BGSU.

BOWLING GREEN STATE UNIVERSITY

Effect of Education Level and Gender on Punitiveness
of American Adults

Department of

SOCIOLOGY

Research Questions

Are White American adults more likely to
agree with the use of the death penalty and
believe court systems are not harsh enough
compared to individuals of color?

Do these associations continue to appear
when controlling for education level or
gender?

Significance

It is believed the punitive views of the
American public heavily influence the mass
incarceration in the United States (Brown &
Socia, 2017).

Background

According to a 2016 Gallop poll, 60% of
respondents supported and 37% opposed
capital punishment (Trahan, Dixon, &
Nodeland, 2019).

Mass incarceration and harsh punishment
disproportionately affect Black and Hispanic
Americans (lrizarry et al., 2016).

Differences in punitiveness among races in
highly interdependent on factors such as
gender and social class (which can be defined
by education) (Trahan, Dixon, & Nodeland,
2019).

Hypotheses
White adults are more likely to agree with the
use of the death penalty than any other race.
Black adults are more likely to believe that
court systems are too harsh than any other
race.
Racial differences will be greater among
males and individuals who have lower levels
of education.

Data and Sample

General Social Survey 2014 (N=2,538), 2016
(N=2,867), and 2018 (N=2,348).

American adults 18 and older living in non-
institutionalized households.
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Control Measures
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Summary of Findings

Most Americans (62%) support death penalty
and feel courts are not harsh enough.

Black respondents were less punitive than
White or Hispanic respondent, regardless of
education level or gender.

White respondents tended to be more
punitive than other groups.

Exception: More Hispanic respondents with
college education felt courts were not harsh
enough than their White counterparts.

Policy Implications
Punitiveness of individuals in specific social
groups should be considered in legislation
regarding treatment and punishment of
criminals.

Events that create more positive interactions
between criminal justice system and citizens
of various communities are warranted.

Need to create more opportunities for
underrepresented groups to raise their
concerns regarding the criminal justice
system.
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