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death penalty against white defendants. These findings emerged even with controls for 
previous criminal records, the number of victims, aggravating factors, and other relevant 
correlates.

An examination of Hispanics on death row indicates less disparity. In 2011, according to 
the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 14% of those sitting on death row were Hispanic.37 This was 
similar to the population of Hispanics at the time.

Public Opinion and the Death Penalty
Capital cases are controversial. In 2011, about two thirds of the public stated they were 

in favor of the death penalty for someone convicted of murder. Public support of the death 
penalty has declined slightly over the past decade (Figure 9.6). Attitudes and opinions regard-
ing the pros and cons of capital punishment tend to be emotional versus rational.38 Among 
those reasons given for maintaining capital punishment is that once executed, an offender is 
unable to commit another crime. Those supporting the death penalty also believe that execu-
tion deters would-be criminals from committing crimes (i.e., general deterrence). And finally, 
the death penalty is argued to be a just and moral response to the actions of an individual 
convicted of murder and other brutal crimes. Retribution is the most often cited reason used 
by people in favor of the death penalty.39

On the opposite side, there are several reasons given as to why the death penalty should 
be eliminated. First, executing someone as a means of deterring others from murdering is 
contradictory and morally inconsistent. Second, though research findings are mixed, most 
research fails to find a general deterrent effect of capital punishment. Professionals in the 
field, including researchers, practitioners, and law enforcement, agree that the death pen-
alty does not offer a deterrent effect.40 Third, although many safeguards are in place to pre-
vent the execution of an innocent person, several innocent people have been executed.41 
Fourth, sentences of death are unfairly administered. In general, five states carry out two  
thirds of the executions in the United States each year.42 Thus, a person living in California 
is more likely to be executed than a person committing a similar crime in Alabama. Inequity 
has also been identified according to the victim’s race. Killers of whites are more likely to 
be sentenced to death than those who murder blacks.43 Others contend those with low 
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Figure 9.6  n  Death Penalty and Public Opinion

What may have happened in society to cause the change in public support for the death penalty in the 
late 1960s? Since about the mid-1990s, public support for the death penalty has decreased. Why do you 
think that is?
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