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In addition, opponents of the death penalty 

argue that violent offenders are often under 

the influence of drugs or alcohol or are con-

sumed by passion when they commit an act of 

violence; their violence is more or less sponta-

neous. Hence, they may not be thinking ratio-

nally (weighing the potential benefits of the act 

against the costs of punishment) at the time of 

the crime. The threat of being condemned to 

death may not deter such people when they are 

committing the act. Researchers have, indeed, 

found little empirical support for the argument 

that the threat of capital punishment reduces 

murders (Bailey, 1990; Galliher & Galliher, 

2002). Nor have they found that well-publicized 

executions deter homicides (Peterson & Bailey, 

1991). In fact, over the past two decades, the 

homicide rate in states with the death penalty 

has consistently been about 50% higher than 

the rate in non–death penalty states (Death 

Penalty Information Center, 2013b). According 

to one study, 9 out of 10 leading criminologists 

don’t think the death penalty deters homicides 

(Amnesty International, 2013).

Most societies around the world have aban-

doned the use of capital punishment for both 

moral and practical reasons: It’s inhumane, and 

it doesn’t deter crime. Even in China, a country 

responsible for most of the world’s court-ordered 

executions, legislators voted in 2006 to bar all 

but the nation’s highest court from approving 

death sentences (“China Changes Death Penalty 

Law,” 2006). In the United States, there has been 

a steady decline in death sentences and execu-

tions since the 1990s (Snell, 2014). Nevertheless, 

the majority of U.S. citizens—about 55% accord-

ing to one study—continue to favor the death 

penalty (Pew Forum on Religion and Public 
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SOURCE: Snell, 2014, Table 10.

Exhibit 8.1 Time Spent on Death Row 


