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the death penalty have higher (not lower) homicide rates than those who do not impose
it, and (2) murder rates did not decline significantly more in states that chose to
impose capital punishment than in those that chose not to impose it. On the basis of
these and other findings, most social scientists have concluded that the death penalty
does not effectively deter violent crimes (R. D. Peterson & Bailey, 1988).

Undoubtedly, the nature of homicide is one reason capital punishment is an inef-
fective deterrent. Most murderers are driven by passion rather than by a thoughtful
consideration of the consequences that await them if they are caught and convicted.
Even if this were not the case, the manner in which capital punishment is adminis-
tered further weakens its effectiveness. For punishment to effectively deter aggression,
it must be meted out swiftly and consistently. This is rarely the case when it comes
to capital crimes. Many murderers escape detection, and even when they are caught,
years pass before they are tried, convicted, sentenced, and executed.

2. Corporal Punishment

Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the rod of correction shall
drive it far from him.

Proverbs 22:15

Perhaps less extreme forms of physical punishment are effective. For centuries, parents,
teachers, and religious leaders have advocated the use of corporal punishment to curb
aggression in children. Is this strategy effective? The answer to this question depends
on whether we examine short-term consequences or long-term ones. In the immediate
situation, spanking and other, more severe forms of physical punishment do curtail
aggressive actions. In the long term, children who are on the receiving end of corporal
punishment tend to fare more poorly in life than those who are spared this form of dis-
cipline, particularly if the punishment is severe and inflicts injury (Gershoff, 2002).

Why is corporal punishment associated with negative long-term outcomes? First,
children who are spanked are less apt to internalize and understand appropriate rules
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F IGURE 13.9
Homicide Rates in States
That Impose and Do Not
Impose the Death
Penalty

The data show that states
that impose the death
penalty have higher (not
lower) murder rates than
those that do not, sug-
gesting that capital punish-
ment is not an effective
deterrent of homicide.

Source: R. D. Peterson and Bailey
(1988).
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