Introduction

Capital punishment, namely the death penalty, was used in England and Wales as a form of punishment by the Criminal Justice System for the committal of crimes such as murder. Following a number of high-profile cases during the 1950’s, namely that of Timothy Evans who was executed for a crime that he did not commit and Ruth Ellis, who killed her lover, lead to the public casting doubt on the effectiveness of the death penalty to serve out justice and thus, demand within society for its abolishment gathered pace (Knowles, 2015).

The death penalty for capital murder was eventually abolished in 1965, which in turn, was replaced by life imprisonment (Legislation.gov.uk, 2021). Since its abolition, debate between those in favour of the reinstatement of capital punishment and those who oppose it, have continued to rumble on (Flanagan, 2015) with the latest YouGov poll, in 2019, finding that over seventy percent of the Britons surveyed felt that sentences handed down for certain crimes were not tough enough, with over half citing that they were in favour of the death penalty (Ibbetson, 2019). Based on this, to ascertain society's standpoint on this matter this research proposal will have the following objectives:

1) An exploration of societies views on the death penalty, namely for or against and the reason for the either way belief.
2) To explore societies thoughts on how conclusive the incriminating evidence would need to be to warrant capital punishment.
3) Explore what crimes society feels would warrant such a punishment i.e., crimes that carry a minimum life sentence, a history of violent crime or the likelihood of reoffending upon release.
4) Explore if society feels there should be exceptions to receiving the punishment i.e., Diminished responsibility. 
5) Evaluate if the death penalty has an impact on the committal of crimes that hold a life sentence i.e. Does it act as a deterrent? It will do this by exploring if the death penalty would act as a deterrent to the participants, as well as exploring the recidivism rates in countries that use the death penalty as a means of punishment, namely America. 




Literature review

The death penalty was abolished in England, Scotland, and Wales, as a means of legal punishment for murder over fifty years ago, however, the topic has remained a contentious one between those who oppose its use/reinstatement and those who are proponents of its reinstatement into the UK’s criminal justice system. It is argued by Stearman (2007) that the movement to abolish the death penalty amongst the UK population gathered pace following several high-profile cases, such as those of Timothy Evans, Derek Bentley, and Ruth Ellis. Timothy Evans was an illiterate lorry driver with learning difficulties who was accused and found guilty of murdering his wife Beryl, while Ruth Ellis was accused of murdering her lover. Although there was no question of Ellis’ guilt, the circumstances surrounding the murder were questionable (Knowles, 2015). All three were executed following a guilty verdict, while controversy surrounding their sentence and subsequent executions grew amongst the British public who called for an end to the death penalty. The abolishment movement was further fuelled by the Timothy Evans case, when it was found that he was in fact innocent and that he had been the victim of a miscarriage of justice, nevertheless, it was too late for Evans, who was executed some sixteen years prior to his eventual posthumous pardon in 1966 (Stearman, 2007). Amnesty International (2021) who are staunch advocates for the abolishment of the death penalty, not only in the UK but around the world, believe that the death penalty is discriminatory which targets ‘the most vulnerable in society’ and that execution is a final act whereby mistakes (Miscarriages of Justice) cannot be undone. However, Stearman (2007) argues that for its supporters, the fact that the death penalty is absolute in its nature is its main strength, which in essence, removes the worst offenders from society permanently. 

Flanagan (2010) argues that there has always been a demand for the death penalty in the UK since its abolishment, which they further argue, peaks following a high-profile event such as a terrorist attack or the slaying of innocent people, for example children. Bandes (2004) argues, as many people have not experienced or encountered the Criminal Justice System, much of what people know or learn comes from the media, thus, giving the media the opportunity and potential to shape people’s opinions on punishment, namely the death penalty, which can have significant ramifications on societies ability to deliver justice. In 2000 following the murder of Sarah Payne, Ipsos MORI conducted a Poll posing the question as to what the appropriate punishment for child murderers should be, over half of the participants chose the death penalty. The following year, another poll conducted by Ipsos MORI found that of the people surveyed, less than half of the participants felt that the death penalty was warranted for child murderers (Ipsos MORI, 2002). However, following the murder of two young girls by Ian Huntley in 2002, a poll conducted by YouGov in 2003 found that sixty seven percent of those who took part in the survey felt that the death penalty should be restored for the murder of children (Ibbetson, 2019), which in part corroborates Flanagan and Bandes’ theory that the public’s desire for the reinstatement of the death penalty tends to increase following a high profile event, and  the evidence from the surveys suggests that support tappers off following the decrease of the media’s fanfare on the topic, which raises the question as to whether those in favour want the death penalty merely as a tool for retribution, rather than basing their support on an instinct to keep society safe in the long term or to act as a deterrent, in an effort to prevent such crimes happening again. 

Proponents for the death penalty such as Priti Patel the current  the current Home Secretary, stated in 2011 that she supports its reinstatement, citing on Question time ‘…..I actually think when we have a criminal justice system that continuously fails in this country and where we have seen murderers, rapists and people who have committed the most abhorrent crimes in society, go into prison and then are released from prison to go out into the community to then re-offend……...I think that’s appalling. And actually, on that basis alone I would actually support the reintroduction of capital punishment to serve as a deterrent, because I do think we do not have enough deterrents in this country for criminals’ (Smithsnick, 2011, 01:30).  John Hayes, a conservative MP, also supports its reintroduction calling for the Ministry of Justice to consider the merits of the death penalty to tackle serious crime, stating that, capital punishment should be an option afforded to the courts (UK Parliament, 2018) and also Anne Widdicombe, who argues that advancements in criminal science such as DNA profiling, has reduced the likelihood of the Criminal Justice System getting it wrong, as in the case of Timothy Evans, and on those grounds, supports the reintroduction of capital punishment (Strictly Ann: The Autobiography, 2013). Although Priti Patel has gone on to recant this opinion, it does suggest that there is a current thirst for its reinstatement within some of the UK’s elected politicians, who are in essence the voice of their electorates (UK Parliament, 2021). Despite some politicians supporting its reinstatement, the UK public has never officially been asked the question, via a referendum for example, as to whether they support or oppose its reintroduction, making it difficult to ascertain society's true feelings on the matter. Furthermore, it could also be argued that, although people may be in favour of the death penalty during certain periods of time or following emotive events, it could be argued that people do not feel strongly enough about capital punishment to push for a change on the sentencing capabilities of the courts. For these reasons, this research will pose the question as to whether society holds the same belief as the aforementioned politicians, that the Criminal Justice System is failing society by not being tough enough on serious or prolific criminals, such as murderers or rapists, and that to act as a deterrent force it should reinstate the death penalty.



Methodology and Ethics

Adopting the most appropriate methodology when conducting research is perhaps one of the most important aspects of a successful research study, as it allows others to assess the validity and quality of the study’s findings, as well as providing the reader with enough information to repeat the study (Springer, 2021). Although every effort will be made to provide a balanced and unbiased study, to reduce the possibility of researcher bias, choosing the appropriate research method, coupled with the implementation of reflexivity, can aid in reducing the possibility of researcher bias when interpreting the results, However, it is important to highlight, as this will be a lone person research study, which will not be peer reviewed, it would be impossible to confidently state that all possibilities of researcher bias would be eliminated (Pannucci and Wilkins, 2010). It could be argued that due to the emotive nature of the subject matter, it is simply a too complex topic to apply only one research method to, for this reason, the research will adopt a mixed methods approach namely, qualitative, and quantitative approaches, through the medium of an online questionnaire. The benefit of which may allow the researcher to build upon one form of data collection with that of another, which could provide further depth of knowledge to the study, and in turn, enhance reader confidence in the study’s findings (Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017). An online questionnaire, which will consist of multiple-choice questions and additional space for participants to freely express their feelings in their own words will be employed. It is beneficial when researching emotive topics, to allow the participant to speak freely which Decorte et al (2019) argue, can help the researcher identify issues that are perhaps not addressed within the questionnaire. Online questionnaires will be utilized due to their ease of access and their ability to provide a level of anonymity to the participants, in the hope that the participants feel at ease sharing their personal thoughts (Regmi et al, 2016) which may not be deemed as ‘politically correct’ in today’s society and thus, provide a true reflection of their thoughts on the matter.  

Maintaining ethical standards while conducting a research study is paramount in maintaining the rights, dignity, and welfare of the participants at all times during the study (Vanclay et al, 2012). To ensure that the methods of research and the researcher meet ethical standards, approval will be sought prior to the commencement of the study. Participants will be fully informed, in a statement placed at the start of the online questionnaire, of who will conduct the study, how to contact the researcher/supervisor and its purpose, how their information will be used, stored, and destroyed at the end of the study, informed of their right to leave the study at any time and informed that any participation is on a voluntary basis.  


Time management.

Due to family commitments, the time needed to complete this research study will need to follow a strict timetable to ensure it is completed to a high standard. To achieve this, a timetable setting out when a particular chapter of the research study will be compiled has been set out in an easy-to-read rota, as set out in image 1. There are overlaps on some chapters such as, the launch of the questionnaire and analysis of results, as the results will be viewable by the researcher in real time,  this may allow for the researcher to surmise upon and conduct further reading on potential results with ample time. It is hoped that in doing so, time spent on the study will be efficient, well organised, and progressive to reduce time wastage through procrastination,  disorganisation or unanticipated results/events (Conroy, 2018). 


(Image 1- Time table of research chapters)
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