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A B S T R A C T

Background: The growing population of older adults with long-term drug use has been largely overlooked in 
research. While most research on street culture have focused on younger men, the experiences of aging within 
these environments have received limited attention. This study seeks to address that gap.
Methods: We conducted 20 semi-structured interviews with men aged 55 or older with current and long-term 
drug use, in Malmö, Sweden. The data were analyzed using a thematic approach.
Results: Our analysis identified three overarching themes that illustrate the men’s status and strategies within 
street culture: (1) Mastering the game – Age as street capital: The men often viewed older age as an asset, 
associating it with accumulated knowledge and respect within street culture. (2) Staying in the game – Adapting 
to aging: Some men described adapting their methods of obtaining money and drugs in response to age-related 
changes. (3) Leaving the game – Withdrawal and marginalization: Others distanced themselves from people and 
activities within street culture.
Conclusion: Our findings show how aging reshapes older men’s status, relationships, and survival strategies 
within street culture, revealing both resilience and vulnerability. Aging, in this context, is understood as a social 
process, emphasizing its significance within street culture.

Introduction

Since I started using crutches, people see me as being at a disad
vantage. So it has happened that I’ve lost my wallet. I’ve been tricked 
– by people I never thought would do that. /…/ So unless you have a 
real friend, so to speak – and unfortunately, I don’t because I’ve lost 
most people. They’ve passed away and such. That’s the part that 
changes over time. You’re not the same person you once were. For 
example, today when I don’t have money and so on, I don’t go out 
and commit crimes anymore. But when I was younger, there was 
nothing else – just heroin or going crazy… I don’t even know what to 
say. That was all there was. Back then, it was a bit easier, and I had a 
better ability and the conditions to get heroin. Now I can’t even walk 
100 meters – I have to sit down and rest.
(Ervin, 66 years old, has used drugs for over 40 years).

Ervin’s story highlights the challenges of aging with long-term drug 
use. As his physical abilities declined, others in street culture saw him as 
vulnerable, leading to exploitation and mistrust. The loss of close friends 
deepened his loneliness. With age, he had also changed his methods of 
obtaining money; he used to commit crimes, but he no longer had the 
physical capacity to do so. He felt like a different person, and his 

relationship to drugs and street life had shifted. Aging had gradually 
pushed him to the margins of the world he once belonged to.

Despite common perceptions of drug use as predominantly a youth 
phenomenon (Beynon, 2009; Heyman, 2013; Winick, 1962) and street 
culture as valuing traits often associated with vitality and youth (such as 
independency, strength and fearlessness, see Bourgois, 2003; Mullins & 
Cardwell-Mullins, 2006; Mullins & Kavish, 2021; Sandberg & Pedersen, 
2009) the complex character of age has received little scholarly atten
tion. While research on older adults who use drugs is growing, few 
studies explore their lived experiences. Most existing research has been 
conducted in an American context, with a predominant focus on health 
and treatment (Zolopa et al., 2022). Furthermore, aging has typically 
been explored based on normative notions of who the older adult is, 
lacking an in-depth understanding of what it means to age outside the 
norm and in hidden contexts beyond mainstream society (Westwood & 
Carey, 2018). Little attention has been paid to older adults within street 
culture, possibly because this group mainly operates on its periphery 
(Anderson & Levy, 2003).

Our goal is to make the group of older adults with long-term drug use 
visible and highlight the significance of their social situation and aging 
process. This study focuses on men aged 55 and older with a history of 
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drug use spanning 30 years or more. Here, we view age primarily as a 
social phenomenon, something that is done and accomplished in social 
interactions. The “doing of age” is highlighted as context dependent and 
what is considered appropriate age-related behavior can vary depending 
on culture (Krekula, 2009; Laz, 1998, 2003; Settersten et al., 2016). The 
aim of this study is to explore how the men’s aging and long-term 
experience in the drug-centered environment influence their status 
and strategies within street culture. We use Bourgois (2003:8) definition 
of street culture as our starting point, “a complex and conflictual web of 
beliefs, symbols, modes of interaction, values and ideologies that have 
emerged in the opposition to exclusion from mainstream society.” While 
Bourgois highlights racism and poverty as central to processes of 
exclusion and marginalization, we emphasize the strong stigma and 
criminalization of drug use as key factors shaping the men’s experiences 
of marginalization and the dynamics of street culture in the study 
setting.

This study was conducted in Malmö, Sweden, where drug policy is 
defined by a strict, zero-tolerance approach that prioritize abstinence 
and criminalization over medical or harm-reduction models (Edman & 
Olsson, 2014; Tham, 2005). This has shaped public and institutional 
attitudes, often resulting in stigma, limited healthcare access, and social 
exclusion for people who use drugs (Holeksa, 2024, 2025; Tham, 2005). 
This policy context has likely shaped the structure of Sweden’s drug 
scene – defined as spaces where public drug use and dealing occur (Bless 
et al., 1995) – and, by extension, its street culture. Drawing on the work 
of Holeksa (2024, 2025) and Houborg et al. (2025), research indicate 
that drug scenes, in Malmö, are more concealed compared to the nearby 
city of Copenhagen, Denmark, where harm reduction is more prominent 
and drug use more visible (Houborg et al., 2014). In Malmö, drug scenes 
are largely operating in semi-private or hidden spaces, in connection to 
low-threshold services and informal networks rather than in open public 
areas. Street culture in Malmö and Sweden at large is therefore char
acterized by a high degree of invisibility and fragmentation, creating 
hidden social worlds shaped by drug use, stigma, and the need to avoid 
detection (Svensson, 1996/2007; Lalander, 2009). People who use drugs 
in Malmö also appear to be highly dependent on each other for pro
tection and resources, something that may affect social relations within 
street culture and increase vulnerability for those who, for various 
reasons, find themselves on the margins of this culture (Houborg et al., 
2025).

In street culture, the risks are significant. Beyond the health dangers 
of drug use, individuals face threats of police arrest, violence, and fraud 
(Boyd et al., 2018; Hutton, 2005; Richert, 2014, 2022). Daily drug use is 
also financially burdensome, often making income generation a central 
focus of everyday life. Many turn to illegal means, such as drug sales and 
theft to finance their drug use. These circumstances foster an environ
ment typically characterized as hierarchical, exploitive and violent, 
dominated by masculine norms, where men often control drug access 
and hold power positions (Boyd et al., 2018; Grundetjern & Sandberg, 
2012; Hutton 2005; Mullins & Cardwell-Mullins, 2006; Richert, 2022). 
Navigating these risks is crucial for success within street culture. In
dividuals develop strategies to mitigate the risks associated with drug 
sales and other illegal activities, such as choosing whom to sell drugs to 
and where to operate. While these risks can lead to negative conse
quences, they may also offer social and economic benefits. Risk-taking 
can enhance status and earn respect, making it a valued trait in street 
culture (Hutton, 2005; Lalander, 2003; Richert, 2014, 2022). However, 
some individuals opt for low-risk activities, like informal recycling, to 
avoid violence and high-stakes activities (Boyd et al., 2018).

Older adults in street culture often face compounded challenges 
compared to their younger counterparts. Beyond health-related issues 
(Bachi et al., 2017; Han, 2018; Matheson et al., 2019; Searby et al., 
2015), they frequently experience financial hardship, housing insta
bility, and social isolation (Atkinson, 2016; Johnston et al. 2017; Smith 
& Rosen, 2009). Long-term drug use tends to narrow social networks to 
others who also use drugs, leading to exclusion from mainstream society 

and estrangement from family (Roe et al., 2010; Johnston et al., 2017). 
Further, research on aging and drug use trajectories (Boeri et al., 2006, 
2008, 2011; Cepeda et al., 2016; Grella & Lovinger, 2011; Hser et al., 
2007a, 2007b; Levy & Anderson, 2005; Liahaugen Flensburg et al., 
2025), introduces concepts such as “maturing in”, “aging into” drug use, 
and the idea of a “drug career”, which help explain how drug use persists 
or changes over time. Older adults may continue using drugs to man
aging pain, cope with health conditions, or maintain a familiar lifestyle. 
Their methods of use often shift with age, reflecting physical limitations 
and changing social circumstances (Liahaugen Flensburg et al., 2025; 
Sultan, 2022). Although limited in number, studies that specifically 
examine the status of older adults within street culture suggest that 
aging is often associated with a decline in social roles and status 
(Anderson & Levy 2003; Levy & Anderson, 2005). By highlighting the 
lived experiences of older men in these contexts, our study seeks to 
contribute to deepen the understanding of how aging intersects with 
social roles, status, and broader age-related dynamics within street 
culture.

Theory

In this article, age is viewed primarily as a social marker that shapes 
life trajectories, experiences, and social interactions. We approach age 
and aging as a social and relational phenomenon (Settersten et al., 
2016), emphasizing how individuals navigate roles and relationships 
within broader social structures (Philips et al., 2010). Age norms func
tion as negotiable resources in social interactions and contribute to so
cietal power dynamics (Laz, 1998, 2003; Närvänen, 2009).

Doing age

Laz (1998) argues that age is something accomplished through social 
actions and interactions. People actively construct their age identities 
within a framework of societal norms and expectations. Individuals “do” 
age based on social contexts and expectations of what it means to be a 
certain age. This positions age as fluid, and shaped by everyday in
teractions (Krekula, 2009; Laz, 1998, 2003).

Laz (1998) uses the phrase ”act your age” as a metaphor for how age 
is performed. “Doing age” involves enacting age-related roles and be
haviors in daily life – through language, appearance, and conduct. Age is 
thus produced and reproduced in interpersonal encounters. This inter
actional work involves adapting to and resisting expectations about how 
one should act based on age. Individuals are constantly judged on their 
ability to conform to age norms and are held accountable for their 
age-related performances.

Krekula (2009) adds another dimension of doing age through the 
concept of age-coding. Age-coding refers to the creation and reinforce
ment of age norms that define what is considered appropriate at 
different ages. It contributes to age-based distinctions and behavioral 
regulation aligned with societal expectations and power structures. 
While similar to stereotypes, age-coding offers a more analytical lens by 
highlighting how phenomena, places, situations, routines, activities and 
actions are coded in age-specific ways. It functions as a logic of 
distinction, emphasizing differences between people based on age and 
serving as a tool for analyzing age relations.

Laz (2003) opposes a purely constructivist view of age as separate 
from the body, instead framing age as embodied – both socially con
structed and biologically experienced. Age is expressed through 
everyday bodily practices. Our physical activities, energy levels, and 
appearance all serve as expressions of how we experience age. 
Embodiment, like age, is actively shaped through routines, interactions, 
self-perceptions, and comparisons with others. It includes not just 
physical changes but how individuals feel, interpret, and present their 
bodies.
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Street culture and street capital

The concept of street culture originates from a North American 
context, often focusing on the experiences of young African American 
men navigating environments shaped by drug use, criminal activity, and 
systemic marginalization (Mullins & Kavish, 2021). Carlson et al. 
(2009:58) defines it as “cultural patterns found in the public domain and 
often played out on urban street corners or at similar venues.” However, 
this definition is limited, as it overlooks the more concealed aspects of 
street culture that often occur away from public view, particularly 
relevant in the Swedish context.

In Malmö, Sweden, the concept is not directly transferable. Addi
tionally, the men in this study are predominantly white, Swedish-born, 
and older, which further distances them from the demographic typically 
associated with the North American framing of street culture. Therefore, 
the term is used here not as a direct parallel, but as a framework for 
understanding how exclusion and marginalization – particularly 
through drug use and criminal behavior – shape social life and the men’s 
actions and self-understandings.

Bourgois (2003) highlight the power dynamics embedded in street 
culture, individuals become part of a social field characterized by a 
constant struggle for status, respect, roles, and positions. Sandberg and 
Pedersen (2009) describe street culture as an environment in which 
specific knowledge, skills, and assets – such as knowledge of drugs, 
dealing skills, street smarts and the use of violence and intimidation – 
are valued and rewarded. They term this form of value “street capital”. 
Street capital reflects the internal logic of street culture; in a context 
with limited legitimate opportunities, selling drugs becomes a rational 
path to income and respect. For those with low socio-economic status 
and limited access to mainstream society, street capital offers a sense of 
power, self-worth, and economic possibility. Lalander (2003) offers a 
complementary perspective, he likens the heroin subculture in a 
Swedish city to a game with its own rules, where the whole city serves as 
the playing field. To gain respect, one must master the game – learning 
how to use drugs, navigate criminal networks, and manage risk.

Street capital is also closely tied to masculinity. For many men, it 
offers a way to achieve independence and respect when traditional paths 
are blocked. However, excessive drug use can undermine this identity, 
leading to dependence and loss of control – traits that conflict with the 
ideals of strength and autonomy (Sandberg & Pedersen, 2009). Mullins 
and Kavish (2021) expand on this through the concept of street mas
culinity, which adapt mainstream masculine ideals – such as toughness, 
economic success, and independence – to the constraints of street life. 
Criminal behavior becomes a way to accumulate masculine capital, 
demonstrating courage, risk-taking, and dominance. Reputation, built 
through violence and criminality, becomes central to gaining respect 
and status.

Method

To explore the implications of aging within street culture, we carried 
out semi-structured interviews with a strategically stratified sample 
(Robinson, 2014) of older men with long-term drug use. Between 2022 
and 2023, the first author conducted 20 interviews with men aged 55 
and above with current and long-term drug use. While research on older 
adults typically sets the age threshold at 65 years or older, we inten
tionally lowered the age limit. Age-related conditions often manifest 
earlier and more severely in individuals with long-term drug use (Bachi 
et al., 2017; Han, 2018; INCB, 2020). Interviews lasted 26–145 min 
(avg. 64). Two individuals were interviewed twice, primarily due to 
practical considerations, such as other scheduled appointments.

During the interviews, we employed a interview guide centered 
around three main themes: (1) Everyday life, living conditions, and 
social relations, (2) Drug use, risks, and risk management, and (3) 
Health, care needs, and interactions with authorities. Throughout the 
interviews, we focused on the meanings of aging and changes over time. 

This approach allowed flexibility, enabling the men to discuss topics 
they found important while the interview guide provided a structure 
that enhanced the comparability of the collected data. Participants 
received a SEK 200 gift card for a grocery store.

Recruitment and participant characteristics

Recruitment took place in Malmö, Sweden at various treatment, 
support, and low-threshold services frequented by the target group. 
Eligibility criteria for the study included: (1) being 55 years or older, (2) 
current use of illegal drugs and (3) a long-term experience with drug use.

As shown in Table 1, the group varied in age, drug use patterns, 
income sources, and social circumstances. The men ranged from 55 to 69 
years old, and all had a history of drug use spanning at least 30 years. 
Most were single and lived in unstable housing conditions. The primary 
source of income was disability pension followed by social benefits. 
Amphetamines and heroin were the reported primary drugs, though 
several men also regularly used substances such as cannabis, alcohol, 
and benzodiazepines.

Analysis

The analysis was inspired by Braun and Clarke’s (2022) practical 
guide to thematic analysis. Initially, the interviews were transcribed 
verbatim to gain a comprehensive understanding of the material. 
Following the principles of thematic analysis, analytical points and in
sights were continuously recorded alongside ongoing data collection. 
The material was then coded using the NVivo software. Subsequently, 
the transcriptions were revisited, and text fragments were organized 
into specific and analytically meaningful codes. During the analysis, it 
became evident that many men discussed their view of aging in relation 
to their status, strategies and social environment. This observation led to 
the idea of exploring these perspectives in more detail. In this phase, the 
material was reexamined, and theoretical concepts were tested. Earlier 
codes were transformed, restructured and renamed. Finally, three 

Table 1 
Overview of interview participants.

Participants Number

Total: 20
Age: ​
55–59 10
60–64 7
65–69 3
Marital status: ​
Married 2
Partner 5
Single 13
Housing situation: ​
Low-threshold/supportive housing 9
Rental apartment/house 6
Live-in tenant* 2
Homeless 3
Formal income**: ​
Income assistance 5
Early retirement pension payment 10
Pension payment 3
Other 2
Years of drug use: ​
30–39 5
40–49 11
50+ 4
Reported primary drug: ​
Amphetamines 14
Heroin 6

* The term describes a living situation where one person resides as a 
tenant in another person’s home without a contract to the landlord.

** The majority had, apart from their regular income, an illegal 
income. Nobody reported formal employment.
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themes were created and aligned with theoretical significance (Gibson & 
Brown, 2009). In the final stage, selective quotes were chosen to 
contextualize and exemplify the themes.

Ethics

The research project has been approved by the Swedish Ethics Re
view Authority, with the registry number 2022–00,907–01. To protect 
the anonymity of the men, pseudonyms have been assigned, and any 
information that could reveal their identity have been left out or 
replaced. The men received both written and oral information about the 
purpose of the study, after which they provided written consent to 
participate.

Findings: aging and strategies in street culture

A recurring topic in the interviews was how aging and long-term 
experience in the drug-centered environment shaped the men’s status 
and strategies within street culture. Their experiences varied, but three 
overarching themes were identified: (1) Mastering the game – Age as street 
capital. (2) Staying in the game – Adapting to aging. (3) Leaving the game – 
Withdrawal and marginalization. It is important to view the themes as 
overlapping rather than as three fundamentally distinct groups within 
the cohort. Several men reflected on all the themes in relation to their 
social situations and can be quoted in more than one of these sections.

The strategies and themes presented should not be interpreted solely 
as a linear progression shaped by aging. Several men described moving 
between strategies over time, particularly in relation to temporary pe
riods of cessation, incarceration, engagement in treatment or family life. 
Moreover, many men expressed ambivalence toward street culture and 
its demands. Maintaining the lifestyle requires significant energy and 
social navigation, which could at times be experienced as burdensome 
and interfere with their engagement in the environment. These transi
tions suggest that aging within street culture is not a straightforward 
trajectory but rather a dynamic process.

Mastering the game – age as street capital

It was evident that experience and knowledge of the game played a 
crucial role in generating status and respect within street culture. 
Several men described how, over time, they had established a recog
nized “name” in the environment. Their street capital had grown 
alongside their long-term drug experience. They possessed what 
Lalander (2003) calls “player competency” – a combination of an 
extensive network, a strong reputation, and refined risk management 
skills. Many men emphasized their ability to navigate street culture with 
confidence and mastery, distinguishing themselves from their younger, 
less experienced selves and peers, who were often described as naive and 
more susceptible for deception.

Carl reported regular cannabis use and occasional relapses on heroin. 
He lived in stable housing and primarily relied on early retirement 
pension payment for income. His criminal history included several 
convictions of robbery, and he also had experience of dealing drugs. Carl 
discussed how older individuals in street culture had it easier in some 
ways compared to their younger counterparts. He described the OAT 
clinic, where he himself was registered as a patient, as a social arena and 
part of street culture where interactions between different age groups 
occurred. This setting made different age distinctions visible. 

If I had wanted to make money, I could have – it wouldn’t have been 
much of a problem, really. I mean, they (the younger ones) are so 
naïve./…/ If you are 25 and you meet someone who’s 55 – his mom 
and dad are gone, he barely has any siblings, and he’s burned a lot of 
bridges in his life. But the 25-year-old still has both parents, siblings, 
hasn’t burned any bridges, and can still borrow money. So, it’s easier 
to get that person interested in buying something I can profit from, 

because I know way more people. /…/ It’s always the older ones who 
want to make money off the younger ones and pull them in. /…/I 
mean, if you’re experienced and want to get someone… I mean, we 
know exactly which strings to pull.
(Carl, 58 years old, had used drugs for over 40 years)

Carl’s experience and network gave him street knowledge younger 
peers lacked. He described a kind of practical intuition or “feel for the 
game” that enabled him to navigate the field effectively. In contrast, 
younger individuals were portrayed as more vulnerable to exploitation. 
Carl’s reflections suggest that street culture may be age-segregated, with 
characteristics and forms of capital associated with different age groups. 
Notably, marginalization from mainstream society was not necessarily 
perceived as a disadvantage; rather, it often translated into greater assets 
and legitimacy within street culture.

Like Carl, Mehdi was an OAT patient. He used heroin and benzodi
azepines approximately once a month. Mehdi lived in stable housing but 
had previously experienced homelessness for 20 years. His main source 
of income was income assistance, supplemented by occasional drug 
dealing. He reported having a criminal record of 25 charges, primarily 
for minor offenses. Mehdi felt that his older age had given him strong 
establishment and status within street culture. He mentioned that his 
many years in the environment had helped him build a solid reputation. 

Your status, you know – it grows over time. Now that you’re 56, 
people know that for many years – let’s say 10, 15, 20 years – you did 
right by people. That builds over time, your status, you know.
(Mehdi, 56 years old, had used drugs for 40 years)

Mehdi also emphasized the value of experience and a wide network. 
His reputation of trustworthiness enhanced his street capital, and over 
time, his social skills and knowledge earned him increased status. Older 
age became a resource, reinforcing a hierarchy where experience meant 
power.

Viktor described daily using “everything and anything” though he 
preferred amphetamine, cannabis and alcohol. He had a long experience 
of being homeless and now lived in low-threshold housing. He received 
income assistance, but also relied on criminal activities, primarily theft, 
to generate income. His life had been marked by repeated cycles of 
incarceration and treatment. Viktor described a similar experience to 
Carl and Mehdi. However, he was relatively unique in emphasizing the 
importance of the potential to use violence. With his contacts within the 
criminal environment, he felt that few people dared to attack or trick 
him. To succeed in street culture, one had to undergo a learning process 
(Lalander, 2003), and Viktor’s older age symbolized an experiential 
knowledge. 

Do you ever feel vulnerable in certain situations today?
No, not really. No, it’s just that – I’ve got such a solid reputation, you 
know. I can go wherever the hell I want with my back clear you 
know? And I’ve got the kind of backup that’s no joke – yeah, one 
phone call and boom, someone’s outside. /…/ Yeah, the older you 
get, the more experience you bring to the table, you know? And we 
know when it’s time to back off and move on. /…/ The longer you’ve 
been in the game, you know – if you haven’t learned anything by 
then you don’t belong there. You’ve got to know how to act or just sit 
down and shut up.
(Viktor, 56 years old, had used drugs for 30 years).

Echoing Sandberg and Pedersen’s (2009) and Mullins and Kavish 
(2021) research, Viktors’s street masculinity was reinforced through the 
use and threat of violence to resolve conflicts and maintain respect. He 
distanced himself from younger individuals in street culture, viewing 
them as too inexperienced: ”…the more experience you have, the more 
accepted you become in certain contexts”.

These quotes show how experience builds street capital. Knowing 
many people and the right individuals served as a negotiating resource 
in the constant struggle for positions, status and respect (Bourgois, 2003; 
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Sandberg & Pedersen, 2009). Based on Mullins and Kavish’s (2021)
concept of street masculinity, older age and long-term drug use become 
markers of autonomy, resilience, and trustworthiness. These perfor
mances of masculinity seem to evolve with age. While younger men may 
assert masculinity through intimidation and physical strength, older 
men may rely more on strategic thinking, social networks and symbolic 
capital.

Being a good judge of character helped navigate street culture safely, 
something many claimed came with experience. Oskar (58 years old, 
used drugs for over 40 years) expressed it like this; “But one thing I’m 
pretty good at is reading people. You must be able to do that. /…/ Otherwise, 
you get fooled everywhere”. Alan (62 years old, used drugs for over 30 
years) said something similar “You understand people. You quickly see 
what kind of people they are and what they are after.” The quotes 
emphasize street culture as a tough environment where the risk of 
victimization was constantly present. By paying attention to people’s 
behavior and anticipate risks, they could conduct better business and 
avoid being exploited or cheated out of money and drugs. They were 
street smart, another dimension that contributed to their street capital 
(Lalander, 2003; Sandberg & Pedersen, 2009).

This theme illustrates how age is not only experienced but actively 
performed within street culture. Drawing on Laz’s (1998, 2003) concept 
of doing age the men construct and negotiate their age identities through 
interactions, behaviors, and comparisons with younger peers. The men’s 
reflections and emphasis on age differences further reveal how age is 
coded with specific meanings in this context, where resources are scarce 
and competition high (Krekula, 2009). With their experience, networks, 
and ability to “read people”, they position themselves as competent and 
respected actors giving them access to symbolic resources such as status, 
authority, and reliability. This performance of age and use of age coding 
reinforces their street capital and legitimizes their continued presence in 
an environment often associated with youth.

Remaining active in street culture into older age could be seen as a 
sign of resilience and trustworthiness – evidence of having survived and 
succeeded in a high-risk environment. In this context, an older appear
ance could be interpreted positively, as the body itself could become a 
symbol of accumulated experience (Lalander, 2003). However, the value 
of this capital was contingent on maintaining physical and social re
sources. Those who viewed older age as an advantage were typically 
among the younger men in the group and retained good health and 
physical ability.

Staying in the game – adapting to aging

While several men described older age and accumulated experience 
as advantageous in navigating street culture, they also reflected on the 
need to adapt over time. For some, declining physical health prompted 
changes in how they acquired money and drugs. Activities that were 
once manageable – physically demanding or high-risk – were gradually 
replaced with less strenuous and safer alternatives (see Levy & Ander
son, 2005). As energy and resilience faded, many adapted their strate
gies to stay in the game. However, adapting their strategies over time do 
not only illustrate how aging is experienced biologically but also how it 
is enacted socially. Using the concept of doing age (Laz, 1998, 2003), 
these adaptations can be seen as performances of age-appropriate 
behavior within the context of street culture.

Mehdi, also quoted in previous section, mentioned that he could no 
longer steal as he did when he was younger. Instead, he resorted to small 
scale drug dealing. However, he was not entirely comfortable with this 
either, as it came with certain risks. 

Right now, I’m a bit older and I can’t commit crimes – I can’t go out 
shoplifting or stealing or anything like that. At this age, the only 
thing you can really do is deal drugs you know. That way you can 
support your use and have a bit of money. But there’s always the risk 
of getting caught [by police], and that’s not easy either. /…/ When I 

was 30 or so, I didn’t think about the consequences. I could get 
caught [arrested], and they’d let me go, and half an hour later I’d be 
out committing another crime. That was just part of the lifestyle. But 
now I go in to buy a valve for a bike or something, and I think it’s 
ridiculous, but now I have this goal to pay for it. I think now – I’ve 
grown a bit in how I think, I really do. /…/ Yeah, if I get caught, if 
they take me [arrest] in front of people – I didn’t care back then. 
There was no shame or anything like that. It was just about getting 
drugs, getting my fix, getting that reward when I got my drugs. That 
was it. Sadly, you just lived for the drugs. But now I think, ’Ugh, no… 
what if they catch me, what will people say?’ Oh no, I’m a bit older 
now.
(Mehdi, 56 years olde, had used drugs for 40 years)

Mehdi’s shift in how he obtained money appeared closely tied to 
aging. Age is highlighted as a subjective experience, involving a posi
tioning in relation to a younger self, imaginary or real others (Närvänen, 
2009; Settersten et al., 2016). By contrasting his current behavior with 
his younger self, he framed theft and impulse actions as age inappro
priate. Now, even for minor purchases, he aimed to pay and considered 
how others might judge him if he were arrested. Identifying with an 
older age category, he adjusted his mindset and actions accordingly – 
essentially “acting his age”. The quote illustrates how aging is connected 
not only to the physical body but also to one’s self-perception and so
cietal norms (Laz, 2003), and how these elements interact to shape one’s 
identity.

Olof primarily used amphetamine, which he injected daily. After 
experiencing homelessness for 26 years, he now lived in low-threshold 
housing. His main sources of income were income assistance and 
theft. Over the years, Olof had spent more than a decade in prison, 
mainly for robbery-related offenses. Olof’s days usually started the same 
way: ”Well, where am I going to make money today?’ It’s the same damn 
thing every damn day.” He went on to say that, with his extensive expe
rience, he often knew how to go about making money. However, it was 
not always easy to get what he needed. In such cases, he was careful not 
to get into debt with someone who sold drugs. Getting into debt involved 
risks he was ”too old” to handle, ”I don’t want to go out in the evenings and 
nights and have to look over my shoulder. I’m too old for that.” Over time 
and with age, Olof had also chosen to abandon certain methods of 
making money. Unlike Mehdi, he continued with theft but had stopped 
selling drugs. 

Do you sell [drugs] or anything like that?
Not anymore, but I used to. Not anymore though. Yeah, you get older 
and you just don’t have the energy. If you’re dealing, you’ve got to be 
available 24 h a day, 7 days a week. And there’s no one who – well, I 
don’t have the energy for that.
(Olof, 61 years old, had used drug for over 45 years)

Olof described that selling drugs involved working around the clock, 
something he could not manage as he got older. His stamina was 
something that limited his opportunities in street culture. The experi
ence of increasingly declining energy levels was something Olof asso
ciated with his aging, which led him to adjust. His understanding of 
aging developed through his bodily experience; i.e. age as embodied 
(Laz 2003).

Olof noted that making money was harder now, but more impor
tantly, his attitude had shifted – he was more aware of the risks tied to a 
criminal lifestyle. In his youth he cared little about consequences, but 
today, he said, “You probably think things through a bit more. My biggest 
fear is ending up in prison today and sitting at that damn dining table, hearing 
that damn chatter. I don’t want that.” Like others, Olof expressed growing 
caution in navigating street culture. Their ability to assess risks and read 
situations shaped their behavior. While this street smartness could 
enhance street capital, it only held value when balanced with risk- 
taking. Excessive caution, by contrast, distanced them from the rules 
of the game and made them more passive players – aligning with 
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previous research that highlights risk taking as central to street culture 
(Hutton, 2005; Lalander, 2003; Richert, 2014; Sandberg & Pedersen, 
2009)

Several men specifically expressed that the risk of imprisonment was 
something they wanted to avoid in older age. Said (60 years old, used 
drugs for 45 years) who had spent over 20 years in prison, did not want 
to “spend another day” there. Bengt (60 years old, used drugs for over 20 
years) who had also spent many years in prison, had stopped his criminal 
activities. Instead, he had become “a devil at finding things” and often 
made money from items he found in dumpsters (see Boyd et al., 2018). 
Carl, also quoted in the previous theme, mentioned that he stopped 
committing serious crimes, largely due to the risk of imprisonment. 

I’ve been busted for serious bank robberies. I’ve been caught twice – 
no, that’s not something I’m doing anymore. /…/ I don’t want to end 
up in prison again. Damn, I’m almost 60 – you can’t be sitting in 
prison when you’re 60 years old. I mean, prison is like going to 
daycare – thousands of kids screaming.
(Carl, 58 years old, had used drugs for over 40 years)

Prison was something that did not align with his older age. By 
referring to age, Carl assumed that this was sufficient information to 
understand that prison was not appropriate for a 60-year-old. Carl 
perceived himself and others in relation to this age norm. It was not 
prison itself that was problematic, but rather the idea of prison at his 
age. This process is shaped by age coding (Krekula, 2009), where certain 
actions – like being arrested or engaging in violent crime – are marked as 
inappropriate or even shameful for someone in their 60 s, something 
clearly symbolized by Carl’s comparison between prison and daycare. 
Thus, age norms within street culture guided their behavior, redefining 
what was seen as appropriate. Former practices (serious crimes, drug 
dealing, frequent arrests), came to be viewed as age-inappropriate, 
demonstrating an active performance of age (Laz, 1998, 2003; Kre
kula, 2009). Choosing lower-risk strategies – like recycling or 
small-scale dealing – signals a negotiation of what is deemed suitable for 
someone their age. These shifts in attitudes and behaviors are both 
pragmatic and symbolic: by distancing themselves from 
youth-associated behaviors, the men construct an identity more aligned 
with caution and self-preservation.

These adaptations were not solely driven by social expectations. 
Aging also brought declining health and energy, making previous ac
tivities physically unsustainable. Some reduced consumption of drugs to 
mitigate health and financial burdens, while others sought safer, more 
sustainable income sources – echoing findings by Levy and Anderson 
(2005) and Liahaugen Flensburg et al. (2025). These shifts represent a 
reconfiguration of roles within street culture, shaped by bodily limita
tions, economic necessity, and a changing approach to risks.

Further, the reflections from Mehdi, Olof and Carl on avoiding 
serious crime and shifting income sources illustrate how ageing resha
ped their masculine performances. The men negotiated new ways to 
assert autonomy and competence without relying on high-risk behav
iors. The move to a more careful navigation reflects a masculinity that 
remains rooted in the need for respect yet adapts to the physical and 
social demands of aging. Staying in the game requires balancing street 
capital with an age identity that is both socially understandable and 
physically sustainable.

Leaving the game – withdrawal and marginalization

There was a clear sense among many of the men of being “tired of it” 
– the lifestyle, the people, and the drugs. Some chose to withdraw, 
opting for a kind of self-imposed isolation. Some expressed loneliness in 
relation to this, while others felt that they were “too old” to continue the 
lifestyle they had in their younger years and did not want to “go on like 
this anymore”. Some still maintained contacts within the environment 
and continued to buy drugs but withdrew to the fringes of street culture, 
leaving the game. This reflects a shift in how age is performed and 

perceived: from being a marker of experience and respect to a sign of 
vulnerability and weakness.

Participation in street culture often involved navigating deception 
and mistrust. Many expressed suspicion toward others, which fostered a 
sense of cynicism and led to the avoidance of social interactions. Lars, 
reported drug cessation for a year, but at the time of the interview, he 
had recently relapsed and had been injecting amphetamine daily over 
the past few days. He lived in stable housing and received income 
assistance. Lars had never been charged with a criminal offense and 
remarked, “No, I’m not a criminal. I’ve left that to others”. Lars experi
enced isolation, but he still chose not to have social relationships within 
street culture. 

You become suspicious, that I can tell you. Especially if you’ve been 
hurt before. Even though I try not to let it affect me, I still end up 
thinking quite negatively. /…/ People steal from each other. And… 
it can be anything, a phone, a lip balm, or… just little things. But I 
don’t want people like that around me. Partly because it drains your 
energy, and because you must keep an eye on them. And it’s just… 
No. I want calm, decent people around me.
(Lars, 59 years old, had used drugs for over 40 years)

Lars distanced himself from situations where he felt vulnerable, 
describing the constant vigilance and fear of betrayal as exhausting. In 
older age, he longed for peace and preferred the company of “calm” and 
“decent” people. Like Lars, others expressed fatigue from fractured re
lationships and the emotional strain of street culture. Said (59 years old, 
used drugs for 45 years), echoed this, saying, “I don’t have any [friends], 
I’ve cut ties with everything. I spend time with my girlfriend and then I’m kind 
of by myself. Spend time with myself.” This shift reflects a desire for 
emotional safety and authenticity in relationships.

Olle described a daily use of amphetamine, which he referred to as 
his “medicine”. He lived in low-threshold housing and had previously 
experienced periods of homelessness. His primary sources of income 
were pension payment and occasional minor criminal activities. He had 
served multiple prison sentences, mostly for minor offenses. Olle also 
expressed a need for peace and quiet: “…damn I’m old, 66 years old. I 
mean, I should be able to take it easy.” At the same time, Olle felt trapped 
in the drug-centered lifestyle, a lifestyle he wished he could break away 
from. He was still forced to hunt for money to get his daily dose of 
amphetamine. 

Everything is non-stop, so yeah, it gets dull. You start getting tired of 
it. /…/ I could’ve spent time on myself instead of chasing [money] 
and all that. But that’s just how it is. /…/ I’ve lived like this my 
whole life. And then to change that – it’s not easy either, trying to 
build some kind of structured routine that works day to day. It’s more 
like, ’what the hell am I supposed to do now?’
(Olle, 66 years old, had used drugs for over 50 years)

Olle had grown weary of a life consumed by chasing money and 
drugs, wishing instead to focus on himself. While retirement is typical at 
his age, for those embedded in street culture, the transition is far more 
complex. Olle recognized that “retiring” and stepping away from this life 
would be a great challenge. Others shared similar feelings – desiring to 
withdraw from street life but feeling trapped by drug dependence, the 
familiarity of the lifestyle, and the uncertainty about how they would 
otherwise spend their time (see Liahaugen Flensburg et al., 2025). Their 
wish to withdraw can be seen as a form of age-coded performance 
(Krekula, 2009), where retreating from the street is framed as the “right” 
or inevitable thing to do at a certain age.

However, some expressed the opposite feeling, that they were forced 
to leave street culture. Kurt (69 years old, used drugs for 55 years) 
conveyed ambivalence about his reduced involvement, driven by 
declining health. Aging posed significant challenges, and he described 
his life as often quiet, boring, and lonely: “That’s what’s hard about getting 
old. You can’t be a part of it as you used to”. At the same time, he no longer 
wanted to return to the harsh demands of street culture. “It’s hard to go 
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out and spin around and steal and chase money when you’re not healthy. 
/…/ You get tired of it after a while. You don’t want to get into it again, the 
damn ‘squirrel wheel’”

Kurt was an OAT patient and reported daily alcohol use alongside 
weekly heroin consumption. He had experienced homelessness but had 
lived in low-threshold housing for over 10 years. His primary source of 
income was pension payment, and he had served prison sentences for 
serious drug-related offenses. Kurt had reduced his drug use due to 
declining health and increased awareness of the risks associated with 
drug use. He had also stopped financing his drug use through drug sales, 
becoming more cautious overall. 

Now that I’ve gotten older, that’s the thing – you’re not as mobile 
anymore, and it’s getting harder and harder to get hold of money and 
stuff, you know. It really comes down to what you can afford, how 
much [drugs] you can take and all that. But I mean… They [younger 
ones] have it hellish these days, those trying to get money and all 
that crap. Damn, they really must work for it. Oh, dear God.
(Kurt 69 years old, had used drugs for 55 years)

Kurt’s experience of aging was closely tied to his physical decline. He 
understood growing older through changes in his daily bodily routines. 
Confirming how our physical activities, energy levels, appearance and 
stamina reflect our experience of age (Laz, 2003). As his health wors
ened, he relied more on his legal income to support his drug use. With 
reduced ability to earn money he was forced to step back from street 
culture, seeing the hustle for money as something for “them” – the 
younger ones.

Only a few of the men felt compelled to withdraw from street culture 
and their previous lifestyle. For them, aging heightened their sense of 
vulnerability. Declining health and reduced ability to defend themselves 
made them feel more exposed to exploitation. This was particularly true 
among the older men who had poorer health and functioning compared 
to others. Unlike earlier themes, aging meant losing access to street 
capital. Ervin, whose quote introduced this article, was among those 
pushed to the margins of street culture. Ervin was an OAT patient and 
primarily used benzodiazepines daily, with occasional heroin use. He 
lived in low-threshold housing and relied on pension payment as source 
of income. Ervin described he was no longer able to commit crimes to 
finance his drug use. 

I’ve gotten old and worn out, and there are so many things now that 
get in the way. And it’s not as easy to get drugs anymore either. I 
think the older you get, the harder it becomes. People take advantage 
of you – because you don’t have much, you know? You’ve got plenty 
of contacts if you’ve got money, right? But as soon as things get a bit 
shaky [financially], they start exploiting that. Then you pay double 
or triple for the same stuff [drugs].
(Ervin 66 years old, had used drugs for over 46 years)

As Ervin’s health declined, he struggled to access money and drugs, 
and his life experience no longer held value within street culture, 
effectively forcing him to withdraw. No longer seen as an asset, he lost 
key contacts and the ability to protect himself. With limited finances, he 
was exploited rather than treated as a business partner. He continued: 
“And that thing called status, you lose it the older you get. With every ticking 
second that status diminishes. So in the end, you don’t mean anything to 
anyone.” His words reveal how aging, once potentially tied to experience 
and survival skills, can become a liability. In street culture, maintaining 
street capital – the respect, connections, and credibility needed to belong 
– requires financial capital, physical strength, and health (Lalander, 
2003; Sandberg & Pedersen, 2009). As these fade, so too does one’s 
place in street culture, leading to exclusion and a diminished sense of 
self-worth.

As Anderson and Levy (2003) note, older adults often lose status in 
street culture and are pushed to its margins, becoming what they call the 
“marginal man”. Ervin’s and Kurt’s accounts echo this. Further, the 
narratives highlight how aging undermines the traits that once 

conferred masculine capital – such as strength, control and resilience. 
Withdrawal from street culture can thus be seen not only as a response to 
aging but also as a loss of masculine identity. Without the ability to 
assert themselves through risk-taking or reputation, the men are pushed 
to the sideline. Withdrawing from street culture, thus, became both a 
necessary adaptation and, at times, a self-chosen path, prompted by a 
shift in personal perspective as well as changes in physical and social 
conditions.

Like mainstream society, street culture also exhibits an age norm that 
center around middle-aged adults – neither too young nor too old 
(Närvänen, 2009). Those who fall outside this norm – especially older 
adults – may feel their options narrowing. As age increases, individuals 
adapt their strategies, and reasoning to fit an environment where they 
are no longer seen as the norm, further contributing to their marginal
ization within an already marginalized group.

Conclusion

Drawing on concepts such as doing age (Laz, 1998, 2003; Krekula, 
2009), street capital (Sandberg & Pedersen, 2009), and street mascu
linity (Muillins & Kavish, 2021) we explore how aging shapes older 
men’s status and strategies within street culture. Our aim is to shed light 
on the men’s perceptions of age differences and how these differences 
are embedded in street culture, influencing their scope for action and 
access to street capital. We emphasize the variability and 
context-dependence of age-related behaviors. This means recognizing 
that aging varies greatly depending on individual circumstances and 
social contexts. For example, an older adult with strong social connec
tions might navigate street culture differently than someone more 
isolated.

Older men navigate a complex interplay of power and vulnerability. 
While aging can lead to marginalization – through physical decline, 
social isolation, and reduced access to resources (Anderson & Levy, 
2003; Levy & Anderson, 2005) – it can also confer symbolic capital. 
Many men described themselves as experienced and confident, drawing 
on longstanding practice, knowledge, and networks to maintain status 
and legitimacy. This accumulation of street capital reflects practical 
competencies that help navigate the risks and demands of street culture 
(Sandberg & Pedersen, 2009).

However, this capital is fragile. As Lalander (2003) suggests, the 
body carries social meaning. Physical markers – such as injection scars, 
posture and signs of aging – can signal belonging and resilience. The 
body becomes “lived capital”, demonstrating one’s ability to endure and 
handle the risks of street culture. Nevertheless, this embodiment is 
ambivalent. While signs of long-term drug use and aging may initially 
convey competence, excessive deterioration can invert their meaning, 
becoming symbols of decline and exclusion. Lalander (2003) identifies a 
threshold where, as the body weakens, markers of status begin to signify 
frailty. This is evident in the findings of this study. It reveals the paradox 
of embodied aging: the same traits that once conferred legitimacy 
eventually expose the toll of survival, turning mastery into a reminder of 
the game’s destructive consequences. This shift undermines street cap
ital, especially when physical ability diminishes, social ties erode, and 
mistrust and isolation grow. Those expressing the greatest vulnerability 
were typically older and physically impaired, revealing how street 
capital is tied to ableism and age norms.

Further, the findings reveal how street masculinity – ideals such as 
autonomy, toughness, and control (Mullins & Kavish, 2021) – are 
adapted to the constraints of aging and long-term drug use. The men 
seem to perform masculinity reliant on experience, reputation, and 
strategic navigation of risk. However, as physical decline and social 
isolation increase, the ability to perform street masculinity diminishes. 
This underscores how street capital and masculinity is intertwined with 
age, health, and social position.

Despite these challenges, older adults demonstrate agency and 
adaptability. The concept of doing age (Laz, 1998, 2003; Krekula, 2009) 
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helps explain how they redefine roles and behaviors in response to 
shifting expectations and abilities. Many distanced themselves from 
high-risk behaviors associated with youth, instead adopting strategies 
focused on caution and survival. These adaptations reflect a form of 
practical rationality shaped by the constraints and possibilities of aging 
in street culture. However, risk-taking remains a way to gain status 
within this environment. Demonstrating the ability to take and handle 
risks enhances one’s reputation (Lalander 2003; Hutton, 2005). As this 
ability fades with age, so too can one’s position. Still, many older adults 
continue to assert their value through accumulated knowledge and 
street smarts, maintaining a sense of purpose and respect.

Our findings challenge portrayals of older adults in street culture as 
passive or powerless (Anderson & Levy, 2003; Levy & Anderson, 2005). 
Instead, they reveal resilience, agency, and strategic adaptation. Aging 
in this context is a dynamic process – marked by both decline and 
mastery. While experience can reduce vulnerability to deception, it 
often leads to increased suspicion, and withdrawal. This duality un
derscores the complex realities of aging in a street culture that both 
reveres and rejects its older members. By recognizing the diverse ways 
individuals age and construct age-related identities, we can move to
ward a more nuance understanding of aging – one that acknowledge the 
lived realities of those on the margins.

Implications

The findings underscore the need for age-sensitive drug policies that 
recognize the unique challenges of older adults in street culture. Swe
den’s zero-tolerance approach risks deepening marginalization by 
overlooking the intersection of aging, drug use, and exclusion. 
Expanding harm reduction and age adapted services – such as low- 
threshold housing, OAT, healthcare, and social activities and support – 
can better support well-being and autonomy among older adults who 
use drugs.
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