Dissertation Proposal 

Public perceptions of the death penalty, with specific relation to child murder charges. A comparison between the UK and Europe.

Introduction
Throughout the multitude of research on crime and punishment, there has been very little in terms of public perceptions of the death penalty. Although research surrounding areas of crime has been sought out, in order to assist the criminal Justice system, the perceptions region is relatively scarce. A theory proposed by Canton (2020), was the retributivist theory. This focused upon those criminals who ‘deserved’ the punishment, in order to ensure the crime was in proportion to the punishment, so not lacking or too excessive. This is a good baseline study, as this topic is somewhat controversial, with opinions often being very strongly pro or against ‘capitalist’ punishments. The theory from Canton (2020) also touches upon the well known saying of ‘an eye for an eye’, in which the more serious the crime equals a more serious punishment. However, in modern society this may be seen as too ‘juvenile’, as we are seen as a higher and more evolved species today. In terms of child murder charges, these are very much so incorporated into all media outlets when they occur. The media plays on the shock factor and emotional element of the event, and this builds in the public eye. When considering the case of Madeline McCann, there was a wave of media coverage, to this day, surrounding her case (Synnott, Coulias and Ioannou, 2017). The perceptions of the public soon began to shift when individuals started supporting the theory that the parents were to blame. This example alone shows how the media in itself helped to spread these opinions and they are now known and often supported, around the globe. The same can be said for the death penalty. As this was once legal here in the UK, but as of 1965 the use of capital punishment was rejected and abolished. This was largely due to the Criminal Justice System striving to be fair and as it is recognised as being fallible (wrongful convictions), the death penalty did not seem appropriate any longer (Norris and Mullinix, 2020). The hope amongst many is that modern society is above ‘getting even’ in any which way an individual chooses, but rather a structured and fair trial, as even courts and evidence can be wrong on occasion.

Literature review
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore public perceptions of the death penalty, with relation to child murder charges. So how this would affect public opinions on the event? It is common knowledge that each country around the globe handles crime and punishment differently. Throughout history, this information can be found through polls (as per the opinions of a given region), however this does not always reflect the opinion of the practice of the death penalty, but rather ones individual morals (Wood and Viki, 2013). Since the death penalty has been abolished, the Supreme Court is reluctant to use such polls, to determine whether this method of punishment meets the standards of society today. The worry is that the wording of questions may be too presumptions. Furthermore, as reports of sexual assault-murders of young children became known, the call for the sex offenders register came into power more so. This could almost be seen as a replacement to the death penalty, a more sophisticated punishment? (Crocker, 2000).
The continuation of the death penalty ultimately comes from the public calls and opinions. The most heinous crimes are supposed to be reserved for the death penalty, and so those parents who have lost a child to a murderer, will have strong opinions on whether they should be allowed to serve a sentence. The innocence of a child often begs the question should their be any human rights for an individual who could commit such a crime? (Messing and Heeran, 2009). There has been research carried out to consider if child murderers could possibly be exempt from the death penalty (and sentenced to life imprisonment instead), should mitigating evidence come to light of the defendants own suffering of abuse through childhood (Crocker, 1998). This is important to consider as the jury that stands to judge a case such as this, would need to debate whether as an adult the individual must be responsible for their actions regardless of upbringing. On the other hand, they may relate to the child side of the defendant, whereby they have suffered their own psychological and physical abuse perhaps, and this may be a resounding factor into their behaviour today. 
However, with this possible leniency in mind, it is important to remind ourselves that by 2009 two-thirds of the nearing 200 countries in the world, had abolished the death penalty (Hood and Hoyle, 2009). While the UK and much of Europe have abolished the death penalty following human rights amendments, the USA is still notoriously a big supporter of capital punishment. This may be in direct relation to the amount of riots and hooting American regions experience, as to them believing in a stricter punishment is necessary. Although, it is suggested that a close relationship with a ‘loving’ god, as opposed to punitive, directly relates to whether an individual will be for or against the death penalty (Unnever, Cullen and Bartkowski 2006). The idea here is that the more of a loving relationship with a god will result in a pro life stance, and therefore against the death penalty. 
Moreover, this research shows gaps in the literature as to how European opinions differ in modern times to the UK criminal justice system, when child murder charges are dealt with.

Research Methodology
For the purpose of this research, it has been decided that a within subjects, experimental design will be carried out. This meaning all subjects participating will take part in the same task as each other. In order to gain a broad view and response from the public, a validated questionnaire will be used and given out to 60 members of the public, aged between 21 and 60. The questionnaire will hold a mixture of quantitative and qualitative questions (triangulation method; Bramble et al, 2008), in order to successfully gain an in depth insight into the subject at hand. Although quantitative questions will be the most prominent throughout the questionnaire, it felt only appropriate to include areas where the individual could express themselves somewhat, in their own words, and to see if their were any commonalities. 
It is intended to give considerations to European sentencing and compare this to the UK, to see if the differing methods affect public opinions on the death penalty. There will also be comparisons made around the subject of religious beliefs and o course if it is more acceptable for the death penalty to be enforced, if the charge is for child murder, as opposed to adult murder (Unnever, Cullen and Bartkowski 2006). The notion is to obtain the relevant insight into modern opinions of capitalist punishments, specifically when a child is involved. The reasoning for this is that In todays society, the media coverage being so accessible makes the public far more aware of the crimes going on whether it be nearby or across the world. These realisations often in-still more fear, and therefore could shift someone’s opinion and moral compass significantly (Danson and Sootihill, 1996). The research will also delve into how reoffending rates with child murderers (and amongst general crimes) may affect someone’s opinion on the death penalty.
It is thought best to hand out questionnaires, given the current climate surrounding COVID-19. This being as it presents minimal contact within the exchange, and also within each others presence (as an interview would mean more time spent sat with the individual). Leading on from this, questionnaires are the most time efficient to retrieve maximum results, with less pressure on finding those to take time out of their day to sit for an interview. Whilst considering these points, alongside the quantitative and qualitative elements to the questionnaire, this means of collecting data allows for easy and practical visualisation and analysis.

Reliability and validity
Within this questionnaire, there will be both quantitative and qualitative questions posed. This is to ensure a good consensus of balanced, in depth views from the public, on this controversial topic (Bowling, 2002). It will be carefully seen to that there are no leading questions, only open, within the questionnaire (for the qualitative questions). Upon analysis, the results will be dealt with in an unbiased and objective manner too. It will be noted that associated bias may occur, if the subsequent participant is not typical for the subject group. This will be kept in mind throughout, but unfortunately will be a factor within most questionnaire based studies.
 The main reasoning, as stated previously, for this particular way of collecting data, is based on practicality for the current way of the world. With the pandemic highlighting the importance of upholding personal safety and the safety of others, questionnaires seemed to be the pertinent method. Although questionnaires can be very much mood based, from that particular moment, this is an extenuating factor than can only be noted and tread carefully with. Another issue with questionnaires can be a lack of response (Jones et al, 2008), however this will be carefully monitored and if they seem to be trailing behind, questionnaires may need to be emailed out as an alternative to cover all bases.
The expected results for the questionnaire will be in favour of a stricter punishment for those committing heinous crimes, but a division of opinion as to whether the death penalty should be brought back. It is believed the overall opinion will be the criminal justice system is ‘too soft’ on criminals, as reoffending rates can play a factor into opinions too.

Evaluation
As time is of the essence given the current climate of society, with lockdowns and restrictions being enforced and then relaxed, it is vital to be vigilant and have a strict time frame to abide by and work to. As there is a slight gap in research between linking ‘public perceptions of the death penalty’ and ‘perceptions of child murderers’ this is why this dissertation is of upmost importance and interest. The advantage to this type of research is it is a very well known and opinionated topic, hopefully enticing a more potent response. However, as previously stated, with COVID-19 being an everyday obstacle it may be difficult to reach certain groups/ age categories as readily as prior. The younger generations are likely to be back to work and/or happier to be venturing out, whereas the older generations may be working from home more so, or merely not going out as much as they may have pre-COVID. This will be compensated for by work colleagues (who occupy the older age bracket) and family members also participating, to get that broad diversity in age range while still being able to hit he target of 60 participants.
Weaknesses are unfortunately apart of every study and research. With this data analysis, it is very possible that the differing of opinions within various generations, may be too scarce to compare. It is also possible that the number of participants isn’t sufficient enough to correlate a pattern or be large enough to to support a reliable result. Furthermore, as some of the public which will participate will be known to the researcher, this could potentially impact on how they respond (even though full anonymity will be upheld throughout).
Although every topic and research area will pose its risks and weaknesses in some form, this data collection has the opportunity to really add to this gap in research. This analysis could aid a better understanding of the publics perception of the sentencing norms, both in the UK and in Europe, whilst also offering their opinion on how they feel the criminal justice system should enforce criminal punishments. The reasoning for the human rights act, the Criminal justice System and beyond, is based upon the opinions of the public and those ‘in charge’ as a collective. The further the agreements the public have with the laws, punishment for crimes and the general running of the country, the smoother ‘operations’ will run (Wood and Viki, 2013). The general impact from this study could be highly beneficial moving forward, for the court systems and any potential new forms of punishment which appease the public more so (Canton, 2020).
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