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We apply interactionist theories that highlight the contextual nature of 
stigma and the relational quality of stigmatization to the case of col-
lege students who work as topless dancers. We explore how the “toll of 
stripping” might be mediated by having an alternate, positive identity 
like “student.” Our analysis demonstrates that students who strip are 
distinctive from other strippers in important ways that stem from their 
salient, positive identity as students. Although they often feel as if they 
live a “double life” because they hide their occupation from family and 
friends, they benefit from sharing their student goals and ambitions 
with club customers. “Student” is a socially acceptable identity to share 
in routine social interactions and helps student strippers frame danc-
ing as a transient occupation, offering them an opportunity to maintain 
a positive sense of self while buffering them from some of the negative 
effects of stripping.
Keywords: stigma, sex work, stripping, interaction, deviance

Goffman’s treatise Stigma: Notes on the Management of a Spoiled Identity (1963) 
fundamentally transformed how scholars conceptualize and study deviance, mar-
ginality, and stigma. In our view, one of the most promising lines of inquiry that 
continues to thrive today is the contextual or situational nature of stigma (Crocker 
1999; Crocker and Quinn 2001) and a focus on the relational quality of the stigma-
tizing process (Jones et al. 1984). This research elucidates the power that individuals 
have over their own and others’ perceptions of stigmatizing or deviant traits, and 
helps explain the contradictory effects of stigma on self-esteem (Crocker and Quinn 
2001). Despite sociology’s strengths in attending to contexts, situations, and relation-
ships, the bulk of the research exploring these processes has largely been conducted 
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by psychologists working in laboratories (Hebl and Dovidio 2005). In this article we 
draw on in-depth interviews to attend to this oversight and open the door to a more 
sociological, and interactionist, study of the construction and management of devi-
ant and stigmatized identities, both internally and interpersonally. 

Goffman (1963) highlighted three types of stigma: “abnormalities of the body” 
(i.e., physical abnormalities or deformities), “tribal identities” (i.e., membership in 
discredited or oppressed groups), and “blemishes of individual character” (i.e., be-
havior that deviates from a moral standard). Research suggests that individuals in 
the first two categories are able to protect their self-image and often possess equal or 
higher levels of self-esteem compared with the unstigmatized (Crocker and Major 
1989). Findings on self-image among those in the last category, with signs of a flawed 
character, are more mixed. For instance, research on obesity, which many believe to 
be the result of individual action (or inaction) rather than uncontrollable physiology 
(Crandall 1994), suggests that obesity is one of the most debilitating stigmas (Allon 
1982). However, Crocker (1999; Quinn and Crocker 1999) finds significant varia-
tion among overweight women and suggests obesity’s negative effect on self-esteem 
varies with an individual’s perception of control. Here we follow Crocker (1999; 
Crocker and Quinn 2001; Quinn and Crocker 1999) and explore potential buffers 
against the negative effects of character stigmas. Specifically, we ask how possessing 
an alternate, positive identity might buffer an individual from potential negative 
effects of another deviant or stigmatized identity, by examining how students who 
strip actively engage their identities as students to protect and enhance their views 
of self, both internally and in interaction with others. 

The literature is replete with accounts of the negative consequences of stripping for 
young women, what Barton (2006, 2007) refers to as the “toll of stripping.” Women who 
work in strip clubs battle intense stigmatization from society, face verbal and physical 
harassment and abuse from managers and customers (Wesely 2006), and compromise 
their relationships and sense of self to work in an occupation that ultimately alienates 
them from others and from themselves (Barton 2007). Research suggests, largely as a 
result of these pressures, that stripping negatively affects dancers’ self-concepts and 
self-esteem (Wesely 2003), inhibits them from forming or maintaining intimate rela-
tionships with others (Philaretou 2006), and often leads to other deviant and danger-
ous behaviors including prostitution and drug and alcohol abuse (Salutin 1977). The 
majority of this literature (and indeed on deviant identities in general) theorizes on 
the assumption that the deviant identity is the only salient identity an individual has 
and that possessing this devalued identity is causally related to low self-esteem (All-
port 1954). Here we question this assumption and consider how the toll of stripping 
may be mediated by simultaneously holding an alternative, positive identity.

We find a number of ways that students who strip are distinctive from other strip-
pers, including possessing a resiliency against stigmatization, which we argue stems 
directly from the opportunity to draw on the alternative identity of student. After 
a brief review of the contextual nature of stigma and research on how individuals 
negotiate and manage deviant identities, we turn to a more-focused discussion of the 
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literature on strippers and strip clubs. We then introduce our data and methodologi-
cal approach, and discuss our findings and their implications for studies of identity 
and interaction. We conclude by returning to the current state of research on stigma 
and suggest directions for future research. 

THE CONTEXTUAL NATURE OF STIGMA:  
STRIPPERS AND STIGMA MANAGEMENT

We focus on the most characteristically “deviant” of Goffman’s (1963) types of stig-
ma–blemishes of individual character. Strippers are generally deemed deviant as 
they engage in “a perceived behavior or condition that is thought to involve an un-
desirable departure . . . from a putative standard” (Archer 1985:748). Because they 
are paid for this behavior, stripping becomes a type of “dirty work” (Hughes 1951) 
that can threaten a stripper’s sense of self. Much of the research on strippers has 
found that internalized negative perceptions can result in many negative outcomes 
for dancers including lower self-esteem (Barton 2006), relationship dissatisfaction 
(Downs, James, and Cowan 2006), and emotional instability (Peretti and O’Connor 
1989). These deleterious consequences are expected from early work on stigma and 
labeling (Allport 1954; Goffman 1963). Later research, however (see reviews by 
Crocker and Major 1989 and Major and O’Brien 2005), suggests that these effects 
are not necessarily uniform. 

The effect of stigma on an individual’s well-being greatly depends on context as 
well as the individual’s actions. Self-esteem is “constructed at the moment, in the 
situation, as a function of the meanings that individuals bring with them to the situ-
ation” (Crocker and Quinn 2001). That is, we are not passive recipients of others’ 
perceptions of us but active participants in constructing our selves (Cooley 1902; 
Mead 1934). The stigmatization process is relational, dynamic, and complex. How 
people cope with stigma significantly influences the effects of that spoiled identity 
(Miller and Major 2000). 

Research suggests that a potential mediating factor in the negative implications 
of stigmatization for self-esteem is the centrality of a deviant identity to one’s self-
concept (Major and O’Brien 2005). The more an individual identifies with a par-
ticular identity—that is, the more salient it is—the more likely that person is to per-
ceive negative interpersonal outcomes (e.g., devaluation or stereotyping) as related 
to that identity, and the more lasting and deep the negative effects (Branscombe, 
Schmitt, and Harvey 1999). It follows, then, that possessing additional positive identi-
ties might offer individuals an alternative to adopt as their central, or defining, iden-
tity—a way to disengage from the stigmatizing social identity (Schmader et al. 2001). 
In this sense, one’s self can expand and contract (Brewer 1991) across contexts and 
situations. We argue that student strippers can use this malleability to maintain, and 
even enhance, their positive sense of self.

A number of studies on strippers (often implicitly) distinguish between “career” 
dancers and “transient” dancers (Philaretou 2006; Sweet and Tewksbury 2000a).  
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Career strippers “tend to adhere to their dancing careers as an end in itself” (Philar-
etou 2006:47), or, as Ronai and Cross (1998) put it, they are “immersed” dancers, who 
view stripping as a permanent, full-time job. These women tend to be less educated 
and skilled, and have few alternatives to earning the living that stripping provides 
(Ronai and Ellis 1989; Salutin 1977; Sweet and Tewksbury 2000b; Thompson and 
Harred 1992). Women who view their stripping as more of a temporary occupation, 
on the other hand, tend to be more educated and skilled (Sloan and Wahab 2004). 
With a variety of opportunities available to them outside dancing, these women ap-
proach their work in the clubs as a transitory way to achieve more lofty career or per-
sonal goals. Thus they tend not to become immersed in the work and the lifestyle. 

There are no systematic data on the qualities of strippers over time; however, 
some research suggests that strippers are generally more educated today than they 
were in the past (Bradley 2008; Reid, Epstein, and Benson 1995; Sweet and Tewks-
bury 2000b). This may suggest an increase in transient strippers who have other op-
portunities and view stripping as a more temporary endeavor that fits with their 
current situation or future ambitions. It may also suggest a transformation of topless 
clubs in general. Since the 1970s, strip clubs have spread beyond so-called red light 
districts to suburbs and other areas outside city cores. This transformation of the 
industry led to the growth of elite, upscale bars, what Bradley-Engen (2009) calls 
“show clubs,” that cater to middle-class and business clientele, as well as to a more 
diverse group of dancers in terms of their social class, education, and lifestyles. 

Studies of the deviance of stripping are a primary line of research on strippers and 
strip clubs (Frank 2007). These studies tend to focus on how women come to enter 
a deviant occupation, patterns of interaction between customers and dancers, and 
how women manage the stigma associated with stripping for a living (Lewis 2000). 
Like much of the literature on other types of stigma, techniques of neutralization 
(Sykes and Matza 1957) and information control (Goffman 1963) form the basis for 
much of the discussions of the stigma management strategies employed by women 
who strip. Most studies show that strippers are aware of the stigma associated with 
stripping and thus use both internal and interpersonal strategies to rationalize, to 
redefine, or to justify the occupation or their participation in it (Ronai and Cross 
1998; Ronai and Ellis 1989; Salutin 1977; Scott 1996; Skipper and McCaghy 1978; 
Thompson and Harred 1992; Thompson, Harred, and Burks 2003). 

A number of studies show how women redefine the occupation in an attempt 
to remove the stigma associated with stripping. Women in Ronai and Ellis’s (1989) 
study, for example, viewed their occupation as merely an extension of the traditional 
feminine role of anticipating male behavior—pleasing and charming men, appearing 
to be what they want, and following their rules (see also Bradley-Engen 2009). Thus 
they felt they were really no different from other women who trade their sexuality 
for financial security in the form of marriage. Other women felt that stripping is ben-
eficial to society in general, as without strip shows, they rationalized, men would be 
lonely, frustrated, and lacking a sex outlet, and therefore more likely to commit sex 
crimes (Salutin 1977; Scott 1996; Thompson and Harred 1992). Women also defined 
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their work as educational for women in the audience, by showing them how to be 
sexy, seductive, and comfortable with their bodies, or as having the same entertain-
ment value for society as other types of show business (Salutin 1977; Scott 1996; 
Skipper and McCaghy 1978).

Strippers are also likely to make use of techniques of neutralization (Sykes and 
Matza 1957). Sykes and Matza found that five major types of rationalizations protect 
the individual from self-blame and stigmatization from others: denial of responsi-
bility, denial of injury, denial of the victim, condemnation of the condemners, and 
appeals to higher loyalties. These techniques appear to be quite common among 
strippers. As one example, Thompson and Harred (1992; also Thompson, Harred, 
and Burks 2003) find that strippers make use of each of these techniques in their 
interactions with others or in their own personal reflections on stripping for a living. 
They make claims that rationalize their behavior: “Not only is stripping harmless, 
but it serves positive societal functions” (denial of injury); “we’re more honest than 
those hypocrites who marry for money” (condemnation of the condemners); and “I 
strip for the money so I can support my daughter” (appeal to higher loyalties). 

Finally, many studies highlight how strippers divide their social world into two or 
more groups. Goffman (1963) argued this to be a central strategy used by individu-
als to overcome stigma: one group is told nothing of his or her deviant behavior, 
while the other group(s) is told everything. The strippers in Thompson and Harred’s 
(1992; also Thompson et al. 2003) study, for example, kept their occupation a secret 
from family, casual acquaintances, and other people they did not know well. Women 
also sometimes divide their social world by altering their appearance and demeanor, 
looking and acting like a different person while onstage (Scott 1996; Skipper and 
McCaghy 1978; Thompson et al. 2003). 

These strategies of stigma management, however, can come at a great cost to 
the individual. “Passers,” for example, who pretend to be someone they are not by 
covering and keeping secrets, can exhibit high levels of alienation, as they are un-
able to fully identify with those around them (Goffman 1963). Likewise, it obviously 
requires a great deal of time and energy to effectively hide one part of the self from 
others. As Goffman (1963) points out, dividing the social world can exact a great 
psychological cost, in that the lives that the stigmatized work so hard to create and 
separate are characterized by anxiety, for these constructed realities can collapse at 
any moment should their impression management techniques fail to protect them. 
We discuss these and other tolls of stripping in greater detail below.

The Toll of Stripping

Nearly every study of stripping carries with it descriptions of what Barton (2007) 
calls the “toll of stripping.” This toll is an accumulation of the costs associated with 
various stigma management techniques, as well as negative experiences related to 
the day-to-day work in strip clubs (e.g., abuse, harassment, rejection, exhaustion, 
etc.). Regarding “in-house” tolls, for example, Scott (1996) describes how strippers 
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constantly receive, and thus must respond to, “audience abuse,” consisting of negative 
remarks about their bodies, their dance routines, or their reluctance to remove their 
clothes quickly; Wesely (2006) finds physical and verbal harassment from managers 
and customers widespread. The physical effects of stripping are clear in Bradley- 
Engen’s (2009:32) account of her first night in a new club:

By the end of the night, my left leg was swollen from a pulled hamstring. . . . My 
knees were beaten and bruised. . . . My feet were covered with blisters. My finger-
nails and toenails were black with filth [from] rolling around on a stage that was 
covered with sweat, dirt, and body fluids of dozens of other women. My back was 
killing me from overarching and stimulating sex, and my thighs ached from strad-
dling horny men. . . . I had been licked, touched, propositioned.

Bradley-Engen was not safe even among the other dancers. At one point that same 
evening she was kicked in the head by another woman for “not moving fast enough” 
(p. 33). 

Many studies elaborate on the patterns of interaction that take place between 
strippers and their customers and the strains that result from dancers’ emotional 
labor (Wood 2000). This research suggests that these exchanges are character-
ized by the “counterfeiting of intimacy” or are “cynical performances” (Enck and 
Preston 1988; Forsyth and Deshotels 1997; Pasko 2002; Ronai and Ellis 1989; Scott 
1996; Thompson et al. 2003). In other words, the interactions between strippers and 
customers are often illusory, based on inauthentic relationships, and any intimacy 
expressed is merely a facade. Strippers and customers, these studies argue, have 
different and conflicting goals. While the customer’s goal is to have an intimate or 
sexual experience of some kind, the stripper’s goal is to play off that goal to make 
money for herself and for the club. The dancer uses both physical and verbal ploys 
to increase the perception of intimacy. Thompson, Harred, and Burks (2003), among 
others, argue that this sort of emotional labor, which includes flirting and interact-
ing with customers, many of whom the dancers find “utterly distasteful and even 
repulsive” (p. 567; see also Barton 2006 and Wood 2000), creates emotional strain 
and self-conflict for the women, as they continually compromise their attitudes and 
values to make money.

The toll of stripping also plays out in women’s sense of self and personal rela-
tionships outside work. The secret-keeping work associated with “dividing the social 
world” can result in having partially inauthentic exchanges with loved ones as well as 
customers. Thus strippers often find themselves alienated and estranged from others, 
impeding their ability, and comfort, in building intimacy or expressing themselves 
(Philaretou 2006; Thompson et al. 2003). 

Research finds that the toll of stripping can also contaminate women’s self-esteem 
and sense of self. Price (2008) finds that many dancers come to internalize the nega-
tive stereotypes associated with strippers, and Barton (2007) argues that a dancer’s 
self-esteem is gradually eroded over time, as her self-worth becomes dependent on 
how much money she makes. Similarly, Wesely (2003) argues that the sexual objecti-
fication and fragmentation of dancers’ lives, initially employed to reduce the stigma 
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associated with stripping, results in identity problems. Women who initially kept strict 
boundaries regarding physical contact with customers, for example, loosened those 
boundaries over time, causing them to lose sight of who they felt they really were. 

We return to these themes of stigma management and the toll of stripping in 
our results section, where we consider the question of whether students who strip, 
through their possession of an alternate, positive identity, might be able to use that 
identity not only to buffer themselves from some of these negative effects of strip-
ping but also to protect and to enhance their sense of self, both internally and in 
interaction with others.

DATA AND METHODS

Our analyses are based on in-depth interviews with college students who work as 
topless dancers in the Austin, Texas, area. The ten women each work at one of three 
clubs, which we call the Crystal Fox, Paradise, and Austin All-Stars. These venues 
represent a specific type of strip club, the more elite, expensive topless bars that 
cater to business- and middle-class men, often referred to as “gentlemen’s clubs” 
(Bradley-Engen 2009; Trautner 2005). Trautner worked as a cocktail waitress in one 
club (Austin All-Stars) for about two years. 

Trautner interviewed the ten women for this project in the late 1990s. Of these, 
six are white, three are Latina, and one is Asian American. According to the 2000 
U.S. Census, this distribution closely resembles the demographics of Austin’s popula-
tion. It also mirrors those of previous empirical studies of strip clubs and strip-club 
workers (e.g., Barton 2007; Reid et al. 1994; Ronai and Cross 1998; Ronai and Ellis 
1989; Scott 1996; Thompson and Harred 1992; Wesely 2003). While we understand 
that this is a small sample, making generalizations difficult, we assert that this ex-
ploratory study is useful for generating theoretical insights about the experiences of 
college student strippers. The stories and experiences of these women grant us some 
leverage in delving further into the identity processes and interactional dynamics of 
different populations of strippers and stigmatized people.

Trautner began by interviewing three women whom she knew from working at 
Austin All-Stars and then snowballed an additional four women through those ini-
tial three contacts. Three additional women were introduced to her by the general 
manager of another topless bar. The sample includes eight undergraduates, one 
graduate student, and one law student. These students have been working as topless 
dancers from anywhere between six months and six years. We find no noteworthy 
differences among women based on their length of employment. Table 1 includes 
basic demographic information for all ten women, including their majors and school 
and workloads at the time of the interviews. Pseudonyms have been used in place of 
the respondents’ real names, as well as their stage names, throughout the study.

The interviews were based on an open-ended interview guide structured around 
five broad categories: experiences with school; socialization into the topless bar; navi-
gation of personal, social, and work relationships; management of identities; and plans 
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for the future. Although each interview was fairly consistent, the schedule was de-
signed to be flexible in the wording, addition, and deletion of questions and probes. 

Both authors analyzed the interview transcripts separately and together for this 
analysis. Following the “grounded theory” tradition (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 
and Corbin 1990), we both read through each interview several times, noting recur-
ring themes. We then developed thematic categories based on the structure of the 
interview schedule and the literatures on stripping, deviance, and stigmatization. We 
placed responses from each interview into one or more thematic categories, which 
we further divided into smaller subgroupings, comparing for similarities and differ-
ences. We repeated this process until the analysis was complete.

STRIPPING AWAY THE STIGMA: 
STUDENT AS A SOCIALLY ACCEPTABLE ALTERNATE IDENTITY

We separate our results into two general sections that describe the primary strate-
gies women use to negotiate and to manage the stigma associated with their deviant 
identity (stripper) by engaging their positive identity (student)—internal efforts and 
interpersonal strategies.

Internal Efforts at Stigma Management: Rejecting Stereotypes  
and Redefining Selves

Student strippers employ a number of strategies to reject the stereotypes and  
stigma associated with strippers. Primary among them is “othering” as a way to differ-
entiate themselves from those stereotypes. As Ronai and Cross (1998) argue, many 
strippers attempt to distance themselves from other dancers who they feel exemplify 
the deviance associated with the occupation (the “sleazy” dancer) or who view strip-
ping as a permanent, full-time job (the “immersed” dancer). Dancers draw on these 
“stereotypical” categories of other dancers to distance themselves from the negative 
connotations that many people, including some strippers themselves, have of exotic 
dancers. By showing how they are “not like” stereotypical strippers, the students es-
cape some of the stigma associated with their work. Such “othering” is particularly 
easy for students who draw on their identities as students as a defining difference.

Sara began stripping thinking that most strippers were “sleazy,” into drugs, and 
generally “going nowhere.” Her attitudes about dancers changed a lot over her five 
years in the occupation, but they ended up confirming her initial ideas:

At first, I thought differently. I thought that it wasn’t so much like the stereotype, 
because I was doing it, and so were a couple of good friends of mine. But the 
longer I did it, and the more strippers I came into contact with, the overwhelm-
ing majority either were that way initially, or they ended up turning out that way 
because they got so beaten down by what they were doing. It’s because the en-
vironment doesn’t ask anything more of them, and because they have too much 
time on their hands. They don’t do anything with their lives. They don’t have any 
challenges besides trying to look good and have a good body. I’d run into the odd 
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person who was not that way, and I’d be friends with them, but they were always 
just like the exception to the rule. The vast majority really do fit the stereotype. 
So, I guess that I kind of reverted back to the stereotype, which I’m pretty firmly 
believing now, because I’ve seen them and known them for so long.

Sara is thus distancing herself from the stripper stereotype by repeatedly refer-
ring to the other strippers she works with as “they” and constructing clear distinc-
tions between her own life choices and the choices of others (Barton 2007). Sara 
is also actively contrasting others’ experiences to her own experience as a student 
who strips. While she does not mention school explicitly, she implies that there are 
other important aspects of her life—goals, commitments, and challenges—that pro-
tect her from falling into what she thinks of as stereotypical stripper behavior. While 
research suggests that strippers across the spectrum participate in othering, students 
who strip are able to distance themselves not only from other women who strip but 
also from the generalized stripper identity by assigning that identity to a secondary 
position in their overall self. 

Women reject stripper as a salient identity by drawing on other important identi-
ties in forming their selves (Reid et al. 1994; Wesely 2003). This is particularly easy 
for student strippers, who are able to draw heavily on their positive student identity 
in constructing the self. For example, Anna and Nicole, like many of the women in 
our sample, suggested that should future employers inquire about their work history, 
they would discard the stripper identity entirely and share only that they were stu-
dents during the time period they stripped. Anna says, “You don’t want to get hired 
for the wrong reasons, and you don’t want to chance not getting the job because you 
tell them that you danced.” And, as Nicole points out, “It’s not that uncommon for 
students to not work while they’re in school. Well, I’m going to be one of those stu-
dents who didn’t have to work.” Other strippers, without an alternate positive iden-
tity, would perhaps have a more difficult time accounting for gaps in their résumés. 

Many of the women also discussed scheduling their dancing shifts around their 
studies, highlighting that stripping was neither their primary identity nor their pri-
mary priority. Brandi’s comments elucidate the rank ordering of these concerns:

I will not work before my tests. . . . I had a big chemistry final on Monday and so I 
just went ahead and [took] the whole weekend off. I was like, “I have to study for 
the exam.” [It] is really more important for me to pass a test than make money. 

In a sense, students who strip are able to view stripping as role behavior that sup-
ports this positive identity—using the funds for school, working a job with a flexible 
schedule that allows them to focus on being a student when necessary—rather than 
as an identity in itself (Turner 1962). In other words, rather than categorize them-
selves as both strippers and students, these women are able to simply identify as 
students and to see stripping as part of the repertoire of role expectations associated 
with that identity. In addition to studying and attending classes, they must work to 
pay tuition and buy books, and stripping is how they achieve this. As Sara explains, 

When school really matters to you, and you have to totally support yourself, 
something has to give. You can’t be awake twenty-four hours a day. Either you 
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have to sacrifice your school and grades so that you can work to support yourself, 
or you find a job like this one. School is and always has been my top priority. I 
wasn’t going to sacrifice my grades just so that I could work thirty or forty hours 
a week at some minimum wage job. That’s a waste of my time.

Some benefits of being a student who strips are extrinsic, like the flexible schedule 
or the money it provides. Other benefits are intrinsic. For instance, both Jennifer and 
Anna believe that dancing has made them more motivated to do well in school. Jen-
nifer says she “now [realizes] how important school is,” and Anna reflects,

Dancing has definitely made me more serious about school. I always went to 
school, but I was one of those people who didn’t spend much time studying. I 
would just hang out, and just briefly look over the notes. I did okay, but now my 
grades are really, really important to me. I don’t want to end up here for the rest 
of my life. I want to find a good job.

In other words, Anna is stressing that she is not a career dancer, and that she 
doesn’t want to “end up” stripping for the rest of her life. The transient nature of the 
work for her and other students leads to decreased salience of the stripper identity, 
particularly with graduation as a benchmark for when the women plan to move on. 
While we do not have data on whether the students actually stopped at graduation 
or were lured by the money to continue, we found Michelle’s comments future ori-
ented and suggestive of her views of this job as simply a means to an end: 

When we all get out into the real world, and start these $30,000 jobs, they’re go-
ing to be happy because then they can actually afford to eat out more than once 
a month. And me, I’m going to be taking a huge pay cut. So, I’m going to have 
to approach my first job totally different as far as budgeting. That’s why now, I’m 
selling my car and paying off all my debts. When I graduate, I’m never going to 
dance again, so I want to make sure that I have as little bills as possible, so that I 
can afford to take a job that’s only $30,000.

Michelle, like all nine other interviewees, sees herself stripping as only a short-
term gig to get through school, not a long-term career. This disengagement and the 
redefinition of the link between identities and role behavior help student strippers 
experience fewer identity conflicts between their perceived and ideal selves (Peretti 
and O’Connor 1989).

Previous studies find that while some strippers maintain a “sexy” appearance 
and continue to wear heavy makeup and provocative clothing outside the strip club 
(see Wesely 2003), others try to look and act like a different person while not at 
work (Frank 2002; Scott 1996; Skipper and McCaghy 1978; Thompson et al. 2003). 
Makeup, costumes, and personality quirks that are part of a stripper’s repertoire are 
separated from her everyday life, and she often takes a stage name to distinguish 
her everyday self from her stripper persona. Like a child playing dress-up, a stripper 
uses her costume as a “kind of magical instrument” that allows her to leave her self 
behind, so to speak, and engage in behavior she sees out of role (Stone 1990:154).

Each woman in our sample created a “dancer persona” (Barton 2006) to help 
separate her positive identity from her stigmatized one. While tending to dress  
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conservatively and wear baggy clothes and little or no makeup while outside the 
club, all ten women donned a more seductive and risqué appearance while working, 
activating both an identity and an attitude (Stone 1990). This practice serves impor-
tant functions. Of course, there is a financial incentive to attend to their appearance 
for work that does not exist outside the club. But such transformations are internal 
strategies as well, allowing these women to use their appearance to help keep their 
identities separate, thus relieving some of their internal self conflicts. 

Some of the women, like Laurie, Lisa, Rebecca, and Anna, change their appear-
ance only minimally, simply spending more time on and taking greater care with 
their makeup and hairstyles. Lisa, for example, says that to get ready for school, “I 
just roll out of bed and throw on some clothes, and throw my hair up into a ponytail. 
I don’t usually wear makeup, except for lipstick sometimes.” While she spends only 
a few minutes each morning getting ready for school, she uses greater care in getting 
ready for work. After showering and shaving, Lisa puts on a full face of makeup, 
curls her hair, and picks out the clothes she is going to wear for the night. Overall, 
though, her appearance is not dramatically different at work than it is for school. 
That is, she still looks like Lisa, whether or not she is working.

Other women, however, like Tracey, Nicole, Michelle, and Jennifer, radically alter 
their self-presentation while at work to separate “stripper” from “student” (Stone 
1990). Nicole says that she looks very different at work than she normally does at 
school. She explains,

When people see me at school, a lot of them think that I am like sixteen years 
old. I don’t wear any makeup at all, I have my hair in a ponytail, and I wear a big 
T-shirt, big shorts, and flip-flops. I look like a bum when I go to school. I spend 
a lot of time getting ready for work, though. I fix my hair, wear lots and lots of 
makeup, and wear sexy, revealing clothing. I probably look about twenty-five or 
so. It’s funny. I never look my age.

Similarly, Michelle, Tracey, and Jennifer all said that they didn’t wear any makeup, 
fix their hair, or wear nice clothes to school, but that they were all, as Michelle says, 
“very picky” about how they looked for work. 

As part of this attention to establishing a different appearance, Michelle and Jen-
nifer both say that they will occasionally wear a hairpiece or fake eyelashes to work. 
Tracey, on the other hand, always wears wigs to work. An aspiring lawyer, Tracey 
worries that someone she may have professional contact with may recognize her, so 
she doesn’t want to look like Tracey while working. And, she says, “it’s kind of fun, 
like playing dress-up.” Because she always wears wigs, she spends a much greater 
amount of time getting ready for work. She explains,

There’s a lot of wig preparation involved. It takes a lot of time to curl hair, sure, 
a lot of girls do that, but getting a wig on right, so that it will not come off, like 
when I flip my head or roll over on stage, takes a while. So, I spend a lot of time 
messing with that, making sure the barrettes fit right and everything, making sure 
that it looks good, because it’s got to look good from every angle, even if I flip 
my head over.
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Those women who altered their appearances the least with makeup or wigs (Lau-
rie, Lisa, and Anna) were the most adamant about using stage names at work, sug-
gesting that all of the women seek to alter their identity in some way, whether by ap-
pearance or by name. These alterations further separate their identities as strippers 
from those of students. 

In addition, by specifically forgoing attention to appearances at school, these 
strippers are emphasizing their commitment to their student identity. They “dress 
toward” other students and desire responses that validate their student identities 
(Stone 1990:149). Nicole explains, “I don’t want or need to be attractive at school, 
because I’m there for one reason, and that’s just to go to school. Go to my classes, 
make good grades, and that’s it.” She elaborates,

I’m not there for a show. I know there are a lot of girls who get made up for their 
personal lives. I used to do that, too, before I started dancing. But now, I feel like I just 
want to get made up for work and that’s it. I get so sick of getting made up for work, 
that during the daytime, I just want to be totally clean and let my skin breathe.

For these women, there is no benefit to constructing sexy, feminine selves at 
school. At work, the amount of money they make from customers is contingent on 
how sexy, attractive, and feminine they appear to their male audience (Bradley- 
Engen 2009; Price 1998). At school they want to be recognized for their intelligence 
and dedication, not their looks. 

All ten women created a distinct identity while at work, but their methods dif-
fered, as some of the women preferred to use a stage name, while others favored 
dramatic changes in appearance. By selectively revealing and concealing informa-
tion about themselves, these women control as much as possible the impressions 
that others have of them. Moreover, this information control allows these women 
to manage the stigma of being a topless dancer and further enhances the separ-
ateness of their identities. These methods of information control closely resemble 
the stigma management techniques outlined by Goffman (1963), Thompson and 
Harred (1992), Scott (1996), and Ronai and Cross (1998). The women in our sample 
are highly aware of their “discreditable” stigma and so practice narrative resistance 
in the form of separating themselves from other dancers, dividing the social world 
by living separate lives for school and work, and actively guarding against getting 
“caught in the act” (Goffman 1963).

Interpersonal Strategies: Dividing Social Worlds

In addition to the internal distinctions strippers construct between self and ste-
reotypes or between identities to reduce incongruence in their selves, students who 
strip draw interpersonal boundaries as well (Barton 2007; Philaretou 2006). One 
primary way they do this is by “dividing their social worlds” (Goffman 1963), that is, 
separating their personal and professional lives. They do this by keeping their pro-
fession secret from family, professors, and other students, and by not making friends 
with dancers or customers at work.
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Family

Not sharing their occupation with their parents lets them be a stripper sometimes 
and a daughter other times, rather than “our daughter, the stripper.” Lisa, like other 
women in our sample, keeps stripping a secret because she wants to protect her par-
ents from disappointment:

They’d probably like to see me doing something better than taking off my clothes 
for people. I can imagine having a kid—I probably wouldn’t want them showing 
their body off to a bunch of people. That’s why I don’t tell them. 

Lisa is concerned about letting her parents down, and Michelle keeps dancing se-
cret from her mother because she fears her mother would think less of her or worry. 
She says, “I don’t want her to have bad thoughts about me. I hate lying to her, but I 
just don’t want her to needlessly worry, because she would.” Still others keep their 
work as strippers secret from their parents to limit or to avoid conflict. Laurie says, 
“I don’t want my parents to find out. I think that [it] would really upset my mom and 
. . . I don’t want to have to deal with that.” Similarly, Rebecca worries that her father 
might cause a scene and disrupt her life entirely if he were to find out:

My dad would probably come up here and take me back to El Paso. . . . I wouldn’t 
doubt it if he would disown me like, “I don’t ever want to talk to you again if you 
are going to be in that scene” or whatever.

When asked how she would prepare for an upcoming visit from her parents, who 
believe she is still waitressing at a local restaurant, Rebecca was still devising a plan: 
“I guess I am just going to . . . [throw] some aprons [and cocktail napkins around my 
apartment] and say [that] I asked for the week off or something.”

Classmates

Many of the women also worry about people from school finding out about 
their occupation, because of the potential embarrassment and rumors that could be 
spread. Jennifer, for example, explains how she handles potential confrontations:

I have seen a couple of guys that went to my school in there, and I didn’t really want 
to have to deal with that, so I just kept my clothes on and hung out in the dressing 
room until they left. I don’t want people to see me almost naked and then run into 
them at school the next day. I can’t imagine trying to act normal after that.

For Jennifer, these situations have financial as well as emotional costs. Not only does 
she lose money by just “hanging out” in the dressing room (which could be hours), 
she loses the control she had established of her separate identities when her bound-
aries became blurred. 

Similarly, Brandi does not want anyone at her school finding out because she wor-
ries how they will think of her. She explains,

I don’t want anyone on campus to know that I do this because I want them to 
respect me as a student. I don’t want them to have a different attitude about me 
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once they find out I’m a dancer. I would rather them know me as Brandi the stu-
dent rather than Brandi the dancer.

Beyond expressing the fear of being “discovered,” Brandi’s comments illustrate the 
distinction student strippers made between their student and stripper identities as 
they engage in role compartmentalization (Turner 1978). 

The fears expressed by these women became a reality for Nicole a few months 
after she began dancing. She had been attending a small, private liberal arts college 
in another city and was a member of a campus sorority when she ran into three of 
her professors at work. “They were just as embarrassed as I was,” she says. “It was 
kind of like, I saw you, and you saw me, it’s okay, but let’s just keep this quiet.” This 
left Nicole feeling pretty uncomfortable, but she felt that the situation was bearable, 
until the entire football team showed up at the strip club for an aftergame celebra-
tion. She says,

I was so embarrassed, but there was nothing I could do. I was onstage. I was to-
tally ostracized by everyone after that. When the girls on my sorority found out, 
they didn’t kick me out, but they really shunned me and called me names like 
“slut” and “whore.” And the guys, well, they just all figured that they could all 
score with me because I was a dancer.

Nicole ended up transferring to a larger public school in another city because the 
situation had become intolerable for her. For these women, the sustainment of dif-
ferent selves can be easily managed only when there is a clear segregation of their 
separate lives. Nicole’s story shows how fragile these identity negotiations can be 
because these identities, and these audiences, can never be completely separated. 
Some things are beyond an individual’s control: family, friends, students, or profes-
sors can enter the club at any time; boundaries dividing social worlds can easily and 
quickly crumble (Goffman 1963).

Significant Others

There are some people, however, who see these women as both students and 
strippers—their significant others. Unfortunately, beyond the difficulties this poses 
for women who seek to separate these spheres to reduce identity contamination, 
heterosexual relationships between strippers and their partners are often wrought 
with conflict. Previous research (Philaretou 2006) suggests that conflicts occur in 
part because boyfriends and husbands are jealous of their partners’ stripping or con-
cerned about their work conditions. Rebecca says,

At first he was for it. He was like, “Go ahead, try it out.” And then I actually 
started doing it, you know, and then he would question me like, “Who do you 
dance for?” You know, like “how many guys do you meet?” And “why do you 
come home with phone numbers?” And he wanted me to stop dancing. 

However, in addition to these types of concerns, we found that partners appeared 
to also be concerned about people’s impressions of them because of the work that 
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their girlfriends did. In other words, many men wanted to avoid stigma by associa-
tion. Michelle says,

[My fiancé] has a problem with people knowing what I do, especially people that 
he works with. Which I can understand. ’Cause, you know, they’re his colleagues 
and everything, and you don’t want them to think that “Oh, well, he’s got a strip-
per slut for a girlfriend,” or whatever their misconceptions might be. 

Anna’s boyfriend expressed similar concerns to her over what his coworkers 
might think of him based on her working as a stripper:

[When I first started] I felt like he enjoyed it—because maybe it made him look 
like a hot shot, like his girlfriend was a stripper, you know. . . . But now it is to the 
point where he is very paranoid about it. He is very, very paranoid about having 
someone that he works with come in over there, his VP or anybody. He is very 
paranoid, and he doesn’t want me dancing anymore. 

These women, and their partners, believe that a man will be evaluated on the actions 
and appearances of his significant other (Gillespie 1980). These apprehensions cause 
conflict in relationships. As Anna says later, “It is a strain on the relationship for sure.”

Coworkers and Customers 

Of course coworkers and customers are also aware of the strippers’ engagement 
in “dirty work” (Hughes 1951). To separate stripping from their personal life, most 
strippers avoid making friends at work. Thus stripping becomes something that 
women do, not who they are. Both customers and other strippers tend to understand 
the impersonal nature of the occupation and accept “the nature and structure of in-
volved transactions” (Sweet and Tewksbury 2000b:326). For example, Jennifer says, 

I don’t really talk to many people while I’m at work. I just kind of take care of my 
business. I’m friendly with everyone. . . . I just don’t talk to them or hang out with 
them much at work. I don’t call them or go out with them or anything like that. 

Likewise, when explaining why she does not hang out with people from the club 
outside work, Anna draws a distinct boundary: “I am just not trying to go in [the 
club] to make friends. I am going in there to work,” she says. With identity commit-
ment (Stryker and Serpe 1982) often being linked to the quality and quantity of 
social ties attached to that identity, estrangement from coworkers and customers is 
another way to decrease the salience of that identity. Being busy with classes and 
schoolwork, or assuming that others would not be interested in forging connections, 
protects students from making social ties.

While establishing a “dancer persona” (Barton 2006) may be an internal effort, 
Laurie explains how she uses her stage name, Summer, to manage interpersonal 
interactions:

I could use my real name if I wanted to, but I don’t. When I go out, I don’t want 
people to say “Hey, Laurie,” because I would turn around, thinking they’re one 
of my friends. So if people recognize me and say hello to Summer, then I know 
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they’re from the club. I use that as kind of a discrepancy when I see people out 
because I know a lot of people and I can’t always remember why I know them. 
If they know my real name, then they’re my friends . . . but if they use my stage 
name, then I know they’re from work, so I’ll be kind of cautious with them. 

Laurie uses the names people use to address her to define the situation, establishing 
a working consensus of what is occurring and the part that she should play (Goffman 
1959; Thomas 1923).

While women tend to be guarded in interactions with coworkers and customers 
alike, and work diligently to keep their work lives separate from their personal and 
college lives, they were more than happy to share their student identity with custom-
ers and club managers. They often make it a point to tell people at work that they are 
in college. The women believe that revealing this information upgrades their status 
within the club, sets them apart from other dancers, and lets the customers know that 
they are educated women, not just strippers. It also reinforces to themselves and oth-
ers the fact that this is a temporary job, a means to an end.

Several of the women mentioned that because they are students, management 
often gives them more leeway with their schedules and allows them other special 
perks not afforded to other dancers. Anna, for example, says that while most of the 
women she works with support her going to school, “some of them get kind of ag-
gravated because we [students] don’t work on a regular basis.” Several of the women 
believed that going to school is something the clubs would like to promote. One 
club, for example, ran a program for several years in which the club paid tuition for 
full-time college students attending public universities who worked at least three 
shifts a week and maintained a B average in school. (That program has since been 
disbanded because of the cost of sending so many women through school.) Tracey 
believes that the clubs have favorable views toward students because, “I think they 
would like to see dancers and people getting on with their lives and doing something 
instead of just making money and spending it as quickly as possible.” Because these 
women might attract and entertain a higher class of customers than can some other 
dancers, the women interviewed perceived college students to have a privileged, 
elevated status within the club.

Moreover, Tracey’s comments suggest that not only are students who strip setting 
themselves apart from other dancers to make more money and to receive favors 
from management, they are also escaping the negative identity label applied to other 
dancers. This is a form of narrative resistance discussed by Ronai and Cross (1998). 
Dancers who are not in school, and who act “super flirty” with customers, are the 
negative standards of comparison that the women in our sample resist. As illustrated 
earlier, several dancers did not reject the deviant stigma others apply to the occupa-
tion as a whole, but they distanced themselves from that label by showing how they 
“are not like” the deviant exemplars. 

Students who strip believe that this distancing work is authentic and effortless. Jenni-
fer expressed that she did not have to resort to the same manipulation tactics as “other” 
dancers because she “respects herself,” and customers sense that. She explains,
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I tell customers that I’m a student. I think that they’re kind of surprised, because 
I guess a lot of them don’t think that many of us go to school. They like it, they 
think it’s really good that I’m in school. And I don’t act like those other girls. I 
don’t go overboard. I don’t act like I’m real attracted to them, like I think they’re 
sexy and all that. And they can see that I’m more real and down to earth. Other 
girls use those tactics, like giving them back massages and acting super flirty. But 
I just act normal and carry on a normal conversation. I don’t act like a slut just 
because I’m working there, like a lot of the girls do.

Tracey says that her customers “definitely like it, that I’m smart and doing something, 
because I don’t have a sob story. I don’t go up to them up say things like, ‘Omigosh, 
I can’t feed my children.’ And there are so many girls that do that.” 

This is not to say that there is no manipulation among students who strip. Michelle 
reveals her status as a student to customers because she believes this information in-
creases her tips. She explains that although her parents are paying both her rent and 
tuition, customers often think that she is stripping as a way to pay for school: “My 
customers think it’s great that there’s a purpose for me doing it, so they feel a little 
better about giving me money because they think it’s going to my college fund.” 

Several women related similar stories of being paid for their conversation and 
personality, not just their attractiveness. Brandi, for example, believes that because 
of her education and interest in science, many customers pay her just for talking to 
them: 

There is this huge group of guys that come in pretty regularly, and they’re work-
ing on some computer thing. They all have physics degrees, chemistry degrees, and 
biology degrees, and they just sit down and talk to me about science. And we will sit 
there for hours, talking about science, and they just hand me all of this money.

These stories further separate these women from the other dancers who are not in 
school, as well as from the larger pool of sex workers who are often thought to en-
gage in emotionally draining “strategic flirting” and play dumb around men (Dean 
et al. 1975; Deshotels and Forsyth 2006).

While being in school affords these women positive relationships with custom-
ers and management, Nicole and Anna mentioned that their status as students has 
caused some minor problems with other dancers. As Anna said previously, a few 
dancers she works with get aggravated because she does not have to work regularly 
and because they think the manager does small favors for her. Nicole says that some 
of the dancers she works with think that she is a narc, an informant for law enforce-
ment or management:

Everybody has heard the rumors. It’s because I’m very educated compared to those 
girls, and because of my mannerisms. I was brought up in a very upper-middle-class 
household, and I just learned how to do things properly. So they think that because 
I’m educated and that I’m in school, that I’m a narc. Some of the girls that I’ve 
worked with for a really long time have even asked me if I was a spy.

Both Anna and Nicole stress that most of the dancers they work with are supportive 
of their schoolwork, but that a few of them do not like the student strippers getting 
special attention. 
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CONCLUSIONS

While no one is immune to every harmful effect of having a deviant identity, in this 
article we argue that students who strip occupy a unique position that offers them 
some respite from the potential negative effects of stripping. We find that students 
who strip are distinctive from other strippers in several ways. First, they benefit from 
having alternate identities from which to choose self-definitions, specifically their 
salient positive identity as students. Second, because they are students, they are like-
ly to think of themselves as “transient” rather than “career” strippers (Philaretou 
2006). They view stripping as a means to an end, supporting the important goal of 
obtaining a degree, rather than the end in itself. With research suggesting that the 
negative effects of stripping increase over time spent working in clubs (Peretti and 
O’Connor 1989), true transience is important for preserving a positive sense of self. 
Third, although they often feel as if they live a “double-life” (Lewin 1984), hiding 
their occupation from family, friends, and those at school, students who strip are able 
to share with customers their aspirations as students, further differentiating them 
from other strippers. Having an identity other than stripper, particularly a positive 
one like college student, which they draw on in social interactions both in and out of 
the club, allows these women to maintain a positive sense of self.

In large part, students who strip benefit from the contextual nature of stigma. 
Their behavior at the club, while largely indistinguishable from the nonstudents, is 
experienced in a notably different way. In their discussion of the relational nature of 
stigma, Jones and colleagues (1984) outline six dimensions of stigma: concealability 
(the viability of the stigmatizing characteristic), peril (the perceived danger to others), 
origin (e.g., congenital, accidental, or intentional), course of the mark (whether the 
characteristic gets more pronounced with time), aesthetics (subjective reactions to the 
stigma’s unattractiveness), and disruptiveness (the extent to which the stigma inter-
feres with interactions and social life). All strippers benefit from having a concealable 
stigma, which poses little or no danger to others. However, students who strip benefit 
markedly in the other dimensions as well. Students who strip can alleviate some of the 
stigma from intentionality of their occupation by rationalizing their work. Whether or 
not they rely on their earnings for tuition, these women believe that stripping is sup-
porting a series of positive life choices they have been making, rather than stripping 
as a result of what they see as negative life choices of “other” dancers (e.g., women 
who dropped out of school, women who had children at a young age, women who use 
drugs). Further, the shortened tenure of transient strippers also lessens stigma by not 
giving the stigma time to become more pronounced and helping them focus on the 
allure and attractiveness of being women who strip occasionally. Finally, the ability to 
draw on other identities—specifically the positive student identity—and to hide their 
deviant identity from people whom they interact with in other spheres allows the col-
lege students who strip to limit the disruptiveness of that work in their everyday lives.

Of course, distinctive spheres and keeping secrets can have negative effects as well. 
Strippers in general have considerable difficulty in attaining and maintaining genuine, 
meaningful, and anxiety-free intimate interactions with significant others (Philaretou 
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2006) and are often withdrawn from people in general (Peretti and O’Connor 1989). 
Because student strippers are dividing their social world in ways that involve keeping 
secrets from their family members, classmates, professors, casual acquaintances, and 
keeping information from friends and romantic partners, they may end up feeling par-
ticularly alienated or estranged. Engaging in so many partially inauthentic interactions 
outside work can impede their ability and comfort in building intimacy with others or 
expressing themselves.

While this alienation and estrangement might be issues many strippers share, the 
results of our exploratory study suggest that there are many important differences 
within the social category of strippers that should receive further attention. We sub-
stantiate this claim by exploring the unique experiences of students who strip and 
find that they benefit from this alternate identity and the dynamic constructions of 
both stigma and self-esteem. In addition, we suggest useful theoretical avenues to 
pursue in attending to this variation—specifically social psychological work on iden-
tity, stigma, and self-perception. 

We see contributions of this work to both bodies of research. To the interaction-
ists, we bring stigma management processes out of the laboratory and explore how 
truly stigmatized people negotiate and manage their stigma to preserve their sense 
of self. While ours is not truly an “interactional” study (Hebl and Dovidio 2005), 
hopefully future research, perhaps by sociologists and symbolic interactionists, will 
follow suit and consider the nuances of stigma in “real life” situations. We hope our 
research also captures the attention of those who study stripping and other sex-work 
occupations and encourages them to look for important differences among individu-
als and groups of individuals who work in these occupations.
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