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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the effects ofincreased knowledge aboutthe death penalty on 

subjects' choice ofpunishmentin capital cases. Although public opinion polls 

consistently demonstrate that Amencans strongly support the death penalty in the 

abstract,support drops drastically as situations become more concrete as well as when 

suitable alternative punishments are offered. A group of54 undergraduates(10 men,44 

women)were given a short lecture aboutthe death penalty and then read three cases m 

which the defendant wasfound guilty ofcapital murder. Subjects decided whether the 

defendantin each case should be sentenced to death or life imprisonment without the 

possibility for parole. Another group of48 undergraduates(17 men,31 women)read the 

same three cases and decided upon a punishment without being exposed to the death 

penalty lecture. Although a chi-square analysis failed to demonstrate a significant 

difference between the two groups with regard to choice of punishment,further analysis 

revealed that the type of murdercommitted by the defendant may play a role in 

determining whetherincreased knowledge aboutthe death penalty affects sentencing 

decisions. Thefindings are discussed m terms ofrecent wntings concerned with public 

opinion and knowledge aboutthe death penalty as well as possible future implications for 

legal proceedings. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Opinion polls are often utilized to assess society's attitudes, mores,and values 

regarding vanous topics ofpublic concern. Although such polls are used quite frequently 

and are relied upon by politicians,legislators,and the media,they can be misleading. 

This IS especially true with public opinion polls regarding capital punishment. When 

pollsters ask whether or not Amencans support the death penalty,the majority of 

Amencan's answer m the affirmative. Further investigation ofthe meaning of"support 

the death penalty," however,reveals considerable ambivalence Well over seventy 

percent ofAmencans state that they support the death penalty,butfarfewer state that 

they could actually serve on ajury m which the death penalty is a possible punishment. 

Furthermore each year less than 250new death sentences are handed down,which means 

thatjurors return death sentences in less than twenty-five percent ofcases in which the 

death penalty is sought. 

Capital punishment is a controversial issue but one m which most Amencans have 

formed a strong opinion Despite these strong opinions,Amencans know very little about 

the death penalty and in some circumstances are misinformed aboutthe sentence. Thus,a 

majonty ofAmencans have taken a strong position on an issue with which they are 

largely ignorant. This maylead one to question the validity and the reliability of public 

opinion polls that demonstrate strong supportfor the sentence. These polls do not appear 

to be tapping into what"support"for the death penalty truly means. Since politicians and 

legislators frequently rely upon such polls m formulating laws and punishments,these 
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polls need to determine actual supportfor the death penalty in concrete situations in order 

to be effective and to reveal accurate information 

Unfortunately,pollsters typically ask whether a person merely supports the death 

penalty m the abstract and not m particular. Phrasing the question this waycan actually 

inflate the percentage ofpeople who support the death penalty(Costanzo&Costanzo, 

1994,Hams,1986) It is unclear whether expressed opinions indicate mvanable support 

or merely a mild,wavenng preference. Social scientific research can provide invaluable 

information in this respect Although such research has not always been a preeminent 

concern ofpoliticians,legislators,orjudges,social science can bnng further attention to 

the death penalty debate by uncovenng the extent to which Amencans support the death 

penalty This is becoming increasingly important because supportfor the death penalty 

has recently begun to decrease due to concern thatinnocent people may be executed If 

the United States is to retain the death penalty,it is necessary to understand to whatextent 

and under which circumstances Amencans support its use. This paper explores the 

underlying meaning of"supportfor the death penalty"m one narrow,yet concrete 

context whether Amencans will choose capital punishmentover life impnsonment 

without the possibility ofparole in actual,concrete cases after being exposed to 

information aboutthe administration and effectiveness ofthe death penalty as a 

punishmentin the United States. 



CHAPTER n. LITERATUREREVffiW 

Capital punishment has long been a topic of heated controversy and debate in 

Amencan society There has been an extensive amountofliterature and research 

investigating vanous aspects ofthe death penalty,such as the issue ofdeterrence,racial 

discnmmation,jury and individualjuror issues,and evidentiary issues. Legal 

professionals,politicians,social scientists, and others have all contnbuted to the analysis 

and understanding ofthe death penalty in Amencan society. However,unlike other hotly 

contested issues,such as taxes,cnme rate,or illegal aliens,the government's policy 

regarding capital punishment has relatively little impact on the average citizen(Ellsworth 

&Ross,1983) There are hundreds ofthousands ofmen and women in pnsons 

throughout the United States and approximately thirty-seven hundred men and women on 

death row. Amencans have nonetheless developed strong,emotional opinions about 

capital punishment,despite the relatively small numberof people for whom the sentence 

affects. 

Public opinion polls have tracked death penalty attitudes since 1936(Bohm, 

Clark,&Aveni,1991). Although public supportfor the death penalty has consistently 

nsen since the penalty was reinstated in 1976,supportfor the death penalty has recently 

reached a nineteen yearlow(Wnght,Bohm,&Jamieson,1995;Bohm,1989,Costanzo& 

White,1994;Dieter, 1993). Supportfor the death penalty reached an all-time high in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s with nearly eight outoften people stating that theyfavored the 

death penaltyfor some individuals convicted ofmurder(Gallup,1989;Bohm,et al., 

1991;Dieter, 1993). Supportfor the death penalty reached its record low in 1966 when a 



Gallup poll showed that only42%ofrespondents favored the death penalty,while47% 

$ 

opposed It, and 11% were undecided(Gallup,1966,as cited in Bohm,1991). Although a 
V. 

plurality opposed the death penalty in 1966,notonce in the sixty-plus years ofpolls 

regarding capital punishment has a majonty ofAmencans opposed the death penalty 

(Bowers,1993;Bedau,1997,Bohm,1987,Rankm,1979). Even with a recent decrease in 

support ofcapital punishment,it is safe to say that most Amencans still favor the death 

penalty 

Public opinion surveys consistently demonstrate that the vast majonty of 

Amencans support the death penalty(Bohm,1991). When asked why they support the 

death penalty,Amencans give a vanety ofreasons: general deterrence,retnbution,cost, 

and incapacitation.(Firment&Geiselmen,1997;Ellsworth&Gross,1994). Detenence 

and retnbution are often discussed concurrently because they are the two mostcommon 

reasonsfor supporting the death penalty and they are often intertwined(Ellsworth& 

Gross,1994;Ellsworth&Ross, 1983). People who support the death penalty pnmanly 

because ofgeneral deterrence believe that executing convicted murderers will discourage 

others m societyfrom committing murder(Bohm,1987). Social scientists have 

conducted many studies explonng this idea,and the vast majonty have failed to 

demonstrate any general deterrent effect(Decker «& Kohfeld,1984;Ellsworth&Gross, 

1994) In fact,some studies have demonstrated the opposite result,a"brutalizing" effect. 

ThatIS,the death penalty may actually increase the numberof murders(Wallace,1989). 

Research has demonstrated that murder rates tend to be lower dunng penods ofabolition 

than dunng penods in which the death penalty is a punishment(Bailey,1984,Bohm, 
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1987). For example,Archer,Gartner,and Beittel(1983)compared the murder rates of 

fourteen countnes and found that murder rates decreased after abolition; however,after 

reinstatement ofthe death penalty,these countnes showed an increase m their murder 

rates. Similar results werefound in the United States in California,Anzona,and 

Oklahoma. Murder rates decreased after abolition ofthe death penalty,however,after 

reintroduction ofthe death penalty,these states demonstrated an increase m their murder 

rates(Bailey,1994;Bailey&Peterson,1994;Dieter, 1993). 

Retribution is the belief that the death penalty is ajust punishmentfor someone 

who has committed murder(Bohm,1987,Ellsworth&Gross,1994;Firment& 

Geiselmen,1997). Retnbutionists believe that wrongdoers should be punished as 

compensation for their wrongful conduct. It is unclear,however,who should make the 

compensation. Should the wrongdoerrepay society or should society repay the 

wrongdoer? Although the two are closely related,there is a fine distinction between 

revenge and retnbution(Wallace,1989). Ifthe wrongdoer is repaying society,then it is 

retnbution, if, however,society is repaying the wrongdoer then it is revenge. Many 

people,among them former Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall,believe that m a 

civilized society,revenge(and even retnbution)should not be considered a valid reason 

for sustaining a particular punishment. The majonty ofAmencansseem to agree with 

Justice Marshall. In a recent poll,sixty percent ofAmencanssurveyed stated that they 

did not believe revenge was a legitimate reason for executing a murder(Time Magazine, 

1997). Unfortunately most public opinion surveys do not make a distinction between 



mere"retnbution"and"revenge." Thus,this paper will use the word"retnbution" when 

refemng to both concepts,revenge and retnbution. 

Retnbution,is currently the most popular rationale for supporting the death 

penalty(Ellsworth&Gross,1994;Haney,Hurtado,&Vega,1993). This is a relatively 

recent development,however. Research conducted dunng the 1970s indicated that 

deterrence was the mostcommon reason for supporting the death penalty(Thomas,1977, 

Thomas&Foster, 1975;Vidmar&Ellsworth, 1974). Researchers argued that because 

retnbution was notconsidered a socially acceptable,or"legitimate,"reason for 

supporting the death penalty, most people claimed deterrence as the basis for their 

support(Ellsworth&Ross,1983;Ellsworth&Gross,1994: Warr&Stafford, 1984). 

Ellsworth and Ross(1983)found empincal supportfor this argumentin the results of 

their survey assessing death penalty attitudes. Results demonstrated that mostsurvey 

participants declared deterrence as the fundamental reason for their supportofthe death 

penalty. Upon closer examination,however,retnbution wasfound to be the underlying 

basis for support. Ellsworth and Ross asked participants whether they would continue to 

support the death penalty if research could prove conclusively that the death penalty was 

no more ofan effective deterrent than life impnsonment. The majonty ofparticipants 

who claimed deterrence as the pnmary basis for their support stated that they would still 

support the death penalty even iflife impnsonment were proven to be as effective ofa 

deterrent(Ellsworth&Ross,1983;Fox,Radelet,&Bonsteel,1991;Haney,et al., 1993, 

Ellsworth&Gross,1994). 
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Supportfor the death penalty has steadily increased since the early studies 

assessing death penalty attitudes were conducted(Ellsworth&Ross,1983;Bohm,1991). 

It appears that in today's society people are more willing to declare retnbution as the basis 

oftheir support(Firment&Geiselmen,1997;Ellsworth&Gross,1994). In their study of 

contemporary death penalty attitudes,Ellsworth and Gross(1994)commented on this 

shift to retnbution as the proffered reason for support ofthe death penalty by noting that: 

"as supportfor the death penalty has increased,so has the willingness to endorse 

retnbution as a motive"(p 29). Presently it appears that most Amencans who support 

the death penalty are notconcemed with rationalizing or defending their position on the 

basis ofsocially acceptable reasons. It now seems that Amencans defend their position 

on the basis ofemotional considerations rather than on the basis ofscientific evidence 

and rational reasons(Kinder,1994,Wallace,1989,Ellsworth&Ross,1983;Ellsworth& 

Gross,1994) 

Incapacitatwn-preventing a particular convicted murdererfrom murdenng again 

-IS another reason for supporting the death penalty. Although it is the mostconcrete and 

defensiblejustification for supporting the death penalty,it is notcommonly cited as a 

fundamental reason for support(Firment&Geiselmen,1997;Ellsworth&Gross,1994). 

Bohm(1987)found that less than ten percentofrespondents in his study asserted 

incapacitation as the basis for their supportofthe death penalty. Other investigators have 

found that less than twenty percent ofdeath penalty supporters claim incapacitation as the 

basis for their support(Ellsworth&Gross,1994). Perhaps one reason few people cite 

incapacitation as the basis for their support ofthe death penalty,has to do with society's 



beliefs regarding sentencing. The average citizen believes that cnminals only serve a 

small fraction oftheir sentence(Firment&Geiselmen,1997;Costanzo&Costanzo, 

1994;Dieter,1993;Dieter,1996). Specifically with regards to life sentencesfor murder, 

several researchers havefound that the average estimate ofa life sentence is only 15.6 

years(Bowers,1993;Costanzo&Costanzo,1994;Dieter, 1993;Dieter,1996). In most 

junsdictions,however,a life sentence isjust that: the offender is imprisoned for the rest 

of his or her natural life. Forexample,California has not released a pnsoner sentenced to 

life without parole m the past twenty-five years(Dieter, 1993). Robert Gold,an assistant 

public defender,colorfully descnbed Connecticut's life without parole system'"The 

sentence means whatit says. You get earned outofpnson in a pine box as your only 

means ofexit. Parole,good time,or other means ofshortening the sentence are not 

available to people who have been convicted of[a]capital felony"(Dieter, 1993). Other 

junsdictions have restncted parole in which someone sentenced to life cannot be released 

on parole for a minimum numberof years-typically between twenty and thirty-five. 

Figures 1 and 2illustrate the parole systems the vanousjunsdictions employ. 

Although It IS not often the pnmary reason for supporting the death penalty,some 

people do mention the high cost ofimpnsonment as a reason for their support ofthe death 

penalty(Ellsworth&Gross,1994;Costanzo&White,1994). Most people convicted of 

capital murder are m their late twenties to early thirties(Bohm,1987). It seems only 

logical,therefore,that executing someone in his or her thirties will be less expensive than 

supporting that person in pnson until he or she dies ofnatural causes. This assumption is 

misguided,however. Mostresearch investigating the costofthe death penalty has 
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• a sentence oflife without parole in available for certain recidivists in South Carolina 
• Texas,New Mexico,Wyoming,and Kansas do notemploy a life without parole system 
• This information was taken from the Death Penalty Information Center and are current as ofJuly 1, 

2000 www deathpenaltymfo org 

Figure 1. Life WithoutParole Junsdictions 

STATESWITHRESTRICTEDPAROLE 

AND 

STATESWITHOUTADEATHPENALTY 

Hawaii* 

Iowa* 

Maine* 

Massachusetts* 

Michigan* 
Rhode Island* 

Vermont* 

West Virginia* 
Wisconsin* 

Distnct ofColumbia* 

Alaska* 33 years 
Arizona25 years 
Flonda25 years 
Kansas40 years 

Kentucky25 years 
Minnesota30 years 
New Jersey30 years 
New Mexico30 years 
New York 25 years 
N.Carolina20 years 
N.Dakota 30 years 

Ohio20 years 
S.Carolina 30 years 
Tennessee 25 years 
Texas35 years 
Virginia 35 years 

*States without a death penalty 
**This information was taken from the Death Penalty Information Center website 
www deathpenaltymfo org and is current as ofJuly 1,2000 

Figure 2. States with Restncted Parole and States without a Death Penalty 
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demonstrated that it is far more expensive to execute someone than to maintain that 

person m pnson for the rest ofhis or her life(Costanzo&White,1994;Ellsworth& 

Gross,1994,Dieter,1994) Because ofthe irreversibility ofthe death penalty,due 

process is the foremost concern. There are complex pre-tnal motions,lengthyjury 

selection process,expensesforjuror consultants and expert witnesses,as well as 

constitutionally mandated appeals which are all factors that increase the costs ofdeath 

penalty litigation(Dieter,1994;Costanzo&White,1994). A study by the New York 

State Defender's Association demonstrated that the average cost ofa capital case in New 

York IS 1.5 million dollars,and that is before any appeals have been filed. Impnsomng 

thatsameinmate m New York for fifty years was estimated to cost less than one million 

dollars(New York State Defender's Association, 1982,as cited m Bohm,1987). Similar 

results have been found m otherjunsdictions In North Carolina executions cost$2.6 

million more than non-death penalty cases(Dieter, 1994). Flonda spends an average of 

$3.2 million per execution which far more than non-death penalty cases(Dieter, 1994). 

In Texas,the state that has executed the most death row inmates since reinstatement of 

the death penalty m 1976,the costs ofexecuting someone are roughly three times that of 

impnsomng aconvicted murderer in a pnvate cell at a maximum secunty pnson forforty 

years(Deiter,1994). 

Although polls showed supportfor the death penalty at nearly eighty percent 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s,a closer examination ofthese attitudes revealed more 

ambivalence than the initial percentages seemed to indicate(Bohm,Vogel,&Maisto, 

1993;Bohm,1991). It appears that Amencansfavor the death penalty m the abstract,but 
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as situations become more specific,support declines drastically Forexample,supportfor 

the death penalty drops dramatically when concrete rather than abstract questions are used 

(Bohm&Aveni,1985,as cited m Costanzo&Costanzo,1994;Ellsworth &Ross,1983; 

Ellsworth&Gross,1994). Similarly,ifrespondents are required to take an active rather 

than a passive role m the administration ofthe death penalty,such as by convicting a 

defendant in a capital tnal or by throwing the switch m an actual execution,only a 

mmonty continue to support the death penalty(Bohm,1991,Costanzo&Costanzo, 

1994) Furthermore,actual capitaljunes return death sentences m less than twenty-five 

percent ofcases in which the death penalty is sought(Haas&Inciardi, 1988) Leading 

researchers have noted that analysis ofthe simple question:"Do you support the death 

penalty"^" reveals a marked decrease in supportfor the death penalty as situations become 

more concrete and as personal involvement increases. (Costanzo&White; 1994; 

Ellsworth &Gross,1994) 

Other research has revealed that public supportfor capital punishment declines 

dramatically when capital punishment is compared to alternatives such as life without the 

possibility of parole(LWOP)or life without the possibility ofparole plus restitution to 

the victim's family(LWOP+R)(Costanzo&Costanzo,1994;Radelet,1989) In 

interviews with actual capitaljurors.Bowers(1993)found that the majonty preferred 

(LWOP+R)andLWOPover capital punishment. This consistentfinding has led several 

social scientists to conclude that society appears to support the death penalty strongly 

only when the sole alternative is a pnson term which allowsfor parole(Costanzo& 

Costanzo,1994,Bowers,1993,Paternoster, 1991). Forinstance.Figure3illustrates the 



Support for the Death Penalty When Alternatives Are Presented 

No parole ever plus 
restitution 

No parole for 25 
years plus 44% 

restitution 

No parole ever f',--. 'I?"''!49% 

No parole for25 
years 

Abstract Support 77%^ 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 

Death Penalty Support 

Figure 3. Support for the Death Penalty When Alternatives Are Presented. 

frequency ofsupport for the death penalty following possible alternatives. As discussed 

previously,however,most Americans doubt the certainty ofa"life"sentence(Bowers, 

1993). This distrust ofthe criminaljustice system to deal effectively with violent 

criminals causes deep concern that these murders will once again walk free in society. 

For instance,when asked how long someone sentenced to life without the possibility of 

parole would actually serve,only eleven percent ofrespondents believed that the offender 

would serve the remainder of his natural life in prison(Dieter, 1993). As mentioned 

earlier,the reality is far differentfrom the public's perception. Nearly all jurisdictions 

employ a life sentence in which parole is not an option for at least twenty-five years,and 
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nearly two-thirds ofjunsdictions employ a life without the possibility ofparole sentence 

in which parole is never a possibility. Most Americans,and capitaljurors in particular, 

are unaware ofthe meaning and certainty of"life"impnsonment. Unfortunately,these 

jurors are often not advised aboutthe true meaning ofthe sentence(Dieter, 1993). Some 

junsdictions flatly forbidjudgesfrom explaining parole possibilities tojunes(Dieter, 

1993) Dieter(1993)reported that m twenty-three ofthe twenty-ninejurisdictions which 

usejurors m capital sentencing,there is an absolute prohibition against any argumenton 

parole. Thus,jurors are often left to rely upon their misinformed beliefthat a"life" 

sentence means the defendant will walkfree m less than twenty years(Bowers,1993; 

Costanzo&Costanzo,1994;Paternoster, 1991). As a result,capitaljurors sometimes 

sentence a particular defendant to death because oftheir misguided beliefthat the 

defendant will one day be released from pnson. In one study of280 Georgia death 

penalty cases,researchers discovered thatjuror deliberations were interrupted m seventv 

cases simply becausejurors tned to ascertain how soon the defendant would be released if 

given a life sentence. In all seventy cases the court ignored thejurors questions regarding 

parole and a death sentence was returned. Injuror interviewsfollowing one such 

situation,ajuror stated,"some ofthejurors were wanting to know would he get outm 

seven years on good behavior... If we were gonna put him m pnson,we wanted him to 

stay there But... we didn't really feel like he would. Wefelt like we didn't have any 

alternative"(Lane,note 2,p.390 as cited in Dieter, 1993). Thus,analysis ofpublic 

opinion polls and social science research indicates that in order to completely determine 
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public opinion toward the death penalty,one must perform more than a perfunctory 

glimpse atthe percentage ofthose whofavor and oppose the death penalty. 

Public opinion regarding the death penalty also plays an important role m policy-

making decisions. For instance,legislatures and politicians often use polls to guide and 

defend their actions with respect to the issue. Such polls are also used,or misused,by the 

media to provide the public with some information about society's overall current moral 

pnnciples. Although only one ofmanyfactors,it appears that public opinion regarding 

the death penalty may be used as an integral part ofjudicial decision making-which is 

unlike other legal issues(Vidmar&Ellsworth,1974;Thomas,1976). As public opinion 

changes,society's lawschange to reflect contemporary values What was considered 

immoral and reprehensible one hundred years ago may be tolerated by society today. For 

example,judicial decisions regarding the meaning ofthe eighth amendment's ban on 

cruel and inhuman punishment have recognized the continuing need to evaluate society's 

values In Weems v.U.S (1910)the Supreme Court acknowledged that our moral values 

are notfixed. Society's assessment of what constitutes cruel and inhuman punishment 

may change with the passage oftime and as"public opinion becomes more enlightened 

by a humanejustice"(p.378;Vidmar&Ellsworth, 1974). Years later in Trop v Dulles 

(1958)the Court reiterated its position on public opinion and the eighth amendmentby 

asserting that the eighth amendment obtained its meaningfrom the"evolving standards of 

decency that mark the progress ofa maturing society"(p 88). Taken together,Weems 

and Trop demonstrate the long-standing tradition that society's laws should reflect 

contemporary values 
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This continuing theme has been demonstrated more recently in the landmark death 

penalty case Furman v.Georgia(1972). Most modem death penalty laws are the result of 

the Court's holdings in Furman(Gregg v.Georgia,1976:Jurek v.Texas.1976). The 

Court,m a5-4 decision,struck down death penalty laws across the country and held that 

the law ofcapital punishment,at that time,was arbitranly imposed and was therefore 

unconstitutional. Thejury had entirely too much discretion on deciding whether or not a 

particular defendant should live or die. Neither the law nor thejudge delineated the 

factors that ajury should use in determining whether to impose the death penalty on a 

particular defendant. Thejury could base their decision on whatever information they 

chose to use,and this often had a discnmmatory effect on black individuals(Coyne& 

Entzeroth,1994) Justice Stewart in his concumng opinion stated that the defendants in 

Furman were no more reprehensible than their brethren who were sentenced to pnson 

terms. Stewart wenton the claim that the sentences m Furman were,"cruel and unusual 

in the same way that being stmck by lightening is cruel and unusual"(p.309). Justice 

Brennan,also concumng,stated that capital punishment,at that time,"smacks oflittle 

more than a lottery system"(p.276). 

ThroughoutFurman.thejustices accepted the holdings in Weems and Trop 

regarding the eighth amendmentand public opinion;however,thejustices sharply 

disagreed on the validity and role ofpublic opinion polls deciding current"standards of 

decency." Justice Marshall argued"where a punishment is notexcessive and serves a 

legitimate purpose,it still may be invalid if popular sentiment abhors it"(p.332). 

Marshall's opinion is perhaps the mostfamousin Furman.at least among social 
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scientists. In his opinion Marshall asserted that public opinion could be a basis for 

determining the constitutionality ofthe death penalty if certain requirements were met 

(Furman v. Georgia.1972;Thomas,1976). First, Marshall believed that public opinion 

about capital punishmentcould only be useful injudicial decision-making if opinions 

were"informed"(Bohm,1987;Vidmar&Ellsworth,1974;Sarat& Vidmar,1976). For 

Marshall,determining whether capital punishmentoffended a person's sense ofdecency 

was not possible ifthat person was unaware or misinformed aboutthe issue. For 

example,someone who initially supports the death penalty because he thinks it is an 

effective deterrent maycome to oppose the death penalty if he discovers conclusive 

evidence demonstrating a"brutalization"effect. Similarly,someone who supports the 

death penalty might change his mind if he is made aware ofthe physical and 

psychological realities ofthe sentence(Thomas,1976). Secondly,Marshall stated that 

opinions,which reflect revenge or retribution,are not acceptable because revenge is 

contrary to civilized conduct and humanejustice(Vidmar&Ellsworth, 1974). From 

these two requirements,Marshall setforth two empincal hypotheses regarding the death 

penalty:(a)the public knows little aboutthe death penalty and its effects,and(b)ifgiven 

information aboutthe death penalty"the great mass ofcitizens would conclude... that 

the death penalty is immoral and therefore unconstitutional"(p.363) Marshall qualified 

these hypotheses,however,by stating that to the extent that retribution plays a role m 

supportfor the death penalty,knowledge would have little effect on public opinion 

(Bohm,1987;Vidmar&Ellsworth,1974;Thomas,1976). 
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Several studies have investigated Marshall's hypotheses and results have revealed 

at least partial supportfor his theory. Sarat and Vidmar(1976)conducted the first 

controlled study regarding uninformed death penalty opinions. The researchers surveyed 

two hundred residents ofMassachusetts about their knowledge and attitudes toward the 

death penalty and assigned the participants to read one offour 1,500 word essays:(a)an 

essay descnbing personal arguments and scientific research about deterrence and the 

death penalty-"utilitanan"essay;(b)an essay descnbing how the death penalty has been 

applied and administered along with a descnption ofthe psychological and physical facts 

aboutexecutions-"humanitanan"essay;(c)a combination ofboth utilitanan and 

humanitanan arguments;or(d)an essay on a legal topic unrelated to the death penalty. 

Results revealed partial supportfor Marshall's hypotheses. Marshall was correct m that 

participants were generally uninformed aboutthe death penalty. Although participants 

knew that murderers are rarely executed and that capital punishment discnminates on the 

basis of wealth,few knew that the death penalty does not deter homicides or how many 

executions had taken place within the past five years. Further analysis revealed only 

qualified supportfor Marshall's second hypothesis. Although "the great massofcitizens" 

did not change their opinion aboutthe death penalty after reading the essays,many of 

those who read the utilitanan essay changed their opinion somewhat. Only the utilitanan 

information and notthe humanitanan information resulted in some participants changing 

their attitudes toward opposition Those whose attitudes changed supported the death 

penalty on deterrence grounds. Those whose attitudes remained unchanged supported the 

death penalty on retnbutive grounds. Intuitively this result makes sense,ifsomeone 
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supports the death penalty because ofretnbution,it is highly unlikely that person will 

change his or her mind because ofan essay which descnbes how painful,both mentally 

and physically,the punishmentis Such a person will probablyfeel some sense of 

satisfaction that the cnmmal"got what he deserved." Before reading the essays,a 

majority ofparticipants m the utilitanan and combined conditions supported the death 

penalty, after exposure,however,more participants opposed the death penalty than 

supported it In addition,the combined condition produced the mostchange,followed by 

the utilitanan, whereas the humanitanan condition did not produce much change in 

participants' opinions. 

Vidmar and Dittenhoffer(1981)conducted a similar study with Canadian 

residents and found comparable results. In their study subjects, undergraduate college 

students who were uninformed aboutthe death penalty,were given a 3,500 word essay 

/ 

accurately descnbmg some basic information about the death penalty: deterrence, 

administrative problems,economic arguments,religious arguments,and moral 

considerations. Subjects were also given a list ofsupplementary reading matenals that 

highlighted the information presented in the essay. Subjects were given two weeks to 

read the matenals and then reconvened in small groups to discuss the death penalty. 

Subjects' attitudes aboutthe death penalty were tested before and after exposure to the 

readings and group discussion. Resultsfrom the post-test indicated that after exposure to 

the readings and discussion,71% ofsubjects opposed the death penalty as compared to 

33% at pre-test;24%favored the death penalty as compared to47% at pre-test;and5% 

were undecided on the issue as compared to 19% at pre-test. Furthermore,although not 
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statistically significant,results demonstrated that the stronger the supportfor the death 

penalty,the more resilient attitudes were to change. Thus,it appears that to some extent 

Justice Marshall's hypotheses have merit. Increased knowledge aboutthe death penalty 

can change,or shift,some people's opinions aboutthe death penalty toward opposition; 

however,ifthe person supports the death penalty on retnbutive grounds or strongly 

supports the death penalty,increased knowledge has little effect. 

Recently RobertBohm has conducted a senes ofstudies investigating informed 

and uniformed death penalty opinions(Bohm,1987,Bohm,et al., 1991;Bohm&Vogel 

1993;Bohm,Vogel,&Maisto,1993,Wnght,et al., 1995). His results reveal that after 

twenty years ofscientific investigation and literature, Amencans still know very little 

about the effects and application ofthe death penalty. Bohm,as well as others,claim that 

brevity ofexposure to information aboutthe death penalty is a major weakness of 

previous research(Bohm,1987;Vidmar&Dittenhoffer,1981;Sandys,1995). Bohm's 

studies analyze the effects ofprolonged exposure to information aboutthe death penalty 

on death penalty opinions. Bohm created afour-week long undergraduate college course 

surveying the death penalty. Penodically throughoutthe course he assessed student 

attitudes by having students rate their support ofthe death penalty on a 7-point Likert-

type scale:"very strongly oppose"(1)to"very strongly m favor"(7). Students were 

exposed to vanous matenals about capital punishment:readings,videos,guest speakers, 

etc. Students were given information about and discussed numerous aspects ofthe death 

penalty deterrence,innocence,administration,etc. Hisfindings reveal thatthe majonty 

ofstudents reported a slight shift m intensity oftheir attitude toward capital punishment 
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following completion ofthe course. Forexample,students who at the beginning ofthe 

course rated their supportofthe death penalty as"strongly favor the death penalty"(6), 

may,after completion ofthe course,rate their support ofthe death penalty as"somewhat 

favor"(5)or "uncertain"(4). Bohmfound that,typically,less than thirty-percent of 

students actually change their attitude to an entirely new position(Bohm,1989;Bohm& 

Vogel,1991;Wnght,et al,1995). 

Bohm et al.(1991)analyzed specific topics that produce the mostchange m his 

students' attitudes toward the death penalty His research revealed that students reported 

administrative considerations,such as executing innocent persons,racial discnmmation, 

and arbitranness in application,as having the greatestimpacton the amountofchange(or 

shift)in their attitudes. Bohm noted,however,that it was the cumulative effect of all the 

information taken together that produced the change(or shift)m students' attitudes and 

not specific,individual topics. Furthermore,especially with regards to Caucasian 

students,the change was gradual;however,for Afncan Amencan students the 

information regarding executions ofinnocent persons produced a significant amountof 

changefollowed by a gradual decrease m supportfor the death penalty due to other 

presented information. Similarly,Dieter(1993)reported that after heanng information 

aboutthe costs ofthe death penalty and the absence ofany deterrent effect,Amencans 

expressed doubts aboutthe death penalty as an effective punishment. Dieter also found 

that nearly sixtv percent ofthose polled,expressed doubt aboutthe death penalty after 

discussing the possibility ofexecuting innocent persons. Thus,a discussion ofthe death 

penalty should cover certain topics,such as executing the innocent,racial discnmmation. 
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arbitranness in application,and cost,ifthe pnmary goal ofthe discussion is to inform and 

persuade listeners. 

Other researchers have investigated the influence ofincreased knowledge about 

the death penalty on the strength ofdeath penalty attitudes. Costanzo and Costanzo 

(1994)reviewed several studies concerning increased knowledge aboutthe death penalty 

and resulting death penalty attitudes and found that in most situations individuals with 

moderate or undecided death penalty opinions were more affected by information than 

individuals with extreme beliefs(Bohm&Aveni,1985 as cited m Costanzo&Costanzo, 

1994;Bohm,et al., 1991;Haas&Inciardi, 1988). Specifically,individuals with 

moderate or undecided attitudes changed(or shifted)their attitude aboutthe death penalty 

after exposure to information about its administration,effectiveness,and history to a 

greater extent than those with firmly held opinions(Costanzo&Costanzo,1994). This 

finding was also demonstrated in the Sarat&Vidmar(1976)study discussed earlier. 

Sarat and Vidmarfound that"subjects whose attitudes changed tended to be persons who 

were moderate m their initial attitudes;those who strongly supported capital punishment 

were... unswayed by the information"(p. 188). Similarly,Ellsworth and Ross(1983) 

and Bohm and Aveni(1985),found that those with weak to moderate opinions about 

capital punishmentchanged(or shifted)their attitude in the direction ofopposition after 

exposure to factual information aboutthe death penalty. Sandys(1995),however,found 

different results in her study ofprolonged exposure to information aboutthe death 

penalty. Much like Bohm,Sandys condueted an undergraduate course aboutthe death 

penalty and assessed student attitudes throughout the course. Shefound that student 
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attitudes shifted significantly following two particular class discussions: 

incapacitation/costs and executions ofinnocent persons. Unlike pnor research,however, 

Sandysfound that students who indicated"strong"supportforthe death penalty had the 

greatest amountofattitude change following completion ofthe course. On the other 

hand,students who indicated that they very strongly supported the death penalty proved 

the most resilient to attitude change. Furthermore,the majonty ofstudents in Sandys' 

study came to oppose the death penalty whereas this majonty opposition had not occurred 

in any ofthe previous studies(Bohm et al,1991;Bohm,1989,Wnght,et al., 1995). 

Sandys stated that this result was perhaps due to the fact that her course took place in the 

mid-west,in a state with a relatively small death row population,wherefew actual 

executions since the reinstatement ofthe death penalty had occurred. Bohm's research, 

on the other hand,took place in the south where death row populations are larger and 

executions are morefrequent(Borg,1997) 

Another major weakness ofpnorinvestigation into uninformed opinions about the 

death penalty has been that researchers have focused on attitudes toward the death penalty 

in the abstract and not with respect to specific types of murders(Bohm,1987;Ellsworth 

&Gross,1994;Costanzo&Costanzo,1994). Merely asking someone whether or not he 

or she supports the death penalty may not truly tap into that person's beliefs. To date 

there has not been a controlled investigation involving the effects ofincreased knowledge 

aboutthe death penalty with respect to specific cases m which a person was actually 

sentenced to death or who was eligible forthe death penaltyfor his or hercnme. Social 

science research has revealed that although supportfor the death penalty is typically quite 
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high,such support diminishes when participants are asked ifthey could either personally 

participate in a tnal in which the defendant,iffound guilty,could be sentenced to death 

or ifthe participant could personally"pull the lever"and execute someone(Bohm,1987; 

Ellsworth&Gross,1994;Haney,et al., 1993). Furthermore,several researchers have 

demonstrated that when individuals are asked whether or notthey support the death 

penalty,the majonty ofindividuals recall a gruesome and cruel death-eligible cnme and 

base their decision to support the death penalty on that particular cnme. Forinstance, 

Ted Bundy,and John Gacy often come to mind when people are asked whether or not 

they support the death penalty(Doob&Roberts,1984;Gross,1993,Deiter, 1998). These 

types ofmurders,however,are an anomaly m society and there arefew such murderers on 

death row. The decision to retain the death penalty should be based on true societal 

realities and not societal(mis)perceptions The mosttypical capital crime is felony 

murder-a murder committed dunng the course ofanotherfelony-such as killing a store 

clerk while robbing a cash register(Gross,1993,Dieter,1998). Mostofthe nearly thirty 

seven hundred men and women on death row have been sentenced to death for afelony 

murder and notfor a senes ofgnsly murders(Deiter,1993;Dieter, 1998;Gross,1993). 

Thus,exposing individuals to information aboutthe death penalty and subsequently 

having them assess whether a particular defendant,who committed a"typical"capital 

cnme,should be sentenced to death may affect sentencing decisions with fewjurors on 

such cases actually choosing the death penalty as the appropnate punishment. 

In addition to the public perceiving all,or most,capital murderers as Ted Bundy's 

or John Gacy's,public opinion surveys indicate that mostindividuals perceive the cnme 
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rate as nsing and express grave concern about an increase m violentcnmes(Rankin, 

1979,Doob&Roberts,1984). Surveyresearch suggests that most people obtain their 

knowledge aboutcnme and the cnminaljustice system from the mass media(Doob& 

Roberts,1984). Unfortunately,the mass media provides the public with limited 

information regarding sensationalized cnmes Not all ofthe details and information 

regarding such cnmes are reported,and more often than not the media will report a 

sentence thatseems lenient than report a sentence that appears appropnate(Doob& 

Roberts,1984;Gross,1993;Deiter, 1998) Mass media are more likely to report 

dramatic,exceptional cnmes than more ordinary,or typical,cnmes Individuals pay 

attention to dramatic,atypical stones and as a result,such cnmes are more readily 

available in their memones than more"ordinary"cnmes(Reyes,Thompson,and Bowers, 

1980). The inevitable result is a public which perceives society as exceptionally violent 

and the cnmmaljustice system as too lenienton violent cnmmals. Thus,when asked 

whether or notthey support the death penalty,individuals may say yes because that 

person can quickly recall several,heinouscnmesin which the offender received a lenient 

sentence. 

In one fascinating study,Doob and Roberts(1984)explored the effect of media 

exposure ofsensationalized cnmes on the public's perception regarding the 

appropnateness ofthe offender's sentence. The researchers compared subjects' reactions 

to a convicted defendant's sentence m four separate cases. Some subjects were given 

newspaper accounts ofa particularcnme and the sentence that the offender received 

while other subjects were given a 1,700-word summary ofcourt-based documents on the 
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samecnme and the sentence that the offender received. Results revealed that,in general, 

subjects who read the summary ofthe court documents were more likely to perceive the 

sentence as appropnate or excessive while subjects who read only the newspaper articles 

were more likely to state that the sentence was too lenient. Doob and Roberts concluded 

that the public appears to be receiving inadequate or insufficient information about 

sentences, which m turn causes the public to believe that the cnminaljustice system is too 

lenient on cnmmals. The researchers discovered,however,that when more complete 

accounts ofthe case were provided or explained,subjects who thought the sentences were 

too lenient became content with the tnal court's decisions. This finding may be one 

explanation as to why people often state that they support the death penalty but when it 

comes to specific cases,or individual,personal involvement,supportfor the death penalty 

declines dramatically For instance,when asked simply whether or notthey support the 

death penalty, most Amencans may answer m the affirmative perhaps because the 

prototypical image ofa capital murder is a brutal and heinous murder that has been 

frequently reported in the media. Ifthese same individuals were asked whether or not 

they supported the death penalty m more typical,unreported cases,the answers would 

most likely reveal far less supportfor the death penalty because the typical capital murder 

IS far less heinous and gruesome than whatthe average person envisions. 

Many scholars and social scientists have agreed that death penalty attitudes are not 

based on rational considerations but are based instead on emotion(Kinder,1994, 

Ellsworth&Ross,1983,Bedau,1997,Tyler&Weber,1982;Wallace,1989,Ellsworth 

&Gross,1994). When emotions dictate one's beliefs, people tend to recall information. 
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which supports their beliefs,and discountinformation that is notin accordance with those 

beliefs(Lord,Ross,&Lepper,1979;Roberts,1984). Thus,merely providing information 

aboutthe death penalty may notchange an individual's attitudes. Roberts(1984)had 

subjects read newspaper articles thatsummanzed empmcalresearch concerning the 

general deterrent effects ofthe death penalty. Subjects were later given an unexpected 

memory test concerning the information presented in the articles Results revealed that 

subjects significantly recalled more information that supported their beliefs than matenal 

that was contrary to their position. This phenomenon is known as"biased assimilation" 

and was first discovered by Lord,Ross,and Lepper(1979). In their classic study.Lord,et 

al.(1979)examined people's evaluations ofarguments aboutthe deterrent effect ofthe 

death penalty. The researchers used two groups ofparticipants* one group who believed 

the death penalty was an effective deterrent to homicide and a second group who did not. 

The two groups were given a set offictitious studies which provided some data 

supporting the deterrence hypothesis and other data strongly refuting the hypothesis. 

Subjects m each group accepted atface value the information that bolstered,or 

confirmed,their pre-existing beliefs and rejected,or dismissed,evidence contrary to their 

beliefs. Thus,the researchers discovered thatinformation aboutthe death penalty is not 

processed impartially: 

Judgments aboutthe validity,reliability,relevance,and 
sometimes even the meaning ofproffered evidence are 
biased by the apparent consistency ofthat evidence with 
the perceiver's theones and expectations. Thus,individuals 
will dismiss and discountempmcalevidence that contradicts 
their initial view and will denve supportfrom evidence,ofno 
greater probativeness,that seemsconsistent with their views 
(Lord,et al., 1979 p.2099). 
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Biased assimilation results in "attitude polanzation"(Lord,et al., 1979). For most 

individuals,death penalty attitudes do notchange because ofpersuasive and reasoned 

arguments. Quite the contrary,such reasoned argumentsfurther"polarize"individuals on 

the issue. Information which supports,or is ambivalent with,pre-existing beliefs is 

processed and retained while information notin accordance with pre-existing beliefs is 

discounted or dismissed which results m individuals developing a stronger,more 

"polanzed," attitude. Ifthis is actually the case then Marshall's hypothesis regarding the 

majonty ofcitizens not supporting the death penalty after becoming informed about it 

would be incorrect. According to Lord,et al citizens do not weigh death penalty 

evidence logically but become entrenched m their beliefs based on emotion and evidence 

which either directly supports their beliefs or evidence which they have interpreted as 

supporting their beliefs. Ellsworth and Ross(1983)claim biased assimilation as a 

probable explanation for the results in their study. In their study,participants stated they 

supported the death penalty because it was an effective deterrent to homicide After 

learning about the lack ofempincal evidence supporting the deterrence hypothesis, 

however,participants stated theyfavored the death penalty on retnbutive grounds instead 

of deterrence and rather than abandoning their position altogether. As the researchers 

noted,attitudes aboutthe death penalty precede reasonsfor support and"the picture 

which emerges is one ofan emotionally based attitude,tempered by a sense ofsocial 

desirability"(p. 152). 

The basis ofpublic opinion regarding the death penalty is shapedfrom many 

different sources. First,simply the wayin which the question is asked influences opinion. 
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Abstract questions reveal a higher percentage ofsupportthan personal involvement 

questions or questions involving concrete,specific cases. Secondly,the media directly 

influences attitudes. The mediafrequently reports the percentage ofpeople supporting 

and opposing the death penalty. Thus,ifthe media reports an inflated percentage of 

support,then people are more likely to think that because it is socially acceptable to 

execute murderers,more murderers should be executed. More importantly,the media 

controls and shapes society's access to information aboutcnmes by reporting sensational, 

atypical cases and making it appear like such cnmes occurfrequently. This results in a 

public perception ofa violent society whose cnminaljustice system is lenient on 

offenders. Thus,society perceives a greater"need"orjustification for the death penalty. 

Adding fuel to this fire of misinformation and misperception is the finding that people 

take atface value information which supports or confirms their pre-existing beliefs and 

scrutinize and discount information contrary to their position(Lord,et al., 1979). Perhaps 

the most startling finding is that despite such strong,emotional opinions toward capital 

punishment,Amencans know very little aboutthe sentence and its effects(Bohm,et al., 

1991;Ellsworth&Ross,1983;Sarat&Vidmar,1976;Bohm,1989;Wnght,et al., 1995). 

Thus,the majonty ofAmencans has taken a strong position and developed strong beliefs 

about a topic which they are considerably uninformed or misinformed(Bohm,et al., 

1991) Taken together,all ofthese factors lead to the conclusion that public opinion polls 

regarding the death penalty can be misleading and may inflate the actual percentage of 

people who support the death penalty. In addition,the current methodsfor assessing 

death penalty attitudes may not truly assess Amencansthose attitudes. 
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The present study investigates Marshall's hypotheses in relation to individual 

juror's sentencing decisions. It is hypothesized that after being exposed to information 

aboutthe death penalty subjects will choose life without the possibility ofparole as the 

desired punishmentfor the depicted defendant rather than the death penalty. Because 

there has been little empirical investigation into which type ofpunishment Amencans 

would favor in concrete situations,actual cases which have be decided m Amenca's 

courtrooms are used. The hypothesis is based on several factors,including Marshall's 

hypothesis that Amencans are uninformed aboutthe death penalty and once informed 

they will choose an altemative. It is also based upon the fact that exposing subjects to 

actual cases in which a defendant was convicted and sentenced to death will cause people 

to step outside oftheir"prototypical"thoughts ofa death eligible cnme and assess 

whether m conjunction with the information presented the particular defendant deserves a 

death sentence. 
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CHAPTER m. METHOD 

Participants 

One hundred and two undergraduate students(75 women,27 men)enrolled m a 

large,southern university participated m this expenment. All subjects were introductory 

psychology students who received course creditfor their participation upon completion of 

Phase2ofthe expenment 

Matenals 

In Phase 1 subjects completed a ten-page questionnaire regarding their opinions 

and knowledge aboutthe death penalty. Pages one through four consisted ofa bnef 

survey. The first seventeen questions were designed to assess subjects' knowledge ofthe 

death penalty-a"death penalty quiz." The quiz was the same quiz used by Wnghtet al. 

(1995)m their study ofinformed and uninformed death penalty opinions. Subjects were 

instructed not to guess and were told that ifthey did not know the answer to any question 

they were to answer such questions as"I don't know""Idon'tknow"responses were 

scored as incorrectly answered items. Following the death penalty quiz,were seven 

questions designed to assess subjects' attitudes toward the death penalty. Subjects were 

first asked to rate their level ofsupportfor the death penalty on a7-pointLikert-type scale 

from "very strongly opposed"(1)to"very strongly m favor"(7). Subjects were then 

asked a senes ofpersonal involvement questions as well as questions related to their 

reasonsfor supporting the death penalty,followed by six demographic questions. 

Pagesfive through ten included three summanes ofactual cases in which a 

defendant had been tned,convicted,and sentenced to death for afirst-degree murder. 
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Following each case subjects were asked to choose a punishmentfor the depicted 

defendant- life impnsonment without the possibility of parole or the death penalty. 

Subjects were told that they had already determined the defendant's guilt,and they were 

only to decide upon a punishment based upon the information provided m the summary. 

The first case was a"juvenile"death penalty case(based on Roach v.Commonwealth of 

Virginia. 1996)m which the defendant was ajuvenile at the time he committed the cnme. 

The second case was an "innocence"case(based on People v.Burrows.1996)in which 

the defendant had been found guilty and sentenced to death but years later was 

subsequentlyfound innocent ofthe cnme and released from pnson The third case was a 

"race"case(based on State v.Houston.1980)in which the defendant was black and the 

victim was white. The case summanes are presented m Appendix A. 

These particular murders were chosen because the information discussed m the 

death penalty lecture focused pnmanly on the topics ofthejuvenile death penalty, 

innocence,and race. Pnor to the start ofthe expenment,a separate group ofparticipants 

read a senes ofcapital murder cases and rated the cases they thought most deserving ofa 

death sentence These three particular cases were chosen because at least some ofthe 

participants rated the cnmes as worthy ofa death sentence,whereasfew ofthe non-

selected cases were deemed worthy ofa death sentence. The facts and information 

contained m the summanes were taken from actual court opinions and were between 400 

and 800 words m length. In Phase 2,which occurred between one and two weeks after 

Phase I,subjects again completed the four-page death penalty quiz which reassessed their 
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knowledge and attitudes aboutthe death penalty. Thecomplete survey is attached in 

Appendix B. 

Procedure 

The experimenter began each session by explaining that the purpose ofthe study 

was to assess death penalty attitudes Subjects m the control group(17 men,31 women) 

participated m the expenment as part ofa class expenment. Subjects were given the 

survey and were told to complete each page entirely before moving on to the next. 

Subjects were given as much time as they needed to complete the entire survey. Subjects 

were given the death penalty quiz and attitude survey again two weeks later. 

Subjects in the expenmental group(10 men,44 women)participated in the 

expenmentm groups oftwo to eight people. Subjects were informed aboutthe purpose 

ofthe study and given the death penalty quiz and attitude survey. After completing the 

survey,subjects were told that they would listen to a thirty-mmute lecture aboutthe death 

penalty,read three case summanes,and then decide upon an appropnate punishmentfor 

the defendant in each case. Subjects were told that ifthey had aiiy questions about 

anything related to the lecture,the expenmenter would try to answer their questions. The 

lecture consisted ofa bnefintroduction aboutthe death penalty. The expenmenter 

focused on the topics thatBohm,et al.(1991)and Sandys(1995)found most persuasive 

in shifting death penalty attitudes m their studies: racial discnmmation,executing the 

innocent,deterrence,cost,and mcapacitation. In order to compensate for the brevity of 

exposure to the stimulus materials,the experimentertned to capture the subjects' 

attention by using real-life examples and presenting slides on an overhead projector to 



33 

illustrate vanous concepts. In addition,subjects were given packets containing a 

photocopy ofeach slide so that they could easilyfollow along with the expenmenter's 

lecture. Although notfound to be a topic that causes much attitude change(or shift),the 

experimenter began with a discussion ofthejuvenile death penalty due to the topic's 

ability to capture attention The expenmenterthen wenton to discuss racial 

discnmination,the possibility ofinnocent people being executed,deterrence, 

mcapacitation,and finally cost Each question asked m the death penalty quiz was 

discussed to some extent dunng the lecture. After completion ofthe lecture,students 

read the cases and decided upon an appropnate punishment One to two weeks later 

participants again completed the death penalty quiz and attitude survey. Upon 

completion ofthe survey,subjects were thoroughly debnefed, thanked for their 

participation,and dismissed. 
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CHAPTERIV. RESULTS 

Table 1 presents the number ofsubjects at each position ofdeath penalty support. 

The average death penalty attitude for the two groups was mid-way between undecided 

and somewhatm favor(M=4.6). In total,24.5%(N=25)opposed the death penalty, 

13.7%(N=14)were undecided,and 61.8%(N=63)were m favor ofthe death penalty. 

This IS consistent with current attitudes toward the death penalty. In a recentHams poll, 

It wasfound that64% ofAmencans support the death penalty,25% oppose the death 

penalty,and 11% are undecided(TheHamsPoll,2000). More specifically,in the current 

study,8.8%(N=9)were very strongly opposed,10.8%(N=II)were strongly opposed, 

5%(N=5)were somewhatopposed,13.7%(N= 14)were undecided,26.4%(N=27) 

Table 1 

FREQUENCYOFATTITUDEPOSITION 

(1)very strongly oppose 9 

(2)strongly oppose 11 

(3)somewhatoppose 5 

TOTALOPPOSED 25 (245%) 

TOTALUNCERTAIN 14 (137%) 

(4)uncertain 14 

(5)somewhatin favor 27 

(6)strongly m favor 26 

(7)very strongly in favor 10 

TOTALINFAVOR 63 (61 8%) 
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were somewhatin favor,25.4%(N=26)were strongly in favor,and99%(N=10)were 

very strongly m favor. An independentsamples t-test, however,revealed that the two 

groups differed significantly with respect to their level ofsupport. Specifically,the 

control group wassomewhatin favor ofthe death penalty,(M=4.96),whereas the 

expenmental group was undecided on the issue,(M=4.17),t(100)=2.309,p <.05. 

Despite this basic difference in death penalty attitudes from the outset ofthe expenment, 

further analyses were conducted. 

Reasonsfor supporting the death penalty were divided into four categones: 

retnbution,deterrence,mcapacitation,and cost. Ofthe63subjects who stated that they 

supported the death penalty,28(444%)supported it on retnbutive grounds;17(27%) 

supported it on deterrence grounds; 11(17.5%)supported it due to mcapacitation ofthe 

murderer;and 7(11.1%)supported it because they thoughtthe death penalty was more 

cost effective than life impnsonment without the possibility ofparole Previous research 

has shown similar results(Bohm,1987). 

An independent samples t-test revealed that subjects m both groups were equally 

uninformed aboutthe death penalty atthe start ofthe expenment. On average,the 

expenmental group(M=7.04)correctly answered seven ofthe seventeen questions on 

the death penalty quiz at pre-test,whereas subjects m the control group(M=6.52) 

correctly answeredjust over six ofthe seventeen questions on average,t(98)=-.763,p> 

.05. At post-test,however,the two groups differed significantly with respect to their 

knowledge aboutthe death penalty. Subjects m the expenmental group(M=12.5) 

correctly answeredjust over twelve questions on average,whereas subjects m the control 
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group(M=7.8)correctly answered nearly eight questions on average,t(88)=-7.749,p < 

.001. Wnghtet al.(1995)found similar results at pre-testfor both groups and at post-test 

for the control group. Expenmental group subjects in the Wnghtet al (1995)study, 

however,correctly answered 15.08 questions at post-test. Thus,in the present study, 

despite brevity ofexposure to the stimulus matenals,subjects m the expenmental group 

processed the lecture matenal and increased their overall knowledge ofthe death penalty. 

These subjects,however,did not retain as much information as those in the Wnghtet al. 

(1995)study. 

A chi-square analysis did not reveal any supportfor the mam hypothesis, 

however. Subjects in the expenmental group did notchoose life without the possibility 

ofparole for any ofthe defendants to a greater extent than subjects m the control group. 

Although results forCASE2(X^= 1 39,p= 147)were in the anticipated direction, 

results for CASE 1(X^=.846,p= 358)and CASE3(X^=.002,p=.961)were not. 

The hypothesis,however,was tested m asecond way. The54expenmental subjects were 

divided into two subgroups:those who correctly answered65% or more ofthe seventeen 

knowledge items(N=29)and those who answered less than65% ofthe knowledge items 

correctly(N=25). The breakpoint of65% was not selected randomly. A median split 

was performed to determine the median numberofquestions answered correctly. The 

median split revealed that one halfofthe subjects answered eleven(65%)or more 

questions correctly and the other one halfofthe subjects answered ten orfewer questions 

correctly. This breakpoint does not mean to suggest that a person correctly answenng 

65% ofthe questions on the quiz is knowledgeable aboutthe death penalty. This 
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breakpoint simply signifies that individuals answenng65% or more questions correctly 

on the quizfor this particular group of54 subjects are more knowledgeable than those 

correctly answering less than65% ofthe questions. Resultsfrom an independentsamples 

t-test revealed thatthe two subgroups did not differ in their choice ofpunishment; 

however,results were m the anticipated direction: t(53)= 1.639,p=.098. This result is 

noteworthy,considenng this way oftesting the hypothesis analyzed all three cases 

together,including CASE 1 and CASE3which did not approach significance through the 

chi-square analysis. Although not statistically significant,this result provides some 

support to the proffered hypothesis. This result suggests that people with a substantial 

amountofdeath penalty knowledge tend to choose life impnsonment without the 

possibility of parole as an appropnate punishmentfor defendants in capital cnmes more 

often than people with less death penalty knowledge. These results are illustrated m 

Table 2. 

Due to the great dispanty ofchi-square analyses between CASE3and CASES 1 

and 2,further analyses were performed A paired samples t-test revealed that CASE3 

differed significantlyfrom both CASE 1 and CASE2with respect to the numberof 

subjects who selected the death penalty as the appropnate punishmentfor the defendant. 

CASE 1 and CASE2,however,did not differ significantly in this respect. Specifically, 

twenty-seven subjects chose the death penaltyfor the defendant in CASE 1 and twenty-

two subjects chose the death penalty for the defendant m CASE2,t(99)=.962,p>.05. 

CASE 3,on the other hand,differed significantlyfrom both CASE 1 and CASE2. The 

majonty ofsubjects selected the death penaltyfor the defendant m CASE3:fifty-six 
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Table2 

EFFECT OFINFORMATION ONSUBJECTS'CHOICEOFPUNISHMENT 

CASEl LWOP DP 

(JUVENILE) 

Control 33 15 

Expenmental 40 12 

=.358,p=.244 

CASE2 LWOP DP 

(INNOCENCE) 

Control 35 13 

Expenmental 43 9 

X^= 238,p=.147 

CASE 1(RACE) LWOP DP 

Control 21 27 

Expenmental 23 29 

X^=.561,p=.961 

subjects selected the death penalty in CASE3compared to twenty-seven subjects in 

CASE 1,t(99)=-6.359,p <.001 and twenty-two subjects in CASE2,t(99)=-6.344,p 

<.001. This result may be due to the fact that CASE3may have been perceived as an 

extreme(or prototypical)example ofa capital murder and differed in level ofseventy 

when compared to the othertwo cases. In addition,subjects read CASE3last; perhaps 

subjects compared the three cases,thoughtCASE3was the mostegregious,and selected 

the death penaltyfor thatreason. 

Analyses were performed with respect to the demographic characteristics; 

however due to the relatively small numberof minonties participating in the expenment 

(N= 12),no analyses were conducted with respectto race. Similarly,no analyses were 

conducted with respect to age since98%ofsubjects were between the ages of19and 27. 
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The only demographic vanable that produced a significant result was gender. This 

gender difference is consistent with previous research which has demonstrated that men 

are typically more supportive ofthe death penalty than women(Bohm,1991;Ellsworth& 

Ross,1983;Costanzo&White,1994;Ellsworth&Gross,1994). In companson to their 

percentage ofparticipants,more men selected the death penalty as the appropnate 

punishmentthan women for the defendant m CASE 1 X^=4.177,p <.05,however,no 

gender differences werefound m CASE2(X^= 896,p>.05)or m CASE3(X^=2.496, 

p>.05) With respect to CASE2,many subjects,regardless ofexpenmental condition, 

indicated that they thought the defendant wasinnocent Because subjects were told that 

the defendant was guilty and that they only needed to select the appropnate punishment, 

some may have chosen life without parole because they doubted the defendant's guilt. 

With respect to CASE3,perhaps the cnme wasconsidered so extreme that factors 

usuallyfound to decrease the likelihood ofa death sentence did not play a role. These 

results are presented m Table 3 

Not all Amencan citizens over the age ofeighteen can serve on capitaljunes. 

Certain attitudes(i e too strongly opposed or too strongly m favor ofthe death penalty) 

can preclude a person from serving on a capitaljury Thejury ultimately chosen to serve 

on a capital case is"death qualified" meaning thatthose who would automatically chose 

the death penalty for any defendantfound guilty in a capital case or those who are 

strongly opposed to the death penalty have been excluded through a questioning process 

called voir dire. Ofthe 102subjects in the present study,eleven selected the death 

penalty in all three cases. These eleven will be referred to as"extreme supporters" 
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Table 3. 

TOTALNUMBEROFDEATHSENTENCESCHOSEN 

CASE Number ofsubjects choosing the death SIGNIFICANCE 
penalty 

(1)Juvenile 27 t(99)= 496 p> 05 

(2)Innocence 22 

CASE Number ofsubjects choosing the death SIGNMCANCE 
penalty 

(1)Juvenile 27 t(95)=-3958 p < 001 

(3)Race 56 

CASE Number ofsubjects choosing the death SIGNMCANCE 
penalty 

(2)Innocence 27 t(95)=-3472 p < 001 

(3)Race 56 

Although the appropnate questions to determine whether these individuals would be 

excluded from serving on a capitaljury were not asked,due to the small number of 

extreme supporters,exploratory analyses were nonetheless conducted to determine which 

attitudmal vanables these subjects shared. There were forty participants who did not 

choose the death penalty m any case. Exploratory analyses were also performed on this 

group ofparticipants"extreme abolitionists" to see which attitudmal yanables these 

participants shared. 

Theextreme supporters shared three attitudmal questions in common. Question 

18:"Are you m favor ofthe death penalty for persons convicted ofmurder?" Ten(91%) 

answered"yes,"none answered"no,"and one(9%)answered"Idon't know," (2)= 
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6.663,p <.05. Ofthe remaining 91 subjects,46(505%)answered"yes,"22(24.2%) 

answered"no,"and 23(25.3%)answered,"Idon't know." Question 21:"Ifasked to do 

It,could you pull the lever that would result in the death ofan individual convicted of 

first degree murder?" Five extreme supporters(45.5%)answered"yes,"two(18.1%) 

answered"no,"and four(36.3%)answered"Idon't know" (2)= 16.369,p <.001. Of 

the 91 subjects who selected the death penalty in two orfewer cases,seven(77%) 

answered "yes,"62(68.1%)answered"no,"and twenty-two(24.2%)answered"Idon't 

know"Finally,extreme supporters differed from the other subjects in their initial 

attitude toward the death penalty:two(182%)indicated that they were somewhat m 

favor ofthe death penalty;six(54.5%)indicated that they were strongly in favor ofthe 

death penalty;and three(27.3%)indicated that they supported the death penalty very 

strongly. Ofthe 52remaining subjects who stated that they supported the death penalty, 

25(48.1%)stated that they were somewhatin favor ofthe death penalty;20(38.4%) 

stated that they stronglyfavored the death penalty;and7(13.5%)stated that they very 

strongly supported the death penalty (6)= 12.956,p <.05. Interestingly,one extreme 

supporter who stated that she wassomewhatin favor ofthe death penalty wrote after each 

choice ofpunishment question,"The defendant killed someone,and he deserves to die for 

his cnme." This same subject also stated that she did not know ifshe wasin favor ofthe 

death penalty for persons convicted of murder(Question 1). Similarly,one subject who 

claimed that she was"strongly opposed"to the death penalty and could not serve on a 

jury ifthe defendant would automatically be sentenced to death iffound guilty,selected 

the death penalty for the defendant m CASE3. Thus,reaffirming the proposition that 
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CASE3IS perhaps an extreme(or prototypical)example ofa capital murder. If this 

subject was a potentialjuror m a capital case,she would mostlikely be excused for cause 

due to her strong opinion aboutthe death penalty. Many researchers,however,have 

demonstrated thatsome potentialjurors who are excused for cause due to their strong 

opposition ofthe death penalty can m fact sentence a particular defendant to death in 

certain,extreme cases(Haney,et al., 1994;Elliott&Robinson,1991;Cowan,Thompson, 

&Ellsworth, 1984). 

Surpnsmgly,extreme supporters did not differ significantlyfrom the other 
I 

subjects with respect to Question 19:"If you served on ajury m a trial where the 

defendant,iffound guilty, would automatically be sentenced to death,could you convict 

the defendant?" Although not sufficient by itself,this question begins to tap into the 

beliefsystem which could preclude a person from serving on a capitaljury due to his or 

her strong beliefin capital punishment. Resultsfor this question were not significant, 

however,they were in the anticipated direction. Eight(727%)ofthe extreme supporters 

answered"yes,"three(273%)answered"1 don't know,"and none answered"no"X (2) 

=5684,p= 058. Ofthe91 subjects who selected the death penalty m two orfewer 

cases,seventeen(18.7%)answered"yes,"thirty-four(374%)answered"no,"and forty 

(43.9%)answered"1don't know." One ofthe extreme supporters who answered"1 don't 

know"to this question,however,was the same subject who wrote after each choice of 

punishment question,"the defendant killed someone,and he deserves to die for his 

cnme." Before the study,some subjects may not have given much thought to their 

position on the death penalty. As a result,participants may not have accurately answered 
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the opinion items because they may not have been cognizant oftheir opinion. Thus,such 

subjects may have answered the opinion questions due to emotional considerations rather 

than rational considerations. These results are presented in Tables4a and 4b. 

The extreme abolitionists shared several attitudmal vanables m common. Not 

surpnsmg,the extreme abolitionist were more opposed to capital punishment(Question 

1)than those participants who selected the death penalty m one or more cases (2)= 

58.418,p < 001. Similarly,extreme abolitionists were significantly less likely than those 

who voted for the death penalty in one or more cases to state that they could serve on a 

jury where the defendant,iffound guilty would automatically be sentenced to death 

(2)=36.371,p <.001 Ofthe forty extreme abolitionists,thirty-six indicated that they 

could not pull the lever which would result in the death ofan individual convicted of 

first-degree murder. Five indicated they did notknow ifthey could. This result differed 

significantlyfrom those who voted for the death penalty m at least one case X (̂2)= 

24278,p < 001. The majority ofthe extreme abolitionists indicated that they supported 

an alternative to death penalty such as life without the possibility ofparole X (̂2)= 

15.627,p < 001 which differed significantlyfrom those who voted for the death penalty 

in one or more cases The extreme abolitionists also differed significantlyfrom the 

participants choosing the death penalty m one or more cases with regards to their attitude 

toward Question 5. Extreme abolitionists stated that they supported an alternative to the 

death penalty thatincluded life without the possibility ofparole plus restitution to the 

victim'sfamily to a greater extent than those who chose the death penalty m one or more 

casesX (2)=6.521,p <.05. Notsurpnsmgly,extreme abolitionists differed 
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Table4 COMMONALITIESOFEXTREMESUPPORTERS 

4a. CONCRETEDEATHPENALTY ATTITUDE 

Attitude Question Yes Yes No(ES) No I don't I don'tknow 

(ES) (ALL) (ALL) know(ES) (ALL) 
1 Are you in favor ofthe 10 46 0 22 I 23 
death penalty for persons (901%) (505%) (0%) (242%) (09%) (253%) 
convicted of murder'' 

2 If you served on ajury 8 17 0 34 3 40 
in a trial where the (727%) (IS6%) (0%) (374%) (273%) (44%) 
defendant,iffound guilty, 
would automatically be 
sentenced to death could 

you convict the defendanf* 
3 Ifasked to do it,could 5 7 2 62 4 22 

you pull the lever that (455%) (08%) (182%) (68 1%) (363%) (242%) 
would result in the death of 

an individual convicted of 

first-degree murder'' 

• This particular question was not significant, but was in the anticipated direction =5684,p= 058 

• Extreme supporters=(ES) 

• All others=(ALL) 

4b 

ABSTRACTDEATHPENALTY ATTITUDE 

I Very 2 Strongly 3 Somewhat 4 Uncertain 5 Somewhat 6 Strongly 7 Very 
strongly oppose oppose m favor m favor strongly 
oppose m favor 

(ES) 0 0 0 0 2 6 3 

(ALL) 9 11 5 14 25 20 7 

Total 9 11 5 14 27 26 10 
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Significantlyfrom those who chose the death penalty in one or more cases m their 

strength ofsupportfor the death penalty (6)=64856,p <.001. 
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V DISCUSSION 

Although results ofthis study do not provide strong supportforthe hypothesis that 

increasing a person's knowledge aboutthe death penalty will effect his or her choice of 

punishmentin actual capital cases,results were in the direction anticipated Results of 

this study also demonstrate that the percentage ofpeople who state that they support the 

death penalty m the abstract declines dramatically when actual,concrete cases are used 

With the exception ofCASE3,only about twenty-five percent of participants selected the 

death penalty for a defendant-and these were cases which had already been adjudicated 

m Amencan courtrooms. Thus,there is considerable ambivalence m Amencan society 

with respect to actually sentencing a particular defendant to death 

It should be noted,however,that the control and expenmental groups differed 

from the outset with regard to their initial death penalty attitude. The control group was 

somewhat m favor ofthe death penalty,whereas the expenmental group was undecided. 

Previous research has shown that information about the death penalty can produce a shift 

in attitude within the same attitude position (i.e from strongly support to somewhat 

support orfrom somewhat oppose to strongly oppose),however,less than thirty percent 

of people actually shift to an entirely new position(Bohm,1991) Furthermore,shifts are 

more likely to occurfor people who are undecided or who do not possessfirm beliefs 

(Bohm,1991;Ellsworth&Gross,1983). Although the control group did not possess 

strong orfirm death penalty beliefs,the expenmental group was undecided(or less firm) 

with respect to their attitudes aboutthe death penalty. As such,the presented information 

may have had a greater effect on the expenmental group's attitudes. Thus,one would 
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expectthe two groups to differ with respect to their choice ofpunishment with the 

expenmental group choosing life withoutthe possibility ofparole more often than the 

death penalty Although not statistically significant,the datafrom this study 

demonstrated this result,so it is notknown whether the expenmental manipulation 

caused the difference or whether it was the expenmental groups initial attitude. In order 

to determine more conclusively whetherinformation aboutthe death penalty will affect a 

person's choice ofpunishmentm actual cases,future studies need to be conducted m 

which the control and expenmental groups have comparable death penalty attitudes at the 

start ofthe expenment. 

It should also be noted,however,that results approached statistical significance 

despite the inclusion ofCASE3. CASE3differedfrom CASES I and2with respect to 

the number ofsubjects who selected the death penalty for the defendant. As discussed 

previously,subjects may have perceived the cnme as extreme(or prototypical)and, 

therefore,the defendant more deserving ofthe death penalty. Previous research has 

shown that more severe or extreme cases are typically unaffected by extraneous factors 

that usually influence whether or not a particular defendant will receive the death penalty 

(Dieter, 1998). Forinstance,it is generally recognized that defendants who kill someone 

white are more likely to receive a death sentence than those who kill someone black. 

Furthermore,black defendants killing someone white are the mostlikely to receive a 

death sentence(Baldus,1983 as cited in Coyne&Entzeroth, 1994). Dieter(1998) 

recently discovered that this racial effect diminishes as murders become increasingly 

severe. This means that ifa particular murderis severe enough the defendant will receive 
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the death penalty regardless of his race or the race of his victim. CASE3was a"race" 

case;however,it was considered more severe than CASES 1 or 2. According to Dieter 

(1998),because the cnme was so severe the lecture matenal would not have effected 

subjects' choice of punishment. Thus,results may have reached statistical significance 

had a less severe case been used. 

Before the start ofthe expenment,a separate group ofsubjects read summanes of 

several death penalty cases and rated the cases they thought were most deserving ofa 

death sentence The cases used in this expenment were selected from that group, 

however,the cases were not thoroughly analyzed to determine whether the depicted 

cnmes were equally severe. Since seventy ofthe cnme is an importantfactor in selecting 

a punishment,future studies should thoroughly analyze the cases to be used Cases which 

are in the mid-range ofseventy may produce more clear-cut results, however, 

expenmenters may want to consider using extreme cases as well Researchers may want 

to use both types ofcases in order to determine whether or not increased knowledge helps 

jurors distinguish mid-range casesfrom severe cases One ofthe mostcommon 

cnticisms with the death penalty is that is imposed inconsistently Perhaps a bneflecture 

given tojurors before deliberating could assistjunes in making consistent sentencing 

decisions. In order for thejustice system to acknowledge and apply the results offuture 

studies investigating this topic,researchers need to demonstrate consistently that 

increased knowledge about the death penalty affects selection ofpunishment in death 

penalty cases. 
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Although not statistically significant,results ofthis study suggest that those in the 

expenmental condition with a sufficient amountofdeath penalty knowledge tended to 

choose life impnsonment without the possibility ofparole as the appropnate punishment 

for the defendants m the presented cases Thus,to some extent it appears thatincreasing 

one's knowledge aboutthe death penalty sufficiently can influence a person's choice of 

punishment m death penalty cases Unfortunately,one cannot control the amountof 

information a particular person absorbs. Some people are simply notcapable of 

comprehending certain types ofinformation Not being able to comprehend such 

information,however,does not disqualify onefrom serving on a capitaljury Unless the 

Supreme Court decides that only those with a sufficient amountofdeath penalty 

knowledge can serve on capitaljunes,companng the results ofthose with a great amount 

ofknowledge to those with less knowledge,may prove meaningless because,presently, 

both can serve on capitaljuries. One ofthe main cnticisms ofthe death penalty is that it 

IS arbitranly imposed The death penalty is supposed to beimposed on the cnmmals who 

are the"worst ofthe worst." While death row is home to many such cnmmals,the media 

frequently reports many othercnmmals,who have committed equally vile and 

reprehensible cnmes,who are not sentenced to death. Furthermore,some murderers end 

up on death row due to inadequate counsel and not solely due to the hemousness oftheir 

cnme Thus,there are otherfactors which influence a particular defendant's likelihood of 

receiving a death sentence. Resultsfrom future research m this area can have a profound 

impact on capital litigation. Forinstance,iffuture studies consistently demonstrate that 

informedjurors choose the death penalty m only the mostextreme cases,then perhaps the 
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justice system will either select capitaljurors based,at least partially,on their death 

penalty knowledge or give a bneflecture to potentialjurors to increase their death penalty 

knowledge-much like the lecture employed in this study. 

Despite the basic attitude difference between the two groupsfrom the outset ofthe 

expenment,the results are still noteworthy because ofthe time and place in which the 

study occurred. This study was conducted m Tennessee dunng the spnng of2000. 

Tennessee had its first execution m nearly forty years dunng data collection. Datafrom 

the control group was obtained one month before the execution,whereas data from the 

expenmental group was obtained between one week before and two weeksfollowing the 

execution ofRobert Glen Coe. There was an increased interest m the death penalty 

dunng this time and the media covered the execution heavily. Like many other death row 

inmates about to be executed,Coe received several temporary stays in the months 

preceding the execution. These stays pushed his execution date back on numerous 

occasions by afew days or weeks The mediafrequently interviewed the victim's family, 

fnends,and members ofthe community regarding their feelings aboutthe stays In 

addition,Coe had been convicted and sentenced to death for the rape and murder ofan 

eight-year-old girl-a particularly heinous and severe cnme(State v Coe.655SW 2d 

903). Furthermore,Coe had been sentenced to death in 1981 and had been on death row 

for nearly twenty years. The public's perception ofthe cnminaljustice system in 

Tennessee dunng this expenment mirrored Doob and Robert's(1984)research. The 

mass media provided the public with limited information regarding Coe's cnme,the 

cnme was particularly heinous;and the cnminaljustice system was perceived as weak 
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because Coe had been on death row for nearly twenty years. In addition,the media's 

reports ofthe seemingly endless number ofappeals made it appear as ifCoe might not be 

executed. All ofthese factors combined to create an atmosphere ofgreatfrustration. 

Local residents became frustrated and enraged with the cnmmaljustice system because of 

the cnme,the large number ofstays,and the length oftime Coe had spent on death row. 

Thus,many people with little death penalty knowledge,including some ofthe 

participants,may have developed a skewed perspective ofthe death penalty. Moreover, 

most ofthe participants in this study had noteven been bom when Tennessee had its last 

execution. Many ofthe participants,such as the one extreme supported who claimed to 

be somewhatin favor ofthe death penalty but stated,"he deserves to die for his cnme," 

may not have been aware oftheir abstract attitudes toward the death penalty because they 

may never have thought about it before When this study was conducted,therefore, 

participants may not have been cognizant oftheir death penalty attitudes. As a result, 

much like Doob and Roberts(1984)and Gross(1993)contend,subjects may have 

answered the opinion items with Robert Glen Coe in mind 

Subjects also may have attached different meanings to the vanous levels of 

support Forinstance,one need not be a zealot to "very strongly oppose"the death 

penalty In addition,there is a difference between "undecided"and"1 do notknow 

enough aboutthe topic to make a decision." When assessing the strength ofsubjects' 

attitudes toward the death penalty,future studies should provide a guide as to whatthe 

different choices mean. Forexample,(1)very strongly oppose-1believe the death 

penalty is cmel and inhumane and should not be used as a punishmentfor anycnme,(2) 
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Strongly oppose-1generally do not believe the death penalty should be used as a 

punishment;however,there are afew extreme situations in which the death penalty is an 

equitable punishment;(7)very strongly support-1think that everyone who commits 

murder deserves the death penalty. 

Participants also may have been more ngid in their death penalty attitudes and less 

receptive to the presented information because some ofthe information the expenmenter 

discussed may have seemed to contradict information they may have obtained from the 

media. Since most Amencans acquire their knowledge aboutthe cnmmaljustice system 

from the mass media,subjects may have obtained information from the media which 

appeared to be at odds with the lecture matenal. Forexample,one ofthe facts the 

expenmenter discussed was the average length oftime a defendantspends on death row 

from the date ofsentencing until the date ofthe execution Although the length oftime 

from sentence to execution is approximately eight years,this fact may have been difficult 

for subjects to digest because Tennessee had not had an execution m almostforty years 

and Coe had been on death row for nearly twenty years. Since media coverage ofthe Coe 

execution may have been the only exposure to the death penalty for many ofthe subjects, 

some subjects may have doubted the lecture matenal because the information was 

incongruent with the Coe case. All ofthe aforementioned factors were present dunng 

data collection and taken together they may have hardened some participants' attitudes 

toward the death penalty. These factors may have influenced the results with people 

being less responsive to the presented information. It is encouraging,therefore,to have 

obtained results m the anticipated direction despite these circumstances. In order to 
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control for the media possibly influencing death penalty attitudes,future studies need to 

be conducted at times when there are no pending executions m thejunsdiction where the 

data IS to be collected. 

The results are also noteworthy because in the Wnghtet al.(1995)study 

expenmental group subjects answered 15.08 ofthe seventeen questions correctly 

(88.7%),whereas expenmental group subjects m the currentstudy answered only 12.5 

questions correctly(73.5%). Perhaps a thirty-mmute lecture is notenough time to absorb 

a sufficient amountofinformation. Ifthis is true,then unlike the present expenment,one 

would not expect to find results approaching statistical significance. Furthermore, 

analysesfrom the median split revealed that the median number ofquestions answered 

correctly was eleven. Similar to Wnghtet al.(1995),Bohm et al.(1991)conducted a 

four-week long undergraduate course on the death penalty and used the same quiz 

employed m the present study to assess death penalty knowledge. Their research revealed 

a significant amountof attitude shift among students. Results also demonstrated a 

median ofjust eight questions answered correctly. Perhaps thirty minutes is enough time 

to present the necessary information and have subjects absorb it, and the observed results 

were due to otherfactors(i e circumstances surrounding data collection orthe 

incomparable death penalty attitudes between the two groups). 

In the present study the expenmenter primanly covered the topics found to be 

most persuasive by Sandys(1995)and Bohm,et al.(1991)and discussed the questions 

contained m the quiz secondanly Thus,subjects may have obtained sufficient 

knowledge aboutthe death penalty regarding the topics presented but not sufficient 
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knowledge aboutthe death penalty in general. Forinstance,the expenmenter bnefly 

touched upon the topic ofa life sentence,butshe did not discuss it as thoroughly as racial 

discnmmation or the possibility ofexecuting an innocent person Since previous research 

has shown that Amencans do not understand the meaning ofa life sentence and that 

jurors sometimes choose the death penalty over life without the possibility ofparole 

because they are afraid the defendant will be released,perhaps this topic should be 

covered more thoroughly. Future research should investigate whether the lecture should 

cover broad topics(i.e racial discnmmation,innocence,etc)or a combination ofbroad 

topics and other information(i e.the length ofa life sentence,other countnes with a death 

penalty,etc) Sandys'(1995)and Bohm et al.'s(1991)research seem to indicate that it is 

the discussion ofthe death penalty as a whole and not specific topics which shift attitudes 

toward opposition. The purpose ofthe lecture is not to shift attitudes toward opposition 

but to assist capitaljurors in making informed,educated decisions when choosing a 

punishment. Future research can provide some insight into whattypes ofinformation 

capitaljurors find most useful in sentencing decisions. 

Oneimportantfactor which mightinfluence the type ofinformation presented or 

the mannerin which the information is presented is biased assimilation As discussed 

previously.Lord et al.(1979)contend that people tend to accept atface value evidence or 

arguments that are congruent with their pnor beliefs but scrutinize evidence or arguments 

that are incompatible with their pnor beliefs. Based upon Lord et al.'s(1979)findings, 

Edwards and Smith(1996)proposed a"disconfirmation model"which states that when 

people arefaced with evidence contrary to their beliefs,they try to undermine,or 
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disconfirm,the evidence. This occurs because a person stores in his or her memory bank 

information and examples that are consistent with his or her beliefs. When faced with an 

incompatible argument,people will search through their memory banks for matenal that 

IS contrary to the presented argument and consistent with their pnor beliefs. Amongst 

other topics,subjects in the Edward and Smith(1996)study were presented with 

argumentsfor and against the death penalty The researchersfound that arguments 

compatible with an individual's pnor beliefs werejudged stronger than those 

incompatible with the individual's pnor beliefs. The subjects apparently searched their 

memory banks and retneved matenal consistent with the argument and this bolstered the 

strength ofthe presented argument. The researchers also found that people took longer to 

evaluate arguments incompatible with their pnor beliefs than arguments consistent with 

their pnor beliefs Perhaps incompatible arguments are merely stored forfuture recall, 

whereas incompatible arguments are picked apartforflaws. This analysis seems to make 

sense considenng the researchers also found that subjects generated more refutational 

arguments when presented with an argumentincompatible with their pnor beliefs. 

Edwards and Smith(1996)conducted another study which specifically examined 

the effects ofcompatible and incompatible death penalty argumentsfor people whose 

beliefs were associated with strong emotional conviction. Results revealed that as 

compared to those with weak,undecided, or moderate death penalty opinions(low in 

emotional conviction)those with strong death penalty opinions(high m emotional 

conviction)judged,incompatible arguments to be especially weak. Furthermore,when 

presented with an incompatible argument,those high in emotional conviction generated 
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more refutational arguments than those low m emotional conviction. When applied to 

research in death penalty attitudes,these findings seem to suggestthatfor people with 

strong death penalty attitudes information inconsistent with their pnor beliefs will be 

discounted and disconfirmed. Ifthe disconfirmation model applies to increased 

knowledge aboutthe death penalty,one would expect that a lecture on the death penalty 

would polarize a person's attitude. Those strongly opposed and strongly m favor would 

not be affected by the information;and only those somewhatopposed,undecided, or 

somewhat m favor would be affected by the information. Sandys'(1995) findings seem 

to contradict this hypothesis,however. Shefound that those with strong death penalty 

attitudes reported a shift in attitude after completing herfour-week long course surveying 

the death penalty. Those with extreme attitudes,on the other hand,did notshow any shift 

in attitude. Perhaps then it is only the relativelyfew extremists who would not consider 

information inconsistent with their pnor beliefs while deciding upon a punishment. If 

this IS true,then perhaps a bnefdeath penalty lecture would assistjurors in determining 

which cases and defendants are deserving ofa death sentence. 

As mentioned previously,one ofthe cnticisms with the death penalty is that it is 

arbitranly and unfairly imposed. By merely reading the facts ofa particular capital case. 

It IS difficult,ifnotimpossible,to determine whether ajury will sentence the defendant to 

death. For many people it seems unconstitutional,or unfair,thattwo people committing 

comparable murders receive such disparate sentences. A recent poll by Peter Hart 

Research and Amencan Viewpointrevealed that64%ofAmencanssupport a moratonum 

on executions until the issue offairness can be resolved(The Justice Project,2000.) In 
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another recent survey,42% ofrespondents stated that they thoughtthe death penalty is 

not applied fairly(NBC NewsAVall Street Journal,2000). A recent Gallup Poll revealed 

that65% of Americans agree that a poor person is more likely than a person ofaverage or 

above average means to be sentenced to death and91% ofthose surveyed think that 

within the past twenty years at least one innocent person was sentenced to death who was 

actually innocent(Gallup Poll,2000) Thus,it appears that many Amencansrecognize 

and are concemed that the death penalty is unfairly imposed but rather than abolish it, 

they prefer that thejustice system reexamme the current methods and procedures used in 

capital cases. Future studies can investigate whether increased death penalty knowledge 

helpsjurors discnminate between severe cases and mid-range cases. Ifone ofthe 

purposes ofthe death penalty is to punish cnmmals who are the"worst ofthe worst," 

perhaps a bneflecture beforejury selection or deliberation would help assistjurors m 

their decision making process. 

The questions then become who should listen to the lecture and when should the 

lecture be made-before,dunng,or afterjury selection? Jury selection for capital cases 

can be longer and more difficult than other types ofcases. A great deal ofresponsibility 

rests on the shoulders ofcapitaljurors Not only do suchjurors decide upon the guilt and 

sentence ofa particular defendant,but also,to some extent,the future ofcapital 

punishment is based upon their actions. Forinstance,ifcapitaljurors discontinue 

sentencing defendant's to death,this would cause thecnmmaljustice system to 

reevaluate the death penalty as a punishment in Amencan society. Likewise,ifsuch 

jurors choose the death penalty in every possible case,then again the cnminaljustice 
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system would have to reevaluate its policies and procedures to discern the cause ofsuch 

behavior. Justice Stevens,among others,have stated that one ofthe more salient 

"societal factors"the Courtconsiders m"determining the acceptability ofcapital 

punishment is the behavior ofjuries"(Thompson v.Oklahoma.1988,p.831,as cited m 

Haney,et al., 1994) 

Although m somejurisdictions the presidingjudge may decide the punishmentm 

capital cases,in manyjunsdictions,thejury decides upon the punishment Capital cases 

are unique m that they are the only cases in which thejury decides the punishment 

Capital cases usually proceed through two stages guilt phase and penalty phase The 

guilt phase ofa capital tnal is the same as that ofany tnal. Thejury listens to and weighs 

evidence and then decides upon the defendant's guilt. Capitaljurors are then given the 

awesome responsibility ofdeciding upon the defendant's punishment. Because death is a 

possible punishment,capitaljurors must be at least willing to impose a death sentence. 

As discussed previously(p.43),not all members ofsociety can serve on capital cases. 

Prospectivejurors go through a selection process(death qualification)by which certain 

people are excluded based upon their death penalty attitudes. The Supreme Court has 

made several decisions regarding which membersofsociety are suitable for capitaljury 

service. Beginning with Witherspoon v.Illinois(1968),the Court stated that prospective 

jurors who could neverimpose the death penalty no matter whatthe facts were 

(unequivocal opposition)could be constitutionally excludedfromjury service on capital 

cases. Since Witherspoon.social scientists have extensively investigated the process of 

death qualification(Cowan et al., 1984;Koneci,Ebbesen,&Hock,1996) Research has 
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consistently shown that death qualification producesjunes that are unrepresentative ofthe 

population and that are prone to convict(Cowan et al., 1984;Bersoff, 1987). In 

Wainwnght v. Witt(1985)the Supreme Court significantly increased the size of 

excludablejurors by altenng the standard by which potentialjurors are excluded. Under 

Witt,the standard movedfrom one ofunequivocal opposition to one who merely holds a 

death penalty attitude that would"prevent orimpairthe performance of his[or her]duties 

as ajuror m accordance with his[or her]instructions and oath"(p.852,as cited in Haney 

et al., 1994). It was not until Morgan v Illinois(1992)that the Supreme Courtfinally 

recognized the legal disqualification ofthose whose supportfor the death penalty is so 

strong that they believe m the death penalty m every capital case The present study did 

not differentiate between subjects who are death qualified or excludable due to their death 

penalty attitudes. The survey employed only contained one question which tapped into 

the Morgan standard; however,the survey did not contain any questions that tapped into 

the Wainwnghtor Witt standards. Since only death qualified persons can serve on capital 

Junes,future studies should investigate death penalty knowledge with respect to death 

qualified and excludablejurors to ascertain whether a bnefdeath penalty lecture would 

assist in obtaining both fair and consistent sentencing decisions. 

Currently death penalty supportis at a near twenty year low,however,complete 

abolition ofthe death penalty is very unlikely. Sixty-four percent ofthe Amencan 

population support the death penalty-the lowest m nineteen years, yet only25% ofthe 

population support abolition(The HamsPoll,2000). Furthermore,94% ofAmencans 

believe thatinnocent people are sometimes convicted ofmurder,yet only36% of 
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Amencans would oppose the death penalty ifa"substantial number"ofinnocent persons 

were convicted of murder(TheHamsPoll,2000). Most Amencans support a 

moratonum on the death penalty m orderfor changes to be made so that it can be 

imposed more fairly. Moreover,current public opinion indicates that supportfor the 

death penalty declines drastically when options such as life without parole plus restitution 
/ 

are available. Perhaps dunng a moratonum,the Courtcan look to social scientific 

research and apply some ofthe findings to thejustice system. Although the Court has 

discounted such research in the past(e.g.Lockhart v. McCree.1986,McCleskev v 

Kemp,1987)one way for the Court to satisfy the Amencan public and bnng fairness to 

the application ofthe death penalty is through acknowledgment and application ofsocial 

scientific research. In addition,the Courtcan make public some ofits better-kept secrets, 

such as the meaning ofa life sentence. After the public becomes aware ofthe social 

scientific research and the arcane meaning oflegal terminology is revealed,then perhaps 

Justice Marshall's hypothesis that an informed public would oppose the death penalty can 

truly be tested m the courtroom rather than through contnved expenmental settings 
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Appendix A.CaseSummanes 

CASE 1 

Steve Roach,a seventeen-year-old white male,was arrested for the murder ofMary Ann 
Hughes,a seventy-year-old whitefemale who died as a result ofa single gunshot wound 
to her chest. Defendant was charged with capital murder,use ofafirearm in commission 
ofmurder,and robbery. 

In the early morning hours ofDecember4,1993,a deputy noticed Mrs.Hughes's Buick 
Regal in the parking lot ofa mall The deputy identified Defendant as the operator ofthe 
car. Later that morning Defendant attempted to use Mrs.Hughes's credit card at an ATM 
in North Carolina A videotapefrom the ATMshowed Defendant attempting to 
withdraw cash from Mrs Hughes's account 

On December5,1993,a South Carolina trooper observed the driver ofa Buick Regal 
dnving m excess ofthe speed limit The trooper attempted to pull the car over. The 
dnver ofthe Buick pulled the car over,got out ofthe car,ran into the woods,and 
escaped. The dnver was weanng clothes that matched the descnption ofthe clothes 
Defendant had been seen weanng for the previoustwo days. The trooperimpounded the 
vehicle and traced its registration to Mrs.Hughes. Fmgerpnnts on the automobile and on 
a plastic bag that was inside the automobile matched Defendant's 

Attnal Defendant offered evidence that there was no gunshot residue on his hands or 
clothes when he was arrested. Also,nofootpnnts at the scene ofthe cnme matched the 
shoes that he was weanng. A forensic science expert testified that when Defendant was 
arrested he did not have any blood on his clothing except"a very light stain"on his shirt, 
despite the fact that the fatal wound perforated one ofHughes's artenes. The expert 
testified that the person whofired the gun was standing within five feet ofthe victim. 

Defendant had several pnorconvictions all ofwhich occurred m 1993. He had been 
convicted twice ofgrand larceny ofan automobile and once ofbreaking and entenng and 
ofgrand larceny ansmg out ofthe burglary. Defendant was puton probation for those 
cnmes A psychologist also recommended thatDefendant and hisfamily go to 
counseling and that he go back to school. Defendant had stopped attending school m 
1991 when he wasfourteen at the request of his parents who said they needed him at 
homefor chores and to help raise his younger siblings. Defendant and his family did 
attend counseling and Defendantenrolled in G.ED.classes. 

Defendant made several conflicting stones to law enforcement officials concerning his 
involvement in the cnmes. Atfirst he said that he and afriend wentoverto Mrs. 

Hughes's house to visit her and on their way out hisfnend shot Mrs Hughes. Attnal 
Defendant said that he shot Mrs.Hughes and no one else was present. 
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Defendant's mother testified that she and Defendant's father had separated and reconciled 
their mamagefourtimes dunng Defendant's childhood. Hisfather testified that he was 
frequently absentfrom home and his children did notreceive parental supervision. He 
also testified that when his wife left him life"got worse"for his children because he 
began dnnking and bnngmg young women home. 

Several members ofDefendant'sfamily and severalfnends testified on Defendant's 
behalf. One said that Steve was an "excellentemployee," while another said that Steve 
often helped his neighbors,including Mrs.Hughes,with cutting firewood,cooking,and 
cleaning their laundry. The pastor ofthe Defendant's church testified that Defendant 
volunteered at the church by painting,remodeling,and working at acampfor children. 
The pastor conceded that while volunteenng Defendant was accused ofstealing a watch 
but later settled the matter with the owner ofthe watch. 

Attnal the Defendanttook the stand and stated that he walked into Mrs Hughes's house 
with his shotgun. When Mrs.Hughes opened the door,he fired once,walked passed her 
body,and took her purse and keys to the car. He said that he knew she hadjust received 
her social secunty check,knew the location of her purse,and intended to steal both items 
but that he did notintend to hurt her. He stated that he could not explain "what went 
through his mind." He also testified that he was sorry he killed Mrs.Hughes and wished 
he could bnng her back 

A forensic psychologist appointed by the court testified that Defendant wasofaverage 
intelligence and had mild depressive symptoms He also stated that the Defendant had 
poor"impulse control"and"did notshow a very good ability m many situations to 
control his emotions or behavior like a seventeen-year-old should." The psychologist 
stated that the Defendant'simmatunty related to the fact that he did not have the guidance 
or the structure that a child needs to mature. The psychologist stated thatthe murder was 
the result ofpoorimpulse control and the fact that Defendant had displaced his anger 
from someone else toward Mrs.Hughes. He concluded by stating that m terms ofnormal 
developmentimpulsiveness diminishes as one grows older and does notcause problems 
for that person in the future. 

PUNISHMENT 

These are the facts as proven at tnal. You and the other members ofthejury are 
convinced ofthe defendant's guilt and havejust convicted him of murder m the first 
degree. You mustnow decide on the most appropnate punishmentfor this defendant. 

Please indicate which punishment you think is the most appropriate based on the 
presented facts: 

(1) life without the possibility ofparole 

(2) the death penalty 
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CASE2 

Carl Morrow,a black male,was arrested for the armed robbery and murder ofWilliam 
Dulin,a white male m his late eighties,that occurred in the victim's home. There were 
no signs offorced entry into the residence and nofmgerpnnts linking Defendant to the 
cnme. Blood found at the scene wasidentified as that ofGayle Potter,who wasindicted 
along with Defendant. Another defendant,Ralph Frye,was also indicted for his 
involvement m the cnme. 

Both Potter and Frye testified againstDefendant at tnal. Potter testified that she was a 
drug dealer and the Defendant wasthe"enforcer"of her drug supplier,Steve Poll-
meaning that the Defendant would collect moneyfor Poll. She stated that she owed Poll 
some moneyfrom acocaine deal and Poll told her that she should borrow the moneyshe 
owed him from the"nch,old farmer,"refemng to Dulm Potter knew the victim because 
her mother had performed housekeeping services forDulm. 

Attnal Potter testified that she drove Defendant,Frye,and herselfto the victim's house. 
Potter said that she knocked on the victim's door and Dulm let her m. Defendant and 

Frye also entered although they had not been invited inside. Once inside Potter asked 
Dulm for $3,000,but he refused. Potter testified that Defendant brandished a gun and 
told Dulm to wnte a check. Dulm again refused and he and Defendant began to struggle 
and DefendantshotDulm. Potter testified that she became hysteneal and Defendant 
struck her on her head causing her to bleed. She testified that Defendantforeed her outof 
the house and into the ear and Defendant went back into the house to removefmgerpnnts 
and other evidence. Potter testified that the following dayDefendant and Poll eame to 
her home with aeheek for$4,050 signed byDulm and told herto cash it. Potter wentto a 
nearby bank to cash the check,butthey refused to honor it. Potter said she then burned 
the eheek 

Potter admitted that the murder weapon was hers but that it had been stolen from her 
trailer shortly before the Dulm murder and she believed Defendant had stolen it. She 
stated that she did not realize until after the incident that Defendant had plaeed the 
weapon m the car she wasdnvmg She later told her boyfnend to hide the gun. 

Frye's testimony at tnal was substantially similar to that ofPotter's. Both Frye and Potter 
acknowledged that they had given pnorinconsistent statements to the authonties 
regarding what had transpired. Both Potter and Frye acknowledged that the two had 
adjacent cells while m pnson and that they eommunieated on a daily basis through afood 
slot 

Potter's cousin,Troyer,testified at tnal that when Potter returned home on the evening of 
the murder she had blood on her hair. Troyer testified that Potter placed some money on 
the table and thatPotter said that there was more than $250there. Potter explained to 
Troyer that she injured her head dunng a drug deal. Troyer testified that she heard Potter 
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tell her boyfnend that there was a gun in the car,and the boyfnend left the apartment 
bnefly and returned with several gunshot shells,some ofwhich were spent. 

Defendant presented the defense ofalibi at his tnal Witnesses testified on his behalfm 
an effort to demonstrate that neither Defendant norFrye was at the Duhn residence on the 
night ofthe murder. 

PUNISHMENT 

These are the facts as proven at tnal. You and the other members ofthejury are 
convinced ofthe defendant's guilt and havejust convicted him ofmurder m the first 
degree. You mustnow decide on the most appropnate punishmentfor this defendant. 

Please indicate which punishment you think is the most appropnate based on the 
presented facts. 

(1) life without the possibility of parole 

(2) the death penalty 
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CASES 

DefendantRichard Houston,a black male,was arrested for the murder and robbery of 
Stanley Balsmger,a white male. Mr.Balsmger's body wasfound m the men's restroom 
ofthe service station he operated. The customer whofound the body gave the police a 
detailed descnption ofa man he saw leaving the vicinity ofthe restroomjust moments 
before he discovered the body. The customer also gave a descnption ofthe automobile m 
which the man left the scene. The customer descnbed a black male approximately six 
feet tall, 165 to 170 pounds,with a short afro,weanng a brown leatherjacket,and dnving 
a white'64or'65 Ford Fairlane with square tail lights and chrome missingfrom the 
passenger's side. 

Detectives called to the scene to investigate thecnme determined that Mr.Balsmger had 
been shot three times,once in the mouth and once in the heart and upper abdomen The 
nature ofthe latter two wounds indicated thatMr Balsmger was lying on his back on the 
floor ofthe restroom when these two shots were fired into him at close range Mr 
Balsmger's wallet and credit card receipts were missing 

Approximately three hours later,two detectivesfrom the local police department saw an 
automobile fitting the descnption ofthe get-away car. After a bnefchase,ofspeeds up to 
seventy miles per hour,the automobile was stopped. There were two occupants m the 
vehicle. Defendant,whofit the descnption ofthe suspect seen leaving the service station 
except he was not weanng a leatherjacket,and hisfemale companion. 

The detectives in charge ofthe Balsmgerinvestigation were called,and they asked 
Defendant ifthey could search his vehicle. Defendantconsented to the search and the 
detectivesfound Mr.Balsmger's wallet and credit card receipts. The detectives also 
found a gun,later shown bylaboratory tests to have been the gun used to kill Mr. 
Balsmger. 

While searching the automobile.Defendanttned to stealthily pass a roll of moneyto his 
female companion The detectives took the money and noticed that several bills were 
stained with blood. The detectivesformally placed Defendant under arrest. 

A subsequent search ofa motel room rented to Defendantturned up a leatherjacket,such 
as the one worn by the person seen leaving the scene ofthe robbery and murder. The 
officers also found trousers and other clothing belonging to Defendantthat had been 
laundered and were still wet.Defendant'sfemale companion said thatDefendant had 
laundered his clothing to remove blood stains. 

Defendant gave a statementto the police m which he stated that the robbery was a spur-
of-the-moment action,that Mr.Balsmger had grabbed the gun,and that Defendantsought 
to escape butthe gun went off accidentally m the struggle. Defendant admitted to taking 
Mr.Balsmger's walletfrom his pocket after the shooting. 
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PUNISHMENT 

These are the facts as proven at tnal. You and the other members ofthejury are 
convinced ofthe defendant's guilt and havejust convicted him of murder m the first 
degree. You mustnow decide on the most appropnate punishmentfor this defendant. 

Please indicate which punishment you think is the mostappropnate based on the 
presented facts* 

(1) life without the possibility ofparole 

(2) the death penalty 



75 

Appendix B. Attitudes and Knowledge Aboutthe Death Penalty 

1. The majonty of Americans currently favors the death penalty. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon't know 

2. The majonty ofexecutions m the United States take place m the South. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)I don't know 

3. On the average,the death penalty costs tax payers more than life impnsonment. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)I don't know 

4 Currently,there are over three thousand people awaiting execution m the 
United States. 

(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon't know 

5 Poor people whocommit murder are not as likely to be sentenced to death than 
nch people. 

(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)I don't know 

6 Overthe years,states that had the death penalty have shown lower murder rates 
than neighbonng states that did not have the death penalty. 

(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)I don't know 

7. Mostofthe states m the United States do not have capital punishmentlaws. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)I don'tknow 

8. Most Western European nations have abolished the use ofthe death penalty. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon'tknow 
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9. A Black person is more likely to receive the death penalty than a white person 
for the samecnme. 

(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon't know 

10. Studies have shown that the rate ofmurder usually drops m the weeks 
following a well-publicized execution. 

(1) true 

(2)false 

(3)I don't know 

11. Lethal injection is the mostcommonly used method ofexecution today. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)I don't know 

12. The average pnson term served by someone sentenced to life impnsonmentis 
less than ten years. 

(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon'tknow 

13 For premeditated murder,men are more likely to be executed than women. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3) I.don't know 

14 After the Supreme Court struck down the death penalty m 1972,the murder 
rate in the US showed a sharp downturn. 

(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)I don't know 

15 The punishment ofdeath has typically been imposed m only a smallfraction 
ofthe cases where it is an authonzed punishment. 

(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon't know 

16. Noinnocent people have been executed in error m the U.S.this century. 
(1)true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon't know 
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17. The killers ofBlack people arejust as likely to receive the death penalty as 
the killers ofWhite people. 

(1) true 

(2)false 

(3)Idon't know 

18 Are you in favor ofthe death penaltyfor persons convicted of murder? 
(1)no 
(2) yes 
(3)Idon't know 

19. If you served on ajuryin a tnal where the defendant,iffound guilty, would 
automatically be sentenced to death,could you convict the defendant? 

(1)no 
(2) yes 
(3)Idon't know 

20 Ifasked to do it,could you pull the lever that would result m the death ofan 
individual convicted offirst-degree murder^ 

(1)no 
(2) yes 
(3)I don't know 

21 Would you support an alternative to the death penalty where a convicted first-
degree murderer is sentenced to life m prison,without possibility ofparole ever? 

(1)no 
(2) yes 
(3)Idon't know 

22. Would you support an alternative to the death penalty where a convicted first-
degree murderer is sentenced to life m pnson,with no possibility ofparole ever and have 
him/her work m a pnson industry where his/her earnings would go to the victim's family*^ 

(1)no 

(2) yes 
(3)I don't know 

23 Do you believe that televising executions would make the death penalty a 
greater deterrentfor violent cnmes? 

(1)no 
(2) yes 
(3)don'tknow 
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24. Do you believe that televising executions would make the death penalty a 
greater deterrentfor first-degree murder? 

(0)no 
(1) yes 
(2)Idon'tknow 

25. Which ofthe following statements best descnbes your position toward the 
death penalty for people convicted offirst degree murder? 

(1) very strongly opposed 
(2)strongly opposed 
(3)somewhatopposed 
(4) undecided 

(5)somewhatin favor 

(6)strongly m favor 
(7) very strongly in favor 

26. Sex: 

(1) male 

(2)female 

27. Race: 

(1) White 

(2)Black 

(3) Asian 

(4)Hispanic or Latino 
(5)Other 

28 Major 
(1)Psychology 
(2)Business 

(3)History 
(4) Other(specify) 

29. Which statement below best descnbes how religious you are? 
(1)not a religious person 
(2)somewhatreligious 
(3)fairly religious 
(4) strongly religious 
(5) very strongly religious 

30. Please specify the religion you identify with. 

31. WhatIS your age 
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