
several studies have shown that
killing convicted murderers does
deter future murders. After reana-
lyzing the data used in the most
prominent of these studies, how-
ever, Yale law professor John J.
Donohue and Wharton business
professor Justin Wolfers conclude
that none of them demonstrates a
clear deterrent effect.

Donohue and Wolfers tested the
findings of original studies by cover-

ing a different time period, intro-
ducing comparison groups, chang-
ing the variables, and using other
alternative analytical techniques.
The fundamental difficulty with all
these studies is that executions
occur so rarely in the United States,
they write. Thus, the number of
homicides the death penalty can
plausibly have caused or deterred
cannot be reliably disentangled
from the large year-to-year changes
in the homicide rate caused by other
factors. 

One of the most often cited
capital punishment studies is by
economist Isaac Ehrlich, who
changed the American debate with
a 1975 analysis of national time-
series data that led him to claim

At the heart of the debate

about whether the United States
should retain capital punishment is
the question of whether it deters
murder. Some argue that executing
murderers may actually cause more
murders by desensitizing society at
large to killing. But over the years,
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S O C I E T Y

Does the Death
Penalty Deter?

tireless soldier who has colonized
other disciplines by seeming to
point the way toward understand-
ing the rational basis of human
behavior. However, there has been
an outbreak of irrationality in the
queen’s own court: alphabetical
discrimination.

According to Liran Einav and
Leeat Yariv, economists at
Stanford and the California Insti-
tute of Technology, respectively,
the awful truth is that professors
at the nation’s top university eco-
nomics departments are more
likely to have tenure if their last
names begin with a letter toward
the beginning of the alphabet. In
the top 10 departments, every let-
ter that brings a professor closer
to A increases the chance of
tenure by more than half a
percent. 

Tenure isn’t the only privilege

affected by alphabeticism. The
advantage climbs to nearly a full
one percent per letter in being
named a fellow of the prestigious
Econometric Society. Being closer
to A may even get economists
closer to the Nobel Prize. 

Of course, there’s a rational
explanation for all this, and it
appears to reside in an oddly
irrational tradition among
academic economists: When they
publish multiauthor articles, the
authors are listed in alphabetical
order.  Not only do those closest
to A get the benefit of top billing,
they enjoy a monopoly of
attention in all subsequent cita-
tions of the article, which give
only the first author’s name
followed by “et al.”

Because there’s been a steep
increase in multiauthor econom-
ics articles in recent years, Einav

and Yariv guessed that alphabeti-
cal discrimination wasn’t common
in the past, and that’s exactly what
they found: no alphabeticism as
recently as 1990. What about
other fields in which authors are
not listed in alphabetical order?
In one field they checked, psychol-
ogy, there was no discrimination.  

Curiously, alphabeticism also
disappears outside the top
economics departments. That
may be because lower-ranked
departments put more emphasis
“on vitae and publication counts,
while top departments care more
about visibility and impact.”  

There are some obvious fixes
for this little bit of irrationality—
banning “et al.,” for example—but
Yariv may not wait for the invisi-
ble hand to work its magic. She’s
thinking of dropping the Y from
her last name.



S O C I E T Y

Who Said It?

As mark twain never put it,

“Quotations are only as good as
the writers who invent them.” And
“there’s the rub,” as William Shake-
speare did write (Hamlet 3.1.65),
although who’s to say he didn’t
cadge that line from someone else?

Ralph Keyes, whose work as
the author of such books as The
Wit and Wisdom of Harry
Truman (1995) and The Wit and
Wisdom of Oscar Wilde (1999) has
made him a quote sleuth, says
there are many reasons why “accu-
rate ascription of quotations is
such a slippery slope of
scholarship.” Take Leo Durocher’s
famous saying, “Nice guys finish
last.” What Durocher actually said
was “The nice guys are all over
there. In seventh place.” The more
familiar quote is, as Keyes writes,
“boiled down to its essence,” just
like “blood, sweat, and tears”
sounds better than Winston
Churchill’s original: “blood, toil,
tears, and sweat.”

At least those flawed sayings
are associated with their origina-
tors. Misattribution of quotes is
just as common as misquotation,
reports Keyes. On the eve of the
war in Iraq, for instance, the
familiar quote “No plan survives
contact with the enemy” was much
bandied about by commentators.
It was ascribed, variously, to
Dwight Eisenhower, Napoleon,
and George Patton. Prussian field
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that each execution saved eight
lives. The Supreme Court had
ruled three years earlier that exist-
ing death penalty statutes were
unconstitutional, but a year after
Ehrlich released his study, the
Court ended the death penalty
moratorium in Gregg v. Georgia.

Ehrlich’s results have been
questioned over the years. Though
his study covered the years 1935 to
1969, his conclusion that the death
penalty is a deterrent relied heav-
ily on an upsurge in the homicide
rate after 1962, combined with a
fall in the execution rate during
the same period. A 1978 National
Academy of Sciences report
pointed out that this “simple pair-
ing” of more murders and fewer
executions between 1963 and 1969
explained his results. For all of his
sophisticated econometric analy-
ses, Ehrlich did not fully take into
account other influences on the
homicide rate.

In a 2004 study, Hashem Dezh-
bakhsh and Joanna M. Shepherd
analyzed the same kind of data
Ehrlich considered for the period
1960 to 2000 and suggested that
around 150 fewer homicides occur
per execution. But this study
included the same distorting mid-
1960s period. And Dezhbakhsh
and Shepherd’s case was also
helped by the fact that homicide
rates were higher during the death
penalty moratorium in the mid-
1970s than during the early or late
years of the decade. The obvious
implication that lifting the death
penalty explains the difference,
however, is contradicted by the
fact that there was also an upsurge
in murders in states where the

death penalty laws did not change. 
Another problem with studies

such as these two is that their con-
clusions don’t hold up when
examined against comparison
cases, say Donohue and Wolfers.
Canada hasn’t executed anyone
since 1962, though narrow death
penalty statutes remained on the
books until 1998. Yet Canada’s
homicide rate has moved in
virtual lockstep with that of the
United States. And within the
United States, homicide rates in
the six states that had no death
penalty between 1960 and 2000
moved in close concert with those
of states that did have death

penalty statutes in effect during at
least some portion of that period. 

Despite efforts to control for a
range of social and economic trends,
say Donohue and Wolfers, the stud-
ies failed to capture some of the fac-
tors that influence homicide rates.
Of the half-dozen or so studies that
Donohue and Wolfers scrutinized,
none produced statistically signifi-
cant evidence of deterrence upon
re-examination. 

Noting the impact of such stud-
ies on public policy, the authors cau-
tion against rushing to change the
law based on any study that hasn’t
stood the test of time and rigorous
scientific validation.

An oft-cited 1975 death
penalty study estimated
that each execution
saved eight lives, but
many researchers have
questioned that conclu-
sion over the years.


