like, “I need to drink this and get fucked up cause this
is all I have,” type of thing, now I can drink in bars and at restaurants, legally on my
porch. And it can really slow things down because you have more options. It doesn’t
slow you down just because you hit this magic number (being 21), but you can just be
your own boss and go places and get drinks. Me and my friends used to sneak around and
would pour whiskey, or whatever we could get, into a bottle and carry it around, like
crazy nasty mixtures. I would never drink that now. You just stop partying that way. I
still get drunk, but it’s not drinking just to get really drunk, like not just to get fucked up,
it’s more social I guess.
This structural change that allowed students agency and power, also shifted the cultural
setting of the college party scene. Similar to the changing definitions attached to marijuana that
students experienced with conventional access through dispensaries, the meanings attached to
alcohol evolved and shifted considerably. Similar to marijuana, alcohol became increasingly
conventional and routine and lost its allure as a deviant activity. Just as students garnered control
over their marijuana experience through different cannabis strains and edible options; they
gained choices over alcohol intoxication that fit their mood, the setting, or their desired effect.
Students acquired specific tastes for beer or wine, viewed drinking as an increasingly casual
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social endeavor, and saw themselves as more responsible adult drinkers, now distanced from the
immature debauchery of freshman year. Although heavy drinking was still a facet of senior
drinking, substance use began to take a different form as students were structurally placed in
different learning environments with new reinforcements (Akers 2009; Sutherland 1947) for
behavior. Kristin, the 21-year-old sociology major, stated:
It’s funny, I would try and go to the bars more freshman and sophomore year because of
the fact I couldn’t. Same with drinking. I just had to go as much as I could when I knew I
could get in, I had to take advantage when it was there. I turned twenty-one and now I’m
having wine with dinner and I actually appreciate and respect alcohol a lot more. When
me and my friends all started turning 21 our junior year, alcohol become more of a
background thing because it was there to be had. It’s like you can go out and get a glass
of wine, get your favorite beer, and if you go somewhere, you don’t need to get all drunk
beforehand because you’ll get served. I can go places and drink what I choose. I don’t
have to drink what’s there at some party or what someone else has for me. It just changes.
You start to learn the tastes of alcohol and start to enjoy it for other things aside from
getting drunk.
Students now frequented establishments such as restaurants and bars where they
interacted with drinkers of all ages and began to view moderate and controlled drinking as the
norm rather than the exception. Socializing in conventional establishments contributed to an
environmental change where the heaviest drinking or drug use was less tolerated. Although the
informal norms and rules of intoxication depended on the venue, at house parties, for example,
there were no rules. Students reported that although their peers certainly had too much to drink in
bars or became too “fucked up,” the controls in bars such as bartenders, bouncers, concerned
patrons, and normative boundaries of intoxication often discouraged the heaviest drinking.
Students were increasingly expected to proctor their own alcohol use, and that of their friends, as
social control subtly shifted from the police and Campus University officials to intimate peer
groups.
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The Changing Audience
As students matured through the college years they developed a closer, primary group of
friends with people around whom they felt comfortable. Researchers note that university students
typically move from superficial secondary networks to more intimate primary relationships, and
the quality of these networks are associated with positive outcomes (Hays and Oxley 1986). As
their friendship bonds developed, their friends served as safer interactional environments to use
drugs, to drink, and to get drunk. Students had developed a trustworthy and dependable primary
network. Jane, a 21-year-old senior and sociology major, stated:
I really trust my friends, my circle of really good friends. In the past when I would get
drunk, maybe too drunk, I wasn’t with anyone who was close to me, I didn’t have those
close friends. I didn’t know if I could rely on them much.
With a more trustworthy groups of friends students reported having a comfortable group
to have the occasional drunk night, experiment with drugs, or have more experienced friends
show them the ropes when using certain substances. Although their friends allowed a few
hedonistic evenings, these well bonded social networks were ultimately a tool toward control and
moderation. These intimate groups provided “drunk support” when students encountered a
“drinking crisis” (Vander Ven 2011) or other drug crisis. If students drank to a slovenly point or
consumed greater amounts of drugs than they intended, their primary group members would help
them regain control (e.g., walking them home, calming them down, providing them with water)
or simply shield them from the troubles and disputes associated with over-intoxication (e.g.,
fights, police, injury, campus officials, bouncers). These primary groups were not automatically
established; students developed these intimate support networks during their first years partying
at Campus University.
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Primary friendship groups also established boundaries of intoxication. Similar to the
subcultural norms discussed by Faupel (1991), being involved with a primary network of friends
meant abiding by the norms and rules of the group. As students moved into junior and senior
year with these people, they all developed informal guidelines regarding drug and alcohol use
that served as a form of informal control. In the past, the norms had revolved around hard
partying, and while that was still a facet of the senior experience, accountability to ones friends
dominated those later college years. Jen, a senior political science major with a minor in
economics, noted:
When I was younger I hung out with, you know, people I didn’t know that well, this
heavy party crowd. But of course, everyone was partying. I found that to be exciting
when I got to college. I found that to be cool. And now, I had this conversation the other
day with one of my really close friends, I’m glad I found a groups of friends that don’t
really condone getting shitfaced every night. Every now and again, okay. Buy, maybe
just go on a hike instead or other things like that. And it’s weird how I never figured that
out until now, I just knew that wasn’t where I was anymore, and if it was, my friends I
have now would sit me down because I’m surrounded with people who know me better.
Close friends, and a more stable social network helped keep students in line. Deep and
developed social bonds provided students with honest, upfront, and even displeasing information
about their substance use and behavior. The positive or negative sanctions (Heckert and Heckert
2002) experienced through friends were potent informal control mechanisms.
With a solid group of friends the context and audience of the college party scene changed
and students’ conceptions of partying shifted. No longer were they using drugs in what seemed
to be a world of strangers. In the anomic and normless conditions of freshman year, students
scrambled to meet peers and form friendships, but having maturing friends helped reduce the
immense pressure to party that exists in contemporary university campuses (Herman-Kinney and
Kinney 2013). Within their primary circles, the pressure to party was gradually reduced.
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It used to be more social pressure. Even when I go out now, if I’m not drinking people
are like, “You want to drink?” “Why aren’t you drinking” But now I feel I can say,
especially to my friends, I’m not going to drink tonight and they’re cool about it. It’s just
not cool to give someone a ton of shit for not drinking anymore. We’ve all been there.
Get over it. And so there is still the pressure to drink, but it’s less now and I have the
confidence to say, “not tonight.”
This interactional decrease in the peer-to-peer pressure to party was just one example of
how primary groups began to informally control and mediate drinking and drug using behaviors.
These primary friendship groups served as a stable set of generalized others, operating as a
source of student’s values, beliefs, perspectives, and self-comparisons (Matsueda 1992; Mead
1934). Students learned from their friends, internalized past alcohol and drug experiences and
applied them to their current patterns and thoughts on substance use. They based their behavior
from the standpoint of their close-knit friend groups and reflected appraisals from primary
groups members. Their friends provided a foundation for a regulated “Me,” that informed an
impulsive “I” that could easily be swept up in the wild and crazy effervescence of the college
party scene. This role-taking process, or the continuous rehearsal between the “I” and the “Me,”
produced and reproduced informal guidelines and rules for students to follow. They started to
develop a reflexive “party consciousness” through the norms of their primary group
relationships. Dave, a 21-year-old, senior and finance major, discussed the norms and standards
of his circle of friends that served as informal control:
Compared to freshman year alcohol stops working as an excuse. My friends will call you
out, or just rip on you. Back then if we were wasted and blacked out nobody apologized
or needed to excuse for their behavior, it was so accepted and so common. I really think
it’s your friends, I think it makes partying so different depending on who you have to
answer to for your behavior.
The anomic audience of freshman year gave way to a tighter and bonded group where
norms, beliefs, and values about drinking and drug use were established. Students appreciated
these friendships, or as Amanda, a 21-year-old political science and studio art major, noted, “I
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just value my friendships more now that I know these are my good friends.” Not only were
friendship groups serving as a stable set of generalized others, as the most potent informal
sanction, students often feared losing or alienating close friends for excessive or inappropriate
partying. Kelly, a 21-year-old sociology and history major, elaborated:
You just learn how to do it all better. I mean for me, it took making mistakes and feeling
bad about myself. I never really alienated my friends. But it was always the fear of
alienating them and making them mad or feel bad, and not making them want to be my
friends anymore. That was enough for me. I had developed this good group of friends and
I wanted to enjoy my drinking experiences in general, which made me be like, “Alright,
c’mon, figure it out.” And it’s screwing up that makes people learn. It’s really an
increased respect for your friends. Because freshman year, like you really weren’t sure
who your friends were gonna be. There were plenty of people you went out with, but you
were trying to figure out who your real friends are. I just didn’t care as much back then.
Through their primary friendship groups students experienced support, safety, advice,
sanctions, and boundaries in relation to their partying behaviors. However, they also gained party
capital and they all began enjoying drugs and alcohol in a different manner. Together, they
explored different bars and restaurants, tried different wines and alcohol, experimented with
LSD, or took MDMA and went to shows. However, alcohol was still the most widely used drug
in the college party scene and it was a pivotal change when students could incorporate drinking
into conventional activities they enjoyed like hiking, skiing, trivia, tailgating, dinners, and happy
hours. This cultural shift further changed students’ patterns of substance use and the meanings
they applied to intoxication.
Sorry for Partying (Not As Hard)
Students fully experienced the party scene by their senior year. And while each student’s
trajectory through the college party scene was distinct, general patterns of change were apparent
in their drug and alcohol use as collective. Students started to learn their limits, and though they
still violated their desired levels of intoxication on various occasions, their partying was
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gradually evolving. With shifts in agency and audience, academic constraints, and approaching
graduation, students reported developing a different style of partying as they moved through their
junior and senior years of college. Students’ gradually shifting party behaviors were mediated by
normative social controls fostered through social learning and their emerging beliefs concerning
intoxication. They began to apply new meaning to why they used drugs and alcohol. Jane, the 21year-old senior and sociology major, elaborated:
Everybody still drinks, and sometimes just to get drunk. But we’re doing it differently.
To drink and act like you did as a freshman is deviant, in the bad sense, not the fun sense.
You’re supposed to get that kind of behavior out of your system. So, when I say deviant
here, I’m using it in terms of something strange, I use it a lot to say something is
abnormal. And you still have those crazy nights, but based off of me and my friends, they
become crazy nights for a reason, like a party, or a celebration, or a birthday. They’re not
crazy just because you want to get wasted, that’s getting old. It’s like now you need more
of a reason and if you’re still drinking like you were freshman year, you’re just looked at
differently.
Students’ drug and alcohol use became part of an occasion or a social event rather than
simply the substance being the occasion or the event. Students did not always need a reason to
drink, as almost any occasion sometimes sufficed (Vander Ven 2011), but the act of getting
drunk, just to get drunk, started to lose its appeal. These shifting motivations were not learned or
internalized in a vacuum, but were directly related to primary group norms and academic
accountability.
Students also reported that certain levels of intoxication were increasingly seen as
immature, irresponsible, annoying, and even dangerous. A person who abused alcohol and drugs,
became regularly over intoxicated, or used at improper times at inappropriate locations, was
increasingly stigmatized, as his or her behavior was something to be avoided. Students became
more aware about how intoxicated they were becoming and where this behavior was occurring
during their college career. Doug, a 22-year-old, sociology and history major, explained:
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I think when we were younger, we defined ourselves by how much we could drink and
party. And I think people my age are more respected if they don’t necessarily abuse
things. It’s a total shift in the idea of what was once cool and acceptable. You just don’t
want to be that really fucked up person, it just loses its sense. You know? Now it’s like,
what are you doing with your life? And it used to be how many beers you can chug and
how much fun you have, but that doesn’t really tell people who you are anymore. As the
real world gets closer, people start to define themselves differently. It’s time to wake up
from being drunk and make real decisions.
With these increasing concerns regarding intoxication, students reported a change in both
their alcohol and drug use and noted that they had developed more responsible and mature
substance use behaviors. They reported continuing to enjoy the use of alcohol and other drugs,
but stories of limiting and self-control began to dominate as they discussed their latter years of
partying. Someone without limits or boundaries regarding their substance use was potentially
stigmatized and could attract a negative label (e.g., “stoner,” “drunk,” “liability,” “druggie” or
“shitshow”). At this point, such designations were unattractive and undesired. For students, their
limits concerning alcohol and drugs were both symbolic and pragmatic and reflected who they
were in life and where they were going with their future. Limits operated as an informal control
and reflected maturity and moving forward in life. Students reported that substance use would be
continuous facet of adult life, but accomplished in a manner they viewed as appropriate for
adulthood and reflective of their burgeoning “real-world” identity (i.e., new status positions and
associated role behaviors). They reported that partying reflected different life stages and that the
final phase of college involved a fundamental shift away from the heaviest partying behaviors.
Molly, the 21-year-old junior and advertising major, discussed:
And it’s not like I don’t do drugs or drink anymore, because I do. I just did coke the other
night and I still like to take ecstasy when I go to shows. But you have to learn to limit
yourself, maybe do it once a month and have a good time with it, you know, don’t do too
much and stay in control. I know I’ll always drink and always dabble in some drugs for
special occasions. I mean clearly there are some mistakes I could live without, you know?
Like maybe I didn’t learn from my first mistake, but made the same mistake again, like I
probably should have learned. But I mean, I would not have figured it all out if I hadn’t
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fucked up a bunch of times. And when I was fucking up, all my friends were too and now
we know and we don’t party like that anymore. If you still party so hard that you’re
always over the line, it just looks bad. People start to wonder if you have a problem or
any direction in your life. Like, what is the deal with so and so, he is ever going to get his
shit together.
For students, these gradual changes in partying behaviors were not just derived from
academic involvement and primary group norms, but from their social learning of appropriate
rituals (Zinberg 1986) and cultural recipes (Maloff et al. 1979). These informal controls
unfolded through students’ past experiences and within their intimate friendship groups as
students learned the subcultural norms and rules of drug use that fit into conventional lifestyles.
As potent informal social controls, cultural recipes describe which substances to use, why, and in
what amount to achieve desired effects; they identify those who teach when, where, how, why,
and with who to use certain drugs; they denote the positive and negative sanctions that reinforce
or discourage different forms of substance use; and explain the social relations that make it
convenient or inconvenient to use drugs in certain ways (Glassner and Berg 1980). Participants
had to learn the cultural recipes that supported a productive and successful dual career by
reducing negative consequences and sanctions. These cultural recipes were in their infancy upon
students entrance into university life and only through trial and error, mistakes, information
diffusion, and social learning, could students begin to incorporate cultural recipes into their lives.
Jeff, a 22-year-old senior and marketing major, explained:
And the problem right now with college campuses is that most people don’t know their
limits, especially freshman and even sophomores. How would you know any of this until
you do it? And so people are just partying past their limits, and that’s the problem,
especially with the underage drinking. They have never had a chance to learn any limits.
And limits vary, which makes it hard for administrators, the government, whoever is
trying to deal with this college binge drinking. Kids need to learn limits, but also what
they want out of partying. And they just have few responsible learning experiences. I
really think the drinking age should be 18. I think that right now alcohol is very
accessible to underage people, especially on college campuses. And people are inclined
to drink more because it’s illegal and taboo, they’re not supposed to do it. I mean it’s fun,
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you’re doing something illegal, you get high, you get drunk, and you don’t have your
parents looking over your shoulder. But now you have the cops, administrators, RAs
telling you don’t do this. Don’t do what every other kid on campus across the U.S. is
doing. It just doesn’t make any sense to me.
Students were critical of the formal methods of control associated with campus police
and the university conduct office that they experienced primarily during their time in the dorms.
They attributed their shifting beliefs and behaviors regarding substance use to their social
learning experiences and the lessons they learned from positive and negative sanctions through
their primary friendship networks. Their informal control methods were not automatically
activated upon entering the vast and uncharted college party scene, but required the proper
structural, cultural, and interactional elements to materialize and evolve.
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CHAPTER VIII
CONCLUSION
The initial transition from high school to university life resulted in a breakdown of
familiar and reliable structures for ordering students’ lives (Karp, Holstrom, and Gray 1998). The
move to college constituted a structural and cultural shift that located them in a transitional status
position (i.e., college student). Similar to Van Gennep's (1960) notion of “liminality,” during
their move from home to college, students experienced a period of time when they were in
between old and new statuses. This structural shift meant that they would leave behind their past
role behaviors of high school to navigate the responsibilities, activities, and risks of being an
independent and self-directed college student. Learning university life involved negotiating
unfamiliar academic terrain, developing intimate and depth primary friendships, and
experimenting with drugs and alcohol within a thriving and intense college party scene.
During these years of emerging adulthood (Arnett 2000, 2004), I focused on students
introduction into, persistence throughout, and gradual shifts within, the college party scene. In
chapter four I explored students’ entry into college life and revealed a breakdown of informal
controls and the proliferation of formal regulations that, together, contributed to students’
experience and widespread partying. In chapter five I analyzed social control shifts that students
experienced through their entrée into the medical marijuana dispensary system and how this type
of regulation fostered effective formal and informal control. In chapter six I examined dominant
gender norms and heavy drinking practices that operated as informal, normative controls in
ordering the college party scene. In chapter seven I focused on students’ shifting relationship
with academics, their proximity to graduation, and their development of social networks in
relation to their learning experiences with drug and alcohol use. In this concluding chapter I
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provide an analysis of these chapters and offer insight into the control mechanisms operating
within university life that guide students through the college party scene.
Emerging Adulthood and Experimentation
Researchers argue (Dworkin 2005; Jessor and Jessor 1977; Ravert 2009; Schulenberg and
Zarrett 2006) that some level of substance use during the years of emerging adulthood is
normative, expected, and positive in the developmental process. Along the life-course,
experimentation and risky behaviors involving drug and alcohol use are primarily located in this
18- to 25- year old range that comprises a period between adolescence and young adulthood
(Arnett 1991, 2000, 2004). The emerging adult years are a result of cultural and structural shifts
in late modern society such as widespread enrollment in secondary education, later age of
marriage, and minimal family obligations. Due to such changes, emerging adulthood is
considered a unique and distinct period of life that postpones the transition to adult roles and
responsibilities. These youthful years involve developmental endeavors related to educational
attainment and career advancement, establishing social networks and romantic relationships, and
experimenting with identities and exploring the self (Arnett 2000, 2004; Schulenberg, Bryant,
and O’Malley 2004; Schulenberg and Zarrett 2006). In this period of the life course, emerging
adults shift from the dependence and control of adolescence toward, but not into, the
independence, freedom, and self-sufficiency of adulthood.
It is during these exploratory and self-directed years that university students engage in
experimentation with drugs and alcohol. Arnett (2000:475) posits that “emerging adults’ risk
behaviors can be understood as part of their identity exploration, that is, as one reflection of the
desire to obtain a wide range of experiences before settling down into roles and responsibilities
of adult life.” The transition to university life fosters experimentation as students experience
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greater independence and freedom from parental constraints. Furthermore, the collegiate culture
encourages risky behavior as students report all night parties, promiscuous sex, and drug use. In
this context, college students are susceptible to cross the unclear boundaries between healthy
experimentation and hazardous risk taking behavior (Dworkin 2005).
It is important to note that college students can experience both positive benefits and
negative consequences as a result of their drug and alcohol use. For emerging adults, testing
limits, partaking in risky activities, and finding the streams of consciousness they value is
important to their identity development and adult maturation. But the line between beneficial and
dangerous is often blurred (Jessor and Jessor 1977; Jessor 1991; Lightfoot 1997). As Dworkin
(2005:221) states: “Experimentation behaviors are not inherently dangerous or problematic,
rather, negative outcomes occur under certain conditions. It is unlikely that a behavior will be
either entirely problematic or conventional. It is possible to engage in both behaviors
simultaneously.” For example, not all drug using behavior is equivalent. There is a distinction
between smoking marijuana as a reward for finishing homework and hitting a bong four times a
day between classes. There is a difference between casually drinking beers over a game of pool
and shot-gunning beers, doing keg stands, and competing in case races. The divergent nature of
these drug using behaviors must be understood within the cultural contexts they occur and in
relation to normative social controls mediated through social learning processes. To understand
how college students come to increasingly control their drug and alcohol use, the structural,
cultural, and interactional changes they experience through the college years must be examined.
The social controls that students both develop and experience in relation to their substance use
are important because they reflect how emerging adults relate to formal control agents and
medical systems, and how they might socialize their peers or even their children into the
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informal rules and norms of using drugs. The control shifts students experience throughout their
college years are varied and distinct among different students and their primary networks.
However, fundamental patterns emerge as students’ transition into freshman year and progress
through university life.
Formal Control
As students became accustomed to their new freedoms of college life, they experienced
the punitive, zero tolerance polices of Campus University. Students were unable to party, even
moderately and quietly in their dorm rooms without incurring harsh formal sanctions. Even
though students managed strategies and techniques to hide their drug and alcohol use in the
residence halls, for many, the risk was overwhelming, especially for those who had already been
cited. The punitive policies at Campus University reflected the “law and order” stance of the War
on Drugs. The rules students experienced relied heavily on deterrence as undergraduates were
controlled primarily through identification, arrest, and disciplinary penalties. These sanctions
served an expressive (Garland 2001) rather than rehabilitative function, as Campus University
attempted to correct students’ deviant behavior by making an example out of their unlucky peers.
At the structural level, the strict prohibition of alcohol and drug use produced a strain on
the student population by denying lawful and appropriate ways to party. Students drank and used
drugs in secrecy, away from any manner of oversight or control. Similar to the “iron law of
prohibition” (Gray 2011) (i.e., the more heavily a drug and its users are enforced, the more
dangerous the drug and its use becomes), students often consumed the strongest of liquors in a
rushed manner to be discreet and quick in their intoxication. The opportunities to develop
moderate and controlled drinking were scarce because students could not drink casually in their
own rooms, pick out liquor that struck their fancy, or bring their own six-pack to a party.
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Furthermore, their lack of party capital (i.e., safe location, age, friendship networks) criminalized
their consumption of alcohol and forced them to drink heavily before parties, sporting events, or
other social functions. For students, breaking the law by procuring alcohol illegally or entering
bars underage was standard through fake IDs or older peers. They wandered campus
neighborhoods searching for non-hostile party environments, drank whatever liquor was
available, and drank excessively as they had minimal outlets to do otherwise.
At the cultural level, these heavy drinking practices were sustained by subcultural norms
and values about partying. As the punitive zero-tolerance polices pushed partying behaviors
behind closed doors, students were thrust into a deviant subculture where they learned distinct
ideologies and norms regarding alcohol use. Students existed in a culture of surveillance and
were monitored by peers (i.e., Campus Safety Officers and Resident Assistants), private citizens
(i.e., bouncers, bartenders, athletic security, and private firms), and the police. This intense
enforcement created subcultural boundaries between students and conventional society as they
devised subculturally specific ways to obtain alcohol and drink secretly and discreetly. For
students, generating channels into the party scene was important because the pressure to drink at
parties and bars was rife and students who did not conform to this norm were stigmatized.
Furthermore, failing to notify Resident Assistants of overdose or other problems for fear of
sanctions produced a culture of fear, distrust, and excess. Students were effectively distanced
from conventional norms and behaviors surrounding alcohol use and learned ideas and beliefs of
normality (Goffman 1983) within a deviant organization of their neophyte peers (Best and
Luckenbill 1980). Students experienced a cultural border (Sellin 1938) in which they were
culturally separated from normative drinking practices by punitive strategies aimed at curbing
the party scene at Campus University.
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At the interactional level, these punitive policies also impacted students’ burgeoning
social networks. Upon an arrest or citation, students faced sanctions ranging from community
service, fines, jail time, drug testing, suspension, or expulsion. Once students were caught in this
wide net of sanctions, they were emotionally and socially distanced from their burgeoning social
life as those students who faced even the most minimal formal sanctions often became afraid to
hang out with peers (e.g., guilty by association) for fear of further troubles with the city or the
university. Furthermore, students who found themselves doing community service, working
extra shifts to pay fines, or using time and money toward drug testing regimes, were distanced
from their academic obligations. Once students were in the Campus University conduct system,
any further trouble was cumulatively added to their previous transgressions, even if they had
completed their service, suspension, fines, or drug testing mandates. These conditions impacted
students’ peer interactions, social outlets, and emotional state and produced social anxieties and
further concealment of substance use.
Medical Control
In contrast to the zero-tolerance and prohibitionist formal controls surrounding alcohol
use that students experienced through Campus University, they encountered a fundamental shift
in social control as they entered a legal dispensary system for medical marijuana. Similar to the
punitive policies at Campus University, the control of marijuana has historically been concerned
with formal control agents such as the police, the courts, and the prisons. Drug policy in the U.S.
is primarily criminogenic and emphasizes a punitive and neoconservative “law and order”
stance. Instead of acknowledging the limits of the sovereign state and adapting to them, the “War
on Drugs” continues its attempt to restore public confidence in criminal justice while asserting
the values of moral discipline, individual responsibility, and respect for authority (Garland
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2001). Disregarding evidence that crime does not readily respond to severe sentences or new
police powers, the U.S. criminal justice system relies on deterrence and aims to control
marijuana possession and distribution through arrest and incarceration (McBride et al 2009;
Robinson and Scherlen 2007; Shelden 2010). Deterrence theory contends that swift, certain, and
harsh formal punishments will eliminate or at least minimize deviant behavior such as drug use
(Akers 2000; Shelden 2010; Thomas and Bishop 1984). These social control policies have
resulted in a dramatic increase in drug arrests (especially for marijuana)16 and contributed to the
mass incarceration rates in the U.S. (Benavie 2009; Shelden 2010). Policymakers have
anticipated that a shift away from formal, criminogenic control methods (Benavie 2009; Global
Commission on Drug Policy 2011; Nadelmann 2004) would reduce the costs and problems
caused by drug prohibition.
Through the growing medical marijuana industry in the area surrounding Campus
University, the state, the community, and students experienced an unprecedented shifting of
controls. The change from blanket prohibition transferred social control to a regulatory
framework that fostered legal-medical controls. Norms and rules flowed through social life and
human interaction, as student cardholders were socialized into a legitimate and conventional
system of obtaining and using their drugs. Medical marijuana dispensaries provided participants
eighteen years of age and older with an efficient and secure environment for the purchase of
cannabis. In contrast to their collegiate experiences with alcohol, where students lacked party
capital, by holding a registry card marijuana users distanced themselves from the criminal justice
sanctions handed down to those who illegally possessed and distributed the drug.
In a twist on Becker (1963), students entered a socialization process that taught them
16

Despite the official claims that the Drug War is focused on "hard drugs" and drug traffickers, of the 1,638,846
drug arrests in 2010, 853,808 were for marijuana. Of these arrests, 750,591 were simply for the possession of
marijuana and constituted 45.8 percent of all drug arrests in 2010 (UCR 2010).
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new social meanings attached to marijuana. They learned the language, definitions, and
motivations of the medical marijuana industry and reaped the benefits of a regulated, controlled
market. Students internalized this new information about health benefits, strain effects, and
reliable branding, and transmitted it to others in their social networks. By embracing a legalmedicalized industry that provided them with agency and power over their drug experience,
students demonstrated the effectiveness of regulation over blanket prohibition. Social control and
power shifted away from both the police and the underground market and operated instead
through the conventional norms, values, beliefs, and business practices of a legal-medicalized
framework. State regulated and formal intervention was still possible, but only under
circumstances when the supervisory legal-medical controls were no longer sufficient.
This monumental shift in social control also reflected the beliefs and practices of the
criminologies evidenced in late modern society (Garland 1996, 2001) that diffuse control
throughout civil society. The medicalization of cannabis defined deviance down significantly
(Moynihan 1993) and effectively reduced the demands placed on the state's criminal justice
agencies. At the same time, the state increasingly embedded social controls into the fabric of
society, rather than inserting them from above in the form of sovereign command (Garland
2001). Medical dispensary owners, cultivators, investors, students, and employees, along with
local politicians and affiliated business owners, remained bound to state laws and polices and
were expected to proctor themselves while government powers watched at a distance for a
breakdown in control. The state was unable to manage the illicit marijuana market alone and
redirected its control efforts away from the sole authority of the police, the courts, and the
prisons. The dispensary industry provided the state with a situation in which it governed, but did
not coercively control marijuana and its users. Instead, the government managed the drug
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through the actors involved in the legal-medical industry, and effectively mandated them as
active partners in sustaining and enforcing the formal and informal controls of the dispensary
system. The state controlled at an ostensibly distant fashion, but did not resign its power. On the
contrary, it retained its traditional command over the police and the prisons while expanding its
efficiency and capacity to regulate marijuana and its users. This new reality in crime control
deemphasized traditional formal controls (i.e., police, course, and prisons) and emphasized legalmedical mechanisms. Students, as well as other marijuana users within the dispensary system,
experienced this control shift at the structural, cultural, and interactional level of their lives.
While users gained power and agency over their marijuana experience, the state extended greater
control over this particular drug subculture.
At the structural level, the legal-medical model reduced the strain of a substantial
segment of society by institutionalizing acceptable and lawful means of accessing marijuana,
effectively shifting students and users into an ecological position where they could be watched
and controlled. The groups once involved in the illicit market became visible, and the laws that
governed the use, distribution, and production of cannabis became enforceable by the state.
Marijuana users were patients and subject to medical control as they required a physician's
recommendation to consume the drug lawfully. The state mandated what medical conditions
warranted a registry card, and monitored people through licensing applications, doctors’ files,
government paperwork, and the medical marijuana registry. Dispensary owners were required to
grow 70 percent of their own product, to provide live 24-hour surveillance camera feeds of their
cultivation and distribution warehouses, and to subject themselves to periodic inspection.
Dispensary owners and employees were fingerprinted and underwent extensive background
checks, and marijuana businesses only operated in State zoned locations. By amassing
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knowledge about, and creating regulations for, the social organization of the marijuana industry
and its users, the government engaged in aggregating and transmitting this information17 into the
public realm and structured a framework for emerging modes of normative control.
At the cultural level, the legal-medical system provided a greater degree of social order,
stability, and integration by relocating marijuana users into the fold of conventional norms and
values. Cultural cohesion and conformity were fostered through legitimate business operations
that catered to conventional lifestyles and work hours, quelled concerns over safety and
lawfulness, and reduced the alienation of a subculture of users. The state effectively aligned a
once criminal population of people with dominant ideals of normality (Goffman 1983) and
dismantled a framework of deviant organization (Best and Luckenbill 1980) with distinct
ideologies and norms concerning marijuana sales and use. The government incorporated the
norms and values of conventional society into the processes of distributing and using cannabis,
and now assisted in controlling marijuana through the cultural transmission (Shaw and McKay
1942) of rituals and sanctions now aligned with the normative social order.
Both of these macro- and meso- level shifts augmented control of marijuana and users at
an interactional level. These structural and cultural changes directly influenced micro-level
processes and mediated people's differential associations and social learning processes (Akers
2009; Sutherland 1947; Sutherland and Cressey 1955) as students were increasingly socialized
into a conventional drug lifestyle. Marijuana users in the dispensary system decreased their
contacts with deviant others and increased their contacts with legitimate associations by
purchasing lawfully from licensed distributors. Dispensary owners interacted with banks,
contractors, real estate firms, tax specialists, and lawyers because they existed in legitimate

17

This information could also be transmitted to law enforcement.
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occupational associations and lawful community relations. This legal-medical model allowed the
state to further monitor interactional processes through receipts, taxes, and video surveillance.
This continuous supervision led to growing discipline and normalization within the marijuana
industry. With its newfound power the state had prescribed conforming modes of conduct upon
marijuana users. (Foucault 1977). Zoning laws mandated where transactions occurred,
distribution laws defined how much could be purchased, and monitored business hours
controlled the time sales occurred. The government also strengthened individual bonds to society
(Hirschi 1969) as a medical license protected users' conventional investments (i.e., education,
career, and family) and catered to their time-consuming activities as they decided the time,
speed, and location of their purchases. Finally, the medicalization of marijuana prompted people
to endorse society's rules as progressively more politically and morally correct, since users were
typically critical of cannabis prohibition.
The benefits to the state were numerous.18 The legal-medical system reduced illegal
marijuana sales, typically impervious to law enforcement, that occurred consensually within
personal social networks (Caulkins and Pacula 2006). The State gained a substantial revenue
stream from licensure and taxation, saved money once spent on arresting, adjudicating, and
imprisoning non-violent marijuana offenders, reduced the "gateway effect" by decreasing users'
contact with "harder" drugs, and released a substantial segment of the population from the
criminal label, effectively lowering the crime rate. In a vein similar to the "new culture of crime
control," the State modified the social and economic routines of a once illicit industry. By
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This legal-medical system also accommodated the ideals of neoliberalism as regulating marijuana became
increasingly privatized. For example, the State demanded 24-hour video surveillance over dispensary operations and
required private security firms to monitor operations. It required private businesses to regulate their own marijuana
production and distribution, monitor their own employees and financial accounts, and direct their own branding and
promotional campaigns. In neoliberal fashion, marijuana was deregulated for capital gain.
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limiting the supply of criminal opportunities, shifting risks, reducing harm, and redistributing
costs, the State responded to both the causes (i.e. an unregulated and criminal market) and
effects (costs, fear, and potential victims) of crime once related to marijuana prohibition. Finally,
marijuana became increasingly ordered through regulated controls that reflected conventional
society, rather than the deviant norms of a black market or the formal control agents of the
criminal justice system.
The shifting state laws regarding marijuana fostered an emergent medical ideology.
Marijuana was increasingly defined as medicinal, viewed through a medical framework, and
discussed using health terminology. Furthermore, the medical industry operated as “gatekeeper”
because students were required to get a physician’s recommendation to legally consume the
drug. Marijuana took on a different meaning for students within this emerging medicalized
framework (Conrad 1979). As a form of control, medical ideology adopts medical imagery and
vocabulary, and further imbues medical authority over the situation (Conrad 2007). Through this
medical authority, the use of marijuana became associated with divergent designations from
simply “getting high” or “getting fucked up.” For students, the use of the drug came to be
legitimately associated with a conventional way to relax, de-stress, laugh, have fun, or relieve
pain.
Although students experienced resocialization into medical ideology through the legal
marijuana dispensary industry, Campus University continued punitive responses to students’
substance use. Similar to alcohol, students were strictly prohibited from using marijuana, and if
caught by formal control agents were subject to medical interventions that reflected modern
modes of normalization (Foucault 1977) and community corrections (Cohen 1979b, 1985).
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For students, their exposure to medical control proliferated through a process of medical
collaboration (Conrad 1979) with the formal control agents of Campus University. As there is
rarely one dominant designation (i.e., legal or medical) over deviant behaviors, many acts of
deviance are subject to both criminalized and medicalized definitions and sanctions (Conrad and
Schneider 1980; Conrad 1979). While students found themselves subject to the coercive
(Gusfield 1963) controls of campus and city police, Campus Safety Officers, and Resident
Assistants, Campus University policies concerning substance abuse also had an “assimilative”
medical component. Not only were students subject to more punitive-style (i.e., suspension,
community service, drug-testing, or jail) sanctions, their underage drinking or illicit drug use was
further subjected to medicalized governmentalites (Foucault 1997; Rose, O’Malley, and
Valverde 2006). This medical control was intertwined with formal university controls and
operated in students’ lives in three central ways.
First, students caught and identified by formal control agents were examined by other
people such as doctors, psychologists, health clinicians, psychiatrists, and drug treatment
specialists. Just as students were subject to hierarchal observations (Foucault 1977) and
surveillance through campus police, Resident Assistants, and Campus Security Officers, their
substance use behavior was subject to medical examination and they were turned into a “case”
by the Campus University health system (Foucault 1977). Students underwent psychological
testing, drug abuse assessments, and psychiatric evaluation. They were scored on their level of
risk taking and substance abuse, and the results of their evaluations, interviews, and assessments
were documented and filed, and would be a guideline for mandated treatment. Students were
notified, based on these medical tests and evaluations, that they were failing to meet university
expectations, societal standards of drinking or drug use, or told they had a substance abuse
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problem. This medical control process was intended to perform a normalizing or corrective
function by informing students that they were not meeting proper standards of conduct, personal
health standards, or university expectations in relation to their peers and campus policy.
Second, the intertwined relationship of formal control and medical control within the
university party scene served to increase the number of students subject to university regulations
and interventions. The activity of college partying was dealt with as a legal problem (i.e.,
underage drinking and illicit drug use) and a medical problem (i.e., the greatest health hazard
facing college students today), subjecting students to a wide range of interventions. These
medical controls widened the net and thinned the mesh (Cohen 1985) as students who would
normally complete legal sanctions were subjected to further monitoring through the
medicalization of college partying. Whereas the police could process students formally or screen
them out, upon notification to university officials, students were subjected to a wider set of
medical interventions such as mandated health and substance abuse classes, Alcoholic
Anonymous groups, psychological counseling, harm reduction courses, and drug testing.
Third, the medicalization of students’ drinking and drug use also presented these medical
controls as softer than formal controls (Cohen 1979a, 1979b) when they were often just as harsh.
Subjecting students to an array of medical examinations and psychological evaluations, labeling
them as alcoholics or drug abusers, charging them large sums of money for compulsory
treatment, and contacting their parents with such information may be no more humane and
effective than fines, suspension, and community service. Furthermore, while the police typically
operated under due process and the codified procedures of the criminal justice system, medical
controls unfolded outside the legal system and the university was not required to abide by such
procedural safeguards. Students might be referred to a Campus University health program,
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treatment service, or psychological counselor not because they violated a particular rule, but
because someone (i.e., a conduct officer) decided they might benefit from services offered by
that program. While students were sanctioned on evidence in a courtroom for violations brought
to the city, Campus University did not need to follow such niceties as due process and legal
rights when sanctioning students to medicalized interventions. Furthermore, if students did not
complete their medical evaluations and treatments, they were once again subjected to increased
drug testing, fines, community service, and risk of suspension.
Informal Control
Students dealt with learning informal control within this punitive environment (i.e.,
medical and formal controls) of Campus University. Students’ informal controls were
underdeveloped as they entered university life and they experienced a period of normlessness
with regard to partying. They found themselves in a vast social network of independent and selfdirected peers, a group of near strangers who held personal and cultural expectations to
congregate, socialize, drink, and do drugs. The collegiate structure arranged students into an
environment where their primary sources of learning and internalizing party norms were derived
from one another or from reference groups of upperclassmen who were already involved in the
party scene. Although students did work together to develop what they considered subculturally
appropriate techniques and motivations for substance use, their party behaviors reflected
youthful naivety and underdeveloped boundaries. Those who had high school experience with
drugs and alcohol had an advantage over complete neophytes, but with nearly 6,000 in each
freshmen class, the lack of norms, limits, and appropriate others from whom to learn from left a
large group of emerging adults with little guidance. This learning environment produced and
reproduced norms of excess and irresponsibility as this cycle continued over unbroken years.
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The cycle of excessive partying gradually became mediated by informal controls.
Students experienced the potency of informal regulation through academic, gender, and peer
group norms that together, contributed to shifts in informal control mechanisms at the structural,
cultural, and interactional level. At the structural level, a substantial portion of the student
population formed a stronger commitment toward their studies and developed a sense that their
education would impact their future opportunities. They anticipated that their academic pursuits
would lead to adult employment and economic independence. Junior and senior level students
constituted a group of emerging adults increasingly committed to their education, internships,
and goals for future careers and status. At the cultural level, students’ norms and beliefs
concerning partying reflected these burgeoning academic and career goals and increasingly
pushed students toward moderation rather than excess. For maturing undergraduates, patterns of
consuming alcohol and drugs, and ways of behaving while intoxicated, started to align with
conventional ideologies.
However, these structural and cultural shifts were only realized and possible through the
interactional level, or within students’ peer networks, which progressively held them
accountable to academic obligations and normative patterns of substance use. Students
experienced the burgeoning reality of adult roles and responsibilities and formed cultural
boundaries and rules for substance use through their primary peer networks. Although every
student’s primary network was distinct and peers could certainly exert a counterproductive
influence, generally close friends formed potent modes of informal control. Similar to Harrington
and Fine's (2000) work on small group dynamics, students’ peer networks constituted stable and
trustworthy primary networks that offered emotional rapport, informal sanctions, and academic
encouragement in times of need. These informal groups also created a dynamic learning
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environment where students could develop the appropriate cultural recipes (i.e., norms, rituals,
and precautions) of drug and alcohol use that reflected maturing social contexts rather than the
naivety and irresponsibility of freshmen year. Furthermore, friendship groups were an impetus
for social change to the extent that students’ friends challenged the prevailing collegiate cultural
standards of partying and questioned previous motivations for using drugs and alcohol. These
intimate groups were effective modes of control and regulation because they provided students
with strong ties and relationships that were deep and enduring. In contrast to the sometimes
fleeting and superficial relationships of students’ first years of college life, their primary network
constituted relationships that they valued and did not want to lose.
Peer groups played a primary role in the potency of gender norms. Although students
experienced gender behavior through reference groups (i.e., upperclassmen and popular culture),
they primarily learned gender norms through sanctions and discussions with close friends.
Cultural conceptions of how masculinity and femininity were done ordered university life and
functioned as a powerful form of manifest and latent social control. Men adapted to masculine
drinking norms (e.g., drinking heavily, frequently, and competitively), while women were
streamed into presentations, beliefs, and behaviors that reflected both femininity and masculinity.
Gender constrained and facilitated students’ drug and alcohol use and fostered a specific gender
enactment for women who had the sociocultural resources and party capital to accomplish this
gender enactment.
For women to navigate this male dominated scene better than their female peers, they
learned to enact a party femininity that combined masculine characteristics of collegiate drinking
with culturally valued attributes of femininity. Undergraduate women embodied masculinity
behaviorally (i.e. they drank "long and strong") and ideologically (i.e., they internalized
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masculine drinking norms), but were careful to exude femininity through the deliberate
deployment of appearance, dress, and conduct. Female drinkers embodied this party femininity
because they profited both symbolically and materially. Similar to the idea of "trading power for
patronage" (Schwalbe et al., 2000), these women adapted to the masculinity of this scene
because they were rewarded within their peer networks with compensatory benefits (i.e., status,
attention, dating opportunities) through their relationships with the men and other women.
Women were not constantly doing this type of femininity; rather, it was available to
women with certain sociocultural assets who could deploy it as a gender adaptation. This
depended on their sociocultural resources.19 These women represented the privileged and
powerful strata of society and they had the ability to enact a feminine adaptation that might
continue to resonate throughout the remainder of their work, family, and social lives. Thus, these
conceptions of “appropriate” gender enactments would continue to control behavior and order
society, producing and reproducing dominant norms of masculinity and femininity in relation to
drug using behaviors. This form of informal control was extremely potent as undergraduate
women learned the norms and behaviors of this gender enactment from primary groups and
reference groups and passed it on to subsequent classes.
The confluence of academics, peer networks, and gender norms fostered evolving
informal cultural norms that mediated students’ drug and alcohol use patterns. These three

19

For college women, their youth and student status freed them from childcare and other family responsibilities
allowing them the time and freedom to participate in the drinking scene. Their middle- to upper-class ideals of
career and self-development before starting a family (Hamilton and Armstrong 2009) catered to a lifestyle free from
serious relationships, allowing women to go out and drink, to flirt with men, and to present themselves as sexually
available. Identification with heterosexuality allowed women to participate in the hook-up scene, dress
provocatively for men, and use their sexuality to gain valued status and attention from male peers (Armstrong,
Hamilton, and Sweeney 2006). Their class status provided them with the monetary resources to purchase alcohol
and to perform femininity through appropriate appearance and dress (i.e., clothing, makeup, hairstyle). Finally, their
Whiteness provided them comfortable and implicit inclusion in the drinking scene, as minority students generally
experience alienation and disinterest in the college drinking scene (Peralta 2005).
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emerging social dynamics fostered social capital in students’ lives. The potency of informal
controls operated through this emerging social capital as students, as social actors, secured
benefits by virtue of membership in their social networks and other social structures such as
collegiate education (Portes 2000). Students’ behavior was most effectively controlled by their
peers because the intimate networks that provided them with social capital were deep and
enduring, and were not connections students wanted to fracture or lose. They felt a sanctioning
gaze from their friends over the course of their college careers as status within their peer groups
shifted away from heavy partying and towards attaining academic accomplishments, adult roles,
and employment opportunities. For students, both direct and indirect evaluations from their
primary friendship groups struck close to home as these their friends provided students with a
reflexive gaze through which they evaluated themselves.
Concluding Thoughts
Scholars have posited that “in recent decades the life course in industrialized societies has
become increasingly characterized by individualization, meaning that institutional constraints
and supports have become less powerful and important and people are increasingly left to their
own resources in making their way from one part of the life course to next for better or worse”
(Arnett 2007:69). It seems this is the case regarding substance use in the emerging adult years.
Upon the transition to college life, students report risky and excessive partying behaviors, but
this pattern cannot be simply explained away as mere youthful ignorance or an onslaught of
freedom and independence. In American culture, we prepare middle-to-upper class students
through primary and secondary education for the academic responsibilities of college life, but
undergraduates are generally unprepared for drug and alcohol use in this new and self-directed
environment. Although shifting structural and cultural variables in students’ lives contributed to
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patterns of intense and irresponsible partying, students were unprepared, uneducated, and
overwhelmed within the college party scene.
The informal controls students developed were the most potent forms of social control that
guided them to graduation. These normative controls were the most effective because they
resided within the most important domain in students’ lives: their friends. The norms and rules
students learned from their peers to balance substance use and academic responsibilities, this
dual career, would be used for years to come as they continued to use alcohol and drugs and
develop careers and identities throughout emerging adulthood. Formal controls were least
effective, distancing students from their education, peers, and families, the very social bonds that
reduced irresponsible drug use and strengthened ties to conventional society. Medical controls,
though having merit through their assimilative approach and focus on harm reduction strategies
were too late and too random. Such educational tools (i.e., safety information, how to identify
overdose, how to recognize abuse or dependence, and strategies toward moderation) should
begin in high school and continue as mandatory for freshmen students. Finally, the efficacy of a
legal marijuana dispensary system versus the zero-tolerance, blanket prohibition of alcohol for
those under 21 years-of-age, supported polices geared toward regulation and control. This shift
away from punitive criminalization not only reduced the strain on criminal justice agencies, but
fostered a novel form of regulation and control within conventional society that was far more
potent and effective than prohibition.
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