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The Impact of Information on an
Individual’s Support of the Death
Penalty: A Partial Test of the Marshall
Hypothesis Among College Students

Eric Lambert
Alan Clarke
Ferris State University

In Furman v. Georgia, Justice Marshall hypothesized that informed individuals would
not support the death penalty. To test this hypothesis, survey results from 730 students
at a Michigan university were used. Students read one of three essays; one focusing on
death penalty deterrence research, another on the chances of sentencing an innocent
person to death, and the third on the general reasons for punishing offenders (i.e., the
control essay). The innocence essay resulted in a small but statistically significant
reduction of support. There was no statistically significant reduction in support for
the death penalty among the deterrence and control essay groups. The findings are
discussed and recommendations for future research are made.

The death penalty has long stirred passionate debate in this country. Polls
during the past two decades show that the majority (70% to 80%) of Ameri-
cans support the death penalty (Durham, Elrod, & Kinkade, 1996; Zeisel &
Gallup, 1989). Although the majority of Americans indicate that they sup-
port the death penalty, abolitionists have long tried to reduce public support
for capital punishment. Many abolitionists draw hope from Justice Thurgood
Marshall’s arguments in Furman v. Georgia (1972) that (a) “American citi-
zens know almost nothing about capital punishment,” and (b) If people
“were fully informed as to the purposes of the penalty and its liabilities,
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[they] would find the penalty shocking, unjust, and unacceptable.” These
two testable propositions have since come to be known in the literature as
the Marshall hypotheses. Twenty-eight years later, abolitionists still argue
that most of the American public knows little about the death penalty, and
that most would not support it if they knew the truth about the death penalty.

The public’s support of the death penalty is critical in determining public
policy on capital punishment. Ellsworth and Gross (1994) argue that “the
legal status of the death penalty in the United States depends on popular
support, actual and perceived” (p. 21-22). Politicians argue that the public
wants the death penalty (Whitehead, Blankenship, & Wright, 1999). If pub-
lic support for the death penalty was reduced, public policy concerning the
death penalty would likely change. Ellsworth and Gross (1994) point out that

popular support may well be necessary to the continued use of the death pen-
alty in this country. If a clear majority comes to reject this form of punish-
ment, we predict that the Supreme Court, if not Congress and the state legisla-
tures, will soon follow suit. (p. 23)

Although legislators tend to overestimate public demand for capital punish-
ment, it is also clear that the public is not fully informed about the death pen-
alty (McGarrell & Sandys, 1996; Whitehead et al., 1999). This, of course, is
precisely the argument presented by Marshall—that if the public was better
informed, support for the death penalty would decline, and public policy on
capital punishment would change. One area that has not received much
attention is how the issue of innocence affects support for capital punish-
ment. Therefore, this study purposes to examine the second Marshall
hypothesis using updated information concerning the issue of sentencing
innocent persons to death.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Marshall’s first postulate appears to be accurate. The literature strongly
suggests that the general public is both uninformed about the death penalty
and unaware of whether it achieves its desired outcomes (Bohm, 1987,
1989, 1998; Bohm, Clark, & Aveni, 1990, 1991; Bohm, Vogel, & Maisto,
1993; Ellsworth & Ross 1983; Firment & Geiselman, 1997; Sarat &
Vidmar, 1976; Vidmar & Dittenhoffer, 1981; Wright, Bohm, & Jamieson,
1995). The same cannot be said of the second Marshall hypothesis, which
has not been fully studied.
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There have been only a handful of studies that have either indirectly or
directly attempted to test Marshall’s second hypothesis. A Gallup poll
reported that 71% of those polled supported the death penalty (Zeisel &
Gallup, 1989). However, when asked if they could be shown convincingly
that the death penalty had no deterrent effect on murder, support fell to 55%.
Moreover, if they could be shown convincingly that the death penalty had no
deterrent effect and life without parole was available as a sanction, only
43% indicated support for the death penalty. Although this poll does not
directly test Marshall’s second hypothesis, the results suggest that support
for the death penalty should decrease if people are provided evidence that
the death penalty does not deter the crime of murder.

Sarat and Vidmar (1976) performed the earliest attempt to verify Mar-
shall’s second hypothesis. In a survey of 181 residents of Amherst, Massa-
chusetts, participants were given one of four essays. The first essay focused
on the deterrence argument. The second essay focused on a variety of sub-
jects including racial disparities, the psychological effect of remaining on
death row for years, and the horrors that have occurred in botched execu-
tions. The third essay combined information from essays one and two. The
fourth essay was a control essay (i.e., a non–death-penalty essay). Postessay
testing demonstrated a substantial reduction in support for the death pen-
alty. However, the introduction of information failed to result in a majority
opposed to the death penalty.

The Sarat and Vidmar (1976) study was followed by a much smaller
Canadian study by Vidmar and Dittenhoffer (1981). The study consisted of
39 undergraduate students at the University of Western Ontario, with the
students divided into experimental (n = 21) and control (n = 18) groups. The
respondents in the experimental group were required to read a 3,500-word
essay on capital punishment and humanitarian, utilitarian, moral, religious,
deterrence, and judicial administration issues, and were also required to
read supplemental readings on reserve at the university library. After the
readings, there was a dramatic reduction in support for the death penalty.
Approximately half of the experimental and control subjects supported cap-
ital punishment in the pretest. In the posttest, 71% in the experimental group
opposed capital punishment, whereas only 24% continued to favor it.

Using 50 college students who took a special 4-week course on the death
penalty, Bohm (1989) found that 26% of the students substantially changed
their opinions on the death penalty. Moreover, all of the change was a reduc-
tion in support rather than an increase in support for capital punishment. In
an expanded study, Bohm et al. (1991) studied 272 students, of which 190
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were in the experimental group who took a 2-credit-hour, 4-week, special
topics class on the death penalty. There were 82 students in the control
group who took other non–death-penalty courses. The study found only a
small reduction in support for the death penalty among the students in the
experimental group. Furthermore, the majority of the students in the experi-
mental group still supported capital punishment at the end of the death pen-
alty course.

In another study of 38 students in a death penalty course (i.e., the experi-
mental group) and 68 students in an introduction to criminal justice course
(i.e., the control group), Wright et al. (1995) found that there was a slight
decrease among the experimental group in terms of support for the death
penalty. Nevertheless, the change was not statistically significant. The
greatest support for the Marshall hypothesis is found in a study of 23 crimi-
nal justice students in a special topics course on the death penalty (Sandys,
1995). Opposition for the death penalty increased from 30% to 65% by the
end of the class. The greatest changes were observed after the presentation
of course material covering incapacitation costs and miscarriages of justice,
including the execution of the innocent.

Of the five studies that directly attempted to test Marshall’s second
hypothesis, three found small decreases in support for the death penalty
after subjects were presented with information concerning capital punish-
ment. However, the effect is neither as profound nor as sweeping as perhaps
envisioned by Marshall. One study found a major shift from support for to
opposition to the death penalty. Because there is some evidence that sup-
ports Marshall’s second hypothesis, it is simply wrong to dismiss it. Fur-
thermore, the few empirical findings to date on the second Marshall hypoth-
esis are far from conclusive. These studies do not exhaust all of the possible
bases for supporting or opposing capital punishment. It remains possible
that some facts or arguments or combination thereof would be more suc-
cessful in confirming the Marshall hypothesis. For example, recent polls
suggest that death penalty support may be dropping in some jurisdictions as
a result of increased information becoming widely and publicly available
concerning the executions of innocent people or others about whom doubts
remain concerning the justice of a given execution (The Death Penalty
Information Center, http://www.essential. org/dpic/po/html, accessed Sep-
tember 18, 1999). It is possible that new information concerning the inci-
dence of innocent people who are convicted of capital crimes will reduce
the support for the death penalty. The impact of innocence on support for
capital punishment has not been fully tested independently of death penalty
issues, such as deterrence.
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RESEARCH QUESTION

There is a need to test the effects of information on sentencing innocent
persons to death in terms of support for capital punishment independently
of other confounding factors, such as deterrence, incapacitation, adminis-
tration issues, racial disparity, religion, and so forth. Although no research
could be located that directly tested the effect of providing information on
the risks and frequency of sentencing innocent persons to death on support
of capital punishment, two research studies have indirectly looked at the
issue of innocence and death penalty attitudes. In a survey of 286 psychol-
ogy students, faculty and staff at the University of Arizona, and citizens in
the community, 99% indicated that it would be inappropriate to execute a
person when there is a serious probability the person is innocent (Weinstock
& Schwartz, 1998). In another survey of 707 undergraduate students,
Weinstock and Schwartz (1998) found that the vast majority believed it was
wrong to execute an innocent person. In addition, 65% of the university stu-
dents believed that innocent individuals had been executed, and 70% of the
respondents indicated that it was unacceptable to execute any innocent per-
son. These findings suggest that the issue of sentencing innocent persons to
death may reduce support for capital punishment.

Neither the research of Sarat and Vidmar (1976) and Vidmar and
Dittenhoffer (1981) focused on the issue of innocence and how it affects
support for the death penalty. Although Bohm et al. (1991) and Sandys
(1995) looked at the issue of innocence as part of the death penalty course,
they did not test the effect of innocence alone on support for the death pen-
alty. They covered a wide array of death penalty issues, including U.S.
Supreme Court decisions, public opinion, deterrence (and the lack thereof),
inequality of application, religious issues, cost, retribution, and the issue of
innocence. They do not provide information concerning the amount of time
spent solely on the issue of innocence. Moreover, even if it was covered
in-depth (which is doubtful in such a short course), most of the critical
works on the issue of innocence were published after the conclusion of these
studies (Clarke & Lambert, 2000).

Although there are various reasons for supporting or opposing the death
penalty, support for the death penalty arises in large part because of the
belief that it is justifiable under the retributive and/or deterrence theories
(Radelet & Akers, 1996). In addition to testing the issue of innocence, it was
decided to replicate the earlier findings on presenting information on the
deterrence effect of the death penalty. This allows the comparison of which

Lambert, Clarke / PARTIAL TEST OF MARSHALL HYPOTHESIS 219

 at SAGE Publications on November 12, 2009 http://cjp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cjp.sagepub.com


type of information has the greatest effect on reducing support for capital
punishment.

Many people, particularly politicians, argue that the death penalty is an
effective deterrent for the crime of murder (Ellsworth & Ross, 1983; Zeisel
& Gallup, 1989). When forced to choose between supporting the death pen-
alty for deterrence or retribution reasons, Tyler and Weber (1982) found that
63% of the respondents surveyed selected deterrence. The argument here is
that the death penalty will deter future murders (Bohm, 1987). Neverthe-
less, the bulk of the empirical evidence shows that the death penalty has lit-
tle or no deterrent effect on violent crime, including murder (Archer, Gart-
ner, & Beittel, 1983; Bailey, 1974, 1977, 1978a, 1978b, 1979a, 1979b,
1979c, 1980, 1983, 1990, 1991; Bailey & Peterson, 1989; Decker &
Kohfeld, 1984, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1990; Lempert, 1983; Paternoster, 1991;
Radelet & Akers, 1996; Waldo, 1981). Moreover, the literature suggests
that the death penalty may in some cases actually increase the violent crime
rate because of the brutalization effect (Amsterdam, 1982; Bailey, 1983;
Bowers, 1984; Bowers & Pierce, 1980; Knorr, 1979; Radelet & Akers,
1996). Finally, many scholars in the field agree that research has demon-
strated that the death penalty does little to deter violent crime (Radelet &
Akers, 1996). In the 1970s, deterrence was a common reason provided for
supporting the death penalty. Since then, the idea of retribution has become
more socially acceptable (Fox, Radelet, & Bonsteel, 1991). Support for the
death penalty because of deterrence has declined, whereas support for the
death penalty because of retribution has increased during the past 30 years.
As Ellsworth and Gross (1994) point out, “As support for the death penalty
has increased, so has the willingness to endorse retribution as a motive”
(p. 29).

Although deterrence is still a significant reason for supporting the death
penalty, it has been surpassed recently by retribution (Ellsworth & Gross,
1994). Today, many people believe that retribution is an appropriate response
to the crime of murder (Bohm et al., 1990; Firment & Geiselman, 1997;
Lotz & Regoli, 1980). There has been a hardening of the public’s attitude
toward crime during the past 20 years and an increase in social acceptance
of retribution for criminal acts (Bowers, 1984; Durham et al., 1996). How-
ever, retribution requires that the guilty party, not an innocent person, be
punished (Lempert, 1981). Under the retributive theory, it is not permissible
to sentence an innocent person to death, particularly in light of the fact that
the death penalty is irrevocable (Gross, 1996). There is increasing evidence
that a significant number of innocent individuals have been sentenced to
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death (Radelet, Bedau, & Putman, 1992; Radelet, Lofquist, & Bedau, 1996;
Weinstock & Schwartz, 1998).

This study seeks to replicate and expand on past research by examining
whether information on deterrence and innocence reduces support for the
death penalty. This study is significantly different from past studies in three
respects. First, a different population is being selected. The research con-
ducted by Bohm and associates (1990, 1991) and Sandys (1995) mainly
involved college students who were criminal justice majors. This study
looks at college students across a wide array of majors. Second, this study
looks specifically at the effects of providing information on the issues and
frequency of sentencing innocent individuals to death on support for the
death penalty. Third, and last, many of the past studies were conducted more
than a decade ago. The number of innocent persons released from death row
has grown dramatically in the past decade before the issue of innocence was
well studied and documented.

Three hypotheses are presented. First, support for capital punishment
will decline after presentation of information on the lack of a deterrent
effect by the death penalty. Second, support for the death penalty will
decline after the presentation of information on the chances and frequency
of sentencing innocent individuals to death. Third, the issue of innocence
will have a larger impact on reducing support for the death penalty than will
the issue of deterrence. The last hypothesis is based on the premise that sup-
port for the death penalty today is based more on retributive reasons than
deterrence reasons.

METHOD

The data for this study came from a survey of college students at a public
4-year university in Michigan with an enrollment under 10,000. A
nonrandom, convenience sampling design was used to select the students in
the study (Hagan, 1997). More than two dozen academic courses in the
1999 fall and 2000 winter semesters were selected for administration of the
survey. Students in these courses were given the opportunity to participate
in the study by voluntarily completing the survey during class time. Almost
all the selected classes had between 25 and 30 students. Most of the courses
were criminal justice, general education social science, and general educa-
tion English courses. Approximately 45% of those surveyed were criminal
justice majors and 55% majored in other disciplines. The general education
classes used in this study represent a wide array of majors because all
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students at the survey university are required to take social science and En-
glish courses as part of the general education requirements.

After a brief introduction on the purpose of the survey and that participa-
tion was voluntary, the survey was provided to the students in the selected
classes. It is estimated that more than 90% of the students present in class
took the survey. A total of 747 surveys were completed and returned. How-
ever, 17 surveys were missing responses for variables measuring death pen-
alty support, and, hence, were dropped from the analysis.

The survey consisted of three sections. The first section consisted of
questions designed to measure knowledge of crime, attitudes toward pun-
ishment, degree of support for the death penalty, and demographics. In this
study, the demographic variables of sex, age, race, and college rank (e.g.,
freshman), and the variable measuring the degree of support for the death
penalty were selected from the first section of the survey.

The second section consisted of an essay for the student to read. There
were three different essays. Each of the three essays were between three to
five pages in length and took about 7 to 12 minutes to read. The control
essay discussed the major reasons for punishment of criminals. There was
no mention of the death penalty. A second essay presented a concise sum-
mary of the empirical research on the deterrence effect of the death penalty.
This essay essentially informed the reader that there is little empirical evi-
dence supporting the position that capital punishment deters violent crimes,
including murder. A third essay presented the possibility and frequency of
sentencing the innocent to death. (Copies of the essays are available on
request.) Because the use of essays have been used in other studies of the
Marshall hypothesis (e.g., Sarat & Vidmar, 1976; Vidmar & Dittenhoffer,
1981), this research design is acceptable for the purposes of this study.

The third section of the survey consisted of questions measuring the
degree to which students believed that their attitudes on the death penalty,
deterrent effect, and chances of executing an innocent person had changed
after reading the assigned essay. In addition, the same question asked in sec-
tion one, on the degree of support for the death penalty, was asked again. All
the above questions from section three of the survey are used in this study.

Based on the classical experimental design, surveys were randomly
sorted so that a student had a random chance of receiving a survey contain-
ing each one of the three essays (i.e., each student had an equal chance of
receiving one of the three essays). Thus, whereas the sample group was not
randomly selected, the assignment to one of the three groups was random.
Of the 730 usable surveys, 242 (33.2%) contained the control essay, 243
(33.2%) contained the deterrence essay, and 245 (33.6%) contained the
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innocence essay (i.e., there is a near equal number of completed surveys for
each of the three essays).

RESULTS

In Table 1, the four demographic characteristics for sex, race, age, and
college rank are reported for the students in the study for the total group and
each of the three essay groups. The three essay groups are very similar to
one another in terms of sex, race/ethnicity, age, and college rank.

Support for the death penalty is measured with seven response catego-
ries, ranging from “very strongly in favor of the death penalty” to “very
strongly opposed to the death penalty.” The pretest responses for the entire
group and for each of the three essay groups are presented in Table 2. Most
of the surveyed students support the death penalty. When collapsed into
three categories of support, uncertain, and oppose, 62% support capital pun-
ishment, 12% are uncertain, and 26% oppose capital punishment. There is
little difference between the three essay groups in terms of degree of support
for the death penalty before the reading of the essays. Based on the results of
an Analysis of Variance Test (ANOVA), there is no statistically significant
difference between the three groups in terms of their support for the death
penalty prior to the reading of the essays (F = 0.144, df = 2, p = 0.892). There
is also no statistical difference between the three groups when support for
the death penalty is collapsed into three categories of support, uncertain,
and oppose (F = 0.081, df = 2, p = 0.922).

After reading one of the essays, students were again asked their degree of
support for the death penalty using the pretest measure. The results are pre-
sented in Table 3. Looking at Tables 2 and 3, one sees a decline in support for
the death penalty for the entire group and for the deterrence and innocence
essay groups. To test if there was a significant decrease among the deter-
rence and innocence essay groups, but not the control group, paired t tests
were done. A paired t test measures whether the difference between a before
and after measure for the same group of individuals is statistically signifi-
cant (Green, Salkind, & Akey, 1997). For the control essay group, there is
no statistically significant change in support of capital punishment after
reading the control essay (before mean = 3.46 , after mean = 3.52, t = –1.48,
p = 0.139). Because of the way the responses are coded, a higher mean value
indicates a lower degree of support for the death penalty (i.e., very strongly
in favor is coded as 1, strongly in favor is coded as 2, somewhat in favor is
coded as 3, uncertain is coded as 4, somewhat opposed is coded as 5,
strongly opposed is coded as 6, and very strongly opposed is coded as 7).
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However, for the deterrence group, there is a statistically significant reduc-
tion in support for capital punishment after reading the deterrence essay
(before mean = 3.39, after mean = 3.81, t = –8.37, p ≤ 0.001). Likewise, for
the innocence group, there is a statistically significant reduction in support
for capital punishment after reading the innocence essay (before mean =
3.40, after mean = 3.93, t = –9.36, p ≤ 0.001).

Based on ANOVA test results, there is a statistically significant differ-
ence between the three essay groups (F = 3.113, df = 2, p = 0.045). The
results of the Tukey post hoc test show that the difference is between the
control essay group and the innocence essay group, and is statistically sig-
nificant at p ≤ 0.05. Although there is a difference between the control group
and the deterrence group, it does not reach statistical significance. Similar
results are also observed when support for the death penalty is collapsed
into the three categories of favor, uncertain, and oppose. The ANOVA
results indicate that there is a statistical difference between the three essay
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Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Surveyed Sample of College Students by
Total Group and by Each Essay Group

Total Control Deterrence Innocence
Group Essay Essay Essay

Characteristic N = 730 n = 242 n = 243 n = 245

Sex (%)
Male 55.1 55 53.9 56.3
Female 44.9 45 46.1 43.7

Race/Ethnicity (%)
Black 16.3 16.5 20.2 12.2
Hispanic 2.2 2.9 1.2 2.4
White 76.8 78.1 74.1 78.4
Other 3.7 2.5 3.3 5.3
Did not provide 1.0 0 1.2 1.6

Age
Median 21.00 21.00 21.00 21.00
Range 18 to 48 18 to 48 18 to 40 18 to 41
Mean 21.94 22.45 21.45 21.93
Standard deviation 3.58 4.74 2.59 2.99

College rank (%)
Freshman 26.6 27.3 29.6 22.9
Sophomore 21.9 20.2 22.2 23.3
Junior 23.3 24.0 22.6 23.3
Senior 26.3 26.0 25.1 27.8
Graduate 1.9 2.5 0.4 2.9
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groups (F = 3.63, df = 2, p = 0.03). Again, the results of the Tukey post hoc
test show that the difference is between the control essay group and the
innocence essay group, and is statistically significant at p ≤ 0.05.

After reading the assigned essay, students were asked if their view of the
death penalty had changed a great deal, changed somewhat, or had not
changed at all. Students were also asked if after reading their essay, their
view of the deterrent effect of the death penalty changed a great deal,
changed somewhat, or had not changed at all. In addition, students were
asked if after reading the essay, their view on the chances of sentencing an
innocent person to death had changed a great deal, changed somewhat, or
had not changed at all. The results for these three questions are presented in
Table 4.
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Table 2: Degree of Support From Sample of College Students for the Death Pen-
alty Before Reading the Survey Essay (in percent)

Total Control Deterrence Innocence
Pretest Support Group Essay Essay Essay
for the Death Penalty N = 730 n = 242 n = 243 n = 245

Very strongly favor 14.4 14.9 11.9 16.3
Strongly favor 22.7 20.7 29.2 18.4
Somewhat favor 24.4 26.4 22.2 24.5
Uncertain 12.2 10.3 10.3 15.9
Somewhat opposed 7.9 8.7 6.6 8.6
Strongly opposed 8.4 7.0 10.3 7.8
Very strongly opposed 10.0 12.0 9.5 8.6

Table 3: Degree of Support From Sample of College Students for the Death Pen-
alty After Reading the Survey Essay (in percent)

Total Control Deterrence Innocence
Posttest Support for Group Essay Essay Essay
the Death Penalty N = 730 n = 242 n = 243 n = 245

Very strongly favor 11.1 13.6 9.5 10.2
Strongly favor 16.3 19.4 15.6 13.9
Somewhat favor 26.5 28.5 28.4 23.7
Uncertain 14.7 11.6 14.8 17.6
Somewhat opposed 7.7 5.8 7.4 9.8
Strongly opposed 10.0 9.1 11.5 9.4
Very strongly opposed 13.4 12.0 12.8 15.5
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The largest change in view of the death penalty occurred with the deter-
rence and innocence essay groups. Most of the students (67%) who read the
control essay indicated that their view of the death penalty did not change.
Based on an ANOVA test, the results show for this question that the differ-
ence between the three essay groups is statistically significant (F = 51.11,
df = 2, p ≤ 0.001). The results of the Tukey post hoc test shows that both the
deterrence and innocence groups are statistically significant (p ≤ 0.001)
from the control essay group. In addition, the Tukey test shows no signifi-
cant difference (p ≤ 0.05) between the deterrence and innocence essay
groups for this question.

Table 4 shows that the largest change relative to the deterrence effect of
capital punishment occurred with the deterrence group, though most (54%)
stated that their view on the area had only changed somewhat. The vast
majority of the control (81%) and innocence (71%) groups indicated that
their view of the deterrent effect of the death penalty did not change after
reading the control and innocence essays respectively. Based on an ANOVA
test, the results show for this question that the difference between the three
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TABLE 4 Changes in Death Penalty Attitudes of Sample of College Students After
Reading the Survey Essay (in percent)

Total Control Deterrence Innocence
Attitude Area Group Essay Essay Essay
After Reading Essay N = 730 n = 242 n = 243 n = 245

View of death penalty
changed

A great deal 3.6 0.0 0.8 9.8
Somewhat 29.3 9.5 43.6 34.7
Did not change 67.1 90.5 55.6 55.5

View of deterrent
effect of death
penalty changed

A great deal 2.5 0.8 5.3 1.2
Somewhat 33.4 18.6 54.3 27.3
Did not change 64.1 80.6 40.3 71.4

View of chances sen-
tencing an innocent
person to death
changed

A great deal 11.8 5.8 4.5 24.9
Somewhat 27.1 20.2 17.7 43.3
Did not change 61.1 74.0 77.8 31.8
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essay groups is statistically significant (F = 54.06, df = 2, p ≤ 0.001). The
Tukey post hoc test shows that the deterrence group is statistically signifi-
cant (p ≤ 0.001) from the control and innocence essay groups. In addition,
the Tukey test shows no significant difference (p ≤ 0.05) between the con-
trol and innocence essay groups for this question.

Table 4 also shows that the largest change in view on the chances of sen-
tencing an innocent person to death occurred with the innocence essay
group. About 68% of the students indicate that their views in this area had
changed a great deal or somewhat. The vast majority of the control (74%)
and innocence (78%) groups indicate that their view of the deterrent effect
of the death penalty did not change after reading the control and innocence
essays, respectively. Based on an ANOVA test, the results show for this
question that the difference between the three essay groups is statistically
significant (F = 83.99, df = 2, p ≤ 0.001). The results of the Tukey post hoc
test indicate that the innocence essay group is statistically significant (p ≤
0.001) from the control and deterrence essay groups. In addition, the Tukey
test shows no significant difference (p ≤ 0.05) between the control and
deterrence essay groups for this question.

DISCUSSION

In this study, the survey results of 730 college students are used to see if
providing information about capital punishment changes their support of
the death penalty. Students were provided in essay format either the
research findings of the deterrent effect of the death penalty or the chances
of sentencing an innocent person to death. In classical experimental fash-
ion, a control group read an essay about punishment in general. Because a
nonrandom convenience sampling design is used, the results from this study
cannot be generalized. However, this is not a critical issue because the pri-
mary purpose of this study is to see how providing information on inno-
cence and deterrence effects support for the death penalty.

To a degree, the results from this study support Marshall’s hypothesis
that information on the death penalty will reduce a person’s support for the
death penalty. However, the type of information is critical. Although those
who read the deterrence essay stated that their view of the death penalty had
changed, only the innocence essay group had a statistically significant
reduction in support for capital punishment. Nevertheless, the innocence
information only weakly reduced support for capital punishment. The
reduction did not reach the degree postulated by Marshall when he stated in
Furman v. Georgia (1972) that if citizens “were fully informed as to the
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purposes of the penalty and its liabilities, [they] would find the penalty
shocking, unjust, and unacceptable.” Almost none of the students who very
strongly or strongly favored the death penalty before reading the essays
changed to very strongly or strongly opposed to the death penalty after read-
ing the essays. In fact, looking at the before and after arithmetic means for
degree of support for capital punishment, only a very small change of 0.5 is
observed. On average, there is a one-response-category reduction in support
for the death penalty with every other student who read the innocence essay.
For example, a student who previously strongly favored the death penalty
would, after reading the innocence essay, only somewhat support the death
penalty. This fact is illustrated in Figure 1, which shows the before and after
support for the death penalty. Figure 1 shows that support for the death pen-
alty decreased a small but noticeable amount, whereas opposition increased.
Although this is a small change, it is still nonetheless a statistically signifi-
cant reduction in support for the death penalty.

There are probably two reasons for no sweeping changes in degree of
support for the death penalty in this study. First, Marshall postulated that a
fully informed individual would not support the death penalty. In all likeli-
hood, reading a short essay is far from being fully informed. Being fully
informed would require a significant period of time to provide an individual
with all the pertinent information on the death penalty. Bohm et al. (1990,
1991) and Sandys (1995) probably came the closest in their study of stu-
dents’ support for the death penalty throughout a 4-week and a one-semes-
ter course. Bohm et al. also found only a small change in support for the
death penalty among their students after the course. It could be that even a
semester-long class is not sufficient to allow a person to become fully
informed on capital punishment, or it could be that support for the death
penalty is not a rational, logical decision.

According to the literature, the second reason for the small change in
support of the death penalty observed in this and other studies is that the
level of support for the death penalty is an emotional decision that is not eas-
ily changed by facts and logic (Vidmar & Dittenhoffer, 1981). Bohm et al.
(1990) wrote,

For many people, opinions regarding the death penalty and the reasons for
those opinions do not change in light of reasoned persuasion. Instead, rea-
soned persuasion only polarizes people further on this issue and contributes
to the entrenchment of their generally informed opinions and of the reasons
that support those opinions. (p. 184)
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Figure 1: Before and After Support of the Death Penalty Among Sample of College Students
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If this is true, quick information in essay format concerning the death
penalty probably will not radically change most individuals’ position on
capital punishment. Instead, it is probably a long and complicated process
to change a person’s position on the death penalty.

If a person’s position on the death penalty tends to be more emotionally
rather than logically based, this may explain why a statistically significant
reduction in support for capital punishment is observed with the innocence
essay group but not with the deterrence essay group. The deterrence infor-
mation presented in past research has been thought to have been largely
“assimilated biasedly” (Firment & Geiselman, 1997, p. 68). People may be
able to dismiss the research and instead conclude that the death penalty
would deter, particularly if it is done more often and carried out quickly and
publicly. However, it is hard to justify sentencing an innocent person to
death. In fact, in our opinion, there is no acceptable justification for execut-
ing an innocent person. Even if the death penalty is an emotional issue, so is
the issue of executing the innocent. After the survey, many of the students
who read the innocence essay remarked that they were surprised and even
shocked at the number of people who were sentenced to death but later
released. It challenged their belief that only the guilty are punished. This
challenge probably went to the core of many students’ support for capital
punishment and, as such, reduced to a degree their support for the death
penalty.

Although the issue of innocence is found to have some impact on the
degree of support for the death penalty, there is a question of how long the
change will last. Bohm et al. (1993) conducted a follow-up survey of stu-
dents who had completed his death penalty course and participated in a
study to see if disseminating information impacted their views of the death
penalty. Although in their initial study they found limited support for the
Marshall hypothesis, they observed in the follow-up study that most of the
students had returned 2 or 3 years after the course to their original positions
on the death penalty. They called this the rebound effect. It is unclear how
long the change in support for capital punishment will last among the stu-
dents surveyed in this study. Because the survey results are anonymous,
there is no possibility to conduct a follow-up survey in the future to see if
support for the death penalty has rebounded to the pretest level.

Future research on the Marshall hypothesis should look at four major
areas. First, research needs to be done on how and when a person’s view of
the death penalty develops. This information is critical in order to under-
stand if and how information may change a person’s support for capital pun-
ishment. Second, future research needs to look at the different delivery
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methods of disseminating information on the death penalty and if these
methods differ in their impact. To date, two major methods of information
delivery have been used, a college course on the death penalty and written
essays. There are other methods, such as public speeches, video, movies,
and so forth. Third, future research should focus on whether the impact of
the issue of innocence on support for the death penalty is influenced by a
person’s rationale for supporting (or opposing) the death penalty. That is,
does a person’s rationale for supporting (or opposing) the death penalty
(i.e., deterrence, incapacitation, retribution, abolitionism, etc.) influence
how the issue of innocence impacts his/her view of capital punishment? It is
our position that those who support the death penalty for retribution reasons
will be more affected on the issue of innocence than those who support the
death penalty for deterrence reasons (Clarke & Lambert, 2000). Fourth,
future research needs to examine how the impact of innocence on support
for the death penalty differs by various demographic groups. There is no
discussion of the issue of demographic differences in support for the death
penalty in this article. Nevertheless, past research clearly shows that support
for the death penalty differs greatly among various demographic groups.
For example, males generally have a higher support as compared with
females, middle-class citizens usually have higher levels of support than do
the poor, and Whites tend to favor capital punishment more than Blacks
(Bohm, 1999; Sandys & McGarrell, 1995; Whitehead & Blankenship,
2000; Zeisel & Gallup, 1989). It is likely that the impact of innocence on
support for the death penalty will vary by demographic groups.

CONCLUSION

The death penalty continues to invoke passionate debate in this nation.
Will the U.S. public ever make an informed decision on the death penalty
and will knowledge of the empirical research on the death penalty change
the public’s support for death penalty? It remains to be seen. Nonetheless,
this study found that the issue of sentencing innocent persons to death does,
for many college students, reduce support for capital punishment. How-
ever, the presentation of information on the deterrence effect of the death
penalty, and chances of executing an innocent person, did not cause the vast
majority of the students surveyed who strongly favor capital punishment to
change their view to that of strongly opposed to the death penalty. There-
fore, it may not be possible for those opposed to the death penalty to use
quick dissemination of information to greatly reduce the general public’s
support for capital punishment. This does not mean that information will never
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have an impact, just that quick delivery of limited information, in a short
period of time, will have at best only a small impact on a person’s degree of
support for the death penalty.
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