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A majority of Americans continue to support the death penalty for persons of 
convicted of murder, but that support is at the lowest it has been for the past 
twenty years, according to the latest CBS News/New York Times Poll. 

Currently, 60 percent of Americans favor the death penalty for convicted 
murderers, while 27 percent are opposed. This percentage is down slightly from 
when it was last asked in May of last year, and down 18 percentage points from 
when the question was first asked by CBS in October 1988, at the height of a 
presidential campaign in which Democratic nominee Michael Dukakis was being 
buffeted by charges of being soft on crime during his tenure as governor of 
Massachusetts. 

 
 

This poll was conducted from September 10th through September 15th - a few 
days before the execution of Troy Davis on September 21st in Georgia for the 
1989 murder of police officer Mark MacPhail. 

When comparing views on the death penalty between now and approximately 
twenty years ago, while Republicans continue to show strong support for the 
death penalty, a marked decline can be seen among both Democrats and 
independents. 

 
 



And while conservatives remain strong in their support, a similar decline can be 
seen among both liberals and moderates. 
 

 
 
Gallup polls indicate similar results over the past twenty years, and a fluctuation 
in approval over the past seven decades. According to Gallup, a slight majority of 
Americans supported the death penalty in 1936 and up through the 1950s, with 
public opinion dividing on the issue in the mid 1960s. In 1972 - when the U.S. 
Supreme Court briefly ended capital punishment in the United States for four 
years - a majority was once again in favor of the death penalty. By the time 
capital punishment was resumed in 1976, two-thirds of Americans were in favor 
of the death penalty for persons convicted of murder, with support reaching its 
high point in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 
 

 
 

The death penalty for those convicted of murder enjoys support from both men 
and women and Americans of all age groups, and while Americans who make 
over $100,000 a year are less likely to support the death penalty than those 
making less, most still favor it. 

In addition, while highly educated Americans with post graduate degrees oppose 
the death penalty, Americans who are at lower education levels support it. 



 


