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THE DISAPPEARING INCOME GAPINWHITES 6 SUPPORT FOR CAPI TA

PUNISHMENT, 1974-2004

ABSTRACT
This research uses th8742004General Social Surveyo examine the relationship between
income anav h i tsupoi for capital punishmeatrosghirty years of recent American
historyd a period that has seen a dramatic shifiw-income whites once were far less
acceptingof capital punishmerthan middle and highincome whites, but these two groups now
give about equal rates of supptotthe death penaltyThis transformation appears to be due
partly to changes in educational attainment across the 2@F4} periocandpartly to increasing
levels of racial resentmef(itefore 1990) and political conservatism (after 198@png low
incomewhites. Thus there is no essential dynamofestratified societies that producaslass

gradient inpunitiveness; rather, the relationship is contingent on historically specific factors.
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How does income affect attitudes toward punishme@ial heorists and othestudents
of the e¢iminal justice systemisuallyhaveclaimedthat legal poweand the desire to punisiie
concentrated in the wealthy slight variation on Durkheimian thought, which takes
punishment as a societal response to thetwolaf sharechorms,argueghat the rich arenore
punitvebecause they are Athe most deeply rooted i

[ and] most in favor of maintaining the
1988:10001; see als@sarland 1990, chs-2; Scheingold 1984:7%¥4, 8687). Theclass
instrumentalist offshoot of Marxist theofgollins 1982) assertbat thestate in general and the
law in particularareinstrumens of the rich, who use the institutiondo manage the poor during
economic downturngarland 1990, ch. Rusche and Kirchheimer [1939] 1968) or to preserve
their own powerGarland 1990, ch. R)uinney 1974 And David Garland, éheoristmore
influenced byWeber,explainsthereturn ofpunitive policiesduring the 1970by aifi n e w
experience of professiomalass changes ig thaodiababric forced liberal
elite® previously supportive chrationalzedand therapett criminal justicesystend to
confrontdisorderas an increasinglyalient fact of everyday lifé6Garland2001147-73).

However, empirical research on the relationship between income and punitiveness is
sparse, and we know Il ittle about incomebs eff
This papemakestwo mai n contri butions to our wunderstan
death penalty support (DPS). Firstd@monstrates that the relationshgs changed
dramatically over timelow-income whiteoncewere far more suspicious tife death penalty
thanmiddle- and highincome whites, busupport for capital punishment is now uniform across
income levels.Second, it puts forth some partiaasondgor this disappearance of the white

income gap in particular,changes in educational attainment and increglgvels of racial
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resentment and political conservatism amongileeome whites. But other potentatcountd
economic insecurity, fear of crime, interpersonal distrust, television viewing habits, partisan
identification, and religious affiliatiah fall short in many cases they would have caused an
expansion of the income gap if otl{fganobservejlprocesses had not taken place.

Below, | outline the reasorte expect a relationship between inee® and death penalty
support(DPS) and propose potentiakganations for the disappearance astrelationship |
then analyze the incor@PS relationship acro$9 years ofrecent American historyletailing
how lowincome whiteavedifferedfrom ather Americans in thegansformatiorof their
support for capal punishmenbver time Finally, | attempt to explain why leimcome whites
havecaught up to wealthievhitesin support for capital punishment.

Income, Time, and Death Penalty Support

From the first inquiries intd me r i attdudes towardhe dedt penalty researchers
have noted certain pattermdder, white, wealthy, male, professional, Protestamieess of the
West and Soutgenerallyhavebeen more likelyo support capital punishment than their
younger, black, poor, female, npnofessionaCatholic and Jewish Northeastern counterparts.
The relationship withd@ucationis more complexhigh school graduatesegenerally more
supportive of capital punishment than those with less or more educdtimnteyiews, se
Smith[1975 andBohm[1991]].)

Income has historically had one of the strongestriaterelationsips with death penalty
support Even in antebellum Americajglicial justifications of executions in antebellum
America fAencapsul ated the cocaensbkeal amdl Wbbsg
attempting taid an increasingly chaotic societyiaimorality and unpredictabilityMasur

1989:13), andHis picture extends to more recéintes In his analysis oGallup poll datdrom
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across the twentieth centyufgobertBohm (1991 121) notes that #Ain ever
are data, people in the top income or socioeconomic category have been more likely to support

the death penalty and | ess | ikelyAnd:m oppose i
multivariate analyseancome often has a stronger effétando other predictors of DRSSoss,

Langbein, and Metelko (2003pr examplediscoveredhat theeffect of family income

outstripped gender, party identification, political ideology, and the county matdésee also

Baumer, Messner, and Rosenfeld 2003; Borg 1997)

Surprisingly few explanations have been advarfoedhis relationshipalthough they
generally rely on features of the criminal justice system in a society marked by economic
inequality Smith (1975:269, 278) proposes that suspicion of the criminal justice system may be
at work: while higheincome Americans benefit from the status quo and are able to tailor the
legal system to thepreferencegHagan and Albonetti 1982pwerincome dizen® who lack
the resources for the higjuality legal representation essential to avoiding a death sentence
(Kreitzberg 1995) tend to be subject to the punitive end of the criminal justice system
especially the death penalg¢heatwood 2002) And in®far as the death penalty localizes blame
entirely in the individual, it may resonate especially with the upper class, who are invested in the
established order and thus have an interest in denying any structural causes (Saremgold
1991:1528).

In short, the incom®PS relationship, although generally quite strong, is poorly
understood. This researntakes two main contributions to our knowledge aboufFitst, |
provide a thorough analysis thfe incomeDPS relationship across thirty yearsetent
American historyand show tha&n income gradient in punitivendssnot an essential feature of

life in stratified societies: it has disappearéd.1974, lowincome Americans were far less
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supportiveof capital punishment than middland highincome citizens; but by 2004, these two
groups were statistically indistinguishable in their rates of DPS. Second, | attempt to explain this
disappearance of thvhite income gap in support for capital punishmentaskwhich | now
introduce
Potential Explanations for the Disappearance of the Income Gap

Theincome gap s v a presentsia pugzle at first glance. As nobedh conflict and
functionalist perspectives on society posit that punitiveness ispnevalent in dominant
groups, and class hiarities in criminal justicevould seem to depresigath penalty support
among the poorWhy, then, would lowincome whites buy into a system that arguably works
against their interes?s

Any explanation of the disappearance of the income gap mudittiutiiconditions.
First, it must beaa positive elationship to DPS Second, that positive predictor of DPS must
increase over time more strongly, or decrease over time less strongly, amangdowe whites
than among middleand highincome whites. Below, | describe eight potential characteristics
that might fit these conditions; they fall into two broad categories. 1 first disccssd
psychologicathanges at the individual le@conomic insecurity, fear, interpersonal distrust,
racial resemhent, and television watchinghd then turn tbroadeitransformatiosin political
and religiousgnstitutionalaffiliations (political conservatism, Republican party identification,
and conservative Protestantism)
Social Psychological Explanations

First, fear may explain why lowincome whites have become indistinguishable from their
richer counterparts in the probability of DPAIlthoughvictims of nonlethal crimes and those

who know murder victims are no more (and in some dasgdikely to sugoort the death
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penalty than notwictims (see, e.g.Smith 1975; Borg 1998jhere is some empirical support for
the importance ohbstractfear of victimization (Thomas and Cage 1976; Keil and Vito 1991).
Indeed, researchers have attributed the sharprBS after 1966 to an increased demand for
law and order in the face of rising crime rates (Rankin 1979; Bohm 1992), and abstract fear has
been found to be correlated with support for the death pdmatityn Gallup polls (Smith
1975:306, 308) anith GSS data (Rankin 1979:2@P; Baumer et al. 2003:854.14). Thus, if
fearleads to DPS ansein low-income whites more than it did in middknd highincome
whites, it mayexplain the disappearance of the income gap.

Second, a more general feelingmterpersonadistrustmay be acting among low
income whites in deteriorating towns and neighborho®igh the fragmentation of traditional
bonds and the globalization of political and economic action, humans depend on strangers for the
simplest transdons (Giddens 1991); and punitive responses to crime may be a convenient way
of localizing the anxiety generated by this (dis)organization of modern life (Scheingold 1:984:86
87; Hollway and Jefferson 1997; Garland 2001)didtrustful people favor theedth penalty
more than less suspicious people do, atmintr-income whites have become more distrustful

over timerelative tomiddle- and highincome whitestheninterpersonatlistrust may help

accountfot hese two groups® convergence over ti me.

Third, white death penalty support has been linked quite often to racial prejudice (Barkan
and Cohn 1994; Johnson 2001), especially in areas where a high proportion of the population is
African American (Soss et al. 2003). Although a substantial majorityreprejudiced whites
(and blacks) supports the death penalty (Johnson 2001gddetmelding of race and crime
concerns makes prejudice a potentially fert:i

ingredient in the podalilf92:236), as shown byahe tacializatwbrsoa | |

w
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crack andbyt he wuse of Willie Horton as a potent syn
of criminalsin the 1988 presidential campaiff@lasser and Siegel 1997; Duster 1997). And

given theattentiontoi r ever se di scri mi nati ono ®mtdeasiimel f ar ¢
the form ofracial resentmentoward the alleged transfer of wealth from whites to blacks

because of the perceived failure of African Americans to lift themselves out of pd<iedei(

and Sanders 199 )has beerm contributor to theonvergencef low-incomeand othewhites.

More precisely, if antblack sentiment does indeed have some effect on support for the death

penalty, and if that sentiment has strengthened iAh@amewhites more thart has n middle

and highincome whites, it may be able to explain the differing patterns of change over time.

Fourth economic insecuritgnay contribute tolower nc ome whi tesdé increa
willingness to support capital punishment. Aswvimus conjunction exists between the economic
doldrums of the midto late 1970s and early 1980s and the dramatic rise of support for the death
penaltyduringthose years; and given thiherising energy prices and currency inflatiorthose
yearshit the poor hardest (Schulman 2001:4A), the instability generated bysegnant
economy providgea clear mechanism by which lewwcome whites would approach the better
off in support for the death penalty. As Johnson (2001:36) wiitesr i mi na&persdnd r e at er
sense of security, and a general sense of order, both of which people in uncertain economic
straits ar e st ifthgsgdxpemegcing fimancrahinstaklility ar@indéed more
willing to support capital punishment, and if this atstity became more common among low
income Americans relative to middlend highincome whites over this period, then it might
account for the income gapbés di sappearance.

Finally, television watchingnay also explain the trend. Robert Putham (200@egla

some of the blame for the decline in social capital on the dramatic increase in television viewing,
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claiming (although not without controversthat it strips time froncivic engagement and
personal contact outside the home. And to the extenteleaisionproduces isolation and
suspicion of other people (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, and Signorelli @©806hcerns about
crime (Beckett 1997)t maylead tosupport for capital punishmenOr it may have a direct
effect: & Stuart Scheingold (1984 :-11%) claims, television may instill in its viewers a
Amai nstreamod worl dvi ew. Subsequent research
television (particularly crimeelated programming) is associated with beliefs that inequality is
due to individual rathethan structural factods preciselythe type of dispositional attribution that
leads to support for capital punishment (Sotirovic 2003). Thus, if television wanioidgces
DPS andncreased more among lemvcome whites than among middknd highincome
whites, it may be able to explain the disappearance of the income gap.
Institutional Explanations

Alternatively, thereasorfor the disappearance of the income gap may lie in increasingly
conservative political and religious affiliationgthe lowerSESgroups duringhe last quarter of
the twentieth centuryThe recent return to punitive crime control policeginated as a
conservative issyenobilizedbyBa r r y G olawdandorder politiss inthe 1964
presidential campaigand institutionalize throughout the Nixon years addugwar of the
Reagan ergBohm 1992; Beckett 1997) We knowas wellthat conservative legislators are
more likely to support the death pendtlgn norconservativege.g.,Whitehead, Blankenship,
and Wright 1999) andat the share dkepublicans in atate legislaturencreasedoth the
likelihood of having acapital punishment statute and the number of death sentarecstate
(Jacobs and Carmichael 2002, 2004). Additionally, the death penalty fits well wittetbeah

of individual responsibility (Sarat 2001:2@%) that hadransfornedthe GOP from a party of



Income and Death Penalty Suppor8

Northeastern elites into one of Southern and Western populists (Edsall with Edsall 1992;
Schulman 2001). Thus if lemcome whites became mapelitically conservativeand/or
Republicarfrom 1974 to 2002 to a greater extent than did midaike highincome whites, and
if conservatisnmeads one to advocate sta@nctioned killingthen that political shift may
account for theonvergence of the two groups

Religious transformationsay also play a rolestarting in the midl970s,conservative
Protestantdegan tdake more of an active role in politi@d/oodberry and Smith 1998:48).
Religious conservatism has been linked to white (but not black) D8 eadividual level
(Borg 1997, 1998), ana conservative state religious environmaisb has a positive effect on
death sentencdsmnded dowifJacobs and Carmichael 2004). Whéaégious conservatisnis
not inherently wedded toolitical conservatisnfWwoodberry and Smith 1998)onservative
Protestant doctrinevith its punitive image of God and gsnphasis on individual responsibility
that locates sin in the offendeather than in sociefyseems particularly amenable to support for
capital punishmen(Grasmick and Bursik 1993). If loimcome whites shifted toonservative
Protestant denominatis more than did richer whitesnd if conservative Protestants are more
accepting of capital punishmepgrhaps religioushangexan explairthe closing ofthe income
gap.

These institutional explanations and the social psychological explanations outlined earlier
are not mutually exclusive; for example, racial conflict and the ability of certain politicians to
exploit it arguably were key to the Republiastendance of the 1980s (Edsall with Edsall
1992). Thus this framework is more of a heuristic simplification than a serious theoretical
statement of two independent groups of influences, but it remains a useful one for thinking

broadly about the dramatitanges in attitudes toward crime during the past thirty years.
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Methods
Data

Dependent VariabléSupport for Capital Punishmefto explore the disappearance of

the income gap in white death penalty suppdarse General Social Survey débavis, Smith,
and Marsden 2005aAdministeredannually or biannually since 1972, the GSS is one of the
only nationally representativ@irveysthat consistently includes a question on capital
punishmentalthough itis a simpleone A Do you f av or emaltyfoopprponss e t he
convicted of murdeRespondents f avor i ngspbndentsoposmyn ¢ oded
giving a fAdonbaveknbwé n r'eTagaedtiwranordifigntthe 1972 and
1973 surveys diff er s athlpangthforpeysons obvtedyob u f av or
murder ?0), and therefore | -200periodl i mi ted these
Income The GSS6s income vari ablinsteadofactualst s of ¢
dollars. To take the 2004 survey as an examipggirinf r om fALess than $1, 000
or overo To account for th change over time e number ofcategories and the value of a
dollar, | assigned respondents an income in dollars according to the midpoint of the category in
which they fall. Ithenadjusted these amounts to real 2004 dollars using the Consumer Price
Indexinflation calculator provided by the Bureau of Labor Statisticdlogged theresultingreal
incomes to account for the skewed distributidimis variable can only approximatedn v i dual s 6
real incomes, of course; biltis measuremerghould lead to downward bias in any coefficients
based on the income variable, thus increasing confidence in whatever results emerge.
Time. To account for change over time in aggregate levelamgart for capital
punishment, | subtraetl 1974 from theyearof the survey. The resulting time variable has a

value of 0 for 1974, 1 for 1975, 2 for 1976, and so on g®for 20(4. | also include a
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guadratic time ternthatmodek the curvilinear trad in support for capital punishment across
this period to reduce collinearity, | centered the time term around its mean before squaring it.

Sociodemographic igaracteristics | control for severatelevant sociodemographic

characteristiceommonly usedh research on attitles toward capital punishmer@enderis

coded 1 for maleand Ofor females while ageis measured in yeard have also included

dichotomous variables for beimgarriedat the time of the survey and having Ithildrer |

expect gositive effect of both these on DPEducationis measured witdummy variablesgor

respondents who lack a high school diplpmho possesan associ andwhélmaveal e gr e e,
collegeor graduatelegreethosepossessing high school ghlomaserveasthe reference group

Finally, | account foloroadgeographic variation bgollapsing the nine Census divisions into

four regiors of the country TheNortheasis the reference grouphile the North Central the

South, and the Wesre represented withuchmy variables

Explanations for the Disappearance of the Income Gagris measured using the

dichotomous (yes/no) variablear. | have combined the variablasist, helpful andfair into an
interpersonal distrusindex using factor scalindsigh values represent greater distrust, drel t
value of theta (essentiallyfactorwe i ght ed ver si on 666° QUuesitonbacho6s
texts for all social psychological and institutional variables can be found in Table 1.
(Table 1 about here)

The GSSncludes several measures of drtick sentiment, but for the purposesaial
resentmentthe variables examining the perceived origins of black poyextgifl through
racdif4) are especiallyelevant | have combined them into an index using fasialing(d =

.539) higher values indicatplacemenbf blame in the individugland not on the social system)



Income and Death Penalty Supporil

Following Johnson (2001), | have combined variablesespondesd s at i sf acti on
thar financial situatios (satfin) and perception of the recesttange irther financial situation
(finalter) into an additivemeasure oéconomic insecurity Cr on b ac h 09, highlvgjuesa = . 5
of which represent greater hardshifinally, television watchings measured by thehours
variable for the number dfours of television that respondents watch per day, with any answers
of more than six hours recoded as six.

To measurehe effect ofpolitical conservatisnacross the years, | have usedgtendard
sevenpoint ordinal scalpolviews whichr uns ftrroemmefileyx | i ber al 6 (recod
Amoderateodo (recoded to 3) to fiextremely conse
separate effect dkepublicarparty identification | have includegbartyid, another sevepoint
scale rangign®@efmoemafi®t (®) through fAindependen
To examine the effect of membership inanservativd’rotestantcongregation, | have created a
dichotomous indicator for su@mn affiliationout of the variabléund (membership in a
ffundamentaligireligionas opposedta A moder at ed0 or fascodbdeby al 06 den
NORC). This categorization is less than ideal (Steenstdrad.200Q Woodberry and Smith
1998:3435); but specific information on denominational affiliation id awailable in the GSS
before 1984, andnly thefundvariable isavailable for all GSS years
Analytic Strategy

| proceed in two stages. In the first phase of the analysis, | delineate the nature of the
incomeDPS relationship by regressing DPS ordoisdemographic characteristics, income, and
time, with interactios between income and time éxaminethetemporalchange in thencome
DPS relationship. In the second phase of the analysis, | add the potential explanations for the

disappearance of thecome gap and use regression decomposition (Brooks 2000; Brooks and
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Manza 1997) to assess theglativecontributionsto the changes over time in the incoDES
relationship | defer a full explication of this technique until below.

Three issues req@more immediate attention. Firsedause my dependent variable is a
dichotomy, lemploylogistic regressionSecondand more specifically, | usandomintercepts
logit modelswith HLM 6.0 softwareo account for the clustered nature of the GSS sample
Since itsinception the GSS has used a multistage area probability sampling design, drawing
respondents from primary sampling units (PSUS}andard Metropolitan Statistical Areas
(SMSAs) as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau or nonmetropolitan co8taeslard logit
modelsassume that all cases are independent observations and that the residuals are therefore
uncorrelatedand failing to take into account this violation of a crucial assumpaomnesult in
underestimates of standard errors and inatewsignificance testfinally HL M6 s def aul t
estimation approach for binary dependent variables is penalizediigesood (PQL), which
alsomay underestimate standard erroffius I|haveusedsixth-orderLaplaceestimateswhich
arealmost idential tothose obtained vitull maximum likelihoodandare associated with a
deviance statistic that allows different models to be compared directly
Results
Temporal Differences in the IncoAlS Relationship

In the first phase of the analysigesteda variety of models, each allowing for a different
specification otheincomeDPS relationshigcontinuous and linear, continuous and curvilinear,
dummy variables fotencategories of equal size, and a dichotomytlierlowestdecie) and of
time trends(continuous and linear, continuous and curvilinear, and dummy variables for each

year). By analyzing individual coefficient estimates as well as model fit statistics, | selected the
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two modeldisplayedn Table2 (a full description of alternate modelsdatheir fit statistics is
not presented here to conserve space, but is available upon request from th& author)
(Table2 about here)

Table2 showsthe effects of sociodemographic characteristics as well as the temporal
change in the incomBPS relationsip. The two models differ only in the specification of time:
Model 1 allows for a nonlinear time trend, while Model 2 constrains the temporal change to be
linear (a heuristitreatmento whichl returnbelow). The sociodemographgffectsare
consistenwith prior research, and | discuss them only briefly. Men, those who are married, and
those who have children are more likely to favor capital punishment than women, the unmarried,
and those who are not parents. Education masynonotonic relationsp with DPS high
schooleducated Americans are most supportive of the death penalty, while those who lack high
school diplomas and those with college degrees are least in favor. Surprisingly, no clear age
gradient emerges Finally, residents of the Stuand West are more supportive of capital
punishment than those in the Northeast and North Central s(blewever, these relationships
are averaged across the 19004 period and should be taken only aspdternprevailingover
these thirty year.

(Figure 1 about here)

Thebigger story resides in themporal change in the incoA#S relationship. Figure 1
uses the coefficients from Model 1 of TaBl® graph the predicted probability of support for
capital punishment from 1974 to 2004 sepdydtw low-incomewhite Americans (the bottom
tenth of the income distribution) and middénd highincomewhitesat average values of all

other variables Support for capital punishmegénerally describes an arc, rising until
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approximately 1990 and talg thereafter. Buthere aré@wo important differences between the
two income groups.

First,lowi ncome whitesd DPS r ose faadhighegncomeé han di
whites during the late 1970s and 1980s. In 1974, about 56.6 percentiottome whites
favored the death penalty; by 1990, 75.2 percent of them did. This compares to a rise from 65.8
percent to 79.7 percent among midalad highincome whites. Thus by 1990 (approximately
the point at which rates of support for capital punistinhé their peak) thencomegap in the
predicted probabilities of DPS had shrunk from 9.2 percentage points to 4.5 percentage points.

After 1990, support for capital punishment dedlineut this occurred more strongly
among middleand highincome whies, whose rates of DPS fell to 68.4 percent from their 1990
level of almost 80 percent. Lewnc ome whi tesd DPS, in contrast,
from about 75 percent, more than closing the income gap in support for capital punishment. The
oveall result is that middleand highi nc ome whi t esd6 support for cap
2.6 percentage points higher in 2004 than it had been in 1974, whilefow 0 me whi t es 0 s
was 12.6 percentage points hightus rendering the two groups ast identical in their
attitudes toward capital punishment

Exactly how different are thisvo income groups Although the curvatures of the two
time trends are almost identid#he timé * low-income interaction term in Model 1 is close to 0
and statigtally nonsignificant) the overall 1974004 rise in support was much greater for-low
income whites. Model 2 drops the quadratic time term and its interaction with inttosne
specification reveals theverall net rise in DP8etween 1974 and 2004 forddle- and high
income whites (the time coefficient) as wellasfowm c o me whi t es 6 netepart ur e

increasgthetime * incomeinteractior). The positive and statistically significant time term
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shows that the odds of DPS for middded highincome whites grew by about 0.6 percent per
year on average. However, the oveaatrageise in DPS among lowncome whitesvas
significantlylarger tharthat among middleand highincome whites. Low nc ome whi t es 0
of DPS grew byan average adbout 17 percent a year (exp(0.006 + 0.011) =1.017). The
closing of the income gap appears to be a real phenomenon.
Explaining the Disappearance of the Income Gap

There are two key questions for the second phase of the analysis: first, why the DPS of
low-income Americans rose more quickly than that of middtel highincome Americans from
1974 to 1990; and second, why their rates of support fell more slowly after 1990. Unfortunately,
data limitations preclude full tests of the potential explanations fatisa@pearance of the
income gap. Economic insecurdnd the three institutional variablgmljtical conservatism
Republicarparty identification, andonservative Protestantismnjoyed coverage in all the GSS
surveys included hereBut four of the fve social psychological characteristitsaf,
interpersonal distrustacial resentment, and televisimatching appeaged only intermittently
before the late 1980s (racial resentment, for examas,includedn only one survey before
1985). For thiseason, | present below a single model that adtottel 1 inTable2 the four
variables with complete coverage across the GSSdessnomic insecurity, political views,
party identification, and conservative Protestantighiote that this model retairise curvilinear
specification of time; constraining the temporal change to be linear is informative about the
overall rise in supporbut not about thactual trend in suppor} In separate analyses, | add
individually each of the four variables with immplete coverage fear,interpersonal distrust

racial resentment, and television watching.
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| assess the explanations by using a regression decomposition strategy that uses the
coefficients from a full model and the sample means in selected years tioexiaen
contributions of changes in the overall level of each variable to changes in death penalty support.
Because the multivariate response surface for the logit passes through the means of all
independent variables and the dependent variable, it ssyp®$o multiply the coefficient for a
certain variable by the changetinh a t v mean ta dbtaia thespredicted change in the
logged odds of the dependent variable that is due to change in this variableBstore.
descriling this technique in nre detail below!| note twoimportant details Frst, for maximum
comparability across sets of variables, | examine changes in DPS from 1977 {siti6&be
1977 survey included more of the potential explanations than dig &8d4hen from 1990 to
2004. Secondthe resulting samples of leimcome respondents fro®90 and 2004reon the
smallside To obtain more reliable estimates of yspecific sample means, | combine data
from 1989, 1990, and 1991 for the 1990 means and from 2002 and 2@0d 204 means.

(Tables3 and4 about here)

Table3 gives the yeaspecific sample means for variables included in the decomposition
analysis, and Tabk gives the coefficients from the model. Tableombines these pieces of
information in the full deemposition analysisAs an example,ansider changes in marriage.
Table3 showsthat 72 percent of middl@nd highincome Americans in the GSfere married
in 1977 (the mean of a dichotomous variable is the proportion with a value of 1), while 62
percen of themwere married in 1990. This constitutes a decline of 10 percentage points, or a
0.1-unit decline in the mean of the marriage variable. Additionally, we see in 4 tidé
married Americans have logged odds of DPS that are 0.174 units highénéHagged odds for

unmarried people, all else being equal. Multiplying the change in the mean of the marriage
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variable €0.1) by the effect of being married on DPS (0.174) thus produced 24ufit decline

(rounded to 0.02n the logged odds of DPiSr middle and highincome Americanbetween

1977 andl990that is uniquely attributable to changes in marital staRepeating this

procedure for loaincome Americans and subtracting the result from the midatie high

income change yields the charigehe income gap that can be traced to changes in matfiage.
(Table5 about here)

Note firstin Table5 that the total change in the logged odds of Déflectswhat we
have already seen: DPS rose between 1977 and 1990, and more seifcoloewhite
Americans; and it fell between 1990 and 2004, but not as much fantmmewhites The
result is a net decline in the income gap in both time periods. Below, | outline the contributions
of sociodemographic characteristics to this decline of the iaaap, then turn to each of the
proposed explanatiodseconomic insecurity, political conservatism, Republican identification,
and conservative Protestantisroughout, it will help to keep in mind the two conditions that
a successful explanation for tbleange in the income gap must satigfynust have a positive
effect on DPS; and it must have increased more or decreased less amargploe/ Americans
than among middleand highincome citizens during a given time period.

Sociodemographic charactgics are a partial explanation for tthieappearance of the
income gap particularly educationln both the 19771990 and 199@004 periods, middieand
highrincome Americans became more collegkicated (which drives down their rates of DPS),
while low-income Americansteadilymoved out of the higischool dropout category (less
supportive of capital punishment than high school graduates).bétacenl990and2004, the
low-income category increasingly comprised men, who are more supportive of thpelesth

than are womenThese transformations, along with changes in other sociodemographic
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characteristicsaccount for 20 percent of the income gap decline between 1977 and 1990, and 45
percent between 1990 and 2004.

Economic insecurityhowever contributesalmost nothingo the disappearance of the
income gap. Although it increased more amongiloeome Americans than among middiand
high-income Americans during both the 197990 and 1992004 periods, it has only a small
and statistically nasignificant negative effect on DP®8ius wielding little explanatory power

Political conservatism functions better, at least during the-299@ period.All white
Americans placed themselves more to the conservative side of thepgenepolitical views
scale over time, and conservatism has a strong positive effect on DPS. (The effect is actually
curvilinearbut monotoniavithin the range of datanoderates and conservatives are much more
likely to support the death penalty than liberals, but coasiees are only slightly more likely
than moderates to favor)itBetweenl977and1990, conservatism increased more among
middle- and highincome Americans than it did among lkmcome people, and thpevented
the income gafrom narrowing as much asatherwise might haveAfter 1990, though, low
income Americans became more conservative to a greater degree than diel anididhigh
income citizens, which produced a Gla4git decline in the income gépfourteen percent of the
total decrease.

Identification with the Republican party bears a similar relationship to b&Sannot
explain thedecline of the income gap. Its effect on DPS is positive but weaker than that of
political conservatisrand like political conservatism, it increased more anmitylle- and
high-income people than among lemcome Americans between 1977 and 198@d other
changes not occurred, the differential increase in Republican identifigatidd havewvidened

the income gapy 0.10logits between 1977 and 1990. Afterd® though, Republicaparty
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identificationremained essentially constant in both income groups, thus having no real effect on
changes in the income gap.

Changing rates of affiliation with conservative Protesf@ft)denominationsikewise do
little to explain the disappearance of the income gap. -lm@me Americans became
conservative Protestants to a greater degree than did readlidighincome people between
1977 and 1990 and left CP denominations after 1990 more than did naiddlaighincome
Americans. But members of conservative Protestant denominations are only slightly more
supportive of capital punishment than other Americans, and this weak relationship means that
changes in CP membership have almost no effect on changes ior DR $he ncome gap*

What of the other proposed explanations for the disappearance of the income gap? As
discussed before, incomplete coverage in the GSS before tHEOB80d makes it impossible to
include fearjnterpersonal distrustacial resentment, and égision viewing together in a single
model. However, it is possible to add each individually to the model presented irbTatile
all sociodemographic characteristics, economic insecurity, political conservatism, Republican
identification, and consertige Protestantism)Reduced results appear in Table(§o conserve
space, | do not show the full results from the decomposition analysis or the sample means and
coefficients on which they are basedf they are available from the author upon request

(Table 6 about here)

Fear can explain part of the decline of the income gap between 1977 and 1990, but not
between 1990 and 2004. It has a weak positive effect on DPS, and its slight rise among low
income Americans and slight decrease among mi@dieéhigh-income Americans between
1977 and 1990 yielded 33 percent of the total decrease in the income gap (0.01 logits). But as

fear declined more among lewvcome Americans than among middéend highincome
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Americans after 1990, it would have producedghsiwidening of the income gap if other

factors had not narrowed the gap furthBite, however, that the total predicted change in the
logged odds of DPS is quite different from the analyses presented in Table 5, suggesting that
missing data due to thieclusion of fear poses problems father estimates.

Similarly, there is little evidence that the decline of the income gap is due more to a
general lack of faith in other humans. Interpersonal distrust is a moderately strong predictor of
DPS; the moddistrustful whites have odds of DPS that are about 60 percent higher than the odds
for the least distrustful. And in both time periods, distrust rose amonrmbtmme Americans to
a greater degree than it did among middled highincome whites. But thahange in distrust
is too small to have a major impact on the income gap. In both thel®3D7and 199@004
periods, distrust produces only a small 6idgit decline in the income gépabout five percent
of the totaldecrease

Changing levels of raal resentment contributed to the narrowing of the income gap
between 1977 and 1990, but would have expanded it further between 1990 and 2004 had other
societal changes not occurrelacial resentment has a strong positive effect on DPS: a one
standard daation increase in the scale produces almost a 50 percent increase in the odds of
support for capital punishment. Levels of racial resentment fell for middéehighincome
Americans and rose among lamcome Americanfrom 1977 to 1990; this differemati change
in a positive predictor of DPS produced a 0l@3it decline in the income gap. But between
1990 and 2004, racial resentment fell overall, and to a greater extent ameingdaove
Americans. If otherfactorshad not countered this changfge ncome gap would have increased.

Television watching is unable to explain the narrowing of the income gap in either time

period. It has a strong concave curvilinear effect on support for capital punishment (those who
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watch four hours of television per dage most supportive), but the changes in television

watching from 1977 to 1990 are not in the direction required to close the income gap. Viewing
remained almost constant among middled highincome whites during this period, but fell
dramatically amog low-income whites. By itselthen, the change television viewing habits

would have produced a decrease in-la@aome DPS and a consequent increase in the income
gapbetween 1977 and 199@&nd between 1990 and 2004, television watching declineoboftr
income groups by about the same amount, and so it contributed nothing to the disappearance of
the income gap during this peridd.

In summary, only two potential explanations for the decline of the inconte igegal
resentment between 1977 and 1980 political conservatism from 1990 to 2@#avemuch
power. Other explanatiorgs Republican party identification and television viewing between
1977 and 1999 would havewidenedhe income gap if other changessociety had not offset
them. But economicnsecurity, fearinterpersonal distrust, and conservative Protestantism have
only minuscule effects on DPS and on the decline of the income gap.

Discussion andConclusion

We have strongvidence that income has playea@hanging rolén white death penaijt
support Low-income whites we muchmorewary of capital punishment thdrgherincome
whites in 1974, but by 2@this difference had vanishéda dynamicdue to thestronger growth
of support for capital punishment amdow-income whitesluring the 190s and 1980s and to
the weaker decline in DPS among laveome whites during the 1990s and 2000s.

Explaining this disappearance bktincome gap is another matter; the examined
variables have only some succe€¥.the ®ciodemographicharacteristicseducation is the

most crucial. Americans with higgchool diplomas are more supportive of capital punishment
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than highschool dropouts or those with pasicondary degrees, perhaps because a college
education increases attention to social problems acause those without high school diplomas
are likely to be on the harsh end of the criminal justice system. And as a high school education
becamemorecommon among lovincome whites while middieand highincome Americans
increasingly received college degs, lowincome whites became more supportive of capital
punishment relative to middland highincome whites.

Also important are racial resentment and political conservatism, albeit in two different
time periods. Between 1977 and 19@W-income whites became more convinced, and middle
andhighi ncome whites | ess so, that African Ameri
character rather than structuralforces. Because these beliefs are associated with support for
capital punishmenthe income gap declineddnd after 1990, lowincome whites became more
politically conservative to a greater degree than did middid highincome whites, which
likewise narrowed the income gap.

Still, ambiguities reside within both of these explamagi First, racial resentment is an
amalgam of individualistic attribution styles and racial prejudice, and it is impossitile to
down the true culpritThat is, we cannot tell from the racial resentment index whethiesv
advocate executions becatley see murderers as inherently evil (rather than as the product of
material deprivationdr because of antipathy toward African Americans (whom they may link to
crime). Second, changes in political conservatism are only the proximate sources ofrthange
DPS; conservatism represenisiply a set of beliefs and preferences (including those about
criminal justice policy) that gained wider currency during the 1970s and 1980s. We need more,

then, to determine what caused the increase in political consentgelf.
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What else mighelucidate the reasons for tisappearance of the income gaputure
research should consider the effects of contextual variables. It is evidahethaailable
individuallevel characteristicgield only incomplete expfations forthe disappearance of the
white income gap in support for capital punishment; therefore, researchers may exarhioe
whet her the characteristics of individual so6 c
rates influence support for cégdipunishment, for example (Rankin 1979; Baumer et al. 2003);
and if murder has grown over time in the localities of-lnaome whites more than it has in
those of middleand highincome whites, this may provide another explanation for the
disappearancef the income gap.

Another source of data majsobe useful.Since 1988the biennial American National
Election Study (ANES) has included a fdavel ordinal question on capital punishment in every
surveyexcept for 2002 And since part of the pulezis why the DPS of lovincome whites
declined more slowly than that of mideknd highincome whites during the 1990s and early
2000s, the ANES, with its rich assortment of questiongasious social, economic, and political
issuescould helprevealany political roots of the vanishing white income gap.

Alternatively, it is possible that income gaps in many attitudinal domains are
disappearing and that some other influence is becoming more important. Recent stratification
research hagrguedhat Ame i cans o6 all egi ances and attitudes
occupational context than with gradational concepts such as income (see, e.g., Grusky and
Sgrenson 1998; Weeden and Grusky 2005). Thus, if the basis of class has shifted from income
to discreteoccupations over this era, then class differences in death penalty support may still

exis® only in a different form.
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Even if it cannot give a definitive explanation, thoutiis research has revealed an
important transformation in attitudes toward criceatrod namely, thedisappearance @in
income gapn attitudes toward a system that is shot through with class dispafities. class
differences in support for harsh crime control policies are not an intrinsic feature of stratified

societies; ratherhey appear to reflect historically specific conditions.
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NOTES

1. A negative predictor that increases over time less strongly fenkmwme whites is also
possible, of course, but for simplicity | treat all explanations as positive predictors.

2. Thevast majority of literature on the correlates of DPS treats political and religious
affiliations as part of onebd6s background, bu
identifications involve an element of voluntarism that is not present in controls hkieige
race, or age particularly in their relationship to income. Economic interests can play a large
role in oneds political views, and perhaps I

3. However, neoliberals in Latin America have made populist apigeaisninal issues
(Chevigny 2003), and Demaocrat Bill Clinton was no friend of prison inmates or-omath
denizens during higresidential campaign @dministration.

4. Combining the Adondét knowo and fAopypyosedo r
the best analyses using GSS data (Rankin 1979; Borg 1997; Baumer et al. 2003). The
unusually high number of Adondt knowo respon
(Smith 1975:265) may actually indicate that DKs have reservations about capitanpemis
although not to the point of actual oppositidn.other wordsthe subject of interest is
supportt or t he death penalty, and domtgpeshadent s wl
support Inanycase,mal yses excludi ng t htemoducdddesutisot kn o\
quite similar to the ones presented below.

5. Accounting for the size of the respondentds
however, this variable is unavailable in the 2004 sunBayt. it likely would have had no
effect onthe substantive conclusions presented here; alternate analyses excluding the 2004

data revealed that place s&&s as a slight suppressor rather than a mediator of the income
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DPS relationship residents of smaller areas tend to be both poorer and nppertue of
capital punishment than those in bigger areas

6. The reliabilities of this scale and the ones that follow are not optimal, but it is important to
remember that reliability measures like these take into account both the meatemmter
correld@gion and the number of items. Because these scales are built with few items, reliability
will not be as high as it would be for scales including more variables.

7.1 also considered variables about the& probahb
one could find work similar to that he or she is now dojabl¢seandjobfind), but they
were asked only of those who worked outside the home and therefore excluded too many
cases.

8. It should be noted that allowing the effect of income to varynby results in worse model fit
according to the Bayes information criterion (BIC), which is designed to assess the
significance of variables in models with large samples by adjusting the likelihood function
for sample size and the number of parametemnhatdd (Raftery 1995). However, the BIC
may impose too high a penalty for extra parameters (Raftery 19953)5Z5iven that both
the likelihood function and the Akaike information criterion (AIC) show improved model fit
with an interaction between incenand time, | believe that this specification should not be
dismissed out of hand. Also, dichotomizing the logged real income vargabldave done
in the models presentgikelded an even worse fit, btltis is the simplest way to present a
complex reationship.

9. Although a quadratic teriior agewas significant and negative (those who are in their mid
50s are most supportive of capital punishmetgtinclusion does not change other

coefficients. | have excluded this from the models due to thk tdconceptual clarity as to
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what a curvilinear age relationship means when averaged across th20Dd7gurveys: it is

unclear whether this actually exists in all years or whether cohort replacement creates the

illusion of curvilinearity.

Some morealetails about the decomposition may be helpBegcause the logged odds of

DPS are linear with respect to the independent variables, the entries i Tabibine

additively, such that the sets of dummy variables for education and region added together

yield the total change in the logged odds of DPS that can be traced to changes in educational

attainment and region of residence. The sociodemographic characteristics can be combined

k ewi

S e

and

a l

t

he

i nde p e nfexplained changeiimm b | e s 0

the logged odds of DPS. Finally, the time and tsgaared coefficients provide the residual

change that is not explained by the other independent variables, and the interactions between

income and time allow this temporal changéiféer between the two income groups.

Adding together the explained and the unexplained change yields the total change in the

logged odds of DPS for each income group in each time period.

Nor dothese variables tell us much about tiverall changan DPS(as opposed to the

change in thencome gapn DPS).Collectively, theincluded variablesxplainabout one

eighthof the temporal change between 1977 48@0for both income groupsAndthey

account foronly one percent of middieand highincome A mer i cans dafterhange i

1990 while acting as suppressordayf-i n ¢ 0 me

Americanso® change in

period That is, had only the changes in the included variables occurred during this period,

we would expect the DPS of leincome Americas to haveisen not fallen,between 1990

and 2004. Clearly, there is more at work here.
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12. | find no compelling evidence that the effects of the explanatory variables other than income
have changed over time, with the exception of conservative Ruotisst and region.
Conservative Protestants, once statistically indistinguishable from other Americans in their
support for capital punishment, have become far more supportive over time, as have
Americans outside the Northeastern states. But allowingfteets of these variables to vary
over time adds littlef substancéo the analyses presented hefdthough the changing
effects of Southern and Western residence and conservative Protestantism explain some of
the rise in capital punishment betwee@2@nd 1990, rates of DR&I from 1990 onward as
the regional and religious gaps continued to rise, and so allowing the effects of religion and
region to change over time only deepens the mystery by adding to the unexplained change.
That is, because réence in the South and West and affiliation with conservative Protestant
denominations fell only slightly after 1990, the growing support of Southerners, Westerners,

and conservative Protestants would have prediotxdasingDPS.
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Table 1. Question Wordings for Proposed Explanations of the Disappearance of the Income Gap
A. Social Psychological Explanations

Variable
Mnemonic Question Text
Fear fear Is there any area right around here--that is, within a mile--where you would be ¢

to walk alone at nightf¥es/No)

Interpersonal trust Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you
Distrust too careful in life?
helpful Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful, or that they are mc
just looking out for themselves?
fair Do you think most people would try to take advantage of you if they got a chanc
would they try to be fair?

Racial On the average, (Negroes/Blacks/African-Americans) have worse jobs, income
Resentment housing than white peopl e. Do vyou
racdifl é Mainly due tWesNg scrimination? (
racdif2 € Because most (Negroes/ Bl acks/ Afri
learn?(Yes/No)
racdif3 € Because most (Negroes/ Blacks/ Afri
education that it takes to rise out of poveify@s/No)

racdif4 € Because most (Negroes/ Blacks/ Afri
or will power to pull themselves up out of poverfrzas/No)

Economic finalter During the last few years, has your financial situation been getting better, worse
Insecurity has it stayed the same?
satfin We are interested in how people are getting along financially these days. So fa

and your family are concerned, would you say that you are pretty well satisfied
your present financial situation, more or less satisfied, or not satisfied at all?

Television tvhours  On the average day, how many hours do you personally spend watching televis
Watching

B. Institutional Affiliations

Variable
Mnemonic Question Text
Political polviews We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives. I'm going to
Conservatism you a seven-point scale on which the political views that people might hold are
arranged from extremely liberal--point 1--to extremely conservative--point 7. W
would you place yourself on this scal&X{remely liberal, Liberal, Slightly liberal,
Moderate, Slightly Conservative, Conservative, Extremely Conseryative

Republican partyid Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, Democra:

Party Independent, or what®Btrong Democrat, Not Strong Democrat, Independent Ne

Identification Democrat, Independent, Independent Near Republican, Not Strong Republicar
Strong Republicah

Conservative fund (Coded by NORC from respondent's stated religious affiliatibapdamentalist,
Protestantism Moderate, Libera)

Note: See text for coding details.
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Table 2. Hierarchical Logistic Regressions of DPS onto Income, Time, and
Sociodemographic Characteristics

@) (2)
b b
(S.E) exp(b) (S.E) exp(b)
Constant 1.236** 3.440 0.983*=*  2.674
(0.048) (0.042)
Male 0.617*** 1.854 0.594*  1.812
(0.028) (0.027)
Age 2.0e-4 1.000 1.2e-4 1.000
(0.001) (0.001)
Married 0.230*** 1.259 0.214*  1.239
(0.030) (0.031)
Children 0.119* 1.127 0.116* 1.123
(0.038) (0.038)
Education
No High School Diploma  -0.300*** 0.741 -0.298**  0.742
(0.037) (0.037)
High School Diploma (Ref.) (Ref.)
Associate's Degree -0.048 0.953 -0.045 0.956
(0.078) (0.077)
College Degree -0.607 *** 0.545 -0.591**  0.554
(0.035) (0.035)
Region
Northeast (Ref.) (Ref.)
North Central 0.010 1.010 0.005 1.005
(0.076) (0.081)
South 0.215* 1.240 0.208** 1.231
(0.074) (0.076)
West 0.200* 1.221 0.188* 1.207
(0.085) (0.198)
Low-Income -0.476** 0.621 -0.426**  0.653
(0.096) (0.080)
Time 0.009 **+* 1.009 0.006* 1.006
(0.003) (0.002)
Time * Low-Income 0.013** 1.013 0.011** 1.012
(0.005) (0.005)
Time? -0.003™  0.997
(2.5e-4)
Time® * Low-Income 0.000 1.000
(0.001)

Note: Entries are sixth-order Laplace estimates from hierarchical logistic regress
standard errors are in parentheses. All variables have been centered around tht
means except for income, time, and the income-time interactions. The quadratic
term has been created by squaring the mean-centered time variable.

N = 32,270 individuals; 364 primary sampling units
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001
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Figure 1. Predicted Probabilities of Support for Capital Punishment; 2804

Note Probabilities are derived from coefficients in Table 1.
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Table 3. Sample Means for Variables Used in Regression Decompositions

1977 1990 2004
Middle- Middle- Middle-
and High-  Low- and High-  Low- and High-  Low-
Income Income Income Income Income Income

Sociodemographic Characteristics
Male 0.47 0.33 0.47 0.29 0.50 0.41
Age 43.22 54.88 44.97 49.20 47.27 47.55
Marriage 0.72 0.30 0.62 0.17 0.56 0.14
Children 0.74 0.73 0.72 0.64 0.72 0.61
Education

No High School Diploma 0.26 0.63 0.14 0.45 0.09 0.31

Associate's Degree 0.02 0.01 0.06 0.01 0.08 0.05

College Degree 0.17 0.05 0.24 0.05 0.31 0.03
Region

North Central 0.31 0.31 0.29 0.25 0.27 0.32

South 0.29 0.34 0.30 0.40 0.33 0.39

West 0.18 0.19 0.21 0.21 0.20 0.17
Potential Explanations
Social Psychological Explanation

Economic Insecurity 0.79 1.13 0.82 1.16 0.83 1.28
Institutional Explanations

Political Conservatism 4.09 4.06 4.16 4.12 4.21 4.25

Republican Party Identification 2.57 2.37 3.19 2.79 3.13 2.79

Conservative Protestantism 0.23 0.34 0.27 0.41 0.24 0.31
Total Cases 3117 355 2808 315 1598 173

Note: To obtain sufficient numbers from each group, sample means for 1990 include data from the 1989, 1990, ar
General Social Surveys, and sample means from 2004 include data from the 2002 and 2004 General Social Surv
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Table 4. Coefficients for Variables Used in Regression Decomposition

b b
(S.E) exp(b) (S.E) exp(b)
Constant 1.324 *** 3.758 Low-Income -0.413**  0.661
(0.048) (0.095)
Male 0.624**  1.866 Time 0.006* 1.006
(0.031) (0.003)
Age -0.001 0.999 Time * Low-Income 0.012* 1.012
(0.001) (0.005)
Married 0.174*=*  1.190 Time? -0.003**  0.997
(0.033) (2.66e-4)
Has Children 0.084* 1.088 Time® * Low-Income 0.000 1.000
(0.042) (0.001)
Education
No High School Diplome -0.215**  0.806 Economic Insecurity -0.040 0.961
(0.040) (0.026)
High School Diploma (Ref.) Political Conservatism 0.483**  1.621
(0.058)
Associate's Degree -0.038 0.963 (Political Conservatismy -0.037**  0.964
(0.082) (0.007)
College -0.596**  0.551 Republican Party ID 0.098**  1.103
(0.039) (0.007)
Region Conservative Protestant 0.096* 1.101
Northeast (Ref.) (0.038)
North Central -0.071 0.931
(0.074)
South 0.126 1.134
(0.077)
West 0.187* 1.205
(0.087)

Note: Entries are sixth-order Laplace estimates from hierarchical logistic regressions of support for cay
punishment onto variables shown; standard errors are in parentheses. All variables have been center
their grand means except for income, time, and the income-time interactions. The quadratic time term
created by squaring the mean-centered time variable.

N = 27,273 individuals; 364 primary sampling units
* p<.05; ** p<.001 (two-tailed tests)
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