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Abstract

This paper reports on the use of a specific gang-related communication ritual — the teardrop
tattoo — using a sample of 290 youth gang members. The sample was derived from a series of six
Canadian qualitative investigations over a ten-year period (1995 — 2005) in various geographic
regions of the country. This is the first Canadian project on the use of the tear drop tattoo by young
gang members. Ninety-seven of the 290 participants had been convicted of murder or manslaughter.
Seventy-one of this group, all male, had at least one tear drop tattoo. An additional ten male
participants who had served time in a correctional facility but had not been charged with murder or
manslaughter had the tattoo. The findings confirm anecdotal observations that the teardrop is
reported by gang members to signify to fellow gang members and rival gangs that they have killed a
rival, had a member of their gang or family killed, or have served prison time. A primary function
which young gang members attribute to the tattoo is to communicate the message that they are
dangerous and must be respected.

Overview of Street Gang Typology in Canada
Types of Gangs

The multidimensional frameworks developed by Totten! and Méellor et al.2
highlight the different types of Canadian gangs involving young adults.® For the
purposesof thispaper, street gangsaredefined as: visible, hardcore groupsthat come
together for profit-driven criminal activity and severe violence. Gang-related
communication rituals and public display of gang-like attributes are common,
including tattoos.* Gang involvement in Canada exists on a continuum and types of
gangs can be conceptualized using apyramid diagram (see Figure 1). The degree of
organization in the gang is defined by: the structure and hierarchical nature of the
gang; the gang’s connection to larger, more serious organized crime groups; the
sophistication and permanence of the gang; the existence of a specific code of
conduct or set of formal rules; initiation practices; and the level of integration,
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cohesion, and solidarity between the gang’s members.® This integrated Canadian
model allows for a general typology that can be applied and adapted to identify
specifictypesof gangs. Thecommon structureisvery similar tothat identifiedinthe
U.S.A..° Europe’ and other countries.® The continuum includes:

B street gangs, such as the Independent Soldiers (B.C.), Malvern Crew
(Toronto), Galloway Boys (Toronto), Grand Ravine Bloods (Toronto), Driftwood
Crips (Toronto), Redd Alert (Prairies), Mad Cowz (Winnipeg), les Bleus (Montreal),
Jamaican Posse (Montreal), Native Syndicate (Manitoba and Saskatchewan),
Native Syndicate Killers (Manitoba and Saskatchewan), Fresh Off the Boat
(Calgary), and Fresh Off the Boat Killers (Calgary).

B mid-level gangs, such as United Nations (B.C.) and the Red Scorpions
(B.C))

B organized crimegroups, such asthe Hell’sAngels, Triads, Italian Méfia,
and Russian Mé&fia

Street gangs

m Almost all youth gang members in Canada belong to street gangs.

B Street gangsareinvolved in serious crime and violence many timesevery
week — this differentiates gangs from non-criminal youth groups.

B Street gangs have some stability over time, lasting at least one year or
more. Membership isfluid.

B Typically they claim an area/turf, which they protect from rival gangs.
This may be a housing project or an area they claim to be their own for drug
distribution.

B Membersidentify themsel vesthrough acommon name, symbols, colours,
signs, graffiti, clothing styles, bandanas and hats.

B They rely on violent entry and exit rituals to protect the gang from
outsiders.

B Ethnic and racial minorities including Aboriginal youth dominate
membership of Canada s youth gangs. While some gangs have members mainly
from a single ethnic group, an increasing number have a multi-ethnic membership.

B Many youthwhojoin gangshavealready beenidentified asyouthwho are
using drugs and have been involved in serious and violent crime.

B Themajority of youth gang membersaremale, althoughthereisagrowing
percentage of female gang membership in Canada. Female gangs are somewhat
morelikely to befoundin small citiesand rural areasthaninlarge cities, and female
gang members tend to be younger, on average, than male gang members.

Compared to mid-level gangs and organized crime groups, street gangs. have lower
levels of sophistication; engagein less serious crimes; are much less structured; are
relatively non-hierarchical; are younger in age; and tend to be based out of schools,
reserves, or neighbourhoods.

Mid level gangs
Mid-level gangs have characteristics of both street gangs and organized crime
groups:
B Mid-level gangs can be multi-ethnic, although some groupsin the Prairie
provinces are exclusively Aboriginal.
B Members may come from different socio-economic backgrounds, but
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Aboriginal and African gang members have lived in extreme poverty.

B These gangs are frequently rooted in school, justice, and child welfare
settings — family blood lines and neighbourhoods are important.

B Compared to organized crime groups, mid-level gangs are made up of
unstructured smaller groups or cells.

B Like street gangs, relationships with other groups are fluid and
opportunistic — often organized around lucrative criminal opportunities.

B They are involved in serious crimes: extortion, kidnapping, drug dealing
and smuggling, homicides and extreme violence, and trafficking.

B Violence is often initiated in response to perceived threats from other
groups, whether real or not.

B Members rely on violent entry and exit rituals to protect the gang from
outsiders.

B They are frequently sophisticated and disciplined.

Organized crime groups
B Are highly structured and hierarchical — often modelled after successful
companies.
B Have flourished over time and are recognized, feared, respected.
B Have exclusive membership based on family, race, ethnicity.
W Are complex enterprises with rules, by-laws, constitutions.

FIGURE 1. Gang and Organized Crime Group Typology

figurelnot printed here---requiressubscription
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Street Gang M ember ship and Roles
Who is involved in street gangs?

Y outh gang membership can be conceptualized using a concentric circle
diagram: wannabees/posersare ontheoutside, new recruitsarein the outermost ring,
and leaders arein theinnermost ring (See Figure 2). Most gang leadersrequire new
recruitsto meet certain criteriaand perform seriouscrimesof violencebeforethey are
allowed membership.

Theleadership structureismade up of theoriginal founder and core members
who started the gang. Membership commitment can be measured in a hierarchical
ranking system within the gang (see Figure 2).° Often, there is not one person who
directs other members, although older members have more influence compared to
young members. Leaders (also called King Pins, Bosses, Presidents or Captains)
actively promote and participate in serious crimina activity. These males are
generaly in their mid-twenties or early thirties. Veterans (also called Heavies or
Higher-Ups) decide which criminal activities the gang will participate in and are
considered to be faithful in their loyalty to the gang. Along with leaders, they are
responsible for settling internal conflicts within the gang. These conflictstypically
arise from members having friendships with rival gang members, those who engage
in sexual relations with girlfriends of fellow gang members without their expressed
consent, or those who steal money from criminal profits or chemicals such as crack
cocaine, crystal methamphetamine, and ecstasy. Consequences range from severe
beatingsto death. Core members (also called Associates or Affiliates) usualy have
been with the gang since it started, and are experienced, proven members.

Most gang leadersrequire prospective recruitsto meet certain criteriabefore
they are allowed membership.’® These youth want to prove themselves and rise
through the ranks; they often earn serious money for gangs. To gain entry, a new
recruit generally requires sponsorship. Itiscommon for recruitsto ‘ do minutes', that
isto surviveabeating at the hands of some gang members. New recruitsarerequired
to commit aseries of criminal acts called strikes at the direction of their superiorsin
the gang to prove loyalty. Many of the gang-related crimes in Canada are strikes
committed by new gang members trying to increase their status in the gang. They
must al so produceacopy of their criminal record to membersof thegang. Thegreater
the number of convictions, the more respect and status the recruit achieves in the
gang.

Strikers (also called Soldiers) arealso highly likely to engage in serious acts
of violence (see Figure 2). 1

Wannabees (or posers) are at particularly high risk of being victimized by
violence at the hands of legitimate gang members. These youth are looking for a
sense of belonging and family, and go to great lengths to mimic gang membership
through tattoos, dress, display of colors, and hand signals.

Femaleswho participatein gangsarefor themost part treated assexual slaves
and areforced to play tertiary roles (look-out for the police, dealing drugs, sex trade
work, carrying drugs and weapons). Often, they are traded amongst gang members
for coercive sex.?

Primary Activitiesof Street Gangs

Hanging out

Contrary to popular belief, gang members spend the majority of their time hanging
out, meeting basic needs such asfood and shelter, partying, and being incarcerated.
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Itisnot aglamorouslifestyleasmost street gang membersliveinpoverty. A primary activity
isheavy druganda cohol useand generdly awithdrawa frommainstreamsocid interaction.
Duetothedrug use, property crimesand crimesof violencemay result, oftenonanimpulsive
and senselessbasis.®

Making profits from serious crime

Making money through serious crime may be episodic for disorganized street gangs
but usually involves complex relationships and an organized division of labour for
mid-level gangs and organized crime groups.

Using the gang as an alternate family

Almost all street gang members come from dysfunctional familieswhereviolenceis
thenorm. Many havegrown up inthe careof the child welfare system and have been
bounced around in many different foster homes and group homes. Some have
witnessed atrocities or have been child soldiers in Sub-Saharan Africa. Many are
traumatized as aresult, and are searching for a sense of belonging and family.

Engaging in severe violence
Street gangs generally prey upon communities in which they reside through threats,
violence, and intimidation to gain respect and fear in the neighbourhood. It is
common for rival gangsto take control of separate high-rise apartment buildingsin
socia housing communities and use them as a base for dealing chemicals, pimping
youngwomen, selling and storing firearms, and shooting at rival gang membersfrom
upper floor apartments. Often, members extort money from residents in return for
protection from enemy gangs. As members become entrenched in violence and
crime, the complexity of their behaviour increases and they assume a permanent
place in specific neighbourhoods. They gain a steady supply of chemicals to deal
(crack cocaine, crystal methamphetamine, ecstasy, heroin, etc.) and a collection of
guns to protect themselves and kill off rivals. The frequency and seriousness of
violence and crime escalate over time. Due to their extreme use of violence and
ability to make large profitsfrom crime, street gang members earn great respect and
status within some social housing communities. The reputation and status of gang
members grow with the intimidation of witnesses to crimes. As a result, gang
members enhance their status and control over community residents and rivals.
Violence within and between gangs is associated with gaining social status
and reputation. Thereisan emphasis on honour, personal integrity and territoriality.
I ssues of self-esteem, gender identity and self-protection help explain the onset and
escalation of gang violence. As street level robberies and rival gang violence
increase, victims are made aware of the “turf war” as gangs establish their territory.

Tattoos

Street gang members use tattoos for several reasons. Most gang members have
numerous tattoos, particularly if they have spent time in young offender facilities,
jails or prison. Tattoos portray one or more symbols that the gang has adopted as
something uniqueto represent the gang. Tattoosareworn and used for intimidation.
Members of violent gangs usually have the gang name tattooed in large bold | etters
so that other persons or gang members will know what gang the person represents.
Wearing an unauthorized tattoo typically resultsin the wearer being severely beaten
or killed.
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FIGURE 2: Rolesin Street Gangs and L evels of Violence

figure2 not printed here - - - requiressubscription

Anecdotal evidence and a small number of studies using samples of adult
men suggest that the tear drop tattoo can have specific meanings depending on its
shape and location.’* Some researchers suggest that it can signify category of gang
affiliation: a teardrop under the left eye signifies membership in gangs that fall
under the category of ‘ People’ (such asthe Bloods), whereasoneunder theright eye
signifies gangs that fall under ‘Folks' (such asthe Crips). For adult men, itisa
tattoo that isalmost always associated with time spent in prison and membershipin
a gang.”® Older gang members also use the teardrop to represent having killed
someone or the death of afellow gang member or family member.®® It is highly
unusual for an adult to wear thistattoo if thereis no gang or prison affiliation.

Some police forces and gang observers claim that there is a difference
between the closed and open teardrop tattoo.®® Both the closed teardrop (or colored-
in teardrop) and open teardrop (no coloring inside) may indicate that the individual
has lost afamily member/fellow gang member or the murder of agang rival, or an
unsuccessful murder attempt on an individual who killed aloved one. Some suggest
that the tear drop with an empty top and full bottom meansthat the wearer haskilled
apersonwho murdered aloved one. New recruitsmay get teardrop tattoosto display
that they have passed the test of murdering arival gang member.’®* Whatever the
signifi canczg, itisimportant to understand that gangs can attach their own meaning to
this tattoo.
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Somepeoplewhoarenot gang-involved, particularly marginaizedyoungmen, get
atear drop becausethey want to look ‘ cool’ or want to be perceived asviolent gang
members. Shouldthese’ posers’ hang out ingang neighbourhoods, they runtherisk of
beingkilled or severely harmed by | egitimate gang members. Thiscan happenfor two
reasons. fird, legitimategang membersmay mistakenly believetheposerisinariva gang;
second, real gang membersmay chooseto pay back’ posersfor imitatinglegitimategang
membership.

Resear ch Design and M ethodology
Sample Recruitment
Thefollowing six studieson street gangs and severe violence were conducted by the
author over aten year period from 1995 — 2005, with atotal samplesizeof 290 young
street gang members, 83% of whom were male: Youth Services Bureau 1999 Youth
Survey? (n = 51 gang members); 2000 Guys, Gangs and Girlfriend Abuse (n = 90
gang members),? 2001 Serious Youth Violence Study? (n =31 gang members), 2002
When Children Kill Study (n=9 gang members),?* 2003 Youth Literacy and Violence
Prevention Study (n = 84 gang members),® and 2005 Gays in the Gang Study® (n=
25 gang members).

In somestudies, correctional facilitiesin Ottawa, Kingston, Toronto, Regina,
Vancouver, Halifax, St. John’'s, and Fredericton were contacted to seeif there were
any young gang members currently in custody or recently discharged, and if the
institutions could contact these young peopleto explaintherelevant study. A similar
process was used with parole and probation officers, and non-profit agencies, again
in selected sites. At no time were any names of potential participants provided prior
to them agreeing with the institution/ probation/parole officer to participate in the
studies. Any attempt to do so would have been highly unethical. Not all the
ingtitutions and individuals contacted were able and/or willing to identify contacts
for this research and not all those contacted were willing to participate.

In other studies, the author conducted ethnographic research by frequenting
areas in large cities where street gangs were active, building rapport with gang
leaders, anzgl interviewing gang members. These methods have been described
elsewhere.

Thetotal sample size of the six studiesis representative of those street gang
membersin large metropolitan cities in Canada. The sampling procedures used are
solid, based on the historical body of ethnographic research on street gangs, and the
participantsrepresented many different gangsin avariety of urban centresacrossthe
country. Random sampling is not possible because the total number of street gang
members is unknown in Canada (estimated at no more than 1.34 per 1,000
population), it is very difficult to access gangs and there is not any available list of
gang member names and contact information, and not al potential participants want
to participate. Thetotal samplesizeinthe current study ismany timeslarger thanthe
average sample size used in previous studies.

Ethics

All studies went through numerous peer reviewed research ethics committees. The
Carleton University Tri-Council Ethics Committee and the Y outh Services Bureau
of Ottawa Research and Ethics Committee reviewed study proposals. Rigorous
reviews were independent, expert, and recorded.?® In addition, the homicide study
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requiredtheapproval of aY outh Court Judge (pursuant totherequirementsof theY oung
OffendersAct) dongwiththereview and approva of theOntario Ministry of Correctional
Services Research Committee. Specificfacilitiesand community-based correctional
services(probation and parol €) al so reviewed and authorized thestudies. Each of these
reviewsrequired theestablishment of anumber of protectionsfor the participants. These
included ensuring voluntary participation, informed consent, no harm to participants,
anonymity and confidentidity.

Each person who participated in the studies was provided with an informed
consent form, which wasreviewed before each interview. After confirming that the
participants understood what they were being asked to do, theformswere signed and
placed onfile. Another ethical concernwasensuring that no harmwasdone. Inmost
socia research thisisusually interpreted as harm to subjects or participants. For the
studies included in this paper, concerns about harm to participants and also the
potential for harm to others by participants were addressed.

Questionnaire Design

Semi-structured interview questionnaireswere devel oped for each study. Each study
had a different focus, although all involved street gang members and/or serious and
violent offendersaged 15— 26 years. Theseinterview schedulequestionswerebased
on modifications made to existing questionnaires used in avariety of peer reviewed
street gang studies having a focus on gang culture, severe violence, and various
identifiers. Face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 290
young people. Thismethod provided these young peoplewith aspaceto explorethe
meaning of their behaviour. The interviews and supporting documentation
(additional data sources included parole, probation, psychiatric, and psychological
assessments at varied points in time in their lives) provided the base data for the
analyses. Like any series of conversations, the interviews were unique. They
provided insightsinto the lives of participants, their engagement in severe violence
and gang life, and how they viewed their world.

A wide range of factors were examined in the lives of participants. Y oung
people were asked a variety of persona questions about their family lives, their
experienceswith thecriminal justice system, and their engagement inviolent, illegal
activities. Some of these questions were potentially incriminating, some were
upsetting, and others brought back difficult and painful memories. Some of the
participants were engaging in dangerous activities at the time of the interview.
Participants were allowed to tell their accounts as they emerged and guide the
sequencing of issues if they so chose. These accounts were supplemented with the
interview guide to ensure consistent information from all informants. For most
studies, interviewsweretape-recorded and hand-written noteswere kept asabackup.
In those studies where tape recording was not possible, hand-written notes recorded
narratives.

Theinterview questionnaires contained sections which focused on methods
used by gang membersto communicate with each other and with rival gang members
(such ashand signals, tattoos, dress, inscribing ‘rolecalls' on buildingsin gang turf).
For all studies, interviews began with a series of questions on the participants
current living arrangement and then explored over the life course their experiences
with the mgjor social institutions such as family, school, peer group, recreation,
religion, health, social and child welfare organizations, and the criminal justice
system. Some questions provided answer categories and others were open-ended.
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Thoughtheschedul eshad afixed format, somequestionshad to bemodifiedto ensurethat
participantsunderstood what wasbeing asked of them. Theparticipantshad avariety of
learningstyles, differentlevel sof literacy and verbd skills, and many werelearning disabled.

Wheretattooswerevisible, aseriesof open-ended questionsexpl ored tattoosand
themeaning ascribedtothem by participants. Participantswereasked questionssuchas:
“| seethat you have atattoo underneath your eye. Canyoutell meabout that?’ These
questionswoul d befollowed upwith questionssuch as: “ I sthereany special meaning for
thetattoo? What doesit say about you?” Whengangidentifierswerenot obvioudy present,
participantswereasked if they used specificthingssuch ashand signa sand other gestures
to communicate with fellow gang members. No assumptions were made about the
significanceof thetattoos, jewelry, coloursand similar identifiers.

In-Depth Interview Data Analysis

In the fields of criminology, sociology and anthropology, there is an
established tradition of excellent qualitative research on street gangs in naturally
occurring settings using methods which capture the social meanings of the actions
and ordinary activities of members.?® Typically thisinvolves spending long periods
watching members, coupled with talking to them about what they are doing,
thinking, and saying. Thegoal isto see how they understand their world and learn as
much aspossibleabout their lives. Thedatafrom these projectsprovideauthoritative
evidence on issues related to gang culture and gang identifiers.

Thereisalack of Canadian information on theseissues. There arevery few
data on how young adults see their participation in street gangs, their interpretation
of hierarchical relationshipsin the gang, how they understand their use of tattoosand
other symbolic identifiers, and the context around their acts of severe violence
against rival gangs. The primary benefit of in-depth interviews with gang members
is the ability to develop trust and investigate the participants’ feelings, motives,
justifications and understanding through conversation. Such studies are in an
excellent position to investigate the meani ng gang members attach to tattoos, such as
the teardrop.

The method used for analyzing the in-depth interview data was based upon
the techniques of ethnographic data analysis®. Grounded theory is a qualitative
approach that generates theory from observation. It provides the structure often
lacking in other qualitative approaches without sacrificing flexibility or rigor. The
resulting theory isan explanation of categories, their properties, and therelationships
among them. Theresultslead to an evolutionary body of knowledgethat isgrounded
in data. The in-depth interview data were transcriptions from the interview audio-
tapes and hand-written notes. These rich accounts detail participants perspectives
on their behaviour. This method gave the participants the opportunity to explore the
meaning of their behaviour. Theresultis290individual interviews, yielding nearly
5,000 pages of transcripts and an additional 3,000 pages of related documentation.
For all cases thereis a core set of data on standard questions, plus a great deal of
information specific to each case.

The development of coding categoriesinvolvestheinteraction of theoretical
concerns with the empirical observations contained in the data. For each study, the
vast amount of data collected in the interviews was organised into analytical
categories. The analytical process focused on similarities and differences among
partici pantsand attempted to understand what woul d account for these. Thisprocessbegan
withanumber of areasof interest, devel oped fromthedata. Theseincludedtherisk and
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protectivefactorsthat young peoplehadintheir families, peer groups, neighbourhoods, and
schools, issuesrelated to poverty andlifeonthestreet; gender identity; membershipinanti-
social peer groups, crewsand gangs; engagement in violenceand offending; and gang
recruitment processes. Duringthe courseof theinterviews, it wasdiscovered that the
participants experienceswiththecrimina justicesystem varied depending onwhether they
had donetheir timeinyoung offender facilities, adult facilitiesor both. A continuum of
participation onthepeer group—gang continuumwasidentified and theauthor investigated
how rolesplayedinthesecollectivitieswererel ated to avariety of different experiences
regarding degreeof violenceand crimina activity, useof identifiers, and futureoutlook on
lifeoutsideof thegroup/gang.

Thetheoretical positiontakenwasbest tested through alifehistory approach- it
suggested that invol vement in seriousof fending and gang activitieswastheresult of alife-
timeof eventsandthat thisinvol vement, inturn, contributedtotherisk of involvementinacts
of severeviolenceand other seriouscrimes. Thelifehistoriesof participantshadto be
documented, al ong with contextual factors(for example, growingupinthechildwelfare
systemn, witness ngtheabuseof mothers, devel opmental impairments) which contributedto
participants accountsof violenceand useof gangsignifiers(suchastattoos, displaying‘role
cdls onbuildingsand objectsintheir geographicturf, displaying graffiti which put downand
‘dissed’ rivd gangs). Thespecificprocessesof joining gangsandrecruitmentintovarious
rolesinthegang hadto bedocumented. Finally, how theyouthand adult crimina justice
systemsresponded, and how participantshad fared sincetheir convictions, wereimportant
areastoexplore. Thisapproachispremised ontheexistenceof multiplepathwaysintogang
involvement and seriousoffending and through thecorrectiona systemafter conviction.®

A final issuerelated toin-depthinterview dataanalysisconcernstheaccuracy of
participant accounts. Theintent of thesestudieswas* to document theworldfromthepoint
of view of thepeoplestudied.”*?> However, in-depthinterview methodol ogy issusceptible
tospecificproblemsregardinginterpretationandeva uation.® Evauatingthe“ truthstatus’>*
of gangmember’ saccountsisof particular concern, becausesomeparticipantsuse” socialy
approvedvocabularies’*tojustify their violent and crimina behaviours. NormanDenzin
notesthat interview situationsarenot unlike conversationsbetween strangers. Becauseit
isdifficulttotdl if apersonislying, thereisatendency tofabricatein order to present oneself
inapositivelight. Respondents*” ... may selectively distort, mask, or lieabout their attitudes
on[answersto] any givenquestions’*. How truthful aregang member’ saccounts? Itis
expectedthat somegang membersmight attempt torationaise, legitimise, andminimisetheir
behaviour. Thisiscommonin qualitative studies onindividuals engaged in deviant
behaviour, and can lead participantsto deny both negative thingsthey have doneand
negative experiences they may have had. Another response biasis “faking bad”:
partici pantsattempt to appear markedly deviant becausethey perceivesomeadvantageto
doing so. Some posers(wannabees) seek to present themselvesas* bad”.

Rigorousmethodsfor ng truth statushavebeen previously described and
wereutilizedinthe studiesdescribed inthispaper. They includetriangul ation of data
sources® andinvestigativediscourseanalysis.® A total of 24 caseswereexcludedfrom
theanalysisdueto concernsabout accuracy and consistency.

Findings

At thetime of these studies, approximately 50% of the participantswere aged
15-17 years; the other half wasaged 18 — 26 years. For those participants convicted
of crimes, some weretried asyoung offenders, othersweretried as adults. Roughly
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one-haf (150 participants) werelivinginthecommunity at thetimesof thevariousstudies.

Approximately onethird of the sample (97 participants) had been convicted of
homicide. Themgjority (of thisgroup of 97) had servedtimeinadult facilitiesalongwith
having served timeinyouthfacilities(ie., for those who had committed themurder or
manslaughter when under the age of eighteen years, most had been either tried asadult
offendersor had compl eted their sentencesinadult facilities).

Of the sample of 290 gang membersin the six studies, 108 had served adult
timein prisonsand/or provincia jails. Of thisgroup of 108 who had served time, 97
had been convicted of murder or manslaughter. Of this group of 97 who had
committed murder/manslaughter, 71 had teardrop tattoos under one of their eyes(all
were male). Of the 108 who had served adult time, atotal of 81 (all male) had the
teardrop tattoo under an eye (including the 71 who had been convicted of murder/
manslaughter). In other words, 10 participants had the teardrop tattoo but had not
been charged nor convicted of murder or manslaughter).

Gang Type and Rolein the Gang

The classification of gang typology and participants’ role within the gang was
accomplished using the multidimensional frameworks previously described in this
article. Usingthismethod, all participantswere categorized on acontinuum of gang
involvement into one of the following groups: street gang; mid-level gang; or
criminal business organization. Then, participants were classified into one of the
following roles within the group/gang: wannabee/poser; new recruit; striker (also
referred to as‘ soldier’); associate (also called ‘ core member’ or * affiliate’); veteran
(or *heavy’ or ‘higher up’); or leader (also called ‘ President’ or ‘ Captain’). Of the290
participants, 184 were classified as members of street gangs (including 120 new
recruits, 35 higher ups, 19 core members, and 10 leaders), three belonged to mid-
level gangs (all three were higher ups), and three were part of criminal business
organizations (all three were new recruits into outlaw motorcycle gangs, in which
their fathers were members).

M eanings Attached to Teardrop Tattoos

Some participants had more than one teardrop under the same eye, and there did not
appear to be any consistency in the accountsrel ated to the significance of whether or
not the placement of thetattoos (under left or right eyes) had any particular meaning
for the participants, nor did an open or closed teardrop have any clear difference. It
isvery clear that thistattoo, along with other tattoos worn by participants, isaform
of communication within the gang and also a means of communicating with rival
gang members. Gang members know what these symbols mean and these methods
of communication are found in all gangs. For example, many participants said that
theteardrop sent amessageto rival gang membersto “ not messwith mebecausel am
dangerous and will kill you.”

When questioned about the teardrop tattoo, all participants indicated that it
wasaway of communi catingwith other fellow gang membersand withriva gang members.
Thethreeanswersgiven onaconsi stent basi sto thequestion“ What doesthetattoo mean
toyou?’ were:

B the murder of arival gang member

B the death of afellow gang member or death of afamily member
B time served in acorrectional facility.
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Some with the teardrop also had spider web tattoos on their elbows, and a
small minority had only the spider web tattoo. From their accounts, both the
teardropsand spider webssignified time having being served in these adult facilities.
Therewereonly afew participantswho had served timesolely inyouth facilitieswho
had teardrops and/or spider web tattoos which they said signified time served.

Although a couple of participants talked about deaths of a fellow gang
member or family member, they all reported that the main reason for them to get the
tattoo was because they had served time in prison (none of these participants had
been charged nor convicted of murder or manslaughter). Thiswasnot an areawhich
was probed at the time of the studies (the interviewer did not go on to ask further
guestions about these deaths nor how the teardrop tattoo signified this loss).

It is clear that the teardrop tattoos displayed by participants represented to
them (i.e. the meaning ascribed to the tattoos based on their accounts) one or more of
the three events described above. Despite the fact that some participants had
experienced more than one of these events (committing murder, serving time, the
death of afamily or gang member), all 71 who had committed murder/manslaughter
indicated that their teardrop signified thiskilling (i.e., they did not say that the tattoo
represented time served in a correctional facility, even though they had obviously
been imprisoned). Theadditional 10 participants with the teardrop tattoo (no onein
this group had been charged nor convicted of murder or manslaughter) reported that
it represented having served time. Inother words, some participantshad experienced
all three events, some had experienced two events, and very few had experienced
only oneevent. Thismeansthat one cannot ascribe one meaning only to theteardrop
tattoo worn by an individual without having accessto other supporting data. Itisnot
possible to just look at someone with this tattoo and verify the meaning without
having specific information on the individual and his or her gang.

It is clear from the data that participants who had been convicted of first or
second degree murder or manslaughter were highly likely to be truthful about these
teardrop tattoos compared to those participants who had not been charged. All
potential participants who had been charged and were awaiting trial were excluded
from the six studies due to the fact that al data could have been subpoenaed by the
court and used as evidence against the defendants. Accounts related to the teardrop
provided by young adultson parolewerea so highly likely to betruthful. Thisisdue
to thefact that they had nothing to gain by lying —they had already been convicted of
murder and had made parole into the community following time served in federal
prisons.

Theresults can be generalized to street gang members outside of theresearch
sample due to high face validity and high internal reliability. The findings have a
high degree of consistency, suggesting that the data are credible. The findings
support and expand upon the datain the existing literature, suggesting validity. The
reliability or repeatability of the measures is good. These measurements have
cons stently yielded similar resultsin comparablesamples.

Conclusion

Findings from this study address a significant gap in the literature on
meanings attributed to the teardrop tattoo by young gang members. In Canada, there
is a complete absence of these data. In other parts of the world, data is based
primarily oninterviewswith adult menin prisons. Theimplicationsof thedatarel ate
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tothreeprimary areas. 1) theuseof expert witnesstestimony incriminal caseswhereinthe
accused hasapparently beentattooed with ateardrop following thealleged homicideof a
rival gang member; 2) theimportanceof providingtattooremoval servicesfor young people
wantingto exitfromgangs, and 3) further expl oration of gendered meaningsattributed to
theteardrop.

In Canada, there has been very limited use of expert witness testimony in
criminal proceedings against individuals charged with the killing of rival gang
members. Thejudiciary has been reluctant to allow evidence from such testimony to
beusedintrials. Thisseemsto berelated to thefact that if the prosecution can prove
that the teardrop tattoo was inscribed on the accused following an aleged homicide
of arival gang member, thiscould beinterpreted asthe *smoking gun’ required for
conviction.®* With the addition of further peer-reviewed research into the meaning
of teardrop tattooing, the judiciary may be more open to allowing such testimony.

Itisincredibly difficult for membersto exit from street and mid-level gangs.
At minimum, acomprehensive, multi-disciplinary team effort isrequired to support
young adults in moving beyond the gangster lifestyle. In such a team, the
intervention of faith-based, cultural,”’ social service, legal, educational, vocational,
and health representatives is needed to wrap services around the ex-member.* In
particular, laser tattoo removal services are expensive and not readily accessiblefor
these young people. The teardrop tattoo is arguably the most visible and widely
understood of al gang tattoos. It is critical that these removal services be made
available for free or very low-cost to young people.

Finally, there is no published research on young female gang members' use
of thetear- drop tattoo, nor their perspectives on young men who havethetattoo. In
particular, it would beimportant to investigate if youngwomeninvolvedingangsare
intimidated by thetattoo, particularly if they areintimately involved with aboyfriend
who has this tattoo.
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