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DPI Statement on Tennessee’s Failed Execution of Christa Pike 

 
Christa Pike remained alive for more than an hour after the state of Tennessee began its 
attempt to execute her on September 30, 2026. According to media witnesses and her 
attorneys’ court filing, she received two lethal doses of the drug pentobarbital but 
continued to breathe and have a heartbeat. She was then taken to a nearby hospital, and 
her condition remains unknown, including whether she remains alive.  

Advocates are characterizing this failed execution attempt another assault on a woman 
who survived significant gender-based violence and abuse as a child. “The state’s 
deliberate infliction of gratuitous pain as she lay strapped to a gurney should be viewed as 
an act of gender-based violence,” said Cornell Law School Clinical Professor Sandra 
Babcock.  

DPI has documented seven people who have survived failed attempts to execute them 
when execution staY were unable to establish IV lines. Ms. Pike is the first person to survive 
after being injected with lethal doses of execution drugs. “This failed attempt is the worst 
we’ve ever seen and unlike any other botched execution in the modern era,” said Robin M. 
Maher, DPI Executive Director.  

Ms. Pike’s legal team earlier raised serious concerns about the failure of Tennessee 
oYicials to account for any emergency during the execution. Governor Lee paused 
executions in 2022 after defense counsel discovered the state was violating its own lethal 
injection protocol. In May, the execution team failed to set an IV line for Tony Carruthers, 
causing the execution to be halted. Gov. Lee subsequently issued a one-year reprieve for 
Mr. Carruthers but refused requests to pause future executions despite concerns about the 
number of troubled executions in recent years. 

“What happened to Christa Pike can be attributed to the extreme secrecy Tennessee 
oYicials have maintained about their execution procedures, their refusal to answer 
reasonable questions, and their unwillingness to accept responsibility for their mistakes,” 
said Ms. Maher. Tennessee largely carries out executions in secret, so the public learns of 
failures only through witnesses whose observations are limited. Media witnesses are 
blocked from viewing key portions of the process, including the insertion of IV lines. State 
oYicials refuse to disclose the source of the drugs they obtain, or how they are stored and 
tested.    



Gov. Lee has now announced that a third-party, independent investigation will be 
conducted. Consistent with democratic principles of good governance, it will be critical for 
oYicials to cooperate fully with that investigation, be transparent about their mistakes, and 
for the results of that investigation to be made public. 

 

### 

The Death Penalty Information Center (DPI) is a national non-profit organization whose 
mission is to serve the media, policymakers, and the public with data and analysis on 
issues concerning capital punishment and the people it aYects. DPI is funded entirely by 
individuals and charitable foundations. DPI does not take a position on the death penalty 
itself but is critical of problems in its application. Founded in 1990, DPI promotes insightful 
discourse on the death penalty by curating and presenting expansive, authoritative data 
from credible sources and oYering clear, trustworthy, and timely information and research 
about the history and current application of the death penalty. DPI produces 
groundbreaking reports on issues such as arbitrariness, costs, innocence, and racial 
disparities. Each year, DPI also releases an annual year-end report highlighting significant 
developments and trends. A wide variety of free online resources are available on DPI’s 
award-winning website, including searchable databases; data visualizations; educational 
curricula; and podcast series, 12:01 The Death Penalty in Context, which explores diverse 
viewpoints and experiences related to capital punishment. 


