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murders with its proportion executed or on death row. In 2013, 52.2% of individuals 
arrested for murder in the United States were African American and 45.3% were white 
(FBI, 2014). Because the FBI places Hispanics and non-Hispanic whites into a single 
“white” category (93% of Hispanics/Latinos are defined as white), we cannot make 
direct black/white comparisons between UCR and DPIC statistics. However, Steffens-
meier, Feldmeyer, Harris, and Ulmer (2011, p. 209) tell us that when Hispanics/Latinos 
are taken out of the white category, the black homicide rate is 12.7 times greater than 
the white rate. A comparison of homicide with execution and death row data thus leads 
to the conclusion that “although they are overrepresented among death row popula-
tions and executions relative to their share of the U.S. population, blacks are under-
represented based on their arrests and convictions for murder” (M. Robinson, 2008, 
p. 191).

There seems to be an emerging trend for whites to be disproportionately more likely 
to both receive a death sentence and to be executed compared with the number of 
death-eligible homicides they commit. An early post-Furman study (Kleck, 1981) found 
that from 1930 onward, in the northern states, whites were more likely to receive the 
death penalty, and the discrimination evidenced against blacks in death penalty cases 
in earlier years in the South disappeared in later years. Greenfeld and Hinners (1985) 
looked at 1,405 prisoners under sentence of death and found that 15.8 per 1,000 white 
murderers were sentenced to death versus 11.6 per 1,000 black murderers. A large 
study by Gross and Mauro (1989) looked at death sentences in over 14,000 cases and 
found that whites received a death sentence in 26.5% of the cases involving felony 
circumstances (murder in the commission of another felony, such as rape or robbery) 
and in 1.4% of the cases with nonfelony circumstances. On the other hand, 17.2% 
of blacks convicted in felony circumstances and 0.4% in nonfelony circumstances 
received a death sentence (calculated by McAdams [1998] from Gross and Mauro’s 
data). A U.S. Department of Justice (2001) study of federal death-eligible cases reached 
a similar conclusion:

Source: Death Penalty Information Center (2015).

FIGURE 19.4    �Race of Defendants on Death Row,  
1976–2015 (left) and Race of Murderers 
Executed, 1976–2015 (right)
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