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SUMMARY
In order to assess New Jerseyans’ opinions on a death penalty moratorium in the state, the New Jersey Association on Correction and New Jerseyans for a Death Penalty Moratorium commissioned the Eagleton Institute’s Center for Public Interest Polling at Rutgers University to conduct an independent statewide survey of New Jersey residents.  The survey involved telephone interviews conducted between May 14 and 21, 2002 with a random probability sample of 803 New Jersey residents 18 years old and older.  Percentages for this survey have a sampling error of ±3.5 percent.

Support for the Death Penalty


(
When asked about their support for capital punishment in general, the majority of New Jerseyans say they favor use of the death penalty for persons convicted of murder – 60 percent to 31 percent opposed.  However, opposition to the death penalty in New Jersey has risen by 8 percentage points since 1999.

(
Support for the death penalty weakens when presented with the option of life in prison with absolutely no chance of parole.  Nearly half of state residents (48%) prefer life imprisonment compared to only a third (36%) who would choose the death penalty.  This represents a reverse in opinion from three years ago when 44 percent of New Jerseyans preferred the death penalty compared to 37 percent for life imprisonment.

(
Compared to national poll results, New Jerseyans are less likely than other Americans to prefer the death penalty when the alternative of life in prison is presented.  A May 2002 ABC News poll shows that Americans’ support is more evenly divided between life in prison (43%) and the death penalty (46%).

(
Among those who favor capital punishment over life imprisonment, 43 percent say they would support life in prison if restitution to the victim’s family were part of the sentence while half (49%) would still prefer the death penalty.

(
Six-in-ten state residents would support a ban on executions of people with mental retardation who are convicted of murder while 3-in-10 would oppose it.

(
Seven-in-ten New Jerseyans believe that imposing the death penalty costs less than keeping a convicted murderer in prison for life.  

(
Nearly two-thirds of state residents believe that a poor person is more likely than a person of average or above average income to receive the death penalty for the same crime.

(
Slightly over half of New Jerseyans believe that a black person is more likely than a white person to receive the death penalty for the same crime.

(
Only 12 percent of registered voters report that they have ever voted for or against a candidate largely due to the candidate’s position on the death penalty.  This includes 10 percent of voters who favor the death penalty and 17 percent of voters who oppose it.

Support for a Temporary Moratorium on Executions

(
Regardless of their position on the death penalty, the vast majority of New Jerseyans support a one-year moratorium on executions in order to study whether the death penalty is being administered accurately, economically, and fairly.  Fully two-thirds of state residents (66%) favor a temporary halt to executions compared with 1-in-4 (25%) who oppose this.

(
Support for a one-year moratorium includes 6-in-10 supporters of the death penalty.

(
Knowing that 100 convicted murderers on death row in the U.S. have been found innocent has an impact on about half of those who favor the death penalty, making them more likely to support a temporary moratorium.

(
If their state legislator voted for a temporary one year suspension of executions, 25 percent of New Jersey voters say they would be more likely to vote for the incumbent in the next election, while 7 percent would be less likely.  The vast majority of New Jersey voters (64%) say that this issue would have no impact on their vote intention.


