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Abstract of Thesis Presented to the Graduate School of the
University of Florida in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree of Master of Arts in Mass Communication”

NEWSPAPER EXECUTION PUBLICITY AND HOMICIDE RATES:
A MIAMI HERALD, DADE COUNTY, FLORIDA STUDY
By
Dale Martinez
August, 1997

Chair: Leonard P. Tipton
Major Department: Journalism and Communications

Execution publicity in the Miami Herald and homicide rates for Dade County,

Florida, for 35 post-Furman Florida executions between 1983-1995 were analyzed to

determine if the amount or display of execution publicity during the eight-week study
period affected homicide rates. A list of 157 Miami Herald execution stories,
compiled from Dialog, a computerized database, included the story date, edition, page
number, and word count. Word count was compared to a "play index" of four
variables--page, fold, headlines, and photographs. Points were scored for stories on
section front pages and for stories above the fold. A headline and photograph size
score, obtained by measuring headlines and photographs diagonally to the nearest %

inch, was added to the page and fold scores creating the total play index score.
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This study found no significant correlation between the number of story words

and homicide rates or the play index and homicide rates. Execution publicity in the

Miami Herald does not appear to be associated with Dade County homicide rates,

supporting neither deterrence nor brutalization arguments about capital punishment.

-

The extremely high correlation (r=.99) between word count and play index

- indicated that these variables are interchangeable as measurements of newspaper

coverage of execution publicity in the Miami Herald. Word count is a quick, easy,

and precise measurement of space. :

In an effort to replicate David P. Phillips’ London, England, study (1980b)
using American data, additional analysis examined the relationship between execution
publicity and the number of weekly homicides. Based on Phillips’ methodology, this
study found no statistically significant tendency (a probability of .70) for homicides to
rise or fall in the week of a publicized execution. The correlation between the
amount of execution publicity and the difference between the number of homicides in
the control and experimental periods approached traditional levels of statistical
significance (r=.298; p=.086), but a Pearson correlation found no relationship
between the two variables (r=.065; p=.712). Graphing the number of weekly
homicides for the eight-week study period revealed a tendency for homicides to
decrease for two weeks after an execution and to rise through the fourth week after an
execution. Homicides drop 3.8 percent in weeks one and two following an execution
and rise 2.5 percent in weeks three and four. This analysis did not appear to indicate

any significant short-term deterrent effect.
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