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ABSTRACT

During World War I, the British Army relied on the death penalty to enforce strict discipline, hand-
ing down over 3000 death sentences for desertion and other offenses. Yet only around 12% of these
sentences were actually carried out; the remaining 88% were quietly commuted to lesser punish-
ments. Crucially, soldiers themselves were unaware that most death sentences would be commuted,
causing them to perceive the risk of execution as uniformly high. This hidden “lottery” in the appli-
cation of the death penalty provides a rare opportunity to study deterrence under conditions where
the threat of capital punishment was both visible (through executions) and secretly mitigated
(through commutations). I show that, overall, executing soldiers did not strongly deter subsequent
desertions. However, when the executed soldier was Irish—an ethnic group often marginalized
within the British Army—desertion rates in that unit actually rose. This divergence sheds light on
the critical role of legitimacy in shaping compliance. Among many Irish soldiers, the British
command was perceived as less legitimate, so executing an Irish comrade could breed resentment
instead of deterrence. This finding underscores a fundamental argument in the literature on deter-
rence and compliance: punishment severity alone does not guarantee obedience. When individuals
or groups already harbor doubts about the authority’s legitimacy, harsh penalties can backfire and
spur further defiance. The British-Irish split thus illustrates how perceived legitimacy can magnify or
negate deterrent effects—an insight that resonates in contemporary debates about the death penalty
and law enforcement (JEL N44, K14, K42, P48).

1. INTRODUCTION

The British Army during World War I took drastic measures to deter desertion: it imposed
death sentences swiftly, often had them carried out by members of the deserter’s own battal-
ion, and publicly proclaimed each execution. Soldiers were reminded that desertion, unlike
the spontaneous act of cowardice, was defined as a “premeditated absence” from danger
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(Peaty 1999). In principle, this severe approach was intended to instill fear and obedience
among the troops, meeting two classic conditions for deterrence: a heightened perception of
punishment risk and an offense understood as deliberate (Lochner 2007; Apel and Nagin
2011). Yet the practical reality was more nuanced. Of the 3300-plus soldiers sentenced to
death, only about 12% were actually executed; the rest had their sentences commuted to
lesser penalties—but unbeknownst to most servicemen, who believed execution was a near-
certain fate for desertion (Oram 2003; Putkowski and Sykes 2007).

This study leverages that hidden “lottery” in British military justice to investigate one of
the most enduring puzzles in law and economics: Does the death penalty deter crime? Prior
research on capital punishment has generated mixed findings (Ehrlich 1975; Donohue and
Wolfers 2005; Nagin and Pepper 2012), partly because executions are rarely random and of-
ten shrouded in delays. Through new archival data, I show that, in this World War I setting,
the risk of capital punishment was widely perceived to be high and immediate, offering a
unique opportunity to examine deterrence under seemingly ideal conditions.

A key insight, however, is that deterrence alone cannot explain why some subgroups re-
spond differently to harsh penalties. The British Army’s large minority of Irish soldiers high-
lights how legitimacy—the perceived moral right of an authority to govern—can shape
compliance with the law (Tyler 2006). Many Irish troops, already subordinated and geograph-
ically distinct, viewed British command with skepticism. This study documents that executing
an Irish soldier sometimes increased the likelihood of future desertions in that unit—espe-
cially among Irish servicemen—whereas executing British soldiers had no such destabilizing
effect. This heterogeneity suggests that punishment can backfire if the punishing authority is
seen as illegitimate or unjust (Becker 1968; Donohue 2011; Alesina and La Ferrara 2014).

By focusing on these dual aspects—(1) the British Army’s quasi-random application of
the death penalty, and (2) the differing loyalty among Irish versus non-Irish soldiers—this
study speaks to broader theoretical questions about why deterrence sometimes fails. If sol-
diers already doubt the legitimacy of their superiors, severe punishments can erode, rather
than reinforce, discipline. These themes align with a wave of work emphasizing that people
do not obey the law purely because of rational cost-benefit calculations; they also heed inter-
nal moral norms and social identity (Becker 1968; Tyler 2006).

The remainder of the study proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides historical background
on British Army executions in World War I, explaining why the military believed immediate,
public firing-squad executions would secure obedience and why, in practice, only a fraction
of death sentences were carried out. Section 3 details the multisource archival data—ranging
from court-martial records to war diaries—used to link desertion outcomes with sentencing
decisions. Section 4 provides the identification strategy and Section S quantitatively demon-
strates that executions were indeed decided in a manner that appears close to random, con-
ditional on the soldier receiving a death sentence. Sections 6 and 7 lay out the empirical
specifications and present results showing weak overall deterrence but a distinct “backfire”
effect when the executed soldier was Irish.

In illuminating how the British Army’s draconian threats sometimes undermined its own
objectives, this study underscores that maximal severity does not guarantee compliance—es-
pecially if the punished group views authority as unjust. These findings offer cautionary les-
sons for modern discussions about the death penalty and, more broadly, about relying on
brute force in complex social contexts where legitimacy is contested.

1.1 Literature on the deterrent effects of the death penalty and punishment

A long-standing debate in economics and criminology concerns whether capital punishment
deters crime. Seminal work by Ehrlich (1975) used econometric techniques suggesting a
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deterrent effect, but subsequent studies (e.g. Ehrlich 1975; Dezhbakhsh et al. 2003; Mocan
and Gittings 2003) have produced mixed or conflicting results. Critics such as Donohue and
Wolfers (2005) argue that the evidence is simply too fragile to draw strong conclusions, cit-
ing methodological challenges and confounding factors across jurisdictions. Broader studies
of punishment, originating with Becker (1968) and expanded upon by Nagin (1998) and
Apel and Nagin (2011), emphasize how both the certainty and severity of punishment can
shape criminal behavior. Tyler (2006) and Glaeser and Sacerdote (2003) highlight that de-
terrence is not the sole factor—perceived procedural fairness or legitimacy can also influence
whether individuals comply with the law.

In light of this literature, my study’s main contribution is to exploit a historical setting
where execution decisions were quasi-random, conditional on a death sentence, while sol-
diers were under unusually high risk from combat itself. By comparing subsequent desertion
rates after an actual execution versus a commuted sentence, I am able to identify deterrence
effects more cleanly than in many modern contexts, where selection of who receives the
death penalty—and knowledge about that selection—can be highly confounded.

1.2 Economic and historical context of World War I

World War I profoundly shaped the political, social, and economic landscapes of participat-
ing nations (Broadberry 2005). Large-scale conscription, mass mobilization, and industrial
shifts reoriented economies toward military production (Chickering and Forster 2000). In
Britain, unprecedented state interventions in labor markets and resource allocation affected
millions of soldiers and factory workers alike (Offer 1991; Winter 2003). On the home front,
evolving public attitudes toward war, government authority, and social hierarchy created fer-
tile ground for questioning the legitimacy of harsh penalties, including execution for deser-
tion (Sheffield 1996).

Researchers such as Ferguson (2008) and Winter (1998) underscore how trench condi-
tions on the Western Front were uniquely brutal, with extraordinary casualty rates, disease,
and psychological stress (what later generations identified as “shell shock”). Such conditions
help explain both the willingness of commanders to enforce discipline via extreme measures
and the inability of many soldiers to continue fighting. Previous studies of World War I mili-
tary justice (Babington 1983; Oram 2003; Putkowski and Sykes 2007) suggest officers be-
lieved that a harsh, immediate example was necessary to deter desertion in the face of
unprecedentedly grim warfare. Yet, until now, most historical research has not been able to
formally test the deterrent impact of these measures. My study helps fill that gap, integrating
economic theory on deterrence and legitimacy into a specific World War 1 (WWI) context
and thereby enriching our understanding of how soldiers respond to capital punishment
threats in extreme settings.

2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
2.1 The British army’s embrace of the death penalty

By the outbreak of World War I, British military officers regarded the death penalty as essen-
tial to discipline. Corporal punishments such as branding and flogging had been abolished in
the preceding decades, leaving them to believe that execution was the only remaining tool
severe enough to deter desertion (Oram 2003: 38). Sir Neville Macready, then Adjutant-
General of the British Expeditionary Force (B.E.F.), famously insisted that ending the death
penalty would effectively end the army (Jahr 1998: 314). General Horace Smith-Dorrien
likewise demanded some executions to stem “a serious prevalence of desertion” (Babington
1983: 19; Oram 2003: 69). Courts martial records further confirm that officers often
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invoked “the state of discipline” to justify the harshest sentence (Department of Foreign
Affairs 2004: 38).

From the recruits’ first day, the possibility of execution was made common knowledge: “It
is well known ... to all soldiers that desertion in the face of the enemy is liable to be pun-
ished by death” (Under-Secretary of State for War Harold Tennant, quoted in The Western
Gazette, 28 January 1916). Soldiers thus served under the shadow of an apparent “zero toler-
ance” policy, even though subsequent events would show that few capital sentences were ac-
tually carried out.

2.2 Desertion and the battlefield environment

In contrast to cowardice, which generally involved fleeing under fire, desertion was under-
stood as a premeditated absence from the line. The typical soldier’s schedule—a recurring
rotation of front-line duty, reserve duty, and rest—meant desertion was easiest during a
night-time move away from the trenches (Babington 1983; Peaty 1999). Still, the war’s logis-
tical apparatus—layered policing, barriers, and roving patrols—rendered successful desertion
in forward areas quite difficult (Sheffield 1996: 76). Soldiers who attempted to escape dur-
ing combat might be summarily shot in the field.

Soldiers were rarely forewarned of the exact timing or scale of major offensives; artillery
barrages and movement orders were kept secret (Ferguson 2008). This secrecy prevented
many from orchestrating a planned absence well in advance, and the military believed that
the extreme penalty would dissuade anyone even considering such a plan.

2.3 Scale and likelihood of apprehension

Records indicate that from 1914 to 1918, roughly 10.26 soldiers per 1000 deserted—trans-
lating into an estimated 55,400 overall deserters from an army of 5.4 million (The War
Office 1922; Corns and Hughes-Wilson 2007). However, the precise figure remains uncer-
tain due to the fog of war and potential overreporting of absences. Even so, historians gener-
ally concur that the actual desertion rate was relatively low—roughly 1%.

Contemporary sources agree that most deserters were arrested within 2 weeks (Jahr
2014). French civilians were reluctant to shelter deserters, and the military police patrolled
intensively behind the lines. Official records also show at least 44,395 courts martial for
absentees or deserters (The War Office 1922: 667). To put this in perspective, deserters in
the US Civil War faced comparatively little risk of capture, and desertion rates there were far
higher (Costa and Kahn 2003). During World War I, the British Army’s determination to
prosecute desertion was thus markedly robust.

2.4. Military justice: Field General Courts Martial

Desertion cases within France and Flanders usually proceeded under Field General Courts
Martial (FGCM), composed of three or more officers (Department of Foreign Affairs 2004:
7). Defendants had minimal legal representation—prosecution by the adjutant, defense by a
junior regimental officer—and trials were private (Babington 1983: 13). Any soldier absent
from the front for >21 d was typically presumed to have deserted unless mitigating circum-
stances were evident (Putkowski and Sykes 2007: 14).

Not every conviction for desertion led to a death sentence; approximately 13% of those
convicted received capital punishment. Among those sentenced to death, only about 12%
were ultimately executed. Soldiers themselves had scant knowledge of these commutations
because death-sentence decisions were tightly controlled at multiple levels of command and
not widely publicized (Babington 1983; Oram 2003). The official stance of “death for
desertion” thus diverged from the reality that most sentences were quietly reduced.
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2.5 Secrecy surrounding commutation versus execution

Although over 3300 soldiers received death sentences for desertion, only a fraction were exe-
cuted—creating what some historians call a “pitiless lottery” (Babington 1983). Official
records on commutations remained confidential throughout the war, and public announce-
ments solely noted the final outcome if it involved an execution. This means that from an or-
dinary soldier’s vantage point, every death sentence might as well have been carried out.

If an execution was confirmed, an entire battalion (and sometimes additional units) wit-
nessed the firing squad. These spectacles emphasized the Army’s commitment to harsh pun-
ishment, reinforcing the notion that desertion meant certain death. Firsthand accounts from
diaries and letters show that witnessing executions traumatized both soldiers and the firing
squads (Oram 2003; Corns and Hughes-Wilson 2007). In a few rare memoirs, individuals
claimed knowledge of commuted sentences, but historians doubt the accuracy or prevalence
of such stories (Carrington 1965; Arthur 2002).

2.6 Soldiers’ perceptions of punishment risk

One might wonder whether the average soldier truly believed in a high likelihood of execu-
tion, given that they rarely witnessed the direct penalty for deserters from other battalions.
After all, large-scale “special parades” typically involved soldiers of the same battalion as the
condemned, and men from different units mainly heard rumors rather than witnessing the
event firsthand. Moreover, if a comrade quietly disappeared, it was easy to suspect he was
missing in action, killed, or transferred rather than executed—especially when daily casualty
rates were already high (Babington 1983; Oram 2003).

Yet from the vantage of most enlisted men, the risk still appeared high for several reasons.
First, any unit’s execution was often widely promulgated through orders and rumor net-
works. Men recalled hearing disturbing tales of firing squads, which amplified the sense that
desertion meant certain death. Second, although soldiers did not know that most death sen-
tences were commuted, many were aware that some men had indeed been shot; this rein-
forced the fear that one’s own desertion might easily end in an execution. Third, the official
rule that “death is the usual penalty” for desertion (Under-Secretary of State for War, The
Western Gazette 1916) was prominently stated and repeated by superiors. Even if no imme-
diate example surfaced within one’s own battalion, the Army’s unwavering messaging—and
rumors of executions in other units—Ilikely sustained a widespread perception of very
real danger.

It is nevertheless true that some soldiers recognized the low probability of being summar-
ily shot if they deserted far from the front, or they speculated that enough time might pass
without consequence. Such possibilities may have slightly dampened the immediate per-
ceived cost of desertion for a fraction of the rank-and-file. However, the data and firsthand
accounts (Babington 1983;0ram 2003) overwhelmingly indicate that fear of execution per-
sisted overall, propelled by repeated promulgations of actual shootings and by the Army’s
persistent emphasis on “certain death” for deserters on active service. In other words, while
plausible alternative explanations existed for missing comrades (e.g. “he was killed in action,”
“he got transferred”), the publicized cases of proven executions—and the widespread belief
that everyone was vulnerable—were potent enough to maintain a climate of fear.

2.7 The Irish minority in the British army
Although Irish regiments had long served under the British Crown, their status as a subordi-
nated minority became especially fraught during World War L. Ireland was then part of the
United Kingdom, yet many Irish citizens resented British rule; political tensions rose sharply
after the Easter Rising of 1916, in which Irish republicans staged a major armed insurrection
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in Dublin (Oram 2003). While the Rising was swiftly suppressed, it left deep scars on the re-
lationship between Irish communities and the British military establishment.

Historical records indicate that Irish enlistments in British regiments—some voluntary,
some driven by economic need—still amounted to a substantial minority in the overall
force. Some Irish units (e.g. the Royal Irish Rifles, the Royal Munster Fusiliers) bore names
reflecting their regional roots, though not every Irish-born soldier served in a nominally Irish
regiment. Many historians note that the Army viewed Irish soldiers with a degree of suspi-
cion, particularly those from nationalist areas of Southern Ireland (Denman 1992;
Fitzpatrick 1996).

High-ranking officers often worried about the loyalty of Irish troops. This fear may have
been exaggerated but was nonetheless pervasive, especially after 1916, when the Army sus-
pected Irish regiments might harbor sympathies for the independence cause (Babington
1983; Oram 2003). Commanders sometimes singled out potential “agitators” for harsh disci-
pline, believing such displays would prevent rebellion from within. At the same time, Irish
soldiers faced pressure from home communities that questioned their service under the
British flag.

In this tense climate, an Irish soldier convicted of desertion risked being perceived as hav-
ing betrayed not only the Army, but also, in some sense, the “enemy”—since from the
Army’s viewpoint, the soldier’s loyalty was already suspect. Meanwhile, executing an Irish
comrade might trigger resentment among other Irish troops who already doubted the
British Army’s legitimacy. Unlike British soldiers who might perceive the execution simply
as due punishment for desertion, Irish soldiers could view it as further evidence of political
and ethnic oppression (Oram 2003). This dual perspective—a harsh penalty administered
by an authority regarded as illegitimate—helps explain why executing Irish soldiers could
spur, rather than deter, additional desertion.

Although the war in Europe continued until 1918, the seeds of Irish independence were
taking root. By 1919, the Irish War of Independence had begun, further eroding any sense of
shared British-Irish identity within the forces. Soldiers of Irish descent might have held back
from full cooperation with the Army, or might even have seen desertion as a political act.
For some, being executed by British officers was not just a judicial punishment but a symbol
of colonial rule, thus galvanizing other Irish troops into acts of defiance.

This backdrop underscores the central hypothesis of this study: while the British Army
expected the death penalty to reinforce discipline, it may have backfired among the Irish by
amplifying grievances about British authority. Hence, the Irish/British heterogeneity is not
merely an ethnic distinction but a politically charged fault line, shaping how soldiers per-
ceived—and reacted to—capital punishment.

2.8 Summary and implications

By embedding the threat of immediate execution into its disciplinary code, the British Army
hoped to quell desertion under extraordinarily grueling war conditions. In practice, however,
only one in eight court-martialed deserters was actually put to death. This gap between
threat and reality—coupled with soldiers’ near-complete ignorance of commutations—
yielded an effective perception of uniform severity. The next sections show how this
“lottery” of execution versus commutation, largely invisible to the rank-and-file, enables an
empirical design approximating random assignment of capital punishment.

From a broader perspective, the Army’s reliance on firing squads underscores a singular
faith in deterrence. Yet as we will see, these punishments sometimes carried unintended con-
sequences—particularly among soldiers, such as the Irish minority, who perceived British
authority as lacking legitimacy. That divergence in reactions to the same threat undergirds
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this study’s main argument: punishment alone cannot guarantee compliance unless it is
viewed as legitimate in the eyes of those being punished.

3. DATA

This study draws on a broad collection of archival and administrative records compiled from
British World War I-era sources. Each data component focuses on a different facet of deser-
tion, discipline, and casualties, and they are meticulously linked at the battalion level—then
aggregated to divisions—for subsequent analysis. This section summarizes the data creation
process and the main variables that emerge from each source. The following section will de-
tail how these datasets underpin the empirical identification strategy.

3.1 Death sentences and commutations

A central dataset comprises all 3342 death sentences imposed by the British Army from
August 1914 to September 1923 (Oram 2003). These records note each soldier’s name,
rank, unit, date of sentencing, and offense, along with the outcome—execution (and date)
or commutation (e.g. imprisonment or reduced rank). For 2724 of these cases, the soldier
served under the B.E.F. in France and Flanders. The official sources for this information in-
clude War Office registers of trials for executed soldiers (WO 71), FGCM records (WO
213/2-26), and general court martial (GCM) records (WO 90). Although desertion is the
most common charge (2005 cases), other offenses range from “sleeping at post” to disobedi-
ence, murder, and Irish rebellion. The final sentence in each case reflects the Commander-
in-Chief’s confirmation; unconfirmed death sentences were “quashed” or converted into
other punishments, an outcome often unknown to rank-and-file soldiers.

3.2 Absentee data from war diaries

Additional information on desertion emerges from monthly War Diaries of the Assistant
Provost Marshal (APM), preserved in National Archive files (e.g. WO 154/112, WO 154/
114, WO 154/8). These diaries record, for each month, names and descriptions of men ab-
sent from their units beyond a specific threshold—generally one month after being reported
missing in daily roll calls. Typical entries include the soldier’s rank, regiment, physical char-
acteristics, and the suspected date of disappearance. While coverage extends through 1914—
1918, the most complete records come from mid-1916 to mid-1917. Because the diaries
were originally used to coordinate apprehension efforts, they focus on absences considered
deliberate or suspicious, providing a partial but highly relevant window into desertions in

the field.

3.3 Police Gazette listings of deserters and absentees

A more comprehensive—but broader—source of absence data is found in the weekly Police
Gazette’s “Deserters and Absentees” (D&A) supplements, covering 1914-1918. Over
126,000 entries list each soldier’s name, rank, regiment, age, and physical characteristics,
along with their last known post or location of desertion. Because these publications served
for both home and overseas absences, only about 3000 references to the B.E.F. were likely
subject to the death penalty for desertion. The rest primarily concern men who failed to re-
port back from leave in the United Kingdom or other theaters of war. This Gazette dataset
helps verify the War Diaries’ coverage and indicates seasonal or temporal patterns in deser-
tion (e.g. spikes around holidays or at the war’s end).
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3.4 Field General Courts Martial trial records

A fourth source of absence-related data comes from handwritten FGCM registers (WO
213/2-26). Between January 1914 and November 1919, these records document roughly
144,609 trials, with details on each soldier’s rank, battalion, regiment, place and date of trial,
the charges, sentences, and any notes on acquittals or commutations. Of these, 13,309 con-
cern desertion and 28,754 concern absence without leave (AWOL). Since many of these
cases did not escalate to the death-sentence stage, the FGCM registers provide a more gran-
ular view of frontline discipline, capturing whether soldiers faced penal servitude, imprison-
ment, or lesser punishments. Comparing the FGCM listings to the official death-sentence
records reveals that only a fraction of desertion convictions culminated in confirmed capi-
tal sentences.

3.5 Casualty records

To gauge each unit’s exposure to danger, the analysis incorporates casualty data from the
Soldiers Died in the Great War database (658,555 entries). These records describe the sol-
dier’s name, rank, regiment, date of death, and the cause (killed in action, died of wounds,
or illness). Linking casualties by battalion and date yields a measure of real-time combat in-
tensity. Prior research (Costa and Kahn 2003) suggests that higher casualty rates can drive
desertions, so controlling for these figures helps isolate the role of execution risk from battle-
field conditions.

3.6 Identifying Irish soldiers

Because one objective is to test whether the perceived legitimacy of punishment varied
across ethnic groups, the analysis requires a proxy for “Irishness.” This study relies on a dic-
tionary of 426 Irish surnames, using matches to flag men of probable Irish descent. Although
some inaccuracies occur—for instance, a British-born soldier might inherit an Irish sur-
name—this remains the most feasible large-scale method. When possible, birthplaces from
the Police Gazettes or Service Records further refine the identification of Irish versus non-
Irish soldiers.

3.7 Service and pension records

Digitized Service (WO 363) and Pension (WO 364) Records supplement the above data
with individual characteristics such as age, birthplace, enlistment date, and address. These
records are incomplete due to wartime and archival losses (the “Burnt Documents”), but for
the subset that survives, they allow checks on whether the outcome of a death sentence was
correlated with factors like soldier age—potentially relevant for testing quasi-random assign-
ment of execution versus commutation.

3.8 Unit of analysis and order of battle

All these datasets must be linked at a consistent organizational level. Although many records
list a soldier’s battalion (about 1000 men), certain decisions—especially the confirmation or
commutation of a death sentence—were ultimately reviewed at higher echelons (Oram
2003: 129). Consequently, the division (about 18,000-19,000 soldiers) emerges as the pri-
mary unit of analysis here: it balances the salience of an execution within a narrower group
of soldiers with sufficient data coverage to observe multiple events and outcomes.

To facilitate these merges, a custom Order of Battle dataset tracks each battalion’s move-
ments among brigades and divisions from 1914 to 1918 (based on The Long, Long Trail,
Edmonds 1922; James 1978). By matching a soldier’s battalion and the relevant date, it is
possible to establish which division he served in at any given time. This step is crucial for
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linking desertion events, casualty rates, and any local patterns of discipline (e.g. prior execu-
tions in that division).

3.9 Summary

Taken together, these records form an unusually rich view of desertion, sentencing, and mili-
tary conditions in the British Army during World War 1. The death-sentence data reveals
which offenses triggered capital punishment; the War Diaries, Police Gazettes, and FGCM
trial registers catalog broader patterns of absences and discipline; the casualty database
measures the shifting intensity of the battlefield; and the surname dictionary and service
records distinguish Irish from non-Irish soldiers. After assigning each soldier-event to its
proper division via the Order of Battle, the resulting dataset spans thousands of recorded
absences, death sentences, and commutations. Additional data documentation appears in
Supplementary Appendix A, providing deeper background and exhibits on sources, merges,
and variable construction.

In the next section, I detail how the analysis leverages these sources to identify the causal
impact of an actual execution (as opposed to a commuted death sentence) on subsequent
desertions. That discussion covers the potential-outcomes approach, the randomization
checks, and the methods used to account for the complexities of measuring absences in mul-
tiple, partially overlapping datasets.

4. IDENTIFICATION STRATEGY
4.1 Overview of the quasi-random assignment

A central challenge in evaluating the deterrent effect of any punishment, especially the death
penalty, is that who receives the punishment is often nonrandom. Regions that apply capital
punishment differ from those that do not, and even within a single legal system, high-profile
offenses may attract harsher sanctions. In the British Army during World War I, however, a
unique dynamic emerged: although thousands of soldiers were sentenced to death, only
about 12% of these sentences were ultimately confirmed. Archival records suggest that the fi-
nal decision was left to the Commander-in-Chief, who reviewed each case in a manner that
appears uncorrelated with observable soldier or unit characteristics (Babington 1983; Oram
2003). If so, then whether a soldier was actually executed (versus commuted) could be
treated as close to random, conditional on receiving a death sentence.

This quasi-randomness is pivotal. It means that two soldiers in the same division, both
convicted of desertion around the same time, might have identical observable characteris-
tics—yet one was executed, and the other returned to the trenches. Soldiers and officers at
the front were largely unaware of the high commutation rate, so the perceived cost of deser-
tion remained uniformly severe. By contrasting division-level outcomes following an execu-
tion with those following a (secretly) commuted death sentence, I can tease out the causal
effect of an actual execution on subsequent desertions.

4.2 Potential outcomes and the within-division design

To formalize the intuitive comparison, I adopt a potential-outcomes framework (Rubin
1974). Each division D at time t experiences a “treatment event” when a soldier in that divi-
sion is sentenced to death. Let: E;; = 1 if the sentence is executed, E;; = 0 if the sentence
is commuted.

I want to estimate the impact of E;; on subsequent desertions or absences in division i at
future times #' > t. Because the choice of execution or commutation appears random (condi-
tional on the death sentence), I interpret commutation as a counterfactual for what would
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have happened if the same division had not executed that soldier. The relevant assumption
is that, absent the difference in confirmation decisions, these divisions were on comparable
trajectories.

A practical advantage of focusing on within-division variation is that each division serves
as its own control over time. By comparing how desertions evolve after an execution event
versus how they evolve after a commutation event (for the same division at different points
in time), I mitigate confounding factors specific to that division—such as combat intensity,
underlying morale, or leadership style.

4.3 Fvidence of randomness

A key component of this strategy is to verify that the confirmation decision—execution ver-
sus commutation—does not systematically correlate with observed soldier or unit attributes:

Regression checks in the following section show that neither soldier age, rank, nor Irish
surname predicts whether a death sentence is confirmed. The probability of execution also
does not vary with offense severity or timing of the war, once I condition on the fact that a
capital sentence was already imposed.

Additional tests indicate that recent casualty rates, prior executions, or prior desertion lev-
els in a division do not significantly affect the odds of another soldier being executed rather
than commuted. I detect no autocorrelation beyond chance levels in the sequence of execu-
tion/commutation outcomes within a division.

Contemporary sources (Babington 1983; Oram 2003) and official communications from
the Commander-in-Chief describe the final confirmation process as a closed-door review
that did not publicize rationales. Historians refer to this practice as a “lottery” due to its ap-
parent arbitrariness, further supporting my assumption that conditional on a death sentence,
the outcome is as good as random.

4.4 Treatment variants and timing

Although the commander typically decided within a couple of weeks, the exact day of com-
mutation was not announced, and soldiers learned of an execution only on the eve of the fir-
ing squad. My treatment variable, therefore, is dated to the day the final outcome (execution
or commutation) was promulgated and made known to the battalion or division. This timing
ensures that I capture the moment when soldiers in the division recognized that a deserter
was definitively executed, thus reinforcing (or failing to reinforce) the army’s threats.

An unresolved question is whether divisions also respond to accumulated prior outcomes
(multiple executions or commutations) or merely to the most recent event. In practice, both
could matter. I therefore estimate models under two approaches: (1) Strong “SUTVA”—
Only the most immediate event influences subsequent absences. (2) Weak “SUTVA”—Past
executions retain a decaying effect over time (Sims 2003; Kahneman 2011).

4.5 Empirical approaches
The identification hinges on comparing post-event desertions in a division with the counter-
factual scenario (had the event been a commutation). Two complementary frameworks help
capture these dynamics: (1) Duration analysis. I treat time until the next recorded absence
as the outcome variable. Once a death sentence is handed down in a given division, I mea-
sure how quickly another desertion occurs following an execution versus a commutation.
(2) Day-by-day probability models. I estimate a discrete hazard or logistic regression where
each division on each day either experiences at least one absence or not. Executions (and
commutations) enter as “treatment dummies,” which fade over time if multiple events
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(ex=0orex=1)

——— T T

v} V3 3 5
* X K

y = time from event (either execution of commutation) to absence

Figure 1. Illustration of duration model.
Notes: This figure visually summarizes the duration model.

accumulate. Figure 1 visually summarizes the duration model and Figure 2 visualizes the
day-by-day approach.

In both designs, identification rests on the assumption—supported by randomization
checks—that, conditional on receiving a death sentence, executed and commuted soldiers’
divisions were ex ante equivalent. Differences in post-event outcomes thus can be inter-
preted as causal.

4.6 Irish versus non-Irish responses

A further goal is to test whether ethnic identity, specifically Irish versus British, moderates
any deterrent effect. If the punishment authority is seen as illegitimate—an arguably stronger
sentiment among Irish soldiers—executions might backfire by spurring group solidarity or
resentment. Within the identification strategy, I compare post-event desertions specifically
among Irish soldiers versus non-Irish in the same division. Because the assignment of an
Irish defendant to execution or commutation is equally random, I can similarly interpret any
difference in Irish versus non-Irish desertion patterns as driven by variation in perceived le-
gitimacy, rather than by systematically different cases going to execution."

4.7 Summary

In sum, the British Army’s court-martial system, combined with a nearly opaque commuta-
tion process, offers a rare setting in which soldiers with otherwise similar capital convictions
were effectively randomized to execution or lesser punishments. This provides the crux of
the identification strategy: within each division, I compare subsequent desertions after an ex-
ecution event with those after a commuted event. I then refine my estimates by controlling
for casualties, seasonality, and potential cumulative effects of prior executions. The next sec-
tions present empirical results under these frameworks, demonstrating both a limited overall

! A key concern is that using only surnames to identify “Irish” soldiers may mislabel some individuals—for example, British-
born soldiers with Gaelic-like names or Irish-born soldiers whose names do not appear on my list. Such measurement error
systematically biases any true difference toward zero rather than inflating it. To see why, consider the following steps: (1)
Assume a Genuine Difference: Suppose, in reality, soldiers with truly Irish ancestry respond more strongly (i.e. are more likely
to desert) after an Irish comrade is executed than do soldiers without Irish ancestry. (2) Mislabeling Soldiers: False
Negatives—Some authentically Irish soldiers lack a surname in the dictionary and get coded as “non-Irish.” False Positives—
Some British-born soldiers have a surname flagged as Irish, so they appear in the “Irish” group. (3) How Misclassification
Dampens the Measured Gap: Irish-Labeled Group-Now includes British-born men, who presumably respond less intensely to
Irish executions, thereby pulling down the group’s average reaction. Non-Irish Group—Gains a few actual Irish soldiers who re-
act strongly, pushing up the average desertion response in the “non-Irish” group. (4) Net Effect: Convergence of Both Groups
Because each group absorbs soldiers who “truly” belong to the other, the observed difference between them shrinks. In statisti-
cal terms, an explanatory variable measured with random error yields an attenuated coefficient—that is, a smaller estimated
gap than the true gap. ($) Implication for Results: If, despite this mixing of groups, I still find a notable divergence (i.e. execut-
ing an Irish soldier leads to more desertions), that difference is likely a lower bound. A perfectly accurate measure of Irish an-
cestry would likely reveal an even larger disparity.
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P(absence) executiondecreases commutation increases
: P(absence) : P(absence) : secalarirend
,—A—\ : \l, ! l/ in P(absence)
J -
1
1
:
1 1 1
1 | 1
1 1 1
' 1 1
1 1 1
1 1 |
1 | 1
1 1 1
1 | 1
72 1 L7
\l/ \1/ time
execution or commutation some day t

Past events influence current probability, but this influence wanes over time.

Figure 2. Illustration of day-by-day model.
Notes: This figure visually summarizes the day-by-day model.

deterrent effect and a pronounced ethnic divergence that underscores the role of legitimacy
in shaping how soldiers respond to extreme sanctions.

S ASSESSMENT OF RANDOMNESS

A crucial element of this study’s identification strategy is that, conditional on receiving a
death sentence, the final confirmation of that sentence—execution versus commutation—
appears close to random. Historians have often described it as a “pitiless lottery” (Babington
1983; Oram 2003). Yet I must rule out the possibility that certain types of soldiers or units
were systematically more likely to see their sentences confirmed, thereby biasing any subse-
quent measure of deterrence. This section shows that the few obvious, historically relevant
factors—namely ethnicity (Irish versus non-Irish), soldier rank, past discipline problems in
the unit, and proximity to high-casualty battles—do not systematically predict who was exe-
cuted or commuted.

S.1 Historical reasons for concern

Historically, four main considerations stand out:

1) Ethnicity (Irish): Given the tension between Irish soldiers and British command, one
might suspect that Irish defendants were more likely to be executed. This concern
arises from the historical subordination of the Irish minority and anecdotal claims that
authorities “made an example” of soldiers suspected of weak loyalty (Oram 2003).

2) Rank of the soldier: Many WWI-era officers expressed a belief that punishing rank-
and-file troops was necessary to maintain discipline, while officers might be spared or
tried differently (Moore 1975; Babington 1983). If privates were more vulnerable to
execution, the deterrent effect could be confounded by rank differences in morale.

3) Local unit discipline: The British Army sometimes viewed entire units as “bad apples”
or lacking discipline (Babington 1983; Putkowski and Sykes 2007). If a recent spike in
desertion or other infractions made an execution more likely (to “set an example”),
could not treat the actual execution as random. The same logic holds for strong leader-
ship: a harsh commanding officer might consistently confirm executions.
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4) Battle conditions and casualties: Some historians propose that high casualty rates or
upcoming offensives might push commanders to commute a death sentence on a use-
ful soldier. Others suggest that heavy losses prompt the Army to enforce stricter disci-
pline. Either way, if these battlefield factors predicted who was executed,
randomization would fail.

5.2 Core randomness checks
5.2.1 Ethnicity and rank

In Table 1, Columns 1 and 2 regress the probability of execution on (1) an Irish indicator
and (2) soldier rank (private versus officer), restricting the sample to those soldiers already
sentenced to death. Neither coefficient is significant at conventional levels. If Irish defend-
ants or low-ranking soldiers had notably higher odds of execution, that would undercut my
randomization assumption. Instead, the data show no discernible bias in the final
confirmation.

§.2.2 Prior discipline and commanding ofticers

Next, Table 2 considers whether units with higher rates of desertion or prior executions are
more likely to confirm a new death sentence. I also examine whether certain commanding
officers (division or corps level) are systematically more “execution-prone.” None of these
variables significantly predict an execution decision, once I condition on the fact that a death
sentence was already imposed. Historians often argue that a commander might “make an
example” of a unit with discipline problems. If so, that unit’s later desertions might not be
comparable to a unit receiving commutations. The data, however, show no robust evidence
that discipline troubles or officer identities drive confirmation decisions. Tables 3 and 4 re-
peat the exercise for all capital sentences regardless of crime, and the results are simi-
larly null.

5.2.3 Battlefield conditions

Because some scholars suggest capital punishment might be used to restore order during
high-casualty offensives (Babington 1983), Columns 9-11 of Table 1 test whether execution
outcomes correlate with local casualty rates or major battle timing (e.g. the Somme,
Passchendaele). I find no systematic relationship: even large spikes in casualties do not pre-
dict a higher chance of execution. If divisions in the midst of bloody campaigns were more
likely to confirm executions (or to commute them to save manpower), it would bias any sub-
sequent analysis of deterrence. Instead, the data support the notion that final decisions were
largely idiosyncratic at the Commander-in-Chief level.

5.3 Autocorrelation tests

If executions were genuinely random, I would not expect them to cluster within particular
units or time windows—beyond chance. Table 2, Panel B thus examines whether one execu-
tion in a division makes another more or less likely. I observe no significant autocorrelation,
even at different echelons (brigade, division, corps). Similarly, no evidence suggests “streaks”
of executions or alternating patterns. This finding is consistent with anecdotal accounts de-
scribing the final outcome as a “lottery” (Babington 1983).

5.4 Implications for causal identification
These results indicate that conditional on a soldier being sentenced to death, no key observ-
able—Irish ethnicity, rank, local discipline problems, commanding officer identity, or battle-
field intensity—meaningfully predicts who is actually executed versus commuted. Because
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Table 2. Are observable characteristics correlated with execution decisions? (deserters).

Panel A Joint test of significance
Brigade unit 0.106
Corp unit 0.230
Army unit 0.242
Brigade commanding officer 0.872
Division commanding officer 0.0211
Division first general staff officer 0.109
Corp commanding officer 0.527
Corp first general staff officer 0.529
Army commanding officer 0.214
Army first general staff officer 0.182
GHQ commanding officer 0.129
GHAQ first general staff officer 0.277
Irish soldier « Irish officer FE 0.659
Military indiscipline 30-59 and 60-89 d ago 0.482
Death sentences 30-59 and 60-89 d ago 0.139
Execution rate 30-59 and 60-89 d ago 0.41S
Panel B
Aggregation level Correlation with lag decision
Division 0.0495
(0.0331)
Brigade 0.00376
(0.0387)
Corp 0.0225
(0.0330)
Army 0.0282
(0.0354)
Army type —0.0343
(0.0359)
All 0.0354
(0.0508)

Notes: Data are restricted to death sentences occurring in France & Flanders before the end of World War I. Death sentences
recorded without divisions or from the Labor Corps were removed. In Panel A, each row reports a separate ordinary least
squares regression and tests of joint significance of the fixed effects or measures of the recent battle environment. Military
indiscipline and death sentences are calculated as log(14 number). Military indiscipline is the average of absentees and trials
measured from the War Diaries, Police Gazettes, and FGCM trial registries. Lag execution rates is a set of controls comprising
the numbers of executions and commutations within each time window. Units or officers that appeared with less than 10
frequency were categorized in a separate “other” category. All regression models include year, division, and Irish fixed effects.
In Panel B, each row reports a separate ordinary least squares stacked autocorrelation regression. The strings of events within
each unit were stacked and the first event within each unit was excluded as a dependent variable. If more than one event
occurred on a day within a unit, the average outcome was calculated for that day. All regression models include year fixed
effects and the leave-one-out mean execution rate of the unit. Standard errors in parentheses. Results are similar with logit
or probit.

*p<0.10, **p<0.0S, ***p<0.01.

these are precisely the factors that historical context leads us to worry about, their insignifi-
cance strongly supports a quasi-random process.

With the randomness assumption in place, comparing post-execution outcomes to post-
commutation outcomes becomes a credible strategy for identifying the causal effect of an ac-
tual execution on subsequent desertions. I exploit this in the empirical analysis, focusing on
whether executions truly deter absenting soldiers or, in some contexts (particularly for the
Irish), might actually spur more desertion.
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Table 4. Are observable characteristics correlated with execution decisions? (all death sentences).

Panel A Joint test of significance
Brigade unit 0.277
Corp unit 0.190
Army unit 0.328
Brigade commanding officer 0.670
Division commanding officer 0.185
Division first general staff officer 0.517
Corp commanding officer 0.366
Corp first general staff officer 0.0900
Army commanding officer 0.0688
Army first general staff officer 0.308
GHQ commanding officer 0.369
GHAQ first general staff officer 0.45S
Irish soldier x Irish officer FE 0.452
Military indiscipline 30-59 and 60-89 d ago 0.325
Death sentences 30-59 and 60-89 d ago 0.109
Execution rate 30-59 and 60-89 d ago 0.324
Panel B
Aggregation level Correlation with lag decision
Division 0.0195
(0.0285)
Brigade 0.00486
(0.0333)
Corp 0.0469
(0.0288)
Army —0.00508
(0.0318)
Army type —-0.00762
(0.0333)
All 0.0790
(0.0503)

Notes: Data are restricted to death sentences occurring in France & Flanders before the end of World War I. Death sentences
recorded without divisions or from the Labor Corps were removed. In Panel A, each row reports a separate ordinary least
squares regression and tests of joint significance of the fixed effects or measures of the recent battle environment. Military
indiscipline and death sentences are calculated as log(1+ number). Military indiscipline is the average of absentees and trials
measured from the War Diaries, Police Gazettes, and FGCM trial registries. Lag execution rates is a set of controls comprising
the numbers of executions and commutations within each time window. Units or officers that appeared with less than 10
frequency were categorized in a separate “other” category. All regression models include year, division, and Irish fixed effects.
In Panel B, each row reports a separate ordinary least squares stacked autocorrelation regression. The strings of events within
each unit were stacked and the first event within each unit was excluded as a dependent variable. If more than one event
occurred on a day within a unit, the average outcome was calculated for that day. All regression models include year fixed
effects and the leave-one-out mean execution rate of the unit. Standard errors in parentheses. Results are similar with logit
or probit.

*p<0.10, **p<00S, ***p<0.0L.

Extensive robustness tests (including additional variables like seasonality or day of week)
along with visual assessments of randomness appear in the Supplementary Appendix, rein-
forcing these central findings without altering the conclusion of random assignment.

6. EMPIRICAL SPECIFICATIONS
6.1 Duration analysis

My first modeling approach is to assume that the elapsed time from the most recent deter-
rence event to the next absence in a particular unit is a random variable drawn from some
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distribution parameterized by unit and time characteristics (i.e. y is drawn from a distribu-
tion with a pdf f). For exposition’s sake I use an exponential distribution, though other para-
metric distributions are possible. I assume that the likelihood of observing an elapsed time
of y from a given deterrence event to the next absence is given by f(y) = Aexp ( - Ay).

The hazard rate, 4, depends upon the characteristics of that particular deterrence event.
A= Po+ Pyexy+ Pogexij - desi+ P - desy +yCcasy + ij + nymrU):T. Military units are
indexed by i, observations by j. ex is an indicator for an execution, des is an indicator that the
trial was for desertion, cas is the casualty rate and yV and y” are unit and year fixed-effects,
respectively. Collectively, I refer to these parameters as a vector €. The specification can also
be interpreted as follows: cas controls for the cost of staying and ex captures exogenous vari-
ation in perceptions of costs.

It is possible, however, that an execution or commutation occurs at the end of the data
frame, in which case the elapsed time y is no longer a realization of the time until an absence,
but rather a censored value. I assume that without the intervention I would have eventually
observed an absence. In these censored cases, which I indicate with d = 0, the likelihood is
not f(y|0), but rather 1 —F(y|6). The log-likelihood function consistent with this censoring

is given by: L(6) = Y-V djlog (f(y,-|/1(6)) +(1-d) (1 —F(yj|/1((9)).

When analyzing the impact of the most recent event, the calculations treat desertions and
capital sentences that occurred in pairs or groups as one observation since the decisions to
execute or commute these soldiers were not independent: almost without exception, they
were determined simultaneously and with identical outcomes. The time until the next ab-
sence is calculated beginning on the following day. Absences that occurred on the day of an
event are considered as having occurred the previous night, so they do not count as the first
absence after an event. Multiple absences or events on the same day from different ethnici-
ties are considered as British as they constitute the typical soldier.>

6.2 The weak-SUTVA approach

I assume that past events matter, but that they fade out exponentially, according to some param-

eter k. I test values of k such that k = — lz—gﬁ where At takes values of 7, 14, 30, 60 and 90, corre-
sponding to deterrence-effect half-lives of 1 week, 2 weeks, 1 month, 2 months, and 3 months.
In the weak-SUTVA approach, I define two sets: E.(t") =
times of all executions in the unit prior to t* and E,,(t*) = times of all commutions
in the unit prior to t*.

These two terms measure the cumulative effects of past events, one for executions and
one for commutations. They also measure idiosyncratic variation in execution rates over
time within divisions, since the sequence is also exogenous. Differences in the effects of these
two terms characterize the effect of exogenous variation in the application of the death pen-
alty. Neither term by itself has a causal interpretation because the number of death sentences
could be endogenous. To be consistent with the strong-SUTVA parameter, multiple events

on the same day and division are still treated as one event. D,,(k) = ZteEm“*) e =1 and
Den(k) = 3 ek, () e~ M=% The hazard is the original hazard plus two terms for past exe-

cutions and commutations: A’ (k) = A + ttex Dy + XDy

Results of the hazard model are presented in the main tables with standard errors clus-
tered at the division level because the weak-SUTVA parameters are serially correlated within
division. The Supplementary Appendix tables present two checks—one set of results

2 A date with an Irish execution (absence) means that only Irish were executed (absent).
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without clustering (to see if the statistical significance is similar), and another set of results
where time is run backward and I calculate the time until the previous absence before a
treatment event (to see if there is a null result). In the specification check with time run
backward, to minimize leakage, where the absence event that led to the death sentence is in-
cluded by chance as an outcome, the clock begins 90 d into the past.

6.3 Day-by-day probability, maximum likelihood approach

One difficulty of treating each death sentence as an observation, with an indicator for execu-
tions as the primary independent variable and absences as an outcome (either a count of
absences or duration until the next absence) is that each unit experiences a whole sequence
of executions and commutations. These past deterrent effects presumably affect the proba-
bility of future absences within that unit, and hence it is hard to see why they can be ignored.
My response is to use a framework where the effects of past events are explicitly modeled. I
assume that each unit had some probability of experiencing absence on any particular day,
and that this probability depends upon military unit and year fixed effects, all past death sen-
tences, including the nature of the crime and the outcome, and their distance in time from
the present day and the instantaneous casualty rate.

Military Units: i =1...1

Time: t = 1...T Measured from day 0, July 28, 1914.

Absences: a;(t) is an indicator for whether there was an absence in unit i on day ¢.

Preceding Events: K;(t) is the set of past deterrence event dates in a unit i (executions
or commutations) before time ¢; |K;(t)| is the number of events in the set.

Day: t; is the day on which the k * element of K occurred.

Execution or Commutation: x; is an indicator for execution or commutation.

Crime Type: d; is an indicator for desertion or some other crime.

I use the logit as my link function, so the probability of an absence in unit i on day ¢ is:
pi(t) =7z where  z(i,t;0) is  z(i,;0) = (Zlﬁ(f)‘ e"l(t'tk)D(k)) +X(t)y,

Ky

D(k) :ﬁE(k) = (ﬁexd ﬂexo ﬂsd ﬂso) ' :k ) and X(t)}/ = y0+ycca5it+
k

1

yiU —|—y;m(t). Pocq = effect of executing a deserter, f3,,, = effect of executing for any crime,

exo
Py = effect of a desertion death sentence, and f,, = effect of a death sentence for
any crime.

I define a vector of parameters: 0 = (4, B,.4, Bovos Buds Beos Y05 7S, ¥Y,¥T)- X(t) is a collec-
tion of covariates, such as the instantaneous, unit-specific danger rate (computed from casu-
alties) and a unit fixed effect. The effects of past events fade as time progresses. There is one
A for both executions and commutations, that is, events are “forgotten” at the same rate since
commutations serve as control for executions.® F is the link-function whose range is [0, 1].
The log-likelihood is thus: L= Y"1 S°7  a;(t)logpi(t) + [1 = ai(t)]log(1 = pi(t)). B.q and
B., have causal interpretation. I also introduce terms for Irish executions and Irish death
sentences. Results are presented only with standard errors clustered at the division level

3 An attempt to infer A from the data did not converge, so I present estimates using different values of A instead.
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since the treatment variable is serially correlated within the division. The Supplementary
Appendix tables present a specification check for null results where time is run backward.

7. RESULTS

This section presents three complementary analyses, each offering a different lens on
whether executing condemned soldiers deters or spurs subsequent desertion. Section 7.1
provides a visual overview using Kaplan-Meier (survival) plots, highlighting basic patterns
without controls. Sections 7.2 and 7.3 then detail two forms of duration analysis (strong ver-
sus weak SUTVA). Section 7.4 introduces a day-by-day probability approach to account for
the cumulative effects of previous events. Section 7.5 ties these findings together, clarifying
how they reinforce—or differ from—one another.

7.1 Graphical overview: Kaplan-Meier survival functions
Figures 3-S plot univariate survival (time-to-next-absence) curves, comparing post-
execution intervals (in red) and post-commutation intervals (in blue). Each panel distin-
guishes Irish from British executions. War Diaries (Figure 3): A clear separation appears.
After Irish executions, the survival curve shifts left, indicating shorter intervals to the next de-
sertion—that is, a “spurring” effect. In contrast, after British executions, the curve shifts
right, suggesting a modest deterrent effect. Police Gazettes and FGCM Registries (Figures 4
and 5): Similar patterns emerge, though they are generally less pronounced. Irish executions

Kaplan-Meier survival estimates Kaplan-Meier survival estimates

0.50 0.75
0.50 0.75

0.25
0.25

0.00
0.00

6 5‘0 160 15‘0 260 6 5‘0 1 éO 1 éO 260 EéO
analysis time analysis time

execution = No execution = Yes | [ execution = No execution = Yes |

Figure 3. Nonparametric survival distributions (War Diaries).Notes: This figure shows the impact
of Irish (left) and British (right) executions on time until next absence in the War Diaries dataset.

Kaplan-Meier survival estimates Kaplan-Meier survival estimates

1.00
1.00

0.50
0.50

025

0.00
0.00

6 160 260 360 4(‘)0 (5 1 60 260 360 460
analysis time analysis time

execution = No execution = Yes | [ execution = No execution = Yes |

Figure 4. Nonparametric survival distributions (Police Gazettes).Notes: This figure shows the
impact of Irish (left) and British (right) executions on time until next absence in the Police
Gazettes dataset.
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Figure S. Nonparametric survival distributions (FGCM trial registries)Notes: This figure shows the
impact of Irish (left) and British (right) executions on time until next absence in the FGCM trial
registries dataset.

again show some evidence of spurring, while British executions lean toward deterrence.
Notably, this pattern is clearer in the FGCM Registries than in the Police Gazettes. One
likely explanation is that FGCM data captures frontline trials more systematically, whereas
the Gazette—published in the United Kingdom—may introduce additional noise. In partic-
ular, the weekly Gazette only contains absences for soldiers not yet apprehended, leading to
incomplete B.E.F. data. Consequently, the War Diaries and FGCM Registries provide a
more direct reflection of frontline outcomes, whereas the Gazette’s selective coverage can
obscure the distinction between execution and commutation intervals.

These raw, uncontrolled plots suggest two main themes: (1) there is limited or no overall
deterrence effect for desertion, and (2) the ethnic identity of the executed soldier matters. I
now refine these insights with multivariate approaches.

7.2 Duration analysis, strong SUTVA

In a strong SUTVA framework, I assume that only the most recent execution or commuta-
tion affects the time to the next desertion. Table 5 presents hazard-model estimates
(Exponential, Weibull, Cox) for each of the three datasets (War Diaries, Police Gazettes,
FGCM trial registries). I also experiment with different assumptions about the exact date of
commutation. Overall deterrence: Columns focusing on “any execution” versus
“commutation” yield mixed evidence; in some specifications, there is a weak deterrent effect
for British executions. But in most models, the coefficient is small or insignificant, indicating
limited or no overall deterrence.

Irish versus British Soldiers: Table 6 then interacts the execution indicator with an “Irish
soldier” indicator. I consistently find positive and significant coefficients on the “Irish exe-
cution” term, implying shorter time to next absence—a “spurring” effect. By contrast,
“British execution” sometimes deters, sometimes shows no effect, but does not significantly
spur desertion.

Magnitude: Point estimates suggest that, in the War Diaries sample, an Irish execution
can triple the hazard rate (i.e. reduce median time to next absence by about 66%). Effects
are somewhat smaller (but still positive) in the Police gazettes and FGCM datasets. These
magnitudes often exceed the effect of an increase in casualties, underscoring how illegitimate
punishment can overshadow pure battlefield risks.

7.3 Duration analysis, weak SUTVA

One might worry that past events (multiple executions) have lingering effects. Table 7
addresses this by including cumulative measures of prior executions and prior commutations

920z Asenuer 2z uo Jasn Alisiaaiun piojuels Aq 981.8928/1 L 0rema/os|l/Se01° 01 /Iop/a|onie-aoueApe/oa|jwoo dno olwapese//:sdiy Woll papeojumod



The Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization, 2025, Vol. 00, No. 00

24

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jleo/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jleo/ewaf011/8268186 by Stanford University user on 27 January 2026

‘100>d
.m@m@&uﬁwuﬂm ur ~®>o~ Go_m_b:u mﬂu Jje ﬁwhﬁmﬂ;u SIOIId ﬁuﬂ—uﬁdum .ﬂ.mﬁ wﬁ_>E=m me uc.w >>O—uﬁ_

ok

‘soo>d  ‘oro>d
M Uy Y3 ST YOIYM

‘L16T 2un[—916T An[ 03 s1911s31 SIsA[eue SALIBI(] Tep) 'S1I3JJa-PIXY Teak pue UOISIAIp apnjour suonesynads [y *08e p 68—09 snsiaa o3e p 6S—0¢ sanenses 3077 ur dUIYIP 3Y) se pauyap st ofe p O¢
san[ensed 30Ty "03e p 65-0¢ sns1aa 0Fe p 7T son[ensed 30T UI SIUIIYIP I3 St pauyap sI sanensed 0Ty *(sanyensed +1)30] se paremoed st sap[ensed 30T "UOHEINWWOD PUE UOHNIAXS Y} JO 33ep
JUSWDUNOUUE Y} SE PIsn ST Jep [e1n) 3y} [, = D), PI[AQE] SUWN[OD UT A[IYM JUIWIDUNOUUE UOHNIIXD AGIEIU JSOW 3} S JWES ST UONEINUIIOD Y} JO Judwadunouue pajndwr 3y sueawr yorgm ‘pasn

ST poygaw 10quSIPU-1$3IBAU 3} NN, PAIIQNS SUWN[OD U] [eLr) 193J€ P 4 INDO0 0] PIWNSSE ST UOHEINWUIOD Y] JO JUSWIDUNOUUE Y} [+, PI[NQNS SUWN|OD U] "pIezey durjaseq ) szidjaurered

03 A[2a103dsa1 sppow X0 pue [Inqre ‘Tenusuodxa a3 asn X0, pue ‘qM,, ,‘dXH,, "3dUssqe XU [UN (UOHEINWWOD IO UOHNIIXI) UOHN[OST SIUAUSS [Fedp Woly aum pasde[d sTawodnQ 520N

$S91 $S91 ¥S91 $S91 ¥S91 ¥S91 $S91 ¥S91 ¥S91 N
(19€0°0) (08€0°0) (£8€0°0) (€¥€0°0) (65€0°0) (82££0°0) (Tv€00) (19€0°0) (LL£0°0) o3e p 0¢
LTT00 84700 TLT0°0 2xLSLO0  4496L00  440¥80°0 89070 #x0¥L0°0 £x96L0°0 sonenses 30Ty
(sor00) (0c+0°0) (++¥0°0) (6££0°0) (€L£0°0) (60%0°0) (6¥£0°0) (98€0°0) (02v0°0)
96700 6€€0°0 69€0°0 98€0°0 LP00 £950°0 86700 L8€0°0 9L¥0°0 sanenses 80Ty
(96L0°0) (6L80°0) (9260°0) (8880°0) (0ot°0) (z11°0) (8¥60°0) (901°0) (611°0)
S€T0°0 £870°0 78700 ¥11°0 121°0 SET0 #x161°0— +86T°0— £90T°0— uonnOIXY
A_a_b UOIIISIP JXaU [Ijun oE_uv satsIdai [erny WHOI D [Pueg
091 091 0v91 8€91 8¢91 8¢91 091 091 09T N
(TL20°0) (8820°0) (10€0°0) (5920°0) (0820°0) (9620°0) (9S20°0) (9270°0) (6820°0) o3e p 0¢
%%5690°0 #x90L0°0 #x61L0°0 £+9Y90°0 4479900 4458900 #8500 +x1090°0 £x0790°0 sanenses 80Ty
(01€0°0) (£2£0°0) (1+€0°0) (¥970°0) (LLT0°0) (T620°0) (1£20°0) (0620°0) (€0£0°0)
«85S0°0 «1450°0 «85S0°0 «S6¥0°0 «70S0°0 «8TS0°0 «L1S0°0 «9¥S0°0 69500 sanenses SoTy
(£880°0) (9560°0) (zot0) (¥9L0°0) (5780°0) (5880°0) (8€80°0) (T160°0) (¥L60°0)
¥110°0— €€100— 6L10°0— L9S0°0 $€S0°0 £050°0 7990°0— S1L0°0— 0LL00— uonndAXy
9)337ZenH ou:Onm q —uﬂﬁm
9¢s 9¢s 9¢S 9¢€s 9¢s 9¢S 9¢s 9¢S 9¢§ N
(¥S¥0°0) (6150°0) (0090°0) (S150°0) (€£50°0) (2690°0) (¥¥+0°0) (9050°0) (1090°0) o3e p 0¢
#55x6ST°0 #353061°0 #53x80T0 4xL0T°0 #xCET°0 #x0VT°0 +x80T°0 4x%6€T°0 +x1ST°0 sanfenses 30Ty
(50S0°0) (2950°0) (6290°0) (8€90°0) (S1L0°0) (£€80°0) (9150°0) (6L50°0) (1£90°0)
%%C660°0 %0TT°0 w3PTT°0 6ST00 TLEO0 ¥6¥0°0 84900 7080°0 87600 sanenses 30Ty
(621°0) (ze10) (£¥1°0) (L91°0) (14£1°0) (z0T0) (sst10) (zsT0) (¥L1°0)
60T°0 «0ST0 «08T°0 6T1°0 L9T°0 €81°0 8ST'0— PP10— LLT0— uonndaXy
L=D/%x0) L=D2/9M L=D/dx@  NN/x0D NN/9IM NN/dxg  #1+/x0D  $I+/9M  $I+/dxg  ssueiq Iem v [Pueq
(6) (8) (L) ) (s) (¥) (€) (0 (1)

'90U9sqe JXau [Ijun awmn ﬁmmﬁmﬁo UO SUONEINWWOD SNSIIA SUOTINIIXD JO SII3H °S d[qe.I,



25

Death Penalty Deterrence in WW1 Britain

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jleo/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jleo/ewaf011/8268186 by Stanford University user on 27 January 2026

(penunuod)
91T°0— 8YT'0— $91°0— $1700°0— 7€70°0— 96+0°0— IS€°0 L6€0 W0 }1989p-Xg
(811°0) (,z1°0) (g€1°0) (111°0) (121°0) (ser0) (801°0) (121°0) (9¢1°0)
$$80°0— 9590°0— 0650°0— 78100 91800 0110 S€20°0 IT+0°0 S€S0°0 3953
(zzeo) (otv70) (TsTo) (esTo) (9L70) (80€0) (0z#0) (eL¥0) (zzs0)
97500 £0L0°0 TLLOO €€20°0 96700 9L¥0°0 885°0— 8v9°0— 60L°0— uonnOIXY
Qa_b UOIIISIP XU [Ijun oE_uv satsIdai [erny WHOI D [Pued
ov91 09T 091 8¢91 8€9T 8€9T 09T 09T 09T N
(LL1°0) (¢61°0) (LoT0) (691°0) (s81°0) (661°0) (191°0) (181°0) (961°0)
«xC8E°0 #3xC6€°0 +x807°0 961°0 €070 6170 +xL8€0 +x0T+°0 41 1€F°0 YSUI-Xg
(L£60°0) (£860°0) (¢o1°0) (5260°0) (0660°0) (901°0) (0560°0) (cot0) (601°0)
YIT°0- 91T°0— 61T°0— £69T°0— «SLT0— «L8T°0— «P9T°0— «CLT0— 6LT°0— ysuy
(0870) (867°0) (81€°0) (6LT°0) (s670) (91€°0) (s9¢0) (66£°0) (zzi0)
L9T0— 60€°0— LTE0- 1190°0— LYLO0— €LLO°0— SET0 %70 1ST0 11989p-Xg
(£6L0°0) (6¥80°0) (0680°0) (TLL0°0) (8280°0) (,880°0) (0280°0) (8880°0) (8€60°0)
¥S+0°0— 88%0°0— 0150°0— T120°0— 8TT00— SHT0°0— 1¥£0°0— 6010°0— 6S0°0— 39537
(6¥70) (9970) (982°0) (9vT0) (6570) (LLT0) (c€€0) (s9¢0) (,8€0)
€910 L6T0 9070 11800 06800 L5800 ove0- SSE0— TLE0- uonnOIXY
9)397ZenH Ou_—QQ q ~oﬂwn~
9¢S 9¢s 9¢S 9¢S 9¢S 9¢S 9¢s 9¢S 9¢s N
(s61°0) (107°0) (z0T0) (061°0) (seét1°0) (zeeo) (8¥70) (9s70) (s8z0)
(8070) (L€T0) (zsT0) (€L1°0) (v61°0) (,0T0) (£¥1°0) (941°0) (6L1°0)
£€97°0— «LOV'0— «SL¥'0— wxT6€0= 4y IVS0— 4y OP90— 4uu PP 0— 456790~ 4yl TLO— ysuy
(162°0) (,€€0) (vL£0) (9¢€0) (09€°0) (90%°0) (1£9°0) (00L0) (9vL0)
£xLT90— «SSS0— +059°0— 8170— 191°0— ¥T0- $S10°0— L9Y0°0 0€€00°0— 31959p-Xg
(9¥70) (£820) (11€°0) (¥€20) (s970) (zog0) (o¥70) (vLT0) (soc0)
€€T°0 910 8¢T0 11S0°0 1£50°0 0400 96600°0— 8120°0— 6TH0°0— 3953
(€L7°0) (v0¢€0) (8€€0) (€1€°0) (v7€0) (65€°0) (0£9°0) (£890) (9¢L0)
%6890 #xLT9°0 «xETL0 670 781°0 6170 80¢°0— ¥6£°0— LIY'0— uonndIXY
L=D/%x0) L=D/9M L=D/dxd NN/x0D NN/9IM NN/dxg ¥1+/X00  pI+/aM bI+/dxg saureI(] e M 1V [Purd
(6) (8) (4) ) (s) () (€) (D) (1)

“SLIT sem

ISIPIOS IOYISYM PUE [ELI} UOTIIISIP B SEM 358D 19Y)aym £q Surropip souasqe 1xau [run swr pasde[s Uo SUONEINUILIOD SNSIA SUOTNIIXS JO SO ‘9 I[qEL,



The Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization, 2025, Vol. 00, No. 00

26

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jleo/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jleo/ewaf011/8268186 by Stanford University user on 27 January 2026

‘100>d

Sokok

‘soo>d ‘oro>d

Hok

"sasayjuared UI [9A9] UOISIAIP 3Y)} J& PIISISTd SIOLI PIEPUE)S ‘ejep SUIAIAINS 91] 10§ MOPUIM ) dU) ST YoTyM ‘LT6T
aun(-916T An[ 03 s)omIsaI sisheue saurer(] Iep “ode p ¢ sdnpenses o7y pue sanensed 30Ty pue $193)J3-pIXy I1EIL PUE UOISIAIP SPN[OUI SUOHEIYDAJS [[Y "UOHEINWWIOD PUE UOHNDIIXD Y} JO 3Jep
JUSWIDUNOUUE I SE PIsn ST 3Jep [eLr) 3y} [, = D), PI[AQE[ SUWN[OD UT A[IYM JUIWADUNOUUE UOHNIIXS AGILIU JSOW 31} S& JWES ST UONEINUIIOD ) JO Jusuradunouue pajndwr 3y sueaur yorgm ‘pasn
st poyow Joquau-isareau ay) NN, PARIGNS SUWN[0D U] [el1} 123J€ P 4] INDD0 0} PIWNSSE ST UOHEINUIWIOD ) JO JUSWIDUNOUUE 3 b [+, PIPIIQNS SUWN[OD U] "pIezey durfaseq ay) dzuajowered
03 £[2Andadsa1 spPpowr X0 pue [Inqrapy ‘Tenusuodxe ayy asn o), pue ‘qM, ‘dxg, -9dudsqe Jxou [3un (UOHEINWIWOD 10 UOHNOIIXD) UOHN]OSIT DUJUIS YFeap woly dwry pasde[d st swoonQ :sapoN

+$91
(s17°0)
+xS9%°0
(811°0)
«81T0—
(8€7°0)

¥S9T
(9220)
£xSTS0
(,z1°0)
«E¥T0—-
(9s70)

$S91
(¥€70)
£x95S°0
(z€1°0)
«CST0—
(L970)

$S91
(821°0)
£xx08Y°0
(811°0)
TLT0-
(987°0)

¥S91
(161°0)
#9950
(o€1°0)
961°0—
(11€°0)

¥S91
(907°0)

£xx1S9°0
(Tv10)
12C0-
(ev€0)

¥S91
(907°0)
£xx095°0
(z11°0)
(15+°0)

$S91
(v7T0)
(621°0)
£x9TE0—
(905°0)

$S91
(¢vT0)
(1+¥1°0)
(sss0)

N

ysur-xyg

ysuy

(6)

(8)

(L)

)

(s)

()

(€)

(9]

9]

(penunuod) ‘9 J[qeL,



27

Death Penalty Deterrence in WW1 Britain

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jleo/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jleo/ewaf011/8268186 by Stanford University user on 27 January 2026

(penunuod)
(ss20°0) (£970°0) (zzL00)
+4x0660°0 £5+50T°0 £590°0— p 0€—s.w)
(8€L0°0) (€0L0°0) (o€1°0)
91200 0420°0— Lb1°0— P 0€—sXq
(82€0°0) (€8€0°0) (801°0)
x4 0PT0 +xx9ST0 6€70°0— P +1—sw)
(1060°0) (88L0°0) (sst0)
STLT0 0+80°0 10— P ¥I—sxq
(€S+0°0) (7950°0) (8S1°0)
£4+E8T°0 sV 1T0 $0£0°0—
(911°0) (6€60°0) (¥17°0)
£4+95€°0 wP1T0 $61°0— P L—sxd
(€v€0°0) (Th€00) (¥4€0°0) (05€0°0) (85€0°0) (0££0°0) (¥L20°0) (SL20'0) (SLT00) (2LT00) (9L20°0) (9820°0) (1¥90°0) (¥€90°0) (€1900) (6650°0) (9650°0) (6950°0) oSe p 0¢
mmﬂﬁmﬁmmu
$4x V600 445 L860°0 4540010 455 PT600 5597800 5595800 44 56890°0 45460L00 44 x61L0°0 4518900 4461900 44TS900 448710  44EST'0  4ss €910  4s40LT0 444 €LT'0 44 40LTO 8oy
(86€0°0) (¥6£00) (68€0°0) (08€0°0) (1££0°0) (€140°0) (€6700) (+620°0) (26200) (1820°0) (6920°0) (10£0°0) (£090°0) (L6S0'0) (S650°0) (6650°0) (2090°0) (2090°0)
mmﬁﬁmﬂmmu
€FSO0  S090°0  4+T990°0 +8590°0 L6SO0  TTHO'O 467900  4T890°0  48VLO'0 4uxPLLOO 4548EL00 4LESO'O  ¥LSO0 97900  1TLO0  I8L00  TISOD'0 0800 8oy
(6tc0) (1sT0)  (€ST0)  (SsTo) (09T0) (evT0)  (9610) (961°0) (961°0) (zoro) (01T0) (961°0) (89T0) (0LTO)  (28T0)  (80€0)  (gT€0)  (S8TO)
skt 19L°0 gk SLLO  4y48LLO  4540SL'0 4559TLO 4448TL0  440TH0  4ubTHO  4il€V0  414OPH0 4y TEVP0 4y TEH0  4ounlb€T  4ys6SET  4usOTET  4gsTOTT  4448STT 4y 6LT'T Ysu[-Xg
(ev10)  (P¥10)  (SvT0)  (¥PT0) (eb10)  (T4T0)  (801°0)  (801°0)  (Lor0) (6010) (orr°0) (60T°0) (0TTO)  (97T0)  (ziTo)  (061°0)  (18T°0)  (6L1°0)
48SE0—  4499€°0— 44k ELEO— 44S9E0— 44 ISE0— 444ESE0— 4S8T'0— 46810— 498T°0— TLI'0O—  8ST'0—  6LI0— 4x49E80— 4450580~ 4y TT8 O~ yysPBLO— 4oy 69L 0~ 445l TLO— qsuy
(08s°0)  (L090) (€990) (91£0) (1vL0) ($SS0)  (9zr0)  (14¥0)  (08+'0)  (62S0) (29S0) (TTk0) (€890)  (L690)  (82L0)  (ToL0)  (T8LO)  (9¥LO)
11+°0 0Er'0 YLY'0 +0S°0 8150 w0 8770 +€T0 8ST0 $87°0 TIE0 1STO  T0TO0 8980000 ISTO0— 90€0°0— 6bT0°0— 0SE000—  HIsSdp-Xg
(zero) (Lzro)  (zero)  (ecro) (Lero)  (9€10)  (21600) (2880°0) (1S80°0) (6580°0) (6£80°0) (8€60°0) (L6T0)  (86T0)  (00€0)  (c0€0)  (00€0)  (S0€0)
0€90°0  6SS00  LIEO0  6LI00  TLTOO  SESO'0  TIKO'0O— 8SHO'0O— 9S90°0— +080°0— TILO0O— 6SPO'0— €9L00— LISO'0O— €STO'0— 88100— €0T00— 6THO0— pasaq
(1¥50)  (9950)  (2290)  (5.90) (6690) (Tes0)  (g€6€0) (Lov0) (L¥v0)  (L6+0) (LzS0) (L8€0) (6L90)  (10L0)  (ThLo)  (18L0)  (86L0)  (9€L0)
TSL0-  16L0—  9S80—  S680— 6160— 60L0—  ITH0—  TEF0—  SLYO—  €IS0—  #bS0— TLEO—  68€0—  PLEO—  89€0—  8LEO—  06€£0-  LIYO- uonndAXY
(81) (1) (91) (sT) (¥1) (¢1) (€49)] (11) (o1) (6) (8) ) (9 (s) () () () (1)

(srern3 uonaasap) sarnsidai ety WOOA

§3)39zZer) dIog

SILIBI(] T8

VALNS Yeam ‘ardures [ng ‘9ouasqe Jxou [yun swn pasde[s Uo UONELINWIUIOD SNSISA UOTNIIXA JO SI9YY */ dqeL,



The Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization, 2025, Vol. 00, No. 00

28

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jleo/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jleo/ewaf011/8268186 by Stanford University user on 27 January 2026

TO0>d g

S00>dy, ‘OT0>d,

.mmmoﬁcm\a& UL [9A3] UOISIAIP Y} J& PIIS)ISN[D SIOLId PIEPURIS “BIEp Suralains 9} 10J MOPUIM dUIT} Y} ST YOIYM ‘LT6T dUn[—916T1 bzm 0] S3011)SaT mmb«:m SOUBI(T Te M "JI3)J2
31 JO JI[-J[EY Y ST X "IIUN Y} UT SJUIAD 3OUILIIIP SNOIAdId JO §199JJ9 SAIR[NUIND Y} JINSLIUT PX -5, WD 10 PX-S X2 pa[aqe] s10ssa13a1 oy T, '0Fe p 68—09 sns1aa oFe p 5—¢ sanenses o7 ur sduIPIP

a1y se paurgap st o3e p o¢ sanensed Joy ‘08e p 65—-0¢ sns1aa 0Fe p 67— son[ensed S0 Ul IIUIIAPIP JY) S& pauyap sI sanfensed o7y *(senyenses +$m£ se paje[nofed st sanfensed 3077 *s30ajJe-paxy

Ieak pue UOISIAIp apn[oul suonesynads [[y *sajer prezey durfaseq daziajawered 03 sppow [enuauodxs asn suoneoyads e pue poyraw uonendwr 2jep UONBINWIWOD 4]+, Y} asn suoneoyads [y :sagoN

$591 $S91 +S91 +S91 +S91 +S91 091 0+91 0+91 0+91 0+91 0+91 9¢S 9€S 9¢S 9¢S 13y 9¢S N
(18100) (0610°0) (08¥00)
£4STHO0 «%SS¥00 +L880°0— P 06—sw)
(0590°0) (+290°0) (zeT0)
6950°0— L580°0— «TTTO— P 06—sXxd
(90200) (1120°0) (9t50°0)
£5x£90°0 *5x1590°0 9580°0— P 09—s.w)
(£990°0) (€+90°0) (z€1°0)
06£0°0— $€L0°0— €610~ P 09—sXq
(81) (L1) (om) (s1) (1) (1) (z1) (1m) (o1) (6) (8) (4) 9 (s) ) (€) (] (1)

(srerm uonIdsap) sarnsiar ey WHHA

$9339Zen) o

saLrer(] rep

(penunuod) */ J[qeL,



Death Penalty Deterrence in WW1 Britain « 29

Table 8. Effects of execution versus commutation on ethnicity of next absence.

% of next absences that are Irish

Panel A: 14 imputation War Diaries Police Gazettes FGCM (desertion trials)
All death sentences

Irish execution 19.2 9.8 21.6
Non-Irish execution 11.1 9.0 15.3
Irish commutation 13.3 16.4 12.0
Non-Irish commutation 13.1 144 13.3
Desertion death sentences

Irish execution 20.0 9.3 23.3
Non-Irish execution 9.5 9.1 15.5
Irish commutation 14.0 17.8 132
Non-Irish commutation 12.8 15.8 14.4

Panel B: NN imputation
All death sentences

Irish execution 19.2 9.8 21.6
Non-Irish execution 11.1 9.0 15.3
Irish commutation 12.5 16.4 124
Non-Irish commutation 12.6 13.7 13.5
Desertion death sentences

Irish execution 20.0 9.3 23.3
Non-Irish execution 9.5 9.1 15.5
Irish commutation 10.4 17.4 132
Non-Irish commutation 12.1 15.8 142

Panel C: C = T imputation
All death sentences

Irish execution 154 7.8 15.7
Non-Irish execution 104 10.0 16.2
Irish commutation 9.1 17.6 11.0
Non-Irish commutation 14.0 13.8 12.1
Desertion death sentences

Irish execution 15.0 7.0 16.3
Non-Irish execution 7.4 10.2 16.5
Irish commutation 9.6 20.6 10.8
Non-Irish commutation 13.8 15.6 13.1

Notes: In panels subtitled “+14,” the announcement of the commutation is assumed to occur 14 d after trial. In panels
subtitled “NN” the nearest-neighbor method is used, which means the imputed announcement of the commutation is same as
the most nearby execution announcement, while in panels labeled “C = T,” the trial date is used as the announcement date of
the execution and commutation. War Diaries analysis restricts to July 1916-June 1917, which is the time window for the
surviving data.

with different “half-lives” (7-90 d). Most recent event: My earlier result—that Irish execu-
tions spur desertion—is robust to controlling for prior events. Because the timing of execu-
tions is effectively random, including past events does not meaningfully change the
estimated effect of the most recent one.

Aggregate execution rate: When I allow for a decaying effect of all executions, I see some
modest overall deterrence from a higher local execution rate. In other words, repeated execu-
tions in the same division might, over time, discourage desertion for British soldiers. But for
Irish soldiers, repeated Irish executions appear consistently correlated with in-
creased desertions.

Hence, relaxing the strong SUTVA assumption does not alter the core conclusion about
Irish versus British. It does reveal that, in the long run, a high execution rate may provide
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some deterrence—except where the executed soldier belongs to a group whose loyalty is al-
ready tenuous.

7.4 Day-by-day probability approach

I next shift to a day-by-day modeling framework (Tables 9 and 10) that treats each division-
day as an observation, controlling for the cumulative effect of all prior events. Columns vary
the “half-life” of memory (7 d, 1 month, 3 months). The results again reinforce the central
theme: (1) When absences are aggregated (Table 9): Evidence of deterrence is sporadic and
not always robust, though in certain specifications (e.g. the Police Gazette data) I do see a
mild negative effect of an execution. (2) Focusing on Irish versus non-Irish Absences
(Table 10): Irish executions systematically increase the probability of an Irish absence on
the same or subsequent day, consistent with the “spurring” interpretation. In contrast,
British executions either have no effect or appear to deter absences slightly.

The day-by-day approach thus adds further weight to the notion that, unless the executed
soldier is Irish, executions seldom produce a major shift in desertion. Even so, some deter-
rence can arise in certain data sources or under longer half-life assumptions—indicating that
cumulative knowledge of repeated executions might dissuade future deserters, at least among
non-Irish troops.

7.5 Synthesis of findings
Although each method—strong SUTVA (Section 7.2), weak SUTVA (Section 7.3), and
day-by-day (Section 7.4)—implements a different modeling strategy, they converge on three
overarching conclusions:

1) Limited overall deterrence: No analysis finds strong, consistent evidence that execut-
ing a deserter reliably decreases subsequent desertions across the board. At best, some
specifications show a modest deterrent effect for British soldiers under cer-
tain conditions.

2) Powerful Irish “backfire”: All three approaches indicate that executing an Irish soldier
spurs desertion in that division, often more forcefully than the effect of rising casual-
ties. This pattern emerges regardless of how the execution date is imputed or whether
cumulative effects are modeled.

3) Role of repeated executions: The weak-SUTVA and day-by-day frameworks highlight
that repeated executions may, over time, produce some general deterrence—except
for Irish units, where multiple Irish executions reinforce the perception of illegitimacy
and lead to more desertions.

The results align with the historical context that harsh punishments are only effective if
they are perceived as fair or legitimate. For British soldiers, repeated public executions may
have had some chilling effect; for Irish soldiers, each execution reinforced doubts about the
British command and spurred further desertion. Table 8 provides direct evidence of this dy-
namic, showing that Irish executions roughly double the likelihood the next absentee is Irish.
A more detailed description of the results appears in the Supplementary Appendix, reinforc-
ing the main findings.

Opverall, the analyses underscore the importance of legitimacy in shaping how individuals
respond to extreme sanctions. Even a penalty as severe as death—implemented swiftly and
publicly—may fail to deter, and can even backfire among groups who perceive the authority
as unjust. The final section discusses how this interpretation connects to broader questions
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Table 9. Day-by-day framework, all absences.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Half-life 1 week 2 weeks 1 month 2 months 3 months
Panel A: War Diaries
Execution 0.00894  0.00760 0.00804 0.00920 0.00957
(0.0110)  (0.00925)  (0.00902)  (0.00832)  (0.00742)
Death sentence 0.00170  0.000383  —0.000446 —0.000740 —0.000807
(0.00202) (0.00108)  (0.000769) (0.000766) (0.000768)
Ex-Irish —-0.0124 —0.00516  —0.00106 —0.00260  —0.00453
(0.0119)  (0.0108)  (0.00944)  (0.00767)  (0.00688)
Irish 0.00608  0.00486 0.00191 0.000680  0.000635
(0.00877) (0.00669)  (0.00490)  (0.00353)  (0.00316)
Ex-desert —-0.0177  —0.0135 —0.0114 —0.0111 —0.0112
(0.0112) (0.00890)  (0.00841)  (0.00799)  (0.00736)
Desert 0.000511  0.000805 0.00127 0.00207 0.00271%*
(0.00280) (0.00169)  (0.00125)  (0.00131)  (0.00146)
N 20,750 20,750 20,750 20,750 20,750
Panel B: Police Gazettes
Execution —0.0188***  —0.0174**  —-0.0133 —0.00861  —0.00639
(0.00601) (0.00752)  (0.00794) (0.00683)  (0.00578)
Death sentence 0.00340 0.00348 0.00329 0.00274 0.00238*
(0.00211) (0.00242)  (0.00230) (0.00166)  (0.00127)
Ex-Irish —-0.00932 —-0.00846  —0.00875 —0.0115** —0.0128**
(0.00618) (0.00557)  (0.00529) (0.00539)  (0.00527)
Irish 0.00316 0.00327 0.00363 0.00399 0.00396
(0.00486) (0.00508)  (0.00452) (0.00345)  (0.00270)
Ex-desert 0.0115 0.0118 0.0102 0.00751 0.00626
(0.00791) (0.00860)  (0.00882) (0.00723)  (0.00600)
Desert —0.00385 —0.00438  —0.00419* —0.00331* —0.00278**
(0.00289) (0.00279)  (0.00247) (0.00165)  (0.00115)
N 54,605 54,605 54,605 54,605 54,605
Panel C: FGCM desertion
trial registries
Execution 0.0122 0.0146 0.00819  0.000144  —0.00264
(0.0223) (0.0205) (0.0158)  (0.0116)  (0.00992)
Death sentence 0.0106** 0.00628** 0.00356 0.00210 0.00145
(0.00403) (0.00311)  (0.00219) (0.00155)  (0.00134)
Ex-Irish —0.00844 —0.0143 —0.0111 —0.00676 —0.00469
(0.0194) (0.0144) (0.0102)  (0.00814)  (0.00763)
Irish —0.000543 0.00317 0.00454 0.00489 0.00484
(0.00855) (0.00661)  (0.00468) (0.00344)  (0.00304)
Ex-desert —-0.0125 —-0.0156 —-0.0121  —0.00601  —0.00362
(0.0193) (0.0179) (0.0147)  (0.0116) (0.0102)
Desert 0.00236 0.00320 0.00256 0.00159 0.00108
(0.00388) (0.00357)  (0.00277) (0.00204)  (0.00175)
N 59,355 59,355 59,355 59,355 59,355

Notes: Outcome is whether there was any absence on that day and division. All specifications use the “+14” commutation date
imputation method and include division and year fixed-effects, ALog casualties, and ALog casualties 30 d ago. The half-life
row indicates the assumed exponential half-life of the effect of past events. War Diaries analysis restricts to July 1916-June
1917, which is the time window for the surviving data. War Diaries analysis restricts to July 1916-June 1917, which is the time
window for the surviving data. Standard errors clustered at the division level in parentheses.

p<0.10, p <005, p <001

920z Asenuer 2z uo Jasn Alisiaaiun piojuels Aq 981.8928/1 L 0rema/os|l/Se01° 01 /Iop/a|onie-aoueApe/oa|jwoo dno olwapese//:sdiy Woll papeojumod



32 « The Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization, 2025, Vol. 00, No. 00

Table 10. Day-by-day framework, Irish—non-Irish absence.

(1) (2) (3) 4) (8)
Half-life 1 week 2 weeks 1 month 2 months 3 months
Panel A: War Diaries
Execution —-0.0207 -0.0129 -0.00711 -0.00546 —0.00531
(0.0143) (0.0124) (0.00923) (0.00664) (0.00554)
Death -0.00106 -0.000889 -0.000577 -0.000368 -0.000286
sentence
(0.00162) (0.00137) (0.00113) (0.000938) (0.000830)
Ex-Irish 0.0255%* 0.0219** 0.0156* 0.0126* 0.0119%*
(0.0127) (0.0105) (0.00839) (0.00686) (0.00611)
Irish 0.0000700 -0.000649 -0.000233 0.000565 0.00105
(0.00781) (0.00643) (0.00491) (0.00356) (0.00296)
Ex-desert 0.0268* 0.0174 0.00913 0.00542 0.00468
(0.0153) (0.0131) (0.00926) (0.00665) (0.00569)
Desert -0.00595%* -0.00439* -0.00241 -0.00159 -0.00158
(0.00331) (0.00244) (0.00178) (0.00149) (0.00140)
N 20,750 20,750 20,750 20,750 20,750
Panel B: Police Gazettes
Execution 0.00661* 0.00495 0.000708 -0.00208 -0.00266
(0.00388) (0.00448) (0.00454) (0.00403) (0.00363)
Death -0.000576 -0.00118 -0.00120 -0.00108 —-0.00100*
sentence
(0.00143) (0.00142) (0.00116) (0.000747) (0.000544)
Ex-Irish 0.0121** 0.00937** 0.00784*** 0.00760*** 0.00736***
(0.00545) (0.00412) (0.00289) (0.00239) (0.00233)
Irish -0.00474 -0.00312 -0.00200 -0.00120 -0.000779
(0.00314) (0.00237) (0.00192) (0.00144) (0.00119)
Ex-desert -0.00778 —0.00491 -0.000327 0.00160 0.00150
(0.00595) (0.00547) (0.00521) (0.00448) (0.00388)
Desert 0.000462 0.00136 0.00123 0.000937 0.000832
(0.00169) (0.00167) (0.00136) (0.000872) (0.000635)
N 54,605 54,605 54,605 54,605 54,605
Panel C: FGCM desertion trial registries
Execution -0.0240 -0.0183 -0.00784 0.00197 0.00559
(0.0162) (0.0131) (0.00972) (0.00716) (0.00620)
Death -0.00425 —0.00241 -0.00147 -0.00104 -0.000829
sentence
(0.00514) (0.00329) (0.00193) (0.00114) (0.000885)
Ex-Irish 0.00333 0.00267 -0.000828 -0.00408 —0.00540
(0.0160) (0.0120) (0.00782) (0.00576) (0.00510)
Irish 0.00498 0.00192 0.0000538 -0.000915 -0.00116
(0.00575) (0.00451) (0.00328) (0.00236) (0.00202)
Ex-desert 0.0313%* 0.0258** 0.0162%* 0.00644 0.00249
(0.0157) (0.0120) (0.00883) (0.00679) (0.00618)
Desert -0.00724 -0.00605* —0.00400* -0.00230 —-0.00153
(0.00517) (0.00350) (0.00222) (0.00146) (0.00120)
N 59,355 59,355 59,355 59,355 59,355

Notes: Outcome is whether there was any Irish absence on that day and division minus whether there was any non-Irish
absence on that day and division. All specifications use the “+14” commutation date imputation method and include division
and year fixed-effects, ALog casualties, and ALog casualties 30 d ago. The half-life row indicates the assumed exponential half-
life of the effect of past events. War Diaries analysis restricts to July 1916-June 1917, which is the time window for the
surviving data. War Diaries analysis restricts to July 1916-June 1917, which is the time window for the surviving data.
Standard errors clustered at the division level in parentheses.

p <0.10, p <005, p <00l
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about capital punishment and law enforcement, both within and beyond the war-
time context.

7.6 External validity and generalizability

A natural question is whether these results, drawn from an extreme wartime setting, general-
ize to civilian contexts where the death penalty is more commonly debated. On one hand,
visibility of executions was exceptionally high in the British Army: firing squads performed
the sentence in front of the deserter’s own battalion, often the same day. Soldiers were con-
stantly reminded that desertion could bring swift capital punishment. Such immediacy might
amplify the deterrent effect compared to civilian settings, where legal proceedings are
lengthy, less public, and capital punishment is carried out (if at all) years after sentencing.

On the other hand, the alternative to desertion—remaining in some of the most brutal
trench combat of World War I—was itself perilous. A soldier facing near-certain danger
might be less responsive to even a guaranteed death penalty, meaning the baseline incentive
to desert could be extraordinarily high. Under more ordinary peacetime conditions, where
the “cost” of not breaking the law is much lower than staying at the front, one might expect
a different response.

It is therefore ambiguous whether the net effect of these unique features yields a stronger
or weaker deterrent in this context. Soldiers might have been more deterred by highly publi-
cized, immediate executions (leading us to overestimate the deterrent effect relative to a ci-
vilian context). Or, given the extreme risk of remaining in combat, deterrence could be
weaker than in civilian life, leading us to underestimate the general deterrent impact of the
death penalty.

Ultimately, these findings do not claim to resolve the broader societal debate on capital
punishment once and for all. They do, however, underscore a key principle with potentially
wider relevance: even under conditions seemingly optimal for maximizing deterrence—swift
punishment, public application, extreme visibility—the effect can be limited or even backfire
if the penalty is perceived as illegitimate by any sizable subgroup. The Supplementary
Appendix provides a legitimacy-based model illustrating this mechanism, reinforcing the
study’s central claim that legitimacy and social context are crucial to the effectiveness of
sanctions, whether on the battlefield or in civilian life.

8. CONCLUSION

Many nations grapple with law noncompliance, and sanctions, including the death penalty,
often fail to enforce law effectively (Goldsmith and Posner 1999; Posner 2003). Despite its
widespread use—applicable to 60% of the global population—empirical evidence on the
death penalty’s efficacy remains scant. This study’s examination of British WWI executions
offers a new perspective on this issue. It addresses the fundamental question: Do individuals
respond to the heightened perceived risk of criminal sanction, including death (Nagin and
Pepper 2012)? This research suggests that even under conditions of maximized deter-
rence—immediacy, public visibility, and wide promulgation—the death penalty may not be
as potent a deterrent as often presumed.

I validate statistically the historical belief that execution or commutation decisions during
WWI were essentially random. Leveraging this, along with archival data on desertions, I ap-
ply three analytical models: strong SUTVA focusing on immediate post-event effects, weak
SUTVA incorporating broader historical context, and a day-by-day nonparametric model
assessing cumulative past event impacts. The results reveal limited evidence that executions
deterred absences overall. Notably, executing Irish soldiers significantly increased desertion
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rates, particularly among the Irish, highlighting the complex interplay of ethnicity and mili-
tary discipline.

These findings extend beyond historical military contexts, offering insights into contem-
porary discussions about the legitimacy of legal systems and their impact on compliance.
The study presents a rare scenario where similar offenses receive drastically different sanc-
tions, allowing for a nuanced exploration of how state-imposed punishments can inadver-
tently erode state legitimacy. It underscores the need to consider alternatives to harsh
sanctions and emphasizes the importance of legitimacy and other nondeterrent factors in le-
gal compliance, an area that warrants further exploration and research.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Supplementary material is available at Journal of Law, Economics, & Organization online.
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