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Source: Adapted from Death Penalty Information Center (2016b).

TABLE 19.1    �Methods of Execution in the United States,  
by State, as of August 2016

METHOD NUMBER OF 
EXECUTIONS 
SINCE 1976

JURISDICTIONS AUTHORIZING THE METHOD

Lethal Injection 1,262 Executed Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, 
Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska*, 
Nevada, New Hampshire, New Mexico*, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Virginia, 
Washington, Wyoming, U.S. Military, U.S. Government
(New Mexico abolished the death penalty in 2009 and Nebraska in 2015. However, their 
laws were not retroactive, leaving 2 and 10 people, respectively, on death row.)

Electrocution 158 Executed Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Kentucky, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia
(All have lethal injection as the primary method.)

Gas Chamber 11 Executed Arizona, California, Missouri, Wyoming, Oklahoma
(All have lethal injection as the primary method.)

Hanging 3 Executed New Hampshire, Washington
(Both have lethal injection as the primary method.) 

Firing Squad 3 Executed Oklahoma, Utah
(Both have lethal injection as the primary method. Utah has authorized the firing squad 
if lethal-injection drugs are unavailable. Oklahoma offers firing squad only if lethal 
injection and electrocution are found unconstitutional.)

moistened sponge is placed on the person’s shaved scalp, and an electrode skullcap is 
attached over it. The executioner then delivers a 15- or 30-second jolt (depending on a 
state’s protocol) of between 500 and 2,450 volts, after which the current is turned off 
to allow a physician to determine if the person is dead. If the person is not, a further 
jolt is administered.

Gas Chamber. To execute by this method, the condemned person is placed in an air-
tight chamber and strapped to a chair, below which is a bucket containing sulfuric acid. 
Sodium cyanide is then released into the bucket, causing a chemical reaction that releases 
hydrogen cyanide gas. Once the prisoner breathes the gas, he or she dies shortly thereaf-
ter because this method shuts off oxygen to the brain.

Firing Squad. For a firing-squad execution, the prisoner has a hood pulled over his head, 
and he is tied to a chair surrounded by sandbags. Five correctional officers, one of whom 
is issued a blank round, fire simultaneously at the inmate, thus causing death.

Lethal Injection. As we see from Table 19.1, lethal injection is the preferred method of 
execution in all states, even if other methods are available as options. The condemned 
person is strapped to a gurney, and two needles are inserted into the veins in the arms. 
These needles are connected to intravenous drips, one of which contains sodium thiopen-
tal, which puts the condemned person to sleep. The next drip is then released, containing 
drugs that paralyze the muscular system and stop the person’s breathing, followed by a 
drip of potassium chloride that stops the heart.

This method of execution has resulted in legal challenges. In a 7–2 vote in Baze 
v. Rees (2008), the Supreme Court ruled that the three-drug combination used by 

Gas chamber: The 
use of cyanide gas to 
execute someone 
placed in an airtight 
chamber and strapped 
to a chair.

Firing squad: A 
method of execution 
by which the 
condemned was 
strapped and shot by a 
firing squad.

Lethal injection: 
Using this method, the 
condemned person is 
administered drugs 
that paralyze the 
muscular system and 
stop the person’s 
breathing, followed by 
another drug that 
stops the heart.
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