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ABSTRACT 
 

Public opinion on the death penalty has a long history of portraying individuals who 

receive the death penalty as the worst of individuals within our society. This perception has led 

to the idea that the killing of another individual is an adequate form of punishment, despite the 

history long battle to eradicate the use of the death penalty. The aim of the current study was to 

understand how those who support the death penalty justify their reasoning, using the Moral 

Disengagement theory to support the death penalty under varying questions which hint at 

illogical aspects of the death penalty that is used today. A two-part online survey to 70 

criminology students at the University of Alabama and 55 online individuals via Prolific. 

Participants received questions which evaluated their overall knowledge on the death penalty, as 

well as questions aiming to prompt the use of disengagement techniques. These findings suggest 

that supporters of the death penalty may rely on techniques such as dehumanization, 

advantageous comparison, and euphemistic labeling to support the opinion on the death penalty. 

Results also revealed that factors such as gender, education, political party, and current region of 

residence influences both confidence on death penalty knowledge and total use of disengagement 

tactics. Implications from the current study may provide further insight in how individuals justify 

extreme acts of punishment such as the death penalty despite the punishment being a direct 

reflection of the original crime committed. 

Keywords: Death Penalty, Moral Disengagement, Capital Punishment, Public Opinion 
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CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION 
 
 7KH�DLP�RI�WKH�FXUUHQW�VWXG\�ZDV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�LQGLYLGXDOV��VSHFLILFDOO\�WKRVH�ZKR�

VXSSRUW�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�XWLOL]H�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�PRUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW�ZKHQ�MXVWLI\LQJ�WKHLU�RSLQLRQ�

XQGHU�YDULRXV�VHWV�RI�TXHVWLRQV��:KLOH�SDVW�UHVHDUFKHUV�KDYH�OLQNHG�WKH�WKHRU\�WR�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�

ZRUN�LQ�FORVH�SUR[LPLW\�WR�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��WKH�WKHRU\�KDV�QRW�\HW�EHHQ�JHQHUDOL]HG�WR�WKH�

SXEOLF��7KH�FXUUHQW�VWXG\�VHHNV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�GHPRJUDSKLFV�OLNH�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\��JHQGHU��RU�

JHRJUDSKLFDO�UHJLRQ�LQIOXHQFH�WKH�XVH�RI�PRUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW�WHFKQLTXHV�DPRQJ�WKRVH�VXSSRUW�

WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��2YHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WZR�VXUYH\V��SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZHUH�HYDOXDWHG�RQ�WKHLU�

NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��FRQILGHQFH�LQ�NQRZOHGJH�RQ�FXUUHQW�SROLFLHV�DQG�KRZ�RIWHQ�

GLVHQJDJHPHQW�WHFKQLTXHV�ZHUH�DFWLYDWHG��� 

 7KH�FXUUHQW�UHVHDUFK�ZLOO�EH�LQWURGXFHG�E\�GLVFXVVLQJ��LQ�GHWDLO��WKH�WKHRU\�RI�

PRUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW�DQG�KRZ�LW�KDV�HYROYHG�RYHU�WKH�SDVW�WZR�GHFDGHV�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKH�

WKHVLV�LQ�WKH�ILUVW�FKDSWHU��1H[W��UHOHYDQW�EDFNJURXQG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�

GHDWK�SHQDOW\��DQG�KRZ�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�KDV�VKDSHG�FXUUHQW�SROLFLHV�WKURXJKRXW�KLVWRU\�LV�

GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKH�VHFRQG�FKDSWHU��0HWKRGRORJ\��LQFOXGLQJ�UHVHDUFK�GHVLJQ��GDWD�FROOHFWLRQ��GHVLJQ�

RI�WKH�VWXG\��DQG�WKH�SODQ�RI�DQDO\VLV�DUH�GHVFULEHG�LQ�WKH�WKLUG�FKDSWHU��7KH�ILQGLQJV�RI�WKH�

FXUUHQW�VWXG\�DUH�GHWDLOHG�LQ�WKH�IRXUWK�FKDSWHU��EHIRUH�EHLQJ�GLVFXVVHG�DORQJVLGH�WKH�OLPLWDWLRQV�

RI�WKH�VWXG\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ILIWK�DQG�ILQDO�FKDSWHU�RI�WKH�WKHVLV� 
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Theoretical Framework 

Moral disengagement is a preemptive cognitive process that justifies socially 

unacceptable behavior and reduces the associated guilt (Walters, 2020; Sykes and Matza, 1957; 

Bandura, 1999). Stemming from the psychological theory of moral behavior (Kohlberg, 1984), 

moral disengagement was developed by Albert Bandura (1999) to aid theorists in 

conceptualizing moral behavior. It instead focuses on explaining the self-regulatory (i.e., process 

of managing behaviors and feelings) and self-sanctioning mechanisms (i.e., process of refraining 

from morally distant behaviors) that eliminate anticipated feelings of guilt (Bandura, 1999; 

Walters, 2020).  

There are prior cognitive processes that need to be explored to fully grasp moral 

disengagement: moral standards and moral agency. Moral standards are shaped through 

socialization from peers, parents, institutions, or interactions with strangers that allows an 

individual to shape a morality guide (Bandura, 1999). The latter, moral agency, is exercised 

through construction and adaptation of moral standards. As individuals exercise moral agency, 

judgement of personal standards in conjunction with situational circumstances are evaluated and 

responded with self-sanctions deemed most appropriate. Explicitly, refraining from actions 

which directly violate their moral standards, thus, avoiding self-condemnation (Bandura, 

1999;1994, Osofsky, 2005). Both moral standards and moral agency are expressed through our 

self-regulatory mechanisms and self-sanctions.  

However, self-regulatory mechanisms that govern moral conduct (i.e., conduct that is 

aligned with moral standards) must be activated. Once activated, there are various psychosocial 

maneuvers in which self-sanctioning behaviors can disengage from inhumane conduct (Bandura, 
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1999;) McAlister et al, 2006). These psychosocial maneuvers through which a person 

disengages, has led to the development of the moral disengagement theory (Bandura, 1999).  

The act of moral disengagement rests on the idea of moral agency and is completed 

through eight different processes. The first set of disengagement techniques operates on 

cognitive reconstruction. This is the ability to identify negative mental distortions and alter them, 

so they fit within the suited context (American Psychological Association, 2021). Techniques in 

this category are moral justification, euphemistic labeling, and advantageous comparison. 

(Bandura, 1999; McAlister et al., 2006).  

Moral justification arises when a situation is socially unacceptable but is later justified to 

make it personally acceptable (Bandura, 1999;1994). To illustrate, Bandura (1999), stated that 

moral justification occurs within military conduct. During the transformation from citizens to 

military personnel, individuals undergo an alteration of their cognitive morality allowing for the 

act of killing others while avoiding self-censure (i.e., conscious self-blame). Euphemistic 

labeling is when language is sanitized to avoid the harsh realities of the action. For example, 

when discussing warfare, the term collateral damage is often used to avoid details of the negative 

outcomes associated with war (Corgan et al., 2008). Lastly, advantageous comparison is where 

individuals compare their behaviors to those who have committed worse actions to appear more 

acceptable (Bandura, 1991). Terrorists for example, see their acts as righteous when compared to 

the pain that is inflicted onto those with whom they most identify (Bandura, 1999).  

The next set of techniques rely on minimizing the agentic role in which responsibility is 

claimed, rather than the individual accepting the responsibility, an authoritative role instead 

assumes the responsibility of harm. Techniques under these distortions include displacement and 

diffusion of responsibility (Bandura, 1999; McAlister, 2006).  



 4 

Displacement of responsibility refers to attributing delinquent behaviors to a higher 

authority and thereby easing associated self-condemning thoughts and feelings. An example of 

this phenomenon is portrayed within the Milgrim (1974) experiment where individuals were 

instructed to administer a shock to others. The reason this experiment was successful was due to 

the participants being instructed that they were not responsible for the harm being done. Since 

they were not physically administering the shock, this allowed them to proceed with consenting 

to the administration of a shock to strangers. Diffusion of responsibility is a disengagement 

technique where the responsibility is acknowledged but is dispersed among an array of 

individuals (Bandura, 1999; McAlister, 2006). Notably, Kelman (1973) acknowledged a 

prominent avenue for this technique: division of labor. When distributed among a group, these 

activities have become detached as subfunctions, shifting from a morality perspective to an 

operational point of view (Bandura, 1999).   

The third set of techniques include weakening moral control operating through the 

PLVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�RQH¶V�EHKDYLRUV��7KLV�LV�DFFRPSOLVKHG�WKURXJK�GLVUHJDUGLQJ�

consequences and distorting consequences (Bandura, 1999). When an individual disregards their 

consequences, actions are minimized during moral dilemmas. According to Bandura (1999), 

minimization is achieved through social pressure, personal achievement, physical proximity and 

within hierarchal chain of commands.  

The final set of moral disengagement mechanisms rely on how an individual views the 

perpetrators (Bandura, 1999). When individuals perceive others with common humanity, our 

empathic emotional reaction is activated and is constructed through perceived similarity and a 

sense of social obligation. Accordingly, when individuals are perceived to be different then us, 
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there is a lack of response to their wrongdoings, allowing for harsher reactions (Bandura, 1999; 

Deaner, 2012). Techniques within this set include dehumanization and attribution of blame.  

Dehumanization, explain by Bandura (1999), takes take form as depriving someone of 

human qualities (e.g., dignity) and subjecting individuals to degrading conditions. As a result, 

dehumanization allows individuals to no longer view others as human who possess feelings, 

hopes or concerns, they are instead considered subhuman (Kelman, 1973; Bandura, 1999). For 

instance, nations experiencing wartime will dehumanize their opponents with demonic or bestial 

images alleviating self-censure, and making it easier to attack (Levi, 1987; Bandura, 1999). 

7KH�ILQDO�WHFKQLTXH�RI�PRUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW��DWWULEXWLRQ�RI�EODPH��UHVWV�RQ�WXUQLQJ�RQH¶V�

adversaries into justification for punitive sanctions (Bandura, 1999). People will view themselves 

as fault-less victims where their injurious conduct is fueled by an outside source. In addition, 

Bandura (1999) argues that under this technique punitive conduct is more a reasonable defense to 

harmful behavior. Unfortunately, this allows for extreme maltreatment due to devaluing 

individuals based off their perceived culpability (Lerner and Miller, 1978; Bandura, 1999). 

Furthering the harm caused by this technique, Bandura (1999) expressed that shifting the blame 

onto circumstances, individuals see their injurious actions not only as excusable but also self-

righteous.  

Originally, Bandura (1999) concluded that there are eight techniques of moral 

disengagement, however the current study will only be concerned with dehumanization, 

advantageous comparison, and euphemistic labeling. Reasoning to focus on these three 

techniques rather than all eight was intentional. The three techniques focused on in the current 

study are the least prominent among current capital punishment statues unlike the remaining 
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techniques. Additionally, the three chosen techniques are believed to be the most relevant to the 

public.  

Dehumanization 

Dehumanization occurs when individuals deny human orientated qualities to collective 

out-groups to mitigate a sense of self guilt (Bandura, 1999; Owusu-Bempah, 2017; Boucher, 

2019; Vaes et al., 2021; Agadulla et al., 2022). Presentation of dehumanization tactics can vary 

IURP�VXEWOH�PLFURDJJUHVVLRQV��H�J��³\RX�WKURZ�JRRG�IRU�D�JLUO´��WR�PDVV�DFWV�RI�JHQRFLGH��

Determination of which tactics that will be utilized may be determined by either personal context 

(e.g., emotional, or cognitive) or contextual aspects like threatening situations (Bandura, 1999; 

Diniz et al., 2019). 

Later theorists expanded on the idea of dehumanization and the specific ways it presents 

among individuals. Research by Haslam (2006) developed the dual model of dehumanization 

which expressed two main routes of dehumanization: animalistic and mechanistic. This model 

guides the analysis of the current research.  

Animalistic dehumanization deprives individuals of human unique qualities (Haslam, 

2006; Vaes et al., 2021; Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2022). These human unique qualities mark the 

boundary of humans from other species insinuating a lack of intelligence, self-control, 

rationality, or civility, therefore allowing the perpetrator to justify their violent acts without the 

associated self-guilt (Haslam, 2006; Agadullina et al., 2022).  Animalistic dehumanization 

allows individuals to process their feelings of disgust or contempt arising from the out-group 

collective as an explanation of their behavior (Haslam, 2006; Agadullina et al., 2022).  

The latter portion of the dual model of dehumanization is mechanistic, which strips 

individuals of their human nature qualities such as warmth, agency, emotionality, and the 
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cognitive capacity for depth (Haslam, 2006; Agadullina et al., 2022; Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 

2022). Individuals utilize mechanistic dehumanization to equate individuals to imamate objects 

to fulfill the assumption that they lack qualities of human nature. Rather than trying to reason 

with a negative feeling, mechanistic dehumanization transpires from perceived differences from 

others who are seen as emotionally inert (Haslam 2006).   

Presentation of dehumanization can occur in everyday environments (e.g educational 

settings, workplaces, or social media) or during higher stake events like political debates 

(Stinglhamber et al., 2022). More subtle dehumanization often take form as microaggressions 

which occur in everyday conversations (Cascalheira et al., 2023). Microaggressions can be 

presented within verbal, behavioral, or environmental insults that aim to belittle others. 

Additionally, evidence has also indicated that blatant dehumanization may be more common 

among those who hold stigmatizing attitudes, anger, avoidance of others, lack of pity and 

increased blame of others (Atkinson et al., 2021). Results of dehumanization can lead to mental 

health problems, or the possibility of hostile attitudes and behaviors as a form of retaliation (Kim 

et al., 2023; Kteily &Landry, 2021). 

Dehumanization is also present in death penalty cases, where depictions of these 

individuals occur not only during the trial but can also occur within the environments they are 

housed in while awaiting their death (Johnson, 2014; Myers et al., 2018; Sutton et al., 2022). 

Instances of dehumanization for those on death row may be highlighted in the language that is 

used surrounding these individuals. For example, Weill & Haney (2017) found that language 

used to characterize these individuals play a role in how others view the perpetrator and the 

QDWXUH�RI�WKHLU�FULPHV��(YHQ�VLPSOH�ZRUGV�VXFK�DV�µPRQVWHU¶�FDQ�EH�HQRXJK�WR�HQDEOH�IXUWKHU�

dehumanization within all capacities. The current study will be looking at how individuals 
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among the general population utilize dehumanization tactics when asked about their opinions on 

those who are currently incarcerated.  

Advantageous Comparison  
 
According to Bandura (1999) advantageous comparison is a tactic that relies on 

FRPSDULQJ�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�EHKDYLRU�WR�VRPHWKLQJ�ZRUVH��7KLV�DOORZV�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�WR�UDWLRQDOL]H�

their behavior as appropriate and thereby continue the cycle of moral disengagement. 

Advantageous comparison can be used in various contexts ranging from violent acts such as war 

to school children not wanting to participate in physical exercise. When comparing inherently 

violent injustices, individuals rely on this mechanism to alleviate the associated guilt (Bandura, 

1999).  

Previously, advantageous comparison has been used to rationalize a range of behaviors 

(e.g. terrorism, warfare, and lack of focus among students). This study is investigating how 

individuals use advantageous comparison to justify their support of capital punishment. In doing 

so, the current study will be comparing the procedures of the criminal justice system and the 

similarities they have to the individuals that are being sentenced to death row.  

Euphemistic Labeling 

The last technique that is being examined for the current study is euphemistic labeling. 

With this technique, sanitizing (i.e. less graphic) language allows harmful conduct to be seen as 

respectable and reduces the responsibility for the individual. Euphemistic labeling may be used 

within a context to describe unpleasant outcomes like being fired from a job, rather describing it 

DV�D�³FDUHHU�DOWHULQJ�HQKDQFHPHQW´��%DQGXUD��������� 

In fact, humans have resorted to euphemistic language to camouflage the realities of life 

with other expressions (Halmari, 2010). Again, we can see this technique be used for more 
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intense situations such bombings during war. Civilians who are in the crossfire are referred to as 

³FROODWHUDO�GDPDJH´�WKHUHIRUH�VDQLWL]LQJ�VWDWH�H[HFXWLRQV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�H[SORLWLQJ�WKH�KRUULI\LQJ�

truth (Bandura, 1999).  Research from Elizabeth (1975) unveiled that loaded language (e.g., 

collateral damage, or friendly fire) can influence memory and overall perception of events. 

Through these euphemisms, there is a psychological distance between the perpetrators and their 

inflicted actions.  

Euphemisms may be an escape to the growing concern at the attempt to manipulate 

thoughts and opinions which may be difficult in the face of public perception. This underhanded 

(i.e., misrepresentation) type of euphemism is not the only type of euphemisms that is relied on 

within language. Other forms of euphemisms may take place to protect (i.e., created in response 

to taboos such as drugs), to uplift (i.e., inflate phrases), to reveal or inspire, to show solidarity or 

to merely entertain others (Burridge, 2012) 

The current study will aim to understand the ways individuals sanitize the language they 

use around capital punishment, specifically the death penalty. Measures will probe participants to 

describe how individuals feel when talking about methods of execution in the most explicit form.  
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Literature Review 
 

Over the last 5 years, an average of 26.6 death sentences and 18.6 executions are 

occurring per year (Death Penalty Information Center, 2023). Most commonly individuals may 

be convicted of a capital sentence if they commit first-degree murder, treason, genocide, or are 

involved in the killing or the kidnapping of a Congressman, President, or Supreme Court Justice 

(Justice.gov, 2019). Typically, capital punishment is a state mandated policy therefore, states 

have the opportunity to include additional criminal offenses that are eligible for the death 

penalty. For example, as of April, 2023, Governor Ron Desantis signed a bill that allowed for a 

supermajority (e.g. 8 out of 12) of jurors to recommend a sentence of death (Fl.gov, 2023). 

Where in Alabama, the supermajority is 10 out of 12. These previously mentioned states are 

outliers, where the remaining states require a unanimous recommendation from jurors. The 

number of jurors to conclude their sentence is not the only difference among states. Criminal 

offenses may also range to include rape of a child, drug trafficking, or aggravated kidnapping 

(Death Penalty Information Center, 2017).
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Death Penalty Support 

Historically, Gallup polls have been utilized the most to evaluate support for the death 

penalty. Other polling platforms such as the Harris Poll and General Social Survey are also used 

evaluate public support on the death penalty. Although having been accepted, they hold their 

share of ambiguity due to the nature of their questioning (Harris, 1986). Polling first began in the 

HDUO\�����V�ZLWK�UHVXOWV�VKRZLQJ�D�VWHDG\�GHFUHDVH�LQ�VXSSRUW�EHJLQQLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�����¶V�DQG�

continuing throughout the early 1960s (Newport, 2010). Support for the death penalty reached an 

all-time low of 42% in 1966. Following the Furman vs Georgia (1972) case, gradual increase of 

support peaked in 1994 with a majority (e.g. 80%) of individuals supporting the death penalty 

(Burgason and Pazzani, 2014). Although support for the death penalty is influenced by time 

periods, other factors may influence the everchanging state of death penalty support.  

Situational factors may influence how individuals feel regarding the death penalty in 

specific moments, however, research continuously shows differences in support among 

demographic groups (Borg, 1997). A robust difference in support is common between genders, 

with men predominately supporting the death penalty more than women. Past literature indicates 

higher levels of support among individuals leaning towards more conservative values, married 

individuals, and white males (Borg, 1997; Eisenberg, 2001; Stack, 2004; Cochran and Chamlin, 

2006; Anderson et al, 2017; Jones, 2018). 

Commonality of support also stems from southern regions of the country. Research from 

Borg (1997) concluded that southern subculture promotes more punitive sanctions when it comes 

to punishing offenders. The theme of punitiveness is not exclusive to criminal offenses, when 

punishing school children, the method of spanking was favored by 86% of southerners. Whereas 
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only 66% of northerners favored the punishment of spanking (Flynn, 1994; Borg, 1997). Dispute 

over the death penalty is not only reliant on factors like geographical regions, but it also has been 

a nationwide concern since the very beginning.  

Since the early 1600s the death penalty has been a crime-fighting tactic employed within 

the United States. The constitutionality of the death penalty has been disputed since the early-

modern period when the first wave of abolitionist fought for the eradication of the punishment as 

LW�ZDV�VDLG�WR�YLRODWH�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V��th and 14th amendments (Boehm, 1999; Garland, 2010).  

Under the 8th amendment, American citizens are protected from any cruel and unusual 

punishment imposed upon them from the law (Stein, 2017). Early cases challenged the methods 

of execution and how they were implemented to be in violation of the 8th amendment. For 

example, cases such as Wilkerson v. Utah, (99 U.S. 130 1878) and In re Kemmler, (136 U.S. 436 

1890) argued that their means of execution violated their 8th amendment protective rights. In the 

case of Wilkerson v. Utah, (99 U.S. 130 1878), the court ruled that the firing squad was an 

appropriate punishment for murder (Dow, 2019).  

Despite the court disagreeing with the defendant, this case led to the development of a 

limiting principle: punishment of torture and unnecessary cruelty (Boehm, 1999). Examples of 

torture or unnecessary cruelty punishments provided by the Courts included disemboweling, 

stoning and burning at the stake are unconstitutional (Garland, 2010).  

In the case of In re Kemmler, (136 U.S. 436 1890), the legality of electrocution was 

challenged as a cruel and unusual punishment. Yet again, the court dismissed the claims, stating 

that the newest method was not unconstitutional per se (Garland, 2010). Results from this case 

led the court to develop another limiting principle, lingering death. This principle established that 

if the method did not extend past a mere extinguishment of life, then it was constitutional 
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(Boehm,1999). Although the previous cases established limiting principles to redefine future 

cases, later landmark cases changed the trajectory leading to the modern death penalty of today.   

In the early stages of the abolitionist movement, the courts began to instill more defined 

procedures as the movement progressed. In 1910, the case of Weems v. United States (217 U.S. 

349 1910) established the automatic proportionality review which guaranteed defendants to a 

case review that if ruled in favor of the defendant, would state their punishment as cruelly 

disproportionate to the offense (Garland, 2010). 

The precedent case of Trop vs Dulles (356 U.S. 86 1958), the defendant was a U.S Army 

solider charged with desertion during WW2 and was sentenced with years of hard labor, a loss of 

pay as well as being denationalized (Bohem, 1999). During his appeals, Trop argued that his 

punishment violated his constitutional right under the 8th amendment to which the Supreme 

Court agreed, leading to a reduction in his sentencing (Death Penalty Information Center, 2019). 

During this case, the courts established the evolving standards of decency test and dignity of man 

test (Death penalty Information Center, 2019; Garland, 2010). As Chief Justice Warren stated, 

the 8th amendment should not be implied as a fixed standard, but instead as a marker for an 

evolving standard that marked the progression of a maturing society (Garland, 2010).  

Under the 14th amendment, deprivation of due process and equal protections is deemed 

unconstitutional (Garland, 2010). Cases that challenged 14th amendment violations were 

consumed with jury implication, and trial proceedings (Garland, 2010). Prior to any landmark 

cases, juries who were openly opposed the death penalty were immediately dismissed, and jurors 

were provided minimal sentencing guidelines. Meaning, the decision of guilt was often 

consolidated with the decision to impose the death penalty (Bohem, 1999; Garland, 2010).  
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In 1968, Witherspoon v. Illinois (391 U.S. 510) challenged the imposition of the death 

penalty on the grounds of 14th amendment violations. Arguing that jurors who showed mere 

reservations, or open opposition towards the death penalty were removed from jury selection was 

in direct violation of the amendment. The court refrained stating that the empirical evidence 

presented was not sufficient to rule in favor of the defendant (Benard & Dwyer, 1984). Despite 

their dismissal of empirical data, the court did uphold the constitutionality of the statue which 

allowed jurors to be dismissed from selection if they hesitated to impose a death sentence. 

(Benard & Dwyer, 1984).  

In following years, more defendants challenged the 14th amendment like in the case of 

McGautha v. California, 402 U.S. 183 (1971). Here the defendant challenged the practice of 

unguided discretion of juries. Stating that unguided discretion procedures resulted in arbitrary 

and capricious sentencing, violating their due process and equal protection clauses (Garland, 

2010; Death Penalty Information Center, 2019). In a similar manner, the case of Crampton v. 

Ohio (consolidated under 402 U.S. 183) argued that establishing guilt and recommending a 

sentence within the same proceeding was in direct violation of the 14th amendment (Boehm, 

1999; Garland, 2010; Death Penalty Information Center, 2019). Despite their best efforts, the 

courts rejected such claims, leading them to continue the practice of unguided discretion as well 

as a consolidated deliberation meeting for the jurors (Death Penalty Information Center, 2019).  

Cases which challegened the constitutionality of the death penalty increased, until 1972 

where the case of Furman V Georgia (408 U.S. 238) led to the brief moratorium of the death 

penalty (Bohem, 1999; Garland, 2010). Defendant William Furman argued that applying the 

death penalty within the current manner violated his 8th and 14th amendments (Boehm, 1999; 

Stein, 2017). Throughout his trial, Furman (408 U.S. 238) highlighted the racially driven motives 
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stemming from the jury panel constituted as unfair punishment.  In a five-to-four decision, the 

Supreme Court sided with the defendant, acknowledging the injustice that was served. 

Comparatively, in the past the Supreme Court rarely sides with the defendant (see In re 

Kemmler, (136 U.S. 436 1890); McGautha v. California, 402 U.S. 183 (1971)), therefore making 

this case notable. Another implication of this case came about when all nine justices wrote 

dissents on the case, examining the legal affairs while stating their opinion on the matter (Bohm, 

1999, Garland, 2010).  

 A result of the case led to a national de facto moratorium on the use of the death penalty 

throughout the country. Due to the disqualifications of executions, an estimated 40 states 

overturned nearly 600 death sentences which were then commuted to life without the possibility 

of parole. For what appears to be the first time in history, the Court undoubtly acknowledged the 

moral and legal concerns surrounding the death penalty, reducing their confidence in the 

effectiveness of the punishment (Bohem, 1999). Despite the brief intermission of death 

sentences, the Court allowed individual states to reinstate the punishment of death if they 

reconstructed their legislation to appear more defined.  

 In the following years, plenty of states began to reconstruct their statues, aimlessly 

awaiting to be approved by the Supreme Court. However, the court hesitated to rule on the 

validity of statues until 1976 during case of Gregg Vs Georgia 428 U.S. 153 (1976). Among the 

states that redefined their statues, common corrections were made in terms of unguided 

discretion given to jurors and the bifurcation of trials (Boehm, 1999). Under the guided 

discretion statues, jurors were provided with factors (e.g., aggravating and mitigating) to 

consider during deliberation. During the bifurcated trials, juries will first deliberate if they find 

the defendant to be guilty of the crime and then will have a secondary deliberation for the 
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punishment (Bohm, 1999). The trials of Gregg Vs Georgia 428 U.S. 153 (1976), Jurek v. Texas, 

428 U.S. 262 (1976) and Proffitt v. Florida, 428 U.S. 242 (1976) (i.e. consolidated cases) 

provided sufficient reconstruction of death penalty statues, allowing the reinstatement of the 

death penalty (Bohem, 1999; Garland, 2010, Stein, 2017). Thus, the reinstatement of the death 

penalty with newer modification paved way for the death penalty that is utilized today.  

Public Opinion 

$�SOHWKRUD�RI�IDFWRUV��H�J��JHQGHU��YLFWLP�UDFH��DQG�WKH�GHIHQGDQW¶V�LQYROYHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�

FULPH��FDQ�FRQWULEXWH�WR�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�FKRLFH�WR�HLWKHU�VXSSRUW�RU�RSSRVH�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��

Despite overall support, researchers have concluded that statistical facts such as exoneration 

QXPEHUV�PD\�LQIOXHQFH�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�DZD\�IURP�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��KRZHYHU��VSHFLILF�FULPHV�ZKHQ�

paired together may affirm a death sentence (Norris and Mullinix, 2019). Illustrating this 

concept, researchers Burgason and Pazzano (2014) examined how individuals would proceed 

with a sentencing recommendation when pairing murder alongside theft, and results showed a 

significant decrease in support for the death penalty. However, when they paired more violent 

crimes together (e.g rape and murder) support for the death penalty increased overall. 
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY 
 
Research questions  
 

The goal of the current study is to understand whether individuals if given the opportunity to 

justify their opinion on the death penalty will utilize moral disengagement techniques (e.g 

dehumanization, advantageous comparison, and euphemistic labeling). For proper assessment, 

participants will answer a multiple-choice survey where their knowledge on current death 

penalty policies will be tested, followed by a secondary survey. The latter survey will probe 

moral disengagement techniques over a range of questions in various formats (e.g. free response, 

multiple choice, and Likert scale).  

Hypotheses  

Previous research has examined the extent in which moral disengagement techniques were 

utilized by individuals who work directly with the death penalty. This research provided a 

foundational understanding for the current study (Ofosky, 2005).Research on the theory of moral 

disengagement (Bandura, 1999; 1994; Ososky, 2005; Tillman et al, 2018; Walter, 2020) has 

properly prepared this study by providing guidelines to test these techniques within various 

circumstances, however for the purpose of this study, it will be applied in the context of public 

opinion on capital punishment. 
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1.) Do individuals use moral disengagement when facilitating their opinion on the death 

penalty, regardless of proposition or opposition of the policy?  

Here, researchers hypothesized that individuals, regardless of their stance, will utilize the 

above-mentioned techniques of moral disengagement when presented with controversial 

questions regarding capital punishment. However, the level of reliance on moral disengagement 

is unknown due to the novelty of the study.  

2.) When concerned with the techniques of dehumanization, is there a common theme of 

wording used to express their opinion as it is related to individuals who receive capital 

punishment? Furthermore, will individuals use more sanitized language when asked 

about methods of the death penalty in contrast to how individuals speak about the 

individuals on death row?  

When discussing the process of dehumanization, researchers anticipate that there will be 

a common route among supporters when justifying their opinion. Commonality of the themes to 

describe those faced with capital charges is unknown, however, researchers suspect higher levels 

of moral disengagement within the dehumanization measures by examining the harshness of the 

terms used.  

While discussing the methods of execution in the process of simultaneously justifying 

their opinion with harsher language, researchers expect to see higher preference of sanitized 

language when facilitating their opinion. This stems from the anticipated feeling of 

uncomfortability when reading explicit descriptions of how the lethal injection and execution 

process unfolds.  
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3.) When comparing the mechanisms of the death penalty to the actions of court room actors 

such as prosecutors, will individuals be more inclined to utilize advantageous comparison 

as a mode of disengagement when facilitating their opinion? 

  Anticipation for increased levels of advantageous comparison stems from the comparison 

RI�ZKDW�WKH�SXEOLF�GHHPV�WR�EH�JRRG��H�J��WKH�ODZ��WR�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�WKH�³ZRUVW�RI�WKH�ZRUVW´�

(Boehm, 1999). Within this context, the public sees the law as mainly a positive environment 

that strives to make society a safer environment in comparison to those who are currently being 

charged with a capital offense. Therefore, engaging in advantageous comparison techniques to 

decrease the sense of guilt to support the death penalty.  

4.) What is the relationship between education level and confidence on the level of 

knowledge pertaining to the death penalty?  

Researchers here suspect that individuals who hold a higher status of education will have 

a lower self-evaluation in terms of confidence related to death penalty knowledge. While those 

who lack educational status will have an inflated sense of confidence on death penalty 

knowledge. Researchers here are interested in the relationship between education status and 

confidence level as it relates to the individuals overall score provided following the first survey. 

Data and Methods 

The current study aimed to examine how supporters of the death penalty potentially 

utilized moral disengagement techniques (e.g., dehumanization, advantageous comparison, and 

euphemistic labeling) when discussing their support for the death penalty. 

The study is informed by data collected from two samples. The first sample consists of 70 

students from the University of Alabama. These participants were located and recruited using a 

convenience sampling strategy. All participants were recruited by the lead researcher from 
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various criminology courses during the fall semester of 2023. Recruitment was aided by the offer 

of extra credit for participation by the instructors of record of the respective courses. To 

participate in the study, participants in the first sample had to be at least 18 years of age and 

legally allowed to vote within the United States. 

The second sample consists of 55 individuals who were recruited through Prolific in the 

fall of 2023. Prolific is an online research platform that assists researchers with recruitment and 

PDQDJHPHQW�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�IRU�LQGLYLGXDOV¶�VXUYH\V��3UROLILF�������. Participants in this sample 

were selected using a convenience sampling strategy. Specifically, the sample is composed of all 

the registered Prolific users who met the research criteria, signed up for the study from October 

24th to November 7th, and completed both sections of the study. To participate in the study, 

Prolific users had to be at least 22 years old and legally allowed to vote in the United States. The 

second sample was rewarded with financial compensation for full completion of both surveys. 

Across the two surveys, individuals were paid roughly $11.00 per hour they spent on completing 

each survey. 

  Because the initial sample was overwhelmingly composed of individuals under the age of 

22, and many demographics (e.g., education level, and current residence) lacked variability, the 

second sample allowed for an increase in diversity among the total participant pool.   

Demographics 

The total number of participants in the study was 125 individuals, with 70 individuals in 

the student sample and 55 in the Prolific sample. The student sample ranged in age from 18 to 54 

with an estimated 95% (n=67) of participants being 23 years or younger. The Prolific sample 

ranged in age from 18 to 68 with approximately 92% (n=51) being older than 23. 
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Both samples were predominately female (n = 90), with the student sample including 

only 14 males and the Prolific sample including 21 males. Only the Prolific sample included one 

individual who identified as non-binary. Regarding current residence, the student sample 

primarily resided in the South (81.4%) with the remaining participants residing in the Midwest 

(11.4%), Northeast (5.7%), and West (1.4%) In contrast, the Prolific sample primarily resided in 

the South (42.9%), with remaining participants residing in the Midwest (23.2%), Northeast 

(16.1%) and West (16.1%).  

A total 82.9% of the student sample had completed high school as their highest education 

level.  Approximately 8.6% of this sample had previously obtained an associate degree, 4.3% 

REWDLQHG�D�*('�(TXLYDOHQW�GHJUHH�������REWDLQHG�D�EDFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH�DQG����% held a degree 

KLJKHU�WKDQ�D�EDFKHORU¶V��,Q�WKH�3UROLILF�VDPSOH�������FXUUHQWO\�KDG�D�EDFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH��������

held degrees higher than a bachelors, 19.6% only obtaining a high school diploma, 8.9% held an 

associate degree and the remaining 5.4% holding a GED/Equivalent degree. 

Political affiliation was also accounted for the current study. In the student sample, most 

students, 40% were conservative, 25.7% indicated being moderate, 24.3% were liberal, 8.6% 

FKRVH�µRWKHU¶�DQG�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ������ZHUH�FRQVLGHUHG�VRFLDOLVW��,Q�WKH�3URlific sample, 55.4% 

indicated being liberal, 23.2% were affiliated as moderates, 8.9% were conservative, 8.9% were 

VRFLDOLVW�DQG�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ������ZHUH�FRQVLGHUHG�µRWKHU�¶ 

Data Collection 

Data for the current research was collected through a two-part survey questionnaire that 

was provided over a two-week period. A high priority for the current study was to ensure 

anonymity for each participant. Students were instructed to email an encrypted email (e.g., 

proton) address with proof of survey completion. Choice in utilizing Proton as the sole 
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communication tool was to ensure anonymity and security throughout the recruitment process. 

Prolific users were recruited through the platform itself, and in a similar manner, they were 

provided a link to the first survey. Recruitment through Prolific was on a first come first serve 

basis and recruitment ceased once 100 respondents were recorded.  

Participants were given the second survey two weeks following the initial survey. Again, 

to ensure anonymity of the student sample, the two parts of the survey were linked through a 

self-generated ID code. For the self-generated ID, each survey contained of an additional 10 

questions which were converted to numerical values to create an identification code. Surveys 

were linked together when 8 out of the 10 digits were an identical match. If codes had less than 

an 80% match, they were discarded from the survey altogether.  

The questions generating the code would be measuring constant variables such as their 

³)DYRULWH�&RORU´�RU�³3ROLWLFDO�3DUW\´�WR�HQVXUH�KLJKHU�UHWHQWLRQ�UDWH�DPRQJ�WKH�VWXGHQW�VDPSOH��

Individuals recruited through Prolific were provided an identification code through Prolific 

which stayed consistent between the two surveys. The researcher had no access to personal 

information regarding the code provided to this sample. All communication to these participants 

was strictly anonymous and occurred via Prolific.  

Design of the study  
 
Both surveys were distributed to participants using Qualtrics, a survey generator. The 

first survey focused on examining the level of knowledge participants had regarding the death 

penalty. It included measures of their perceptions of economic cost, methods of execution, and 

sentencing procedures involved with death penalty policies. The first survey also included 

DGGLWLRQDO�PHDVXUHV�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DQG�WKHLU�OHYHO�RI�FRQILGHQFH�

about their knowledge. The first survey included various forms of survey measures, including 
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multiple choice, Likert scales, select all that apply, and free response to decrease responding 

fatigue.  

   3ULPDU\�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�VHFRQG�VXUYH\�ZDV�WR�FDSWXUH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�SRWHQWLDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW�

techniques. Specifically measuring dehumanization, advantageous comparison, and euphemistic 

labeling. Data on the measures were collected through questions and probes that explicitly or 

implicitly referred to how they may have felt about the questions or statements they interacted 

with throughout the survey. 

  Comprehension questions were also put in place to ensure mindful responding among 

both samples. Individuals who did not respond correctly to the comprehension check were 

removed from the sample. Other disqualifying precautions for the first survey included overall 

lack of responding (e.g., left more than 2 answers blank, failed to answer self-identifying 

questions, and failed to answer support measures). 

Analysis Plan 

3DUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�WZR�VXUYH\V�ZHUH�DQDO\]HG�XVLQJ�TXDOLWDWLYH�DQG�

quantitative methods. The qualitative analysis examined free responses through a thematic 

content analysis approach to understand how individuals might morally disengage while 

justifying their stance on the death penalty. The thematic content analysis was completed using 

NVivo 14 as an organizational tool. To start the analysis, the lead researcher began by reading 

through responses from both surveys, separating responses based on moral disengagement 

techniques being measured (e.g., dehumanization, advantageous comparison, and euphemistic 

labeling), and support for the death penalty. Measures that included follow up responses were 

then categorized based on their initial response. For example, if a free response question was 
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based on a previous Likert scaled item (i.e., if a respondent agreed, disagreed, or felt neutral), 

responses were grouped together based on the similarity of the response.  

Once responses were grouped into these domains, the responses were then separated into 

subdomains based on their similarities or dissimilarities.  For example, the responses comprising 

the dehumanization domain were distinguished based on whether the language used had an 

animalistic tone or mechanistic tone (Haslam, 2006). The responses comprising the 

advantageous comparison and euphemistic labeling domains were sorted based on whether the 

language used suggested emotional or logical reasoning (Bandura, 1999). Other variables at 

interest included the overall tone used by participants who support the death penalty and how 

often participants appeared to turn the question back on the surveyor.  

Individuals who support the death penalty showed levels of moral disengagement across 

all domains. Dehumanization tactics were not only used within its respected items, but a 

reoccurring theme throughout the latter domains (e.g., advantageous comparison and 

HXSKHPLVWLF�ODEHOLQJ���,QGLYLGXDOV�ZRXOG�RIWHQ�UHIHU�WKRVH�ZKR�FRPPLWWHG�FULPHV�DV�³HYLO´�RU�

³FULPLQDO�´�)LQGLQJV�VKRZHG�WKDW�VXSSRUWHUV�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�XVHG�PRUH�RI�D�PHFKDQLVWLF�

tone throughout the survey. Advantageous comparison was also seen throughout its respected 

domain as well as the euphemistic labeling section. Often times supporters rested on the idea that 

DQ\�FRXUWKRXVH�DFWRU�ZDV�GHHPHG�DV�³JRRG�´�DQG�WKH�RIIHQGHU�ZDV�DXWRPDWLFDOO\�VHHQ�DV�³EDG�´�

Findings revealed those who support the death penalty used more logical reasoning rather than 

emotional when justifying their support. Lastly, euphemistic labeling was measured, and findings 

showed that supporters of the death penalty were either indifferent to the sanitized language or 

understood the reasoning behind the sanitized language. Throughout these measures, supporters 
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of the death penalty relied on emotional reasoning for their justification rather than logical 

reasoning.  

The quantitative analysis consisted of running a linear regression in efforts to examine 

the use of advantageous comparison among respondents as well as understand the relationship 

between completed education level and support of death penalty knowledge in comparison to 

confidence levels that were measured. Within this analysis, the sample included both supporters 

and non-supporters. 

Results from the linear regressions showed that supporters were more likely to use 

advantageous comparison when rationalizing their opinions on the death penalty. Further 

analysis also indicated that education level and support of the death penalty were strong 

predictors of confidence in knowledge regarding information on the death penalty.  
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CHAPTER 4  RESULTS 
Qualitative analysis 
Support Measure  
  

First, researchers were interested to understand the justifications provided by supporters 

to understand the basis of their support for the death penalty. The support measure was recorded 

among both samples and was included within both sections of the survey.  The current themes 

are for the supporters only. Non-supporters were not included in the qualitative analysis as their 

reasoning often agreed with the statement provided, and rarely expressed that their reasoning 

aided in the opposition of the death penalty, unlike supporters of the death penalty.  

For the first survey, supporters justified their reasoning through two main domains: 

limited use and just deserts. Other domains included a slight deterrent aspect and cost efficiency, 

however in total this was only represented in 4 cases.    

Limited use  

 Under the justification of limited use, supporters reasoned their support by stating that 

they believe the death penalty should be used but only in a limited manner. Arguing for limited 

use, supporters either mentioned that the death penalty should be used only when necessary or 

they provided specific crimes in which they believe to sufficient for the death penalty (e.g., 

murder, rape, or mass shootings).
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In total there were 36 remarks about limited use, with 22 instances of non-generalized 

limitations and 14 comments where specific crimes were provided. Common phrases associated 

with supporters proving non-VSHFLILF�FULPHV�LQFOXGHG��³KHLQRXV�FULPHV�´�³VRPH�crimes are just 

EH\RQG�FRUUHFWLRQ�´�DQG�³,�VXSSRUW�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�WR�FHUWDLQ�SRLQW�´�+LQWLQJ�DW�VXSSRUW�RI�WKH�

death penalty, however, in very limited manner. In contrast, supporters who accept the use of the 

death penalty in a limited use gave specific crimes they feel best fits the criteria for the 

punishment.  

 Appearing about 14 times, respondents condoned the use of the punishment when faced 

ZLWK�FULPHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�³FKLOGUHQ�VH[XDO�DVVDXOW�´�³ILUVW�GHJUHH�PXUGHU�´�³VHULDO�NLOOHUV�´�DQG�

³EUXWDO�FULPHV�DJDLQVW�FKLOGUHQ�RU�DGXOWV�´�0RUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW�ZDV�DVVumed to be low within 

this category as individuals appeared to be providing external reasoning (i.e., crimes) that are 

deemed brutal enough for the death penalty. However, it was also noted that there is still a 

possibility for moral disengagement because RI�WKH�VXEMHFWLYLW\�RI�ZKDW�FULPHV�DUH�³KHLQRXV´�

enough for the death penalty. 

Just Deserts 

 7KH�QH[W�GRPDLQ�WKDW�ZDV�SURPLQHQW�ZDV�WLWOHG�³-XVW�GHVHUWV´�as a result of supporters 

expressing a retributive mindset in context of the death penalty. Occurring about 14 times 

SDUWLFLSDQWV�VWDWHG��³,Q�VRPH�FDVHV��,�IHHO�LW�LV�RQO\�EHVW�IRU�WKH�V\VWHP�WR�XVH�DQ�H\H�IRU�DQ�H\H�

type of judgement, so I do support the GHDWK�SHQDOW\�´�$QRWKHU�UHVSRQGHQW�H[SUHVVHG�� 

People who commit crimes that are to the point of receiving the death penalty do not 
deserve to live amongst the rest of the beautiful people of the planet we call earth. They 
should never be able to walk in this planet and if they took the lives of innocent people, 
WKH\�GRQ¶W�GHVHUYH�WR�OLYH�IRU�WKDW� 

 The provided response above does a great job at hinting at the tone most used within 

individuals who support the death penalty. Often throughout the survey many supporters would 
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refer to someone on receiving a death sentence as a despicable human, assumed that the victim 

was innocent and presumed the crime was intensely brutal. As a result, these assumptions (i.e., 

heuristics about those on death row) were seen as aids in moral disengagement techniques.  

 The second survey also measured support among the participants.  The results from this 

measure resembled those from the measure in the first survey. The supporters expressed their 

reasoning with limited use and just deserts. However, there were few remarks made about 

deterrence, cost, and a sense of providing justice in context of the death penalty. Again, more 

remarks indicated non-specific crimes (22) that proved eligible for the death penalty than 

specific crimes (14). Aligning with the first survey, most respondents felt comfortable with the 

death penalty against those who committed crimes against children, murdered someone, or 

committed acts of assault.  

 However, some variability was shown when supporters mentioned deterrence, cost, and a 

VHQVH�RI�MXVWLFH��$Q�H[DPSOH�RI�UHDVRQLQJ�E\�GHWHUUHQFH�LQFOXGHG�³,�DOVR�EHOLHYH�WKH�GHDWK�

SHQDOW\�VHUYHV�VRPHZKDW�RI�D�GHWHUUHQW�ZKLOH�LW¶V�D�SXQLVKPHQW´�RU�DJDLQ�RQH�Uespondent 

PHQWLRQHG�³,�WKLQN�LW�LV�D�JUHDW�FULPH�GHWHUUHQFH�PHWKRG�´�$OWKRXJK�WKLV�PD\�EH�VHHQ�DV�D�

justification for some supports, past research and analysis has concluded that the death penalty 

lacks deterrent qualities (Garland,2010; Anthony, 2020, Jouet, 2022).  

$QRWKHU�IRUP�RI�MXVWLILFDWLRQ�XVHG�E\�VXSSRUWHUV�UHIHUUHG�WR�WKH�³HIIHFWLYH´�FRVW�RI�WKH�

GHDWK�SHQDOW\��7KLV�ZDV�LQGLFDWHG�LQ�VWDWHPHQWV�VXFK�DV�³,W�LV�DOVR�H[SHQVLYH�WR�SD\�IRU�SHRSOH�WR�

rot in jail when we could just easily get rid of them quicker and chHDSHU�´�$JDLQ��KLQWLQJ�DW�WKH�

HFRQRPLF�FRVW��RQH�LQGLYLGXDO�VDLG��³LQVWHDG�RI�HDWLQJ�DZD\�DW�WKH�FRXQWU\¶V�UHVRXUFHV��VKRXOG�

MXVW�EH�SXW�WR�GHDWK�´�'XH�WR�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�ZKLFK�GHQRXQFHV�WKH�FRVW�VDYLQJ�DVSHFWV�RI�WKH�GHDWK�
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penalty, researchers here assumed that individuals utilizing these factually incorrect statements 

engage in some form of moral disengagement (Garland, 2010; Vollum, 2010 Jouet, 2022).  

Moral Disengagement measures 

 The first analysis of the current study consisted of a thematic content analysis aimed at 

understanding how individuals utilize moral disengagement techniques when justifying their 

opinion on the death penalty. Specifically, the current study was interested in examining how 

individuals use dehumanization, advantageous comparison, and euphemistic labeling to do so. 

To explore these aspects of moral disengagement, the study included measures of various topics 

such as methods of execution, death sentences, and how courtroom actors influence overall death 

penalty sentences. Questions were presented to participants in varying formats including Likert 

scales, multiple choice, and free response.  

Dehumanization 

 Measures for dehumanization included two sets of questions that aimed to understand 

how individuals commonly refer to those on death row. The first measure (items 53 & 54) asked 

participants to list the first three words that came to mind when thinking of someone on death 

row. A follow up question prompted respondents to further explain characteristics they believe 

someone on death would possess. The second measure asked individuals if they think those on 

death row deserve inhumane treatment (refer to item 55). Next, respondents were asked to 

explain their reasoning for the level of inhumane treatment.   

Responses for items (53 & 54) were categorized into one of the following subdomains: 

negative or gloomy wording. Reponses within the negative wording subdomain consisted of 

ZRUGLQJ�VXFK�DV�³PXUGHUHU´�³FULPLQDO´�RU�³SV\FKRSDWK�´�:KHUHDV�WKRVH�ZKR�IHOO�ZLWKLn the 

JORRP\�FDWHJRU\�UHIHUHQFH�WKHVH�LQGLYLGXDOV�DV�³KRSHOHVV�´�³GHSUHVVHG�´�RU�³UHPRUVHIXO�´�
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Supporters for the death penalty appeared to use negative wording more rather than gloomy 

wording. Negative wording occurred roughly 49 times throughout the measure inquiring about 

the first three words, whereas gloomy wording was estimated to be 26 instances. When 

respondents were encouraged to provide more characteristics, they believe someone on death 

row would have, descriptions of crime occurred 52 times, and 16 instances of physical 

descriptions were presented.  

$Q�H[DPSOH�RI�D�FULPH�GHVFULSWLRQV�SURYLGHG�LV�³$�SHUVRQ�ZKR�KDV�FRPPLWWHG�

SDUWLFXODUO\�KHLQRXV�FULPHV�VXFK�DV�PXUGHU�RI�D�FKLOG�RU�WKH�XVH�RI�WRUWXUH�ZKLOH�NLOOLQJ�DQRWKHU�´�

Many references of crime descriptions included crimes committed against children, murder and 

RIIHQVHV�WKDW�DUH�³KHLQRXV�´�3K\VLFDO�GHVFULSWLRQV�SUHVHQWHG�DV�³XQDEOH�RU�DSDWKHWLF�WRZDUGV�

UHKDELOLWDWLQJ���³$�FKDUDFWHU�PLJKW�EH�LOO��SV\FKRWLFV��DQG�FUD]\´�RU�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�JHQGHU�DQG�

race also occurred.  

However, for the purpose of understanding the level of potential disengagement, this 

section was further analyzed using the dual factors model originally developed by Haslam 

(2006). Responses were either coded as animalistic or mechanistic to allude to disengagement 

levels.  

According to the dual model (Haslam, 2006), when individuals engage in animalistic 

connotation, they deprive individuals of human unique qualities (e.g., rationality, moral 

sensitive, civility) (Haslam, 2006: Vaes et al., 2021; Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2022). Responses 

ZHUH�FODVVLILHG�WR�KDYH�DQ�DQLPDOLVWLF�WRQH�ZKHQ�WKH\�UHIHUHQFHG�VLPLODU�ZRUGV�VXFK�DV�³HYLO�´�

³YLROHQW�´�RU�³YLFLRXV�´�$GGLWLRQDOO\��DQLPDOLVWLF�SKUDVHV�ZHUH�FRGHG�ZKHQ�GHVFULSWLRQs of 

³KHLQRXV´�RU�³YLROHQW´�FULPHV�ZHUH�SURYLGHG��8WLOL]LQJ�WKis language was assumed to strip 

individuals of such human qualities.  
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The second aspect to the dual model to Haslam (2006) is where individuals may deprive 

others of their human nature qualities, referred to as mechanistic dehumanization (Vaes et al., 

2021; Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2022). Common instances of mechanistic dehumanization were 

inferred when supporters vilified individuals to their crime (i.e., someone who committed murder 

is called a murderer) or when individuals vilified mental illnesses (e.g., psychopath, sociopath). 

Phrases that were deemed to be mechanistic occurred when a respondent mentioned lack of 

remorse, rehabilitation, or explicitly stated they do not deserve to live. Reasoning for this 

analysis indicated that mentions of mental illness or the incapability to show remorse inferred 

lack of human nature qualities which closely aligns with mechanistic dehumanization (Haslam, 

2006).  

Overall, it appears that supporters of the death penalty had adopted a mechanistic tone 

more often in comparison to an animalistic tone. Animalistic references accounted for (33.3%) of 

total dehumanization measures. Whereas mechanistic reference accounted for (66.7%) of 

dehumanization measures. These findings reveal that individuals who support the death penalty 

PD\�PRUDOO\�GLVHQJDJH�WR�VXSSRUW�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�E\�UHGXFLQJ�DQG�LQGLYLGXDOV¶�FDSDFLW\�IRU�

possessing human nature qualities. Instead, they expressed their distaste for individuals 

sentenced to death by referring to them with mechanistic language.  

 Next, participants were asked if individuals on death row deserve inhumane treatment, 

refer to item(s)(55 & 56). Under this set of questioning, the following domains included, still 

humans, operational reasoning and just deserts.  

Still humans 

There were an estimated 33 instances where supporters indicated that people facing the 

death penalty do not deserve inhumane treatment due to them still being humans despite their 
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current incarceration status. Variation in their reasoning ranged from already receiving prison 

treatment to the death penalty being their sentence. For an example, one participant expressed 

³7KH\�DUH�VWLOO�D�KXPDQ´�DQG�DQRWKHU�LQGLYLGXDO�PDGH�WKH�UHPDUN�WKDW�³,�GRQ¶W�QHFHVVDULO\�

believe that they deserve inhumane treatment while they are on death row. They already have a 

VHYHUH�SXQLVKPHQW�FRPLQJ�WRZDUGV�WKHP�´�0DQ\�UHVSRQGHQWV�DFNQRZOHGJHG�WKH�LQVXIILFLHQW�

treatment that incarcerated individuals face, and despite this, supporters feel that they are 

deserving of such treatment because of the crime they committed. One respondent stated:  

I do not see anyone deserving inhumane treatment, no matter what they have done. They 
do deserve to be locked up, having limited number of visitors and hours of free time. But 
they do not deserve to be treated differently then any other inmate. They did their crime 
that put them where they are, no matter the severity of the crime it is not a guard or other 
LQPDWHV¶�GHFLVLRQ�WR�SXQLVK�WKHP�IXUWKHU��7KHLU�VHQWHQFH�LV�KDQGOLQJ�WKHLU�SXQLVKPHQW�
enough, other people do not need to step in. 
It appears that despite their support of the death penalty, many still acknowledge that 

individuals facing the death penalty are still human and therefore deserve adequate treatment. 

Many participants also provided other limitations they believe seem fit for someone on death 

row, to include, tolerable living conditions, limited visitors, and should receive the bare 

minimum for food accessibility (i.e., food quality should be bare minimum besides their last 

meal).  

Operational 

 Other justification for supporters of the death penalty aligned with operational benefits of 

the criminal justice system and correctional facilities. Here respondents recognized that stooping 

WR�WKH�GHIHQGDQW¶V�OHYHO�ZLOO�RQO\�FUHDWH�RSHUDWLRQDO�LVVXHV��7his domain was associated with 

measure (56). For example, one respondent mentioned:  

They deserve human treatment because that is the way our legal system is set up and it is 
[t]he ethical way to deal with crimes. It provides order and organization as well to know 
what procedures will be followed according to law and not emotion. 
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2WKHUV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�RSHUDWLRQDO�VXEGRPDLQ��VWDWHG�WKH�ODFN�RI�HIILFLHQF\�RI�³VWRRSLQJ´�WR�

WKHLU�OHYHO��7KHVH�UHVSRQGHQWV�PDGH�FRPPHQWV�VXFK�DV�³1R�VHQVH�LQ�EHFRPLQJ�WKH�PRQVWHU�WR�

ILJKW�WKH�PRQVWHU�´�6RPH�LQGLFDWHG�WKDW��IRU�RSHUDWLRQDO�SXUSRVHV��WKH�SXQLVKPent should be 

FDUULHG�RXW�IDVWHU�ZLWK�DQ�³H[HFXWH�MXGJHPHQW�DQG�PRYH�RQ´�PHQWDOLW\��,W�DSSHDUV�WKDW�LQGLYLGXDOV�

here may not be morally disengaging to a large extent due to their logic of their justification and 

view those on death row as still humans, therefore expressing excessive inhumane treatment 

should not be condoned. 

Just Deserts  

In a similar manner to the support measure, those who support the death penalty may rest 

RQ�D�³MXVW�GHVHUWV´�PLQGVHW��$�WRWDO�RI����LQVWDQFHV�RFFXUUHG�ZKHUH�LQGLYLGXDOV�MXVWLILHG�WKH�

support of inhumane treatment against those who are currently on death row in this way. Again, 

WKH�GRPDLQ�ZDV�DSSDUHQW�LQ�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHVSRQVHV�WR�LWHP�������2QH�UHVSRQGHQW�VDLG��

³EHFDXVH�WKH\�DUH�LQKXPDQH�ZLWK�ZKDW�WKH\�KDG�GRQH´�RU�³,�DJUHH�,�WKLQN�ZKDW�WKH\�GLG�ZDV�

LQKXPDQH��VR�WKH\�GHVHUYH�WKH�VDPH�EDFN�RQWR�WKHP�´��,t appears that those who are in support 

for the death penalty believe these individuals are deserving of inhumane treatment due to the 

QDWXUH�RI�WKHLU�FULPHV��2WKHU�MXVWLILFDWLRQV�RFFXUUHG�ZLWK�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�³DQ�H\H�IRU�DQ�H\H�´�

indicating a just deserts mindset (Garland, 2010).  This domain itself may speak to the mentality 

driving the use of the death penalty today. Rather than assuming that those who receive the death 

penalty are inherently horrible individuals, it may be a result of how the committed crime was 

perceived.  

Advantageous comparison 

The next variable at interest was advantageous comparison to understand how individuals 

may morally disengage when reasoning with their support of the death penalty. Questions here 
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rested on the comparison of what society deems to be socially acceptable to what is 

unacceptable. For example, item (49) compares the mentality of prosecutors who utilize the 

death penalty to promote a tough on crime agenda to individuals who commit murder to boost 

their street credibility. Other measures (44, 45, 51 & 52) probed at the similarities of first-degree 

murder to the death penalty and how as a result from the death penalty, a life is taken even 

though a life being lost is the reason an individual is facing the death penalty.  

Under the advantageous comparison measures, prominent domains included: job status, 

justice, legality, guilt, intention and peer validation. Further analysis was conducted to 

understand if those who utilized the technique of advantageous comparison approach their 

reasoning with an emotional or logical reasoning.  

Job Status  

 Many respondents (n=21) expressed their support for the death penalty on the comparison 

that the prosecutor is completing a job, therefore it is appearing to be socially acceptable.  

Whereas someone who performs the act of murder to increase their street creditability is not 

VRFLDOO\�DFFHSWDEOH��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�UHVSRQGHQW�VDLG�³$�SURVHFXWRU¶V�MRE�LV�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�FULPH��

6WUHHW�FUHGLWDELOLW\�LV�DQ�LVVXH�RI�SHUVRQDO�JDLQ�´�$QRWKHU�SDUWLFLSDQW�IXUWKHUHG�WKLV�SRLQW�E\�

stating:  

A prosecutor who is looking to use and enforce laws that are set in place by our 
government to build his agenda is very different that[n] the common citizen killing an 
innocent person to achieve street cred. Just because both situations may end on the death 
of a person, the scenarios are vastly different. One person is upholding the law (the 
prosecutor) and the other is breaking the law (criminal). 
Despite the acknowledgement of the result (i.e., the death of a person) supporters seem to 

rely on the job status of the prosecutor when presented with the comparison of a socially 

acceptable procedure to a socially unacceptable act. This justification was most prominent in 

responses to item (49).  
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Justice 

Next, supporters (n =10) expressed their support for the death penalty under the 

justification of justice. Most prominent within measures (49 & 50) supporters of the death 

penalty utilized advantageous comparison when describing the intent of each act. For example, 

³6HQWHQFLQJ�VRPHRQH�WR�GHDWK�EDVHG�RQ�EHLQJ�FRQYLFWHG�RI�FULPHV�LV�MXVWLILHG�´�([WHQGLQJ�WKLV�

SRLQW��DQRWKHU�UHVSRQGHQW�H[SUHVVHG��³LWV�GLIIHUHQFH�EHFDXVH�RQH�LV�IRU�JRRG��DQG�WKH�RWKHU�LV�IRU�

EDG�´� 

Indication of moral disengagement stemmed from supporters relying on the notion that 

one is simply a job, or it serves the purpose to provide justice, despite the outcomes of the 

statement being almost identical. Another reason this domain was assumed to be a route of moral 

disengagement is due to the inference of what justice means to others. As a society, we have 

deemed someone being sentenced to death as a form of justice, yet we fail to take into 

consideration the reason someone would commit capital murder in the first place. In the eyes of 

WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�RQ�GHDWK�URZ��WKH�LQLWLDO�PXUGHU�FRXOG¶YH�EHHQ�GRQH�DV�D�IRUP�RI�SHUVRQDO�MXVWLFH��

however it lacks the shield of the law, therefore murder itself is punished through a legal form of 

murder (e.g., the death penalty).  

Legality  

Another avenue of advantageous comparison can be used by supporters to justify their 

stance on the basis that sentencing someone with a capital punishment is legal, and therefore 

acceptable. The legality domain was apparent in multiple measures. First appearing in items (44 

& 45) as a justification and again in items (51 & 52) as reasoning for support of the death penalty 

DV�ZHOO��2IWHQ�UHVRUWLQJ�WR�³XQODZIXO´�RU�³JRYHUQPHQW�VDQFWLRQHG´�WHUPLQRORJ\��WKHUH�ZHUH�

overall 57 instances of this occurring. Detailing this belief, one participant stated: 
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Same as the last question. Capital punishment is taking a criminal and punishing them for 
D�FULPH�WKH\�FRPPLWWHG�ZLWK�DQ�DYDLODEOH�SXQLVKPHQW��3URVHFXWRUV�DUHQ¶W�RXW�WKHUH�
sentencing people to death for shoplifting, there are guidelines to what punishment fits 
what crime. If you are sentenced to capital punishment you did a very bad crime and you 
need to pay for that crime. Murder is murder.  
Like the job status domain, supporters here acknowledged that when the government 

sentences someone to death, it is a result of a previous crime that they committed. One 

SDUWLFLSDQW�PHQWLRQHG��³RQH�LV�D�SXQLVKPHQW�IRU�KHLQRXV�FULPHV��WKH�RWKHU�LV�XQODZIXOOy taking a 

OLIH�´�$QRWKHU�VXSSRUWHU�VWDWHG�WKDW�³RQH�LV�DJDLQVW�WKH�ODZ�± murder. The other is carrying the 

law and punishment to its conclusions ± GHDWK�SHQDOW\�´�2QFH�DJDLQ��UHO\LQJ�RQ�WKH�OHJDO�VWDWXV�RI�

a death penalty sentence as a way to further overall support for the death penalty.   

 It is inferred that individuals under this domain engaged in higher levels of moral 

disengagement due to masking one type of murder (e.g., the death penalty) as positive, and 1st 

degree murder as negative. Despite the similar result of death of an individual in both situations, 

one is deemed acceptable due to the legal process that must be carried out prior to execution.  

Guilt  

 Many respondents (n=19) justified their support of the death penalty through 

advantageous comparison by stating that those who are being sentenced to death are sentenced as 

the result of a previous crime. This domain only appeared in 19 instances within the measures 

����	������)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�VWDWHPHQW�³&DSLWDO�SXQLVKPHQW�LV�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKH�FRXUWV�ILQGLQJ�

VRPHRQH�JXLOW\��ZKLOH�WKH�PXUGHU�LV�D�UHVXOW�RI�PRUH�SHUVRQDO�PRWLYHV´�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�

condemnation of someone who is potentially sentenced to death. AgaLQ��SKUDVHV�VXFK�DV�³$�

PXUGHUHU�WDNHV�DQ�LQQRFHQW�OLIH��ZKLOH�WKH�GHDWK�VHQWHQFH�WDNHV�D�JXLOW\�OLIH´�DQG�³GLIIHUHQW�

PRWLYHV´�ZKHUH�XVHG�E\�UHVSRQGHQWV�DV�MXVWLILFDWLRQ�� 

It appears that supporters of the death penalty might morally disengage when faced with a 

comparison of socially acceptable concepts or unacceptable concepts. There is also a tendency to 
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rely on the status of the law and the guilt of an individual to proceed with support for the death 

penalty.  

Intention  

 For this domain, there were 10 instances of individuals denouncing the similarly between 

the two acts due to the intention behind them in response to items (44 & 45). For example, one 

SDUWLFLSDQW�VWDWHG��³WKH\�GLGQ¶W�LUUDWLRQDOO\�MXVW�JR�RXW�WR�NLOO�WKH�SHUVRQ�WKDW¶V�XQGHU�WKH�GHDWK�

SHQDOW\��8QOLNH�WKH�SHUVRQ�WKDW�FRPPLWWHG�WKH�FULPH´�ZKHQ�DVNHG�WR�H[SODLQ�WKHLU�UHDVRQLQJ��

$QRWKHU�UHVSRQGHQW�VDLG��³>WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\@�VKRXOG�RQO\�RFFXU�LI�WKH�FULPLQDO�KDV�PXUGHUHG�

VRPHERG\�´�$JDLQ��VKRZFDVLQJ�WKH�GLIIHUHQFe in the intention between sentencing someone to 

the death penalty and someone who commits 1st degree murder. There were only 3 instances of 

supporters who appeared neutral about the statement but referenced the punishment aspect, 

stating that one is a punishment (e.g., death penalty), and one is considered bad (randomly taking 

a life). Therefore, supporters may morally disengage by relying on the intention for taking a life 

despite both scenarios which result in the loss of a life.  

Peer Validation  

 The next domain revealed that when comparing ill-intentions of a prosecutor and an 

individual taking a life for personal reasons, supporters acknowledged the similarities. Stating 

that in both situations, individuals are striving to boost per validation. In total there were 16 

instances, in items (49 & 50) where individuals expressed the statements to be similar under the 

theme of peer validation. For example, on respondent stated:  

,�GR�WKLQN�IHHO�DV�LI�WKDW�LV�WUXH�EHFDXVH�WKH�UHDVRQLQJ�EHKLQG�WKH�VHQWHQFH�LVQ¶W�WUXH��7KH�
SURVHFXWRU�GRHVQ¶W�WUXO\�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKH�FULPLQDO�GHVHUYHV�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��WKHUHIRUH��
they are murdering someone for no reason but personal gain which is the same as the 
person killing for street credibility. 
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2WKHUV�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�VLPLODULWLHV�WKURXJK�³SRSXODULW\´�RU�³SURPRWLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�´�

Within this measure, it is assumed that supporters promoted a peer validation mindset, slightly 

exhibited advantageous comparison due to them exonerating prosecutors from any harm due to 

the socially acceptable outlook.  

Emotional reasoning 

 For a statement to be categorized as an emotional reasoning response, researchers 

looked responses with a matter-of-fact tone. Here, emotional reasoning was assumed when 

respondents use their morals to drive their justification or used statements inferrinJ�D�³WKDW¶V�MXVW�

WKH�ZD\�WKLQJV�DUH´�PHQWDOLW\��7KLV�LQFOXGHG�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�SURYLGHG�OLWWOH�FULWLFDO�WKLQNLQJ��L�H���

explaining why within their answer) when justifying their reasoning. For example, statements 

OLNH��³,�GR�DJUHH�ZLWK�WKLV��(JR�DQG�SHUVRQDl gain should not be factors when it comes to issues 

OLNH�WKLV´�RU�³,�WKLQN�WKLV�LV�WUXH�WR�DQ�H[WHQW�EHFDXVH�LI�\RX�WDNH�VRPHRQH�V�OLIH�VKRXOGQ¶W�\RX�EH�

SXQLVKHG�E\�GHDWK�DOVR"´�KLJKOLJKWV�DVVXPSWLRQ-based reasoning. The previous statements seem 

to indicate more of an emotional explanation for their answers rather than using logical reasoning 

in advance. In total, emotional reasoning seemed to occur roughly 40 times throughout the 

advantageous comparison measures. 

Logical reasoning  

 In contrast, a logical statement was coded when individuals used examples, or rational 

thinking when justifying their responses. This occurred roughly 122 times when individuals used 

reasoning such as legality, guilt, intention, peer validation or providing justice for the use of the 

death penalty. Showing a more logical explanation, one respondent stated  

Again, capital punishment is sanctioned by law and carried out by the state. And it is in 
response for the person being put to death very likely being guilty of terrible crimes and 
that is not usually the case in the instance of murder. 
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The logical reasoning seems to rely on a cause an effect mentality, whereas the emotional 

UHDVRQLQJ�LV�SURQRXQFHG�WKURXJK�³,�IHHO´�RU�³WKDW�LV�MXVW�WKH�ZD\�LW�JRHV´�PHQWDOLW\��2XW�RI�WKH�

supporters, it appears most of them may overall lack moral disengagement seeing that more 

individuals use a logical reason to justify their support. However smaller instances of 

disengagement may appear when individualized statement are examined due to relying on their 

heuristics about the law or punishment as examined in previous measures. 

Euphemistic labeling 

To explore whether individuals morally disengaged by using euphemistic labeling tactics 

when justifying their stance on the death penalty the study employed 6 measures. Here, the focus 

was how questions were presented to respondents (i.e., the language being used). Topics of the 

questioning centered on execution methods, new death sentences, and functions of the death 

penalty.  

Sounds better 

Supporters may engage in euphemistic labeling when referencing specific phrases 

surrounding the death penalty. Many supporters (n=34) expressed that more sanitized language 

VRXQGHG�EHWWHU��ZKHQ�UHIHUULQJ�WR�PHDVXUH�����	������2QH�UHVSRQGHQW�H[SUHVVHG�³LW�Vounds better 

MXVW�LQ�JHQHUDO�´�7KURXJK�HXSKHPLVWLF�ODEHOLQJ��VDQLWL]LQJ�ODQJXDJH�DURXQG�KHDYLHU�FRQFHSWV�

allows people to avoid anticipated feeling of guilt (Bandura, 1999; Corgan et al., 2008). Another 

VXSSRUWHU�PHQWLRQHG�³,�WKLQN�OHWKDO�LQMHFWLRQ�VRXQGV�less harsh and might be easier to say when 

WDONLQJ�RSHQO\�DERXW�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DQG�WKH�PHWKRG�XVHG�´� Other observations included 

UHVSRQGHQWV�VSHDNLQJ�RQ�WKH�KDUVKQHVV�RI�WKH�ODWWHU�RSWLRQ��H[SUHVVLQJ��³VRXQGV�PRUH�HWKLFDO�´�

³VRXQGV�PHGLFDOO\�PRUH�FRUUHFW��³RU�³OHVV�SHMRUDWLYH�´ 
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Shorter & Not Specific  

Another way supporters (n=9) justified the use of more sanitized language, occurred 

where the shortness and lack of specificity of a phrase allowed supporters to feel comfortable 

with the terminology. In reference to measures (39 & 40), a respondent made the comment 

VWDWLQJ��³OHWKDO�LQMHFWLRQ�LV�D�VKRUWFXW�ZD\�WR�VD\�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�\RX�FDOO�DQ�RYHUGRVH�´�+LQWLQJ�DW�

the euphemism, one respondent stated that a term like lethal injection bypasses the harsh reality 

VWDWLQJ�WKH�SKUDVH�LV�³JHQHUDO�HQRXJK�WKDW�LV�GRes not discuss the specific physical reaction the 

ERG\�KDV�´�2YHUWO\�VWDWLQJ�WKDW�UHDVRQLQJ�LQFOXGHG�VKRUWQHVV�RI�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�DQG�ODFN�RI�GHWDLO�

may make individuals feel more comfortable with the verbiage being used. Some supporters 

indicated that they ZRXOGQ¶W�PLQG�XVLQJ�WKH�KDUVKHU�SKUDVHV�H[SODLQ�WKHLU�VWDQFH��6WDWLQJ�WKDW�³,�

GRQ¶W�PLQG�XVLQJ�WKH�SURSHU�WHUPLQRORJ\�RI�ZKDW�LV�EHLQJ�GRQH´�DQG�³ZK\�QRW�XVH�WKH�FRUUHFW�

WHUP�´�,W�KDV�EHHQ�DVVXPHG�WKDW�XVH�RI�PRUH�VDQLWL]HG�ODQJXDJH�DOORZV�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�Porally 

disengage through language when navigating conservations surrounding the death penalty. 

$OWKRXJK�VRPH�VXSSRUWHUV�VWDWHG�WKH\�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�D�SUHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�ZRUGLQJ��WKH\�ZHUH�LQIHUUHG�

to disengage less than those who prefer more sanitized language.  

No Difference  

 Many supporters (n=54) expressed they felt no different when probed with the 

euphemisms on different topics about the death penalty. This was indicated in their responses to  

items 39 & 40. For example, a few respondents who lacked preference with verbiage emphasized 

³VDPH�UHVXOW�GLIIHUHQW�QDPH´�DQG�D�³HLWKHU�QDPH�ZRUNV´�PHQWDOLW\��6RPH�VXSSRUWHUV�H[SUHVVHG�

WKDW�OHWKDO�LQMHFWLRQ�³LV�OHVV�ZRUGV�WR�VD\�´�³PRUH�GLUHFW�´�DQG�³LV�PRUH�HIILFLHQW´�WKHQ�DQ�

DOWHUQDWLYH�VXFK�DV�³KHDUW�VWRSSLQJ�VHGDWLYH�´ 
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)XUWKHULQJ�WKLV�LGHRORJ\�RI�QRW�VHH�D�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�WHUPLQRORJ\��RQH�VXSSRUWHU�ZURWH��³,W�

GRHVQ¶W�PDNH�PH�IHHO�EDG�RU�FRQFHUQHG�EHFDXVH�,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�PHDQV�PRUH�JUXHVRPH�FULPHV�DUH�

being committed and those people are still deserving to pay for what they GLG�´�6RPH�VXSSRUWHUV�

HYHQ�KLJKOLJKWHG�D�³GHVHUYLQJ´�RU�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKHLU�FULPH�DV�QRW�KDYLQJ�D�FKDQJH�LQ�RSLQLRQ�

regarding item (34).  

Showing this mentality across multiple questions, measures (31 & 32) explicitly 

showcases the harsher side of the electric chair. One participant responded by stating: 

³,¶P�FRPSOHWHO\�2.�ZLWK�XVLQJ�WKH�HOHFWULF�FKDLU�DV�SXQLVKPHQW��,�GLG�QRW�OHDUQ�DQ\WKLQJ�
QHZ�DERXW�WKHVH�PHWKRGV�RI�H[HFXWLRQ�EHFDXVH�,¶YH�VHHQ�VXFFHVVIXO�DQG�XQVXFFHVVIXO�XVHV�
of electric chairs recreated in movies and it aligns perfectly with the text abRYH�´ 
$V�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKH�FULPH�FRPPLWWHG��WKRVH�UHFHLYLQJ�WKH�HOHFWULF�FKDLU�DUH�³GHVHUYLQJ´�RU�LW�

LV�³QRW�WKH�ZRUVW´�PHWKRG��ZKLFK�DOORZV�VXSSRUWHUV�WR�IHHO�QR�GLIIHUHQFH�HYHQ�DIWHU�UHDGLQJ�

gruesome details of the electric chair.  

Reference of movies were also common among supporters within the euphemistic 

labeling measures. For example, for item (32) individuals may accept this form of the death 

penalty due to having seen a visual representation of the procedure. However, this mindset may 

be dangerous as the emotional response elicited from a movie may not transfer if the observation 

ZDV�LQ�SHUVRQ��%DQGXUD���������$QRWKHU�FRPPRQ�MXVWLILFDWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�³QR�GLIIHUHQFH´�GRPDLQ�

DOLJQV�ZLWK�SUHYLRXV�MXVWLILFDWLRQV�RI�³MXVW�GHVHUWV´�DQG as a result since the individual is seen as 

deserving it, why should individuals care about sanitizing their language.  

  6RPH�LQGLYLGXDOV�SRLQWHG�RXW�³7KH\�LQ�WKH�HQG�ERWK�PHDQ�WKH�VDPH�WKLQJ��EXW�RQH�LV�

SXUSRVHO\�XVHG�WR�PDNH�LW�VRXQG�UHDOO\�EDG�´�KLQWLQJ�DW�WKH�HXSKHPLVP�LQYROYHG�ZLWK�WKH�

questions. It has been inferred through the current study that instances of more sanitized 

language, supporters are engaging in moral disengagement tactics.  
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Lack of sympathy 

 Under this domain, supporters would express their opinion with a tone what lacked 

sympathy, or emphasized that they do not care for the individual receiving the death penalty. 

This domain was most common when supporters expressed their opinion for measure (28) and 

ZDV�REVHUYHG����WLPHV��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�VXSSRUWHU�VWDWHG��³,�UHDOO\�GRQ¶W�FDUH�LI�D�OHWKDO�

LQMHFWLRQ�LV�GRQH�ZURQJ�DQG�FDXVHV�D�ORW�RI�SDLQ�´�9DULDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�VWDWHPHQW�LQFOXGHG�³,�IHHO�

OLNH�LW�GRHVQ¶W�UHDOO\�PDWWHU�ZKR�LQMHFW�WKHP´�RU�³,�GR�QRt care is the person feels anything like 

SDLQ�´ 

There appeared to only be one instance where and individual made a comment referring 

WR�WKH�ODQJXDJH�XVHG�LQ�WKH�VHQWHQFH��6WDWLQJ��³VHHLQJ�LW�WKDW�ZD\�GRHV�PDNH�PH�VOLJKWO\�OHVV�

FRPIRUWDEOH�HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKDW�LV�WHFKQLFDOO\�ZKDW�LV�KDSSHQLQJ´�LQ�UHIHUHQFH�Wo measure (28). 

Despite, the slight uncomfortable feeling, overall, this supporter appears to be comfortable with 

WKH�LGHD�GXH�WR�WKHP�RQO\�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�KRZ�³LW�LV�WKH�QXPEHU�RQH�IRUP�RI�H[HFXWLRQ�´�8QGHU�

this domain, one respondent appeared to encapsulate words from every respondent when 

answering item (28) stating:  

I find it difficult to feel sympathy for a person that committed a crime serious enough to 
EH�VHQWHQFHG�WR�GHDWK��,�VWURQJO\�VXVSHFW�WKDW�FULPLQDO¶V�YLFWLPV�ZHUH�VKRZQ�QR�PHUF\�
and probably died a terrible death. Why should I feel badly about the criminal having a 
similar experience? 
Other common variations of the above quote from other respondents made remarks about 

³LI�WKH\�DUH�VRUU\�HQRXJK�WR�GR�WKH�FULPH��WKH\�GHVHUYH�HYHU\�ELW´�DQG�³LW¶V�RQ�WKHP�LI�WKH\�JRW�

VHQWHQFHG�D�OLWWOH�VXIIHULQJ�LV�D�VPDOO�SD\EDFN�´�'XULQJ�DQDO\VLV��LW�ZDV�assumed that these two 

GRPDLQV�VKRZ�SRWHQWLDO�LQGLFDWLRQ�RI�PRUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW��:LWK�D�³GRQ¶W�FDUH´�PHQWDOLW\�RU�

³ODFN�RI�V\PSDWK\´�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ��VXSSRUWHUV�PD\�UHO\�RQ�WKH�ODFN�RI�IHHOLQJV�WRZDUGV�WKH�SHUVRQ�

who is receiving a death sentence. Arguably, WKRVH�ZKR�SRUWUD\�WKH�³ODFN�RI�V\PSDWK\´�PLQGVHW�
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may have a heightened sense of moral disengagement by assuming the individual on death row 

SURYLGHG�PHQLVFDO�V\PSDWK\�WR�WKHLU�YLFWLPV���$GRSWLQJ�WKH�³GRQ¶W�FDUH´�PHQWDOLW\�PD\�KHOS�

supporters disengage due to the lack of emotional ties which in hindsight reduces anticipated 

guilt associated with their actions (Bandura, 1999).  

 Cruel  

 Despite their support for the death penalty, supporters in response to measure (31) agree 

that the electric chair may not be the best route of executions. Occurring 31 times, supporters of 

the death penalty expressed disdain in using the electric chair, sWDWLQJ�³VRXQGV�OLNH�DQ�DZIXO�ZD\�

WR�GLH´�DQG�³,�KDYH�QHYHU�DJUHHG�ZLWK�KLV�PHWKRG�´�0HQWLRQHG�E\�RQH�SDUWLFLSDQW�� 

<HDK��,�NQHZ�DERXW�WKH�HOHFWULF�FKDLU�WKHUH¶V�QRWKLQJ�QHZ�DERXW�WKH�HOHFWULF�FKDLU��,I�,¶P�
being completely honest, I think this is a horrible way to carry out the death penalty and 
that opinion comes solely from watching a movie that had a botch electrocution.   
6RPH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�KLJKOLJKWHG�WKH�³FUXHO�DQG�XQQHFHVVDU\´�DVSHFW�RI�WKH�HOHFWULF�FKDLU�DQG�

slightly hinted at preference for an alternative route of execution. Once again, it appears that 

when the euphemisms of methods such as the electric chair is removed, an empathic emotional 

response is elicited (Bandura, 1999) from supporters and despite their overall support of the 

death penalty may have some hesitation with specific methods of the death penalty.   

Lower than anticipated.  

 When responding to item (34), 27 different responses appeared and showed comfort due 

WR�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�QHZ�GHDWK�VHQWHQFHV�SHU�\HDU��$V�VHHQ�E\�RQ�UHVSRQVH��³,W�PDNHV�PH�IHHO�OLNH�

WKH\�WUXO\�DUH�FDUHIXO�ZLWK�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DQG�,¶P�JRLQJ�WR�JLYH�LW�WR�WKH�PRst deserving people 

ZKLFK�LV�D�JRRG�WKLQJ�EHFDXVH�LW�VKRXOGQ¶W�EH�WDNHQ�OLJKWO\�DW�DOO�RU�JLYHQ�OLJKWO\�´�)XUWKHULQJ�WKLV�

SRLQW��DQRWKHU�UHVSRQGHQW�FRQFOXGHG��³KRZHYHU�,�IHHO�WKDW������LV�D�OLWWOH�ORZ�DQG�VKRZV�WKDW�WKH�

GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LVQ¶W�EHLQJ�XVHG�PXFK�DQ\PRUH�´�2WKHU�UHVSRQVHV�SURYLGHG�OHVV�GHWDLO�EXW�



 44 

PHQWLRQHG�EHLQJ�³VXUSULVHG�WKDW�WKH�QXPEHU�LV�WKDW�ORZ´�DQG�³,�EHOLHYHG�WKDW�WKLV�QXPEHU�ZRXOG�

FHUWDLQO\�EH�KLJKHU�´ 

 It appears individuals are using a comparative method to justify their support of the death 

SHQDOW\��$�IHZ�UHVSRQGHQWV�HFKRHG�WKLV�REVHUYDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKHLU�VWDWHPHQW��³,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKLV�LV�D�

large number given the number of criminal proceedings that go on HDFK�\HDU�´  

 Deterrence  

 Under this domain, supporters relied on the term deterrence to reason their support in 

regards to measure (23). Although deterrence was mentioned 27 different times, supporters either 

acknowledged that the death penalty either promotes deterrence or lacked deterrence. The 

difference appeared to rely on how respondents read measure (28). If supporters read the 

question in context to the death penalty, they appeared to agree with the statement furthering 

their support for the death penalty. However, when this was taken out of the context of the death 

penalty, supporters instead denounced the effectiveness. 

It appears that supporters rely on the mindset of deterring others from committing crimes 

to justify their support of the death penalty. There were a total of 13 such instances. As on 

SDUWLFLSDQW�FRQFLVHO\�VWDWHG��³7KHUH�DUH�VR�VRPH�SHRSOH�ZKR�KDYH�FRPPLWWed such atrocities that 

they cannot be reintegrated back into society. Also executing someone would most definitely 

SUHYHQW�WKHP�IURP�FRPPLWWLQJ�FULPHV�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�´�6LPSO\�SXW�E\�DQRWKHU�LQGLYLGXDO��³WUXH�LI�

WKHLU�GHDG�WKH\�FDQQRW�GR�DQRWKHU�FULPH�´�(YHn with the direct comparison of the act of 

murdering someone through the means of the law, it appears supporters morally disengage 

because the death penalty acts a deterrence towards criminal behavior, therefore potentially 

providing a sense of safety.  
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 In even few instances, supporters for the death penalty appeared to justify their 

FRPIRUWDELOLW\�ZLWK�D�³MXVW�GHVHUWV´�PLQGVHW��3DUWLFLSDQWV�H[SUHVVHG�WKLV�GHPHDQRU�LQ�YDULRXV�

ZD\V��KRZHYHU��WKH�SKUDVH�³DQ�H\H�IRU�DQ�H\H´�ZDV�REVHUYHG�D�IHZ�WLPHV�WKURXJKRXW�VXSSRUWHUV¶�

UHVSRQVHV��5HVSRQGHQWV�KHUH�DOVR�DSSHDUHG�WR�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�³GHSUDYHG´�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�FULPH�ZKLFK�

must be committed prior to being convicted of the death penalty. One respondent seemed to 

combine these mindsets by saying: 

They are guilty of doing something depraved and awful and they deserve to face the 
GHDWK�SHQDOW\��7KH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�DEVROXWHO\�SUHYHQWV�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�FULPLQDOV��ZKR�DUH�
killed) from engaging in criminal behavior ever again. 
Here the response tapped into the deterrence, depraved, and just deserts mindset that was 

observed to be common among supporters of the death penalty. Adopting mindsets such as these 

when presented with a direct reflection of the crime in which the death penalty is in place to 

prevent (Death Penalty Information Center, 2017), is assumed to be a form of moral 

disengagement.  

Under measure (28), supporters of the death penalty that denounced the credibility of 

deterrence and questioned the validity of the statement itself. For example, one individual who 

TXHVWLRQHG�WKH�ORJLF�RI�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�PHQWLRQHG�³,�GRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�PXUGHULQJ�VRPHRQH�ZLOO�VWRS�

PXUGHUV�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�´�(YHQ�EHWWHU�SXW��RQH�SDUWLFLSDQW�VDLG��³,�DP�XQFRPIRUWDEOH�ZLWK�WKLV�

statement because crime will never stop, deliberately killing someone is unacceptable and will 

QRW�FKDQJH�RWKHUV�PLQGV�RQ�FULPH�´�,W�LV�XQNQRZQ�IURP�WKH�VXUYH\�LI�VXSSRUWHUV�KHUH�GLG�QRW�

understand the objective of the statement, or if they believe that this approach to handle crime is 

inappropriate. On participant did reference the legality of the situation, 

Murder is an unlawful killing, the death penalty is considered lawful. So, murdering 
DQ\RQH�LV�QRW�D�JRRG�ZD\�WR�SUHYHQW�IXWXUH�FULPLQDO�EHKDYLRU��,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKH�GHDWK�
penalty necessarily is either, but I think it should be used for the purpose of the 
punishment.  
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It can be inferred that those supporters of the death penalty who believed this statement is 

illogical may be presenting a form of moral disengagement by not acknowledging the 

VWDWHPHQW¶V�VLPLODULWLHV�WR�WKDW�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\��$QRWKHU�UHDVRQ�PD\�EH�EHFause some 

supporters do not believe in the deterrence aspect of the punishment. In fact, only 4 instances 

RFFXUUHG�ZKHUH�LQGLYLGXDOV�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�GHWHUUHQW�E\�VWDWLQJ�³,�GR�EHOLHYH�LW�LV�DQ�HIIHFWLYH�

ZD\�WR�SUHYHQW�IXWXUH�FULPLQDO�EHKDYLRU�´�2YHUDOO��ZLthin the uncomfortable domain, individuals 

DSSHDUHG�WR�UHO\�RQ�D�³ODFN�RI�GHWHUUHQW´�PLQGVHW�GXULQJ�WKHLU�MXVWLILFDWLRQ�� 

Judgement 

Supporters (n= 21) may also engage in euphemistic labeling when hinting at the bias that 

PD\�RFFXU�GXULQJ�VRPH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�VHQWHQFHV��,QGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�UHIHUHQFH�D�³MXGJHPHQW´�

mindset in response to measure (35) seemed to rely on process that must occur for a death 

sentence. Individuals did so by hinting at the job status and legal discretion that court room 

actors (e.g., prosecutors) possess in context to the death penalty. For example, one individual 

VDLG��³,�WKLQN�WKLV�EHFDXVH�SURVHFXWRUV�XVXDOO\�KDYH�WKe best stance and feeling on whether the 

individual truly deserves the death penalty and I think that is best for them to make the decision 

UDWKHU�WKDQ�RWKHU�UDQGRPV�´�)XUWKHULQJ�WKH�SRLQW�WKDW�LW�UHTXLUHV�DQ�LQWHQVLYH�SURFHVV�WR�VHQWHQFH�

someone to the deDWK�SHQDOW\��RQH�UHVSRQGHQW�VWDWHG�³%HFDXVH�WKH�SURVHFXWRUV�WU\�DQG�SURYH�

certain aggravated factors were in the case and that should warrant the death penalty for the 

LQGLYLGXDO��,�WKLQN�LQ�WKHLU�PLQG�WKDW�PHDQV�WKH\�GHVHUYH�LW�´� 

The current research assumed that those who believe that prosecutors are pursuing death 

penalty sentences in good faith are morally disengaging. Explanation for this assumption stems 

from research by Foley & Powell (1982) as well as Peterson (2016) which explicitly show the 

ELDVHV�WKDW�FDQ�LQIOXHQFH�SURVHFXWRUV¶�FKRLFH�LQ�VHQWHQFLQJ��6XEPLWWLQJ�WR�WKLV�PLQGVHW��ZLWKRXW�
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acknowledging the opportunity for biased sentencing, was inferred as moral disengagement for 

the present study.  

Not the final say  

 Only happening sparsely (i.e., 6 times), supporters in response to measure (35) expressed 

WKDW�³SURVHFXWRUV�GR�QRW�PDNH�WKLV�GHFLVLRQ´�DQG�³WKH�SURVHFXWRUV�GR�KROG�DOO�WKH�SRZHU�LQ�

GHFLGLQJ�ZKDW�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�VHQWHQFH�LV�´�$OWKRXJK�WKLV�PHDVXUH�ZDV�LQWerested in the 

euphemism associated with the statement, it appears that individuals are diffusing the 

responsibility (i.e., another technique of moral disengagement) away from the prosecutors solely. 

$QRWKHU�UHVSRQGHQW�PDGH�WKH�UHPDUN�³7KH�SURVHFXWRU�LV�WKe one bringing the case against the 

suspect and should not be the one to decide a life-or-death penalty. There is not enough 

REMHFWLYLW\�´�7KH�SUHVHQW�VWXG\�LQIHUUHG�WKDW�PRUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW�RFFXUUHG�ZLWKLQ�WKLV�GRPDLQ�

due to diffusing the responsibility of prosecutors regardless of their unfettered discretion (Foley 

& Powell, 1982).  

 Although most statements were in support of actors of the court, some supporters 

DFNQRZOHGJHG�WKH�³KXPDQ�HUURU´�RU�³FRUUXSWLRQ´�WKDW�PD\�RFFXU��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�UHVSRQGHQW�

VDLG�³7KDW�GHSHQGV�RQ�WKH�SURVHFXWRU��$V�KXPDQ�EHLQJ>V@�ZH�DOO�KDYH�GLIIHULQJ�IHHOLngs and 

LQWHQWLRQHG�VR�WKLV�ZRXOG�YDU\�TXLWH�D�ORW�´�/DVWO\��RQH�SDUWLFLSDQW�ZKLOH�PHQWLRQLQJ�YDULDWLRQ��

IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�FULPH�VD\LQJ�³,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�LV�VKRXOG�EH�PRUH�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FULPH��VHYHULW\��DQG�

the law then how the prosecutor feel about. I think that it can play a small part, but it is important 

WR�QRW�XVH�\RXU�HPRWLRQV�DV�WKH�PDLQ�IDFWRU�IRU�D�GHFLVLRQ�´�6OLJKW�PRUDO�GLVHQJDJHPHQW�FDQ�EH�

inferred within this domain; however, researchers of the current study do not believe it is of 

significance levels. 
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Prefers alternative  

One domain that showed a lack of euphemistic labeling occurred when supporters (n=42) 

did not agree with the use of harsher language. However, these justifications appeared to stem 

from a cause-and-effect relationship when referencing items (30 & 32).  These items presented 

different methods of execution in the rawest form, highlighting the brutal reality that 

encompasses methods used today. Although they supported the death penalty, when faced with 

harsher wording regarding the processes, supporters seemed to disagree with current procedures, 

calling for alternatives.  

When justifying explanations to items (28 & 29), supporters expressed a need for better 

SURWRFROV�ZLWK�OHWKDO�LQMHFWLRQ�SURFHGXUHV��2QH�LQGLYLGXDO�VWDWHG��³LW�VKRXOG�EH�GRQH�E\�D�

SURIHVVLRQDO�ZKR�NQRZV�ZKDW�WKH\�DUH�GRLQJ´�RU�WKH\�VKRXOG�³QRW�EH�LQH[SHULHQFHG�´�$�

respondent compared an inexperienced technician to a form of murder by stating:  

,I�LW¶V�DQ�LQH[SHULHQFHG�>WHFKQLFLDQ@�,�IHHO�OLNH�WKDW�LV�EDVLFDOO\�VRPHRQH�IUHH�UHLJQ�
murdering someone. If there is a license medical person who know professionally and 
can write off killing the person on a death sentence, then the experienced one should be 
one to do the injective and not someone who is inexperienced. 
2QH�VXSSRUWHU�HYHQ�H[SUHVVHG�WKDW�VRPHRQH�ZKR�LVQ¶W�DV�H[SHULHQFHG�SHUIRUPLQJ�VXFK�

SURFHGXUHV�³LV�DZIXO´�DQG�LW�VKRXOG�³EH�KDQGOHG�E\�D�SURIHVVLRQDO�´�7KH�VDPH�SDWWHUQ�RI�

reasoning occurred in item (30). When pressed with the negative outcomes of the electric chair, 

RQ�VXSSRUWV�H[SUHVVHG��³,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKH�HOHFWULF�FKDLU�LV�WKH�EHVW�PHWKRG�RI�H[HFXWLRQ�GXH�WR�WKH�

KDUP�LW�FDQ�FDXVH�WR�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�GXULQJ�ERWFKHG�DWWHPSWV�´�$Q�H[DPSOH�RI�SUHIHUUHG�DOWHUQDWLYH�

FDQ�EH�VHHQ�WKURXJK�RQH�SDUWLFLSDQW�ZKR�VDLG��³I feel like the electric chair is in the past and 

OHWKDO�LQMHFWLRQ�LV�WKH�KXPDQ�ZD\�´�,QIHUUHG�IURP�WKH�VWXG\��VXSSRUWHUV�ZKR�H[SUHVVHG�D�QHJDWLYH�

tone within these measures may not morally disengage seeing that they have an emotional 
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response to the statement indicating the method is not acceptable. Therefore, indicating a 

boundary for their support of the death penalty.  

Finally, the secondary analysis of euphemistic language occurred where researchers 

examined the logical or emotional reasoning among supporters. Qualification for both domains 

were consistent throughout the research study. Logical reasoning was dependent on pulling in 

H[WHUQDO�³IDFWV´�RU�DVVXPSWLRQV�IRU�MXVWLILFDWLRQ�DQG�HPRWLRQDO�UHDVRQLQJ�ZDV�UHOLDQW�RQ�³,�IHHO´�

statements.  

Emotional Reasoning 

Overall, it appeared that emotional reasoning was highest among supporters throughout 

the euphemistic labeling measures. Occurring about 59 times, supporters engaged in an 

HPRWLRQDO�MXVWLILFDWLRQ��XVLQJ�SKUDVHV�VXFK�DV�³,�WKLQN�LW¶V�JRRG��7KH\�GHVHUYH�DQ\�of these 

SXQLVKPHQWV´�DQG�³,�GRQ¶W�FDUH�ZKLFK�WHUP�LV�XVHG�´��2IWHQ�UHVSRQVH�ZLWKLQ�WKLV�GRPDLQ�ZHUH�

lacking external substance to help support their justifications. Some respondents would reference 

personal assumptions to support their rebuttal, like one SDUWLFLSDQW�KHUH�VDLG�³LP�DOO�IRU�OHWKDO�

LQMHFWLRQ���LI�WKH\�DUH�VRUU\�HQRXJK�WR�GR�WKH�FULPH��WKH\�GHVHUYH�HYHU\�ELW�RI�ZKDW¶V�FRPLQJ�IRU�

WKHP�´�7KHQ�DJDLQ��DQRWKHU�LQGLYLGXDO�PHQWLRQHG�³WKH\�VWLFN�ZLWK�ZKDW�LV�GHVHUYHG�´ 

Logical reasoning occurred roughly 36 times, which most participants utilize comparative 

language, and the law as justification in presence of euphemistic labeling. An example of 

comparative language within the domain of logical reasoning can be seen in heUH��³7KH>\@�ERWK�

GHVFULEH�WKH�VDPH�WKLQJ��EXW�WKH�VHFRQG�LV�PRUH�GLUHFW´�DV�ZHOO�DV�³/HWKDO�LQMHFWLRQ�VRXQGV�EHWWHU�

DQG�VWURQJHU�IRU�WKH�FULPLQDO�WKDW�LV�GHVHUYLQJ�RI�WKLV�PHWKRG�´��+HUH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�DUH�VHHQ�

applying a more logistical response in comparison to a statement based on feelings. Other logical 

UHDVRQLQJ�SUHVHQWHG�LWVHOI�WKURXJK�VWDWHPHQW�VXFK�DV�³,I�VRPHRQH�LV�GHDG�WKH>\@�FDQQRW�PDNH�
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further crimes. But again, this has not larger context, so it is hard to be really for or against the 

VWDWHPHQW�ZLWK�DQ\�UHDO�FRQYLFWLRQ�´�7KLV�SDUWLFLSDQW�DFNQRZOHGJHG�WKH�SRLQW�RI�WKH�VWDWHPHQW��LI�

they are dead then they are incapable of committing future crimes, but also recognized the lack 

of context, therefore hindering their ability to possess a full opinion on the statement. Instances 

of this appeared to utilize a logical reason for their justification rather than emotional response.    

Turning 

 Another interesting way that individuals who supported the death penalty appeared to 

morally disengage by turning the focus back onto the survey measure itself. Rather than adopting 

an emotional or logical response for advantageous comparison and euphemistic labeling, or an 

animalistic versus mechanistic approach, the answer reflected the survey measure. For example, 

ZKHQ�UHVSRQGLQJ�WR�D�HXSKHPLVWLF�PHDVXUH��D�UHVSRQGHQW�VDLG��³,�WKLQN�WKDW�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�XVHV�

extremely polarized and emotional language that GRHVQ¶W�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�QXDQFH�WKDW�LV�FUXFLDO�

ZKHQ�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�DUJXPHQW�´�$QRWKHU�PHQWLRQHG�³,�WKLQN�WKH�ZD\�WKH�VHQWHQFH�LV�ZRUGHG�

GRHVQ¶W�GR�MXVWLFH�WR�WKH�SRLQW�WKDW�LV�WU\LQJ�WR�FRPH�RXW�RI�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�´��,Q�WRWDO��WKLV�

turning notion occurred about 20 times throughout responses from those who support the death 

penalty.  

 Very few instances where the respondent turned the focus back to the surveyor for those 

who oppose the death penalty. Whereas there may have been a hint at euphemisms, it was 

primarily apparent with supporters. The current study inferred this type of reasoning to hint at 

moral disengagement. Stating that individuals may disengage by not wanting to acknowledge the 

question at hand and instead defer their focus elsewhere.  

The current research aimed at investigating whether individuals utilized moral 

disengagement techniques (i.e., dehumanization, advantageous comparison, euphemistic 
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labeling) while rationalizing their stance on the death penalty under varying topics. Another 

interest of the current study is the inverse relationship between education level and self-indicated 

confidence regarding death penalty policies.  

Quantitative findings  

The current study had a total of 125 participants. The analysis included multiple linear 

regressions along with cross-tabulations. It is hypothesized that, those who would be more likely 

to support the death penalty would include individuals who were male, conservative, lived in the 

South, had English as their first language, and only had a high school diploma. For non-

supporters, it was hypothesized that individuals who were female, liberal, lived in the northeast, 

spoke English as their first language, and had higher levels of education. For the Advantageous 

Comparison measures, it was hypothesized that we would see higher levels of disengagement 

among supporters of the death penalty. Lastly, it is anticipated that those with more education 

would identify as less confident in their knowledge of the death penalty than those with less 

education. It is also hypothesized that individuals who support the death penalty will rank 

themselves at a higher confidence in knowledge of the death penalty. Lastly, it is hypothesized 

that death penalty support and education level will be a predictor for confidence in the death 

penalty.  

Turning first to the demographic findings for those more likely to support the death 

penalty, unexpectedly, females were more likely than males to show support (N=47). Although 

this finding goes against previous literature, it should be noted that there were more female 

participants (N=89) than male participants (N=35) in the study. Supporters were also more likely 

to be Conservative (N=29), reside within the South (N=56), have English as their first language 

(N=66), and have a high level of completed education (N=44). 
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In comparison, those who were more likely to oppose the death penalty were females 

(N=42), were liberal (N=32), also currently lived within the south (N=35), spoke English as their 

first language (N=58), and only had a high school diploma as their highest level of completed 

education. Non-supporters overall had a higher number of individuals who had higher-level 

degrees than those in high school (N=30) compared to supporters having higher education 

(N=20).  

Advantageous comparison  

7KH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�DGYDQWDJHRXV�FRPSDULVRQ�DQG�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�

demographics was examined using an OLS regression model. The model found certain 

demographics to be significant. The advantageous comparison variable was computed by directly 

prRELQJ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�FRPIRUWDELOLW\�ZLWK�TXHVWLRQV��DLPLQJ�WR�H[DPLQH�WKHLU�OHYHO�RI�

advantageous comparison. In total, there were three measures testing advantageous comparison, 

all of which were answered using a Likert scale (see items 44, 49, and 51). Lower numbers on 

the Likert scale (e.g., 1 and 2) were least likely to engage with the advantageous comparison 

mechanisms. In comparison, larger numbers (e.g., 4 and 5) are more likely to engage with the 

mechanism. The other items were measured via true or false questions with true equating to the 

number (1) and false equating to the number (2) (e.g., respondents who answered measures with 

IDOVH��ZHUH�LQIHUUHG�WR�GLVHQJDJH�PRUH�WKDQ�WKRVH�ZKR�GLGQ¶W���7KH�DGYDQWDJHRXV�FRPSDULVRQ�

levels ranged from 3 to 9 to show engagement with the mechanism. Therefore, higher numbers 

for the combination of measures assume the participants are more likely to engage with the 

mechanism.  

First, gender was examined to understand which gender was more likely to engage with 

the advantageous comparison mechanism. Within gender identity, Females were found to engage 
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with advantageous comparison significantly at level 6 (p=.287) and least likely to engage with 

the mechanism at level 9 (p=0.11). Males were more likely to engage in advantageous 

comparison at level 8 (p=0.257) and least likely to at level 1 (p=0.029). In the study, there was 

one participant who was non-binary, and they were proven to be significant at level 5 with (p=1).  

Individuals who are proponents of the death penalty were more likely to engage in 

advantageous comparison a majority of the time (54.1%), whereas non-supporters engaged with 

the mechanism 45.9% of the time. However, a breakdown of each level is as follows (see figure 

1). Supporters engaged with the mechanism at higher rates within levels 3, 4, 6, 7, and 8. Non-

supporters had higher levels of engagement at levels 5 and 9, whereas level 9 only had a total of 

three participants, the lowest of the categories (see figure 1). 

 
Figure 1  Note: Increase in numerical values equates to increased use of advantageous 
comparison. 
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For political parties, conservatives were most likely to engage in advantageous 

comparison tendencies at level 7 (p=0.270), next, socialists (p=0.830), and those considered to 

EH�³RWKHU´��S �������GLVHQJDJHG�DW�OHYHO����DQG�ODVWO\��0RGHUDWHV��S �������DQG�/LEHUDOV�

(p=0.340) were least likely to disengage at level 5 (see figure 2). 

 
 
Figure 2 Political parties utilizing advantageous comparison. 

 

The next demographic under examination was current residents and the highest 

disengagement at level 8 was in the South (p= 0.290). The least likely to disengage came from 

those residing in the Midwest (p=0.33) and Northeast (p = 0.260). An interesting effect that was 

examined was with individuals living in the West. They were seen to disengage at levels 5 and 8 

(p=0.300). This may be a result of the smaller number of individuals (N= 10) in total who were 

from the West who participated in the study (see figure 3).  
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Figure 3 Regions vs Advantageous comparison. 

 

With regards to the first language, those who spoke Spanish (n=1) disengaged at the 

highest level 7, and those who spoke English disengaged at the highest level 5 (p=0.262). The 

last demographic that was investigated was education level. The highest level of disengagement, 

at level 6, was apparent in those who had only obtained a GED (p=0.330) and higher than a 

EDFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH��S ��������$W�OHYHO����WKRVH�ZKR�KDYH�RQO\�REWDLQHG�D�KLJK�VFKRRO�GLSORPD�

(p=0.250), those with an associate degree (p=0.270), and D�EDFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH����������2ULJLQDOO\��

it was hypothesized that those who held a lesser degree of education were anticipated to engage 

within the mechanism at a higher level than those with higher education (see figure 4). 
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Figure 4 Education vs Advantageous Comparison 

 

When testing to see who was most likely to morally disengage through advantageous 

comparison, results showed that those who were male, conservative, currently residing in the 

south and Midwest, individuals who obtained a GED and higher than a bachelor's, spoke non-

English were most likely to morally disengage. However, it should be noted that some of these 

numbers may be a result of the lack of diversity among the participant pool regarding education 

level, first language, and current residence.  

Confidence in knowledge 

The relationship between confidence in knowledge of death penalty policies and overall 

support and education level was examined using an OLS linear regression model (see figure 5). 

For education level, those who held only a high school diploma, the highest ranked category was 

somewhat knowledgeable (N=32). Following both categories, neutral (n=15) and somewhat not 

knowledgeable (n=15) were the second highest categories, with very knowledgeable (n=3) and 
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not knowledgeable (n=2) following. Those who had obtained a GED had their leading category 

as somewhat knowledgeable (n=4), with neutral (n=1) and somewhat not knowledgeable (n=1) 

as the secondary categories. Participants who held an associate degree had their leading category 

to be somewhat knowledgeable (n=5), followed by neutral (n=4) and somewhat not 

NQRZOHGJHDEOH��Q ����)RU�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�KHOG�D�EDFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH��DJDLQ��WKH�OHDGLQJ�FDWHJRU\�

was somewhat knowledgeable (n=14), followed by neutral (n=6), and lastly, somewhat not 

NQRZOHGJHDEOH��Q ����/DVWO\��WKRVH�ZKR�KHOG�KLJKHU�WKDQ�D�EDFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH�KDG�WKH�KLJKHVW�

category of somewhat knowledgeable (n=8), neutral (n=3), somewhat not knowledgeable (n=2), 

and very knowledgeable (n=1).  

 

Figure 5 Note: 2 participants were removed due to lack of response. 

 

 

Overall, 50.8% of individuals who ranked themselves as somewhat confident were those 

ZKR�KDG�D�KLJK�VFKRRO�GLSORPD���������ZHUH�WKRVH�ZKR�KHOG�D�EDFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH��������

REWDLQHG�KLJKHU�WKDQ�D�EDFKHORU¶V��DQG�OHVV�WKDQ����KDG�HLWKHU�D�*('�RU�DQ�DVVRFLDWH�Gegree. 

However, it should be noted that those who held a high school diploma constituted 53.6% of the 

total participants.  
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For overall support of the death penalty, those opposed to the death penalty ranked 

themselves as the following: somewhat knowledgeable (n=32), neutral (n=11), somewhat not 

knowledgeable (n=11), very knowledgeable (n=2), and not very knowledgeable (n=2). For those 

who support the death penalty had the highest category as somewhat knowledgeable (n=31), 

neutral (n=18), somewhat not knowledgeable (n=13) and very knowledgeable (n=3). Between 

the two groups, somewhat knowledgeable was the leading category, with supporters constituting 

49.2% and the remaining 50.7% being individuals who opposed the death penalty (see figure 

below). 

 

Figure 6 Support with Confidence of Knowledge 

 

 

Lastly, a linear regression was conducted to determine the significance of education level 

and support as predictors of support (see figure 7). Overall, those who engaged in advantageous 

comparison at higher rates were supporters, females, and individuals who viewed themselves as 

conservatives, resided in the South, and had a GED as their highest education level. When 

measuring confidence levels, it appeared that education level and support of the death penalty 

were high predictors of confidence in the death penalty.  
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Figure 7 Regression of Confidence of Knowledge, Support and Education 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 60 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER FIVE DISCUSSION 
 
Discussion 

Throughout the study supporters of the death penalty were more inclined to utilize 

dehumanization within a mechanistic tone rather than an animalistic tone. Most accomplished 

through referencing those on death row to as a ³PXUGHUHU�´�³FULPLQDO�´�RU�³SV\FKRSDWK�´�$V�ZHOO�

DV�LQVLQXDWLQJ�³ODFN�RI�UHPRUVH´�RU�³ODFN�WR�EH�UHKDELOLWDWHG´�GLPLQLVKLQJ�KXPDQ�QDWXUH�TXDOLWLHV�

to other individuals (Bandura, 1999). Thus, supporters can perceive individuals on death row to 

be different then themselves. Which may result in a decrease for the lack of emotional response 

(i.e., which is normally activated through social obligation) and harsher reactions are then 

permitted (McHugo Smith and Lanzetta, 1982; Bandura, 1986;1999).   

Next the current study was interested in how supporters of the death penalty may morally 

disengage through the process of advantageous comparison. Relying on emotional or logical 

responses, here, the current the study evaluated how supporters of the death penalty utilized an 

emotional or logical response. For emotional reasoning, respondents commonly relied on what 

they felt was correct, rather than pulling external facts to support their justification. In total, there 

were 40 instances of emotionally driven statements. Justifying their stance through emotional 

reasoning it was inferred by researchers to indicate higher levels of moral disengagement. This 

type of reasoning may allow individuals to decrease their lack of empathetic emotional response 

(Bandura, 1999) which allows for disengagement techniques to flourish among supporters of the 

death penalty. 
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In total there were an estimated 122 logical responses from supporters of the death 

penalty. Responses here include individuals who reference legal fact (i.e., capital punishment is 

sanctioned by the government) or expressed the job status of prosecutors. However, it should be 

noted that although these were classified as logical, many justifications still rely on heuristics 

when expressing their opinion.  

Although appearing to morally disengage the least through advantageous comparison, 

reliance on legal heuristics, and anticipated levels of intention or guilt may prove that individuals 

may morally disengage to an extent within the current study.  

Another possible route of a moral disengagement technique that supporters of the death 

penalty is using euphemistic labeling. This process includes sanitizing language, so it becomes 

more socially acceptable (Bandura, 1999). The current study measured this with 6 measures 

ranging topics from methods of execution, new death sentences to the function of the death 

SHQDOW\��:KHQ�SURELQJ�VWDWHPHQWV�ZLWK�GLVWXUELQJ�GHWDLOV�RI�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�H[HFXWLRQ��VXSSRUWHUV¶�

preference cleaner language because it sounds better, shorter & not specific. This may hint at an 

activation of disengagement via euphemistic labeling. Which serves the purpose to sanitize 

language to avoid responsibility for actions (Bandura, 1999).   

Euphemistic labeling appeared to have higher levels of moral disengagement based on 

the preference of more sanitized language and increase in emotional reasoning rather than logic  

reasoning. The current study identifies emotional reasoning to potentially be an indicator of 

moral disengagement, however, even under logical reasoning, many supporters relied on 

personal heuristics. As a result these heuristics can lead to systematic errors such as legality 

references, or acknowledgement of the lack of deterrence, yet still support the death penalty 

overall (Sunstein, 2005). 



 62 

In total, emotional reasoning occured approximately 59 times and commonly included 

SKUDVHV�VXFK�DV�³,�WKLQN�LW¶V�JRRG��7KH\�GHVHUYH�WKH�SXQLVKPHQWV�´�+HUH�LW�PD\�EH�QRWHG�WKDW�

DVVXPSWLRQ�RQ�WKH´�GHVHUYLQJQHVV´�RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�LV�VXEMHFWLYH�WKHUHIRUH�LQGLFating a more 

emotional response. Whereas logical reasoning occurred close to 36 times where participants 

justified their response by comparing the linguistics used within the questioning. Despite many 

respondents engaging in logical reasoning, most supporters and their responses aligned closer to 

an emotional response. Indicating potential moral disengagement through euphemistic labeling.  

Lastly, a novel approach to moral disengagement was observed within the current study. 

Across supporters of the death penalty, instances of turning the question back onto the surveyor 

was observed. More instances of this appeared within the advantageous comparison and 

euphemistic measures. Specifically, when the procedure of the death penalty and outcome of 1st 

GHJUHH�PXUGHU�ZHUH�FRPSDUHG�WR�HDFK�RWKHU��)RU�H[DPSOH��SKUDVHV�VXFK�DV�³H[WUHPHO\�SRODUL]HG´�

RU�³,�WKLQN�WKH�ZD\�WKH�VHQWHQFH�LV�ZRUGHG���´�PD\�VKRwcase potential route of moral 

disengagement by completely disregarding the question and instead faulting the question for 

such comparison. This may allow and individual to neutralize their potential feelings of the 

question to aid in support for the death penalty. 

Findings from the study may suggest that through dehumanization, advantageous 

comparison and euphemistic labeling, individuals may morally disengage, therefore promoting 

support for the death penalty. It appeared to be common for individuals to minimize their 

empathetic emotional response to the death penalty, allowing for the punitive measure to still be 

utilized today. Conversations around the death penalty may differ if individuals instead used 

person first language rather than a demeaning vocabulary (i.e., animalistic, or mechanistic 

language). 
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Past literature has examined moral disengagement in various situations to include 

workplace environment, education settings, shopping malls or political debates (Bandura, 1999; 

Stinglhamber et al., 2022). Research by Ofosky (2005) examined moral disengagement among 

executioners associated with capital punishment. Findings there reveals that executioners were 

more likely to morally disengage with moral, social, and dehumanizing tactics, which is 

consistent with findings from the current research.  

When examining the different demographics of individuals who either supported or 

opposed the death penalty, findings revealed consistent patterns among political parties and 

geographical regions of residence. Regarding gender, results here indicated that more females 

not only supported the death penalty, but also opposed the death penalty. Whereas past research 

has discovered that men are more likely to support the death penalty (Eisenberg, 2001; Stack, 

2004; Cochran and Chamlin, 2006; Borg, 1997; Anderson et al, 2017; Jones, 2018). Reasoning 

for this may be due to the unproportionate number of female respondents in comparison to male 

respondents. Additionality, previous research has also concluded that females are more likely to 

participate in social science research, especially surveys (Nuzzo, 2021). This may explain the 

difference in support among genders within this survey as compared to previous literature. 

 Another important note regarding support among the genders is that despite the higher 

number of females who supported and opposed the death penalty, the rate among support for 

males was higher. For example, within the sample, 52.8% of the female population supported the 

death penalty (N=47) whereas 57.14% of the male population (N=20) showed support.   

Supporters within the study were also more likely to engage in moral disengagement 

techniques like advantageous comparison when compared to non-supporters. Overall supporters 

here were females, individuals who identified as conservative, lived within the south, spoke 
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Spanish as their first language, and held a GED were also most likely to engage with the 

advantageous comparison mechanism. Again, groups such as gender and first language may be a 

result of the lack of diversity among the participant pool, rather than the tendency to morally 

disengage. Lastly, the confidence of knowledge measure showed that support of the death 

penalty along with education status proved to be a significant predictor of confidence in death 

penalty knowledge. The leading category of knowledge among both supporters and non-

VXSSRUWHUV�ZDV�³VRPHZKDW�NQRZOHGJHDEOH´�ZKHUH�VXSSRUWHUV�FRQVWLWXWHG�������DQG�WKH�

remaining 50.7% was comprised of non-supporters.    

Limitations 

 As with all studies, the current study also faces some limitations. Although the study 

reached statistical significance with participant numbers (n=125), 70 participants were recruited 

from the criminology department at the University of Alabama and therefore produced a more 

homogenous mixture of respondents. An overwhelming number of participants were recruited 

from a freshman-level class, which explains the educational factor. Another fault of the 

participant pool is the overwhelming among of individuals who were between the ages of 18 ± 

22 and were recruited from criminology classes. Therefore, the sample may not be generalizable 

to other populations and explain some of the findings that do not align with previous research. In 

addition, future research should aim at expanding the participant pool with age, and we as 

knowledge on criminal justice as a result from the majority (N=70) of participants are currently 

RQ�WUDFN�WR�REWDLQ�DQG�FULPLQDO�MXVWLFH�%DFKHORU¶V�GHJUHH�� 

Future research should include more a more diverse participant pool to fulfill a 

representative sample. Next the research may be limited because due to the self-generated id 

codes. Since variations in response may have hindered 100% correct matching between the first 
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survey and second survey for students, there may a small margin of error with the findings. 

Again, future research should promote a better sense of anonymity for a more soundproof 

finding. Lastly, and because of the novelty that is moral disengagement, there were no 

VWDQGDUGL]H�TXHVWLRQLQJ�ZKLFK�LQIHUV�KLJKHU�VXJJHVWLYHO\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VXUYH\¶V�UHVSRQVHV��)RU�WKH�

future, developing standardized measures to measure moral disengagement techniques may assist 

in increasing the validity of disengagement techniques to fully investigate the rate of 

disengagement among individuals who support the death penalty.  

Conclusion 

 The current study aimed in understanding how individuals who support the death penalty 

engage in moral disengagement techniques such as dehumanization, advantageous comparison, 

and euphemistic labeling. Participants for the study were recruited in two samples. The first were 

comprised of criminology students at the University of Alabama and the second sample was 

recruited through prolific, an online survey distribution tool. Over the course of two surveys, 

participants were questioned on their support of the death penalty, knowledge about past and 

current policies on the death penalty and execution methods. The second survey focused on 

probing participants and their disengagement levels regarding the death penalty. Additionally, 

the current research study examined whether or not education and support for the death penalty 

predicted as participants level of confidence in death penalty knowledge.  

Results show that supporters relied on moral disengagement techniques such as 

dehumanization, advantageous comparison and euphemistic labeling when justifying their 

opinion on the death penalty. Often the mechanism of dehumanization was utilized throughout 

the entire survey, not just within its respected domain. Advantageous comparison was also 

KHDYLO\�XVHG�DPRQJ�VXSSRUWHUV¶�ZKHQ�FRPSDULQJ�FRXUW�URRP�DFWRUV��H�J���SURVHFXWRUV��WR�WKRVH�
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who were associated with committing capital crimes. Lastly, euphemistic labeling was the least 

among supporters, however, there were few instances where the lack of sanitized language 

appeared to disturb some supporters during the survey.  

Regarding overall support for the death penalty, individuals who were female, were 

conservative, lived within the south, spoke English as their first language and had a high school 

education were most likely to support the death penalty. The quantitative analysis of the study 

supported the use of advantageous comparison among supporters as well as showing that factors 

such as education level and support for the death penalty predict confidence levels among 

supporters.  In conclusion, moral disengagement techniques are utilized by individuals when 

expressing their proposition of the death penalty and factors such as gender identity, education 

level, political party, and geographical region may influence the degree in which someone relies 

on disengagement tactics.   
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY PART ONE 

 

Part 1 ² CHECK INS 

1. Are you 18 years of age?  

o No  

o Yes  

2. Are you able to legally vote within the United States of America? 

o No  

o Yes  

3. Do you wish to continue with the current study?  

o No  

o Yes  

Part 2 ² SELF IDENTIFIABLE QUESTIONS  

1. Please choose your favorite color from the following.  

o Red 

o Pink 

o Blue  

o Green  

o Black  

o Purple  

2. Please choose your favorite genre of music from the following  

o Classical  

o Pop 

o Rock  

o Country  

o Rap  

o Jazz  
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3. Please choose your favorite type of desert from the following  

o Chocolate Cake  

o Pie  

o Vanilla Ice Cream  

o Pudding  

o Cookies  

o Brownies  

4. Please choose your favorite subject from the following  

o Math  

o Science  

o English  

o History  

o Gym  

o Art  

5. Please choose your favorite movie genre from the following  

o Romance  

o Comedy  

o Action  

o Mystery  

o Science Fiction  

o Historical/biographical  

Part 3 ² LEADING QUESTIONS  

6. Have you ever served as a jury member? 

o No  

o Yes  

7. Have you ever been arrested?  

o No  

o Yes 
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Part 5 ² CONFIDENCWE OF KNOWLEDGE 

8. How confident do you feel regarding your level of knowledge on current death penalty 
policies?  

 

 1 = Very 
Knowledgeabl
e  

2 = Somewhat 
Knowledgeabl
e  

3 = 
Neutral  

4 = Not Really 
Knowledgeabl
e 

5 = No 
Knowledg
e 

Please select 
one of the 
following 

     

 

9. Have you ever been arrested?  

o No  

o Yes  

 

10. Please explain your support level of the death penalty. Be detailed as possible! 
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Part 6 ² VIGNETTE 

***Read the following scenario and then answer the following questions. *** 

A 22 year old male was arrested for allegedly assaulting and murdering a young child. The arrest was 
made on the basis of an anonymous call stating that they had seen the individual with the victim that 
day. During his trial, 5 different witnesses testified saying they also saw the individual with the victim 
the day of the crime. However, two of these individuals could not identify the individual within a 
line up. There was no physical evidence to place him at the crime scene.  

11. Using the scenario above, which punishment would feel the most comfortable 

recommending?  

o The Death Penalty  

o Life without the possibility of Parole 

o Not comfortable with any sentence  

o 20 years with parole 

 

 
 
12. Please explain your reasoning for that specific recommendation! Use as many details as 

possible. 

 

 

 

13. How realistic do you think the scenario was?  

 1 = Realistic 2 = Neutral 3 = Unrealistic 

Please choose one of 

the following  
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14. Please choose your favorite type of desert from the following  

o Miami Dolphins  

o Tampa Bay Lightening  

o Kansas City Chiefs  

o Cincinnati Bengals  

Part 7 --- KNOWLEDGE CHECK 

15. The Death Penalty is on average less expensive than life without the possibility of parole? 

a. True  

b. False  

 

 

16. Select all that apply: Which methods of execution have been used within the United 

States  

a. Hanging  

b. Firing Squads  

c. Lethal Gas  

d. Lethal Injection  

e. Electric Chair  

f. Mutilation  

 

17. The death penalty is the only punishment that is considered a form of capital punishment. 

a. True  

b. False  

 

18. All states in the US have the death penalty? 

a. True  

b. False  
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19. Which states has the highest number of executions? 

a. True  

b. False  

 

20. How many members serve in a capital jury panel?  

a. 6  

b. 10 

c. 12 

d. 14 

 

21. The death penalty has shown to lower crimes rates out of fear for the punishment? 

a. True  

b. False  

 

22. What are the two phases in a capital trial? 

a. Guilty phase and informative phase  

b. Guilty phase and penalty phase  

c. Punishment phase and trial phase  

d. Sentencing phases and relocation phase 

 

23. Select all crimes that are eligible for the death penalty.  

a. Voluntary Manslaughter  

b. Treason  

c. Felony Murder  

d. First Degree Murder  

e. Genocide  
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24. Have you heard about the Furman V Georgia Case of 1972? 

a. No  

b. Yes  

 

25. If yes, please select the one you feel describes it best.  

a. The death penalty was ruled unconstitutional.  

b. Lethal injection was rules as an unconstitutional method of execution. 

c. No major changes occurred from the case. 

d. No state was allowed to use the death penalty as a punishment until given 

permission from the Supreme Court.  

Part 8 -------- CONTROL QUESTIONS 

26. Have you ever served as a jury member?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

 

27. Have you ever been arrested? 

a. No  

b. Yes 

 

Part 10 ² Self Identifiable questions  

1. Please select your gender identity. 

o Male 

o Female 

o Non ² Binary/ Third Gender 
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2. Please select your highest level of completed education.  

o Lower than 8th grade.  

o 8th grade  

o Highschool  

o GED/Equivalent  

o Associate degree  

o %DFKHORU·V�GHJUHH� 

o Higher than Bachelors  

 

2. Please select the geographical region where you currently reside.  

o West  

o Midwest  

o Northeast  

o South  

3. Please select which political group you identify with the MOST.  

o Conservative  

o Moderate 

o Liberal  

o Socialist  

o Other  

4. Please select your first language from the following choices.  

o English  

o Spanish  

o French  

o Arabic  

o Chinese  

o Other 
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APPENDIX B 

                                                         SURVEY PART TWO 

 

Part 1 ² CHECK INS  

2. Are you 18 years of age?  

o No  

o Yes  

3. Are you able to legally vote within the United States of America? 

o No  

o Yes  

4. Do you wish to continue with the current study?  

o No  

o Yes  

 

Part 2 ² SELF IDENTIFICATION QUESTIONS  

5. Please choose your favorite color from the following.  

o Red 

o Pink 

o Blue  

o Green  

o Black  

o Purple  

6. Please choose your favorite genre of music from the following  

o Classical  

o Pop 

o Rock  

o Country  

o Rap  
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o Jazz  

7. Please choose your favorite type of desert from the following  

o Chocolate Cake  

o Pie  

o Vanilla Ice Cream  

o Pudding  

o Cookies  

o Brownies  

8. Please choose your favorite subject from the following  

o Math  

o Science  

o English  

o History  

o Gym  

o Art  

9. Please choose your favorite movie genre from the following  

o Romance  

o Comedy  

o Action  

o Mystery  

o Science Fiction  

o Historical/biographical  

 

Part 3 ² LEADING QUESTIONS  

10. Have you ever served as a jury member? 

o No  

o Yes  

11. Have you ever been arrested?  

o No  
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o Yes  

Part 4 ² OPINION CHANGE  

12. Do you support the death penalty?  

o No  

o Yes  

 

13. Please explain why you either support or do not support the death penalty. You are 

encouraged to write as much as possible!  

 

 

 

 

14. Has your opinion on the death penalty changed since the first survey?  

o Yes  

o No  

15. In the box below please explain why your opinion has either changed or stayed the same. 

 

 

 

 

Part 5 ² CONFIDENCE OF KNOWLEDGE 

16. After the previous survey, did you look into the death penalty on your own time?  

o Yes  

o No  
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17. If selected yes, please indicate where you found your information? 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 6 ² VIGNETTE 

***Read the following scenario and then answer the following questions. *** 

 

In North Carolina, August 1st 1983, there was a house party that took place on a farm which was 

locally referred to as the "Dawson Farm." A result of this party was a the death of 100 year old Adah 

Dawson. A majority of the individuals who attended this house party were mutual friends and could 

therefore identify most of the people at this party. During the party, one witness told authorities that 

he recognized an individual, WilliDPV��ZKR�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�ZDONLQJ�LQ�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�YLFWLP·V�

home. Later, Williams would be identified by authorities and asked about the night before. In the 

initial contact with authorities, Williams stated that he was indeed at the party but was very 

intoxicated. Furthering this point, he told the cops that he drank a pint of vodka and was openly 

taking pills. He told cops he left the premises around 1:30am but returned shortly thereafter and 

stayed at the party until 3:00am when he left to go home. +H�GHQLHG�HYHU�DSSURDFKLQJ�WKH�YLFWLP·V�

residence. 

 

A few hours after providing the statement to the authorities, they asked for Williams tennis shoes 

IRU�FRPSDULVRQ��$IWHU�WKH�FRSV�UDQ�WKH�FRPSDULVRQ�WHVW��WKH\�UHWXUQHG�WR�:LOOLDPV·�KRXVH�DQG�

proceeded to UHDG�KLP�KLV�ULJKWV�DQG�WRRN�KLP�WR�WKH�6KHULII·V�RIILFH��$IWHU�IXUWKHU�LQWHUURJDWLRQ�E\�

the authorities, Williams proceeded to confess to the murder and sexual assault of the victim. Later 

LQ�FRXUW�WKH�RQO\�HYLGHQFH�ZKLFK�OLQNHG�:LOOLDPV�WR�WKH�YLFWLP·V�residence were the shoe prints, a 

checkbook in which the handwriting was analyzed, and fingerprints which were also analyzed. 
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18. Using the scenario above, which punishment would feel the most comfortable 

recommending?  

o The Death Penalty  

o Life without the possibility of Parole 

o Not comfortable with any sentence  

o 20 years with parole 

 

19. In detail below, please explain why you would recommend your previous sentence with the 

scenario.  

 
20. How realistic do you think the scenario was?  

 1 = Realistic 2 = Neutral 3 = Unrealistic 

Please choose one of 

the following  

   

 

 

 

Part 7 ² RETENTION QUESTIONS  

21. The death penalty is on average less expensive than life without the possibility of parole?  

o True  

o False  

22. The Death penalty is the only punishment that is considered a form of capital punishment?  

o True  

o False  

23. Have you heard about the Furman V Georgia Case of 1972  

o Yes  

o No  
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24. If yes, please indicate what you know about the case below. 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 8 ² MORAL DISENGAGEMENT  

23.  Deliberately murdering someone is a good way to prevent future criminal behavior?  

How comfortable are you with the sentence above?  

 1 = 

Extremely 

Comfortable  

2 = Somewhat 

Comfortable  

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

Uncomfortable  

5 = Extremely 

Uncomfortable 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

  

 

24. Please describe why you are either comfortable or uncomfortable with the sentence above? 

 

 

 

25.  Most individuals who are sentenced to death have committed crime with extreme malice? 
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How much do you agree or disagree with the statement above?  

 1 = Strongly 

agree  

2 = Somewhat 

agree   

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

disagree 

5 = Extremely 

disagree 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

 

26. Capital Crimes (those with the death sentence) are often personal crimes and committed 

towards an innocent individual? 

How much do you agree with the statement above? 

 1 = Extremely 

agree  

2 = Somewhat 

agree 

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

disagree 

5 = Extremely 

disagree 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

27. Why do you agree or disagree with the previous question?  

 

 

 

28. How confident are you having an inexperienced technician overdosing individuals with a 

sedative with who has been sentenced to death?  
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 1 = Extremely 

comfortable 

2 = Somewhat 

comfortable 

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

uncomfortable 

5 = Extremely 

uncomfortable 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

29. In the previous questions, which method of execution do you believe this was describing?  

o Hanging  

o Lethal Injection  

o Gas Chamber  

o Lobotomy  

30. How do you feel about comparing the two previous questions? Feel free to use as much detail as 

possible!  

 

  

 

31. "After being shaved completely and strapped to a chair with belts restraining their chest, legs, 

and arms, a metal skullcap is attached to the scalp and forehead. Once they are blindfolded, he 

warden gives permission to move forward, a jolt of 500 to 2000 volts is given for about 30 seconds. 

Once the first electric shock is provided, the body appears to relax back into the chair where doctors 

wait about 30 seconds to check the heartbeat due to the temperature of the body post electric shock. 

This process is repeated until the individual is pronounced dead. Botched executions can leave the 

individual to grip the chair or move violently which can result in dislocation or fracturing of the 

limbs." ( Death penalty information center; Hillman, 1992)  
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31. Which method of execution do you believe this closely resembles the example above?  

o Firing Squad  

o Hanging  

o Mutilation  

o Electric Chair  

 

32. After reading the example above, how does this make you feel about the use of the electric chair 

as punishment? Do you feel like you learned something new about this method of execution? Feel 

free to use as much description as possible! 

 

 

 

 

33.  Do you believe the death penalty us being used in a reasonable manner towards those who most 

deserve it?  

o False  

o True  

34. Recent studies show on average there are 26.6 new death sentences per year (Death penalty 

information center)  

After learning the average number of new sentences per year, how does this make you feel?  
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35. Prosecutors choose to have someone killed by using the death penalty when they feel the 
individuals truly deserves it? 

Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the statement above?  

 1 = Extremely 

agree 

2 = Somewhat 

agree 

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

disagree 

5 = Extremely 

disagree 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

36. Why do you think this is?  

 

 

 

37. I would trust a group of jury members to decide if I should be sentenced to the death penalty or 
not.  

Please select how comfortable you are with the statement above?  

 

 1 = 

Extremely 

Comfortable 

2 = 

Somewhat 

Comfortable 

3 = 

Neutral/Unsure  

4 = Somewhat 

Uncomfortable 

5 = Extremely 

Uncomfortable 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

38. Please explain why you are comfortable/uncomfortable with the statement above?  
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����,�IHHO�PRUH�FRPIRUWDEOH�XVLQJ�WKH�WHUPV�VXFK�DV�´OHWKDO�LQMHFWLRQµ�UDWKHU�WKDQ�´KHDUW�VWRSSLQJ�
VHGDWLYH�RYHUGRVHµ�ZKHQ�WDONLQJ�DERXW�H[HFXWLRQ�PHWKRGV�� 

 1 = Extremely 

Comfortable 

2 = Somewhat 

Comfortable 

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

Uncomfortable 

5 = Extremely 

Uncomfortable 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

40. Please explain why you choose the answer above. 

 

 

 

41. Which term best described the definition below.  

´7KH�XQODZIXO�NLOOLQJ�RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�GRQH�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�ZKLOH�DOVR�EHLQJ�FRQGXFWHG�ZLWK�
SUHPHGLWDWLRQ�DQG�GHOLEHUDWLRQ�µ 

o 1st Degree Murder  
o The Death Penalty  
o Felony Murder  
o Involuntary Manslaughter 
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42. Which terms best describes the definition below.  

´7KH�ODZIXO�NLOOLQJ�RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�GRQH�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�ZKLOH�DOVR�EHLQJ�FRQGXFWHG�ZLWK�
SUHPHGLWDWLRQ�DQG�GHOLEHUDWLRQ�µ� 

o 1st Degree Murder  
o The Death Penalty  
o Felony Murder  
o Involuntary Manslaughter  

 

43. Out of the 5 personality traits listed below, please choose the one that best describes you?  

o Open to new things  
o Conscientiousness  
o Extroverted  
o Agreeable  
o Neuroticism 

 

44. On a scale of 1 to 5, how similar do you find 1st degree murder and the functionality of the death 
penalty?  

 1 = The same 

thing 

2 = Somewhat 

the same thing 

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

different 

5 = Very 

different 

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

45. Please explain why you find the death penalty and 1st degree murder to be either the same thing 
or different?  
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46. One a scale of 1 to 5 how likely are you to commit a crime like the one described above?  

 1 = Extremely 

likely  

2 = Somewhat 

likely  

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

unlikely  

5 = Extremely 

unlikely  

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

 

47. One a scale of 1 to 5 how much do you agree with the statement below?  

´7KH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LV�DQ�HDV\�ZD\�RXW�RI�ZKDW�D�PXUGHUHU�GLG"µ 

 1 = Extremely 

comfortable 

2 = Somewhat 

comfortable 

3 = Neutral/Unsure  4 = Somewhat 

uncomfortable 

5 = Extremely 

uncomfortable  

Please select 

one of the 

following 

     

 

 

 

48. Please explain your level of comfort with the previous question.  

 

 

 

����$�SURVHFXWRU�VHQWHQFLQJ�VRPHRQH�WR�GHDWK�LQ�RUGHU�WR�KDYH�D�´WRXJK�RQ�FULPHµ�DJHQGD�LV�WKH�
same as someone who murdered an individual to increase their street creditability?  

o True  
o False  
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50. If you picked true, why do you think they are the same. If you picked false, why do you think 
they are difference. Please use as much detail as possible to explain your reasoning.  

 

 

  

51. Sentencing someone to death through capital punishment is the same as a murderer taking a life?  

o True  
o False  

52. Please explain the differences or similarities between the two. (Capital punishment vs Murder) 

 

 

 

53. Please write down the first 3 words that come to mind when you think of someone who is on 
death row.  

 

 

 

54. Please describe in detail some characteristics of an individual who you deem as more deserving 
of the death penalty. (Feel free to write down physical descriptions, details of specific crimes etc.)  

 

 

55. Individuals who are considered murderers facing the death penalty deserve inhumane treatment?  

o True  
o False  

56. Please explain your reasoning to why you think they do or do not deserve inhumane treatment.  
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Part 9² LEADING QUESTIONS  

 

57. Have you ever been arrested?  

o No  
o Yes  

58. Have you ever served as a jury member?  

o No 
o Yes 

Part 10 ² Self Identifiable questions  

5. Please select your gender identity. 

o Male 

o Female 

o Non ² Binary/ Third Gender 

6. Please select your highest level of completed education.  

o Lower than 8th grade.  

o 8th grade  

o Highschool  

o GED/Equivalent  

o Associate degree  

o %DFKHORU·V�GHJUHH� 

o Higher than Bachelors  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

�� 

7. Please select the geographical region where you currently reside.  

o West  

o Midwest  

o Northeast  

o South  

 

8. Please select which political group you identify with the MOST.  

o Conservative  

o Moderate 

o Liberal  

o Socialist  

o Other  

9. Please select your first language from the following choices.  

o English  

o Spanish  

o French  

o Arabic  

o Chinese  

o Other 
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Figure 1 Attrition Rate 
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APPENDIX C  

IRB APPROVAL 
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