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1 Introduction

Citizens in violent contexts with unreliable justice systems must make difficult choices about

how to prevent and respond to crime. Many Latin American countries fit this description; and

large majorities of their population support harsh responses to crime, including the death penalty,

militarized policing, and even military rule (Flores-Macías and Zarkin, 2022; Lopes et al., 2022).

Data from the AmericasBarometer show that 39 percent of citizens in the region believe it is

justified for the military to take power when crime is too high (LAPOP, 2018). Extralegal harsh

punishments by state authorities–like torture or extrajudicial killings–or those perpetrated by

community members–such as lynchings–can become popular when victimization and impunity are

high (Bateson, 2012; Cruz and Kloppe-Santamaría, 2019; Visconti, 2020; García-Ponce, Young

and Zeitzoff, 2022; Dow et al., 2024). The state can also engage in harsh legal punishments via

long jail sentences or the death penalty. However, when states’ abilities to punish are limited by

respect for democratic and human rights, citizens can turn towards extralegal means to carry out

harsh punishments (Smith, 2019).

Some argue that when the state is unreliable, harsh punishments may, in fact, make civilians

safer. Becker’s (1968) rationalist model of crime and punishment Becker’s (1968) theorized that

individuals commit crimes when the expected benefits of a criminal act exceed its expected costs.

To limit crime, he recommended that state policymakers raise the expected costs of crime by

increasing the severity or probability of punishment. Becker primarily recommended that states

increase the probability of legal punishments, but his general framework can be extended to harsh

and extralegal punishments. When crime levels are high and state authorities are absent or corrupt,

reducing the expected likelihood that criminals face costs, increasing the severity of punishments,

and implementing them through extralegal means may be the only way to increase the perceived

costs of crime.

However, citizens may also support harsh punishments regardless of whether they improve
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security. Extralegal harsh punishments are often carried out swiftly, without any investigation or trial.

They therefore have a high likelihood of punishing someone other than the perpetrator, making them

particularly unlikely to serve as effective deterrents. There is little evidence that mano dura policies,

militarized policing, or extralegal responses to crime effectively prevent civilian victimization. The

effectiveness of harsh crime responses varies by context (Magaloni, Franco-Vivanco and Melo,

2020), yet there is little evidence that they increase public safety, and they can further corrode the

rule of law (Levitt, 2004; Donohue and Wolfers, 2006; Zimring, Fagan and Johnson, 2010; National

Research Council, 2012; Wolf, 2017). For example, a recent experimental evaluation of militarized

policing in Cali, Colombia, found “little to no credible evidence that military policing reduced crime

or improved perceptions of safety during the intervention” (Blair and Weintraub, 2023, 861). A

recent longitudinal study of vigilante events in Mexico similarly finds that instances of extrajudicial

violence do not reduce property crime, and can actually increase violent crime in the following

months (Baron et al., 2025).

These points raise an important question: why do citizens support and sometimes even carry out

harsh punishments? First, citizens may lack information or misperceive criminal justice responses,

the preferences of others in their communities, or the drivers of crime. Beliefs about what other

citizens support or do, which we refer to as descriptive norms, might be particularly important given

that many responses to crime involve collective action. If citizens over-estimate support for harsh

punishments within their community, then they may also choose to coordinate on a harsh response

to crime, even if they would independently prefer a less punitive option. Alternatively, citizens

may not consider all of the information that is available to them. Common cognitive biases like

the availability heuristic in contexts where leaders often campaign on harsh punishments could

lead citizens to believe that support for harsh punishments is higher than it actually is, or to believe

that harsh punishments are more effective than they actually are. For example, a recent set of

experiments in India and Pakistan found that correcting misinformation can reduce support for

harsh, vigilante punishments (Badrinathan, Chauchard and Siddiqui, 2024).
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Second, emotions induced by violence may lead citizens to be more willing to sacrifice their

security in exchange for a swift and harsh punishment. Anger and moral outrage are mobilizing

emotions that many citizens report experiencing in response to crime events. Previous research in

Western Mexico found that anger is strongly associated with exposure to violence, and increases

support for harsh punishments, even at the expense of the rule of law (García-Ponce, Young and

Zeitzoff, 2022). Anger has also been linked to support for harsh or vigilante punishments in studies

in Guatemala and Pakistan (Asif, 2023; Dow et al., 2024). To the extent that anger drives people to

value punishment for its own sake, it can foster support for harsh punishments even if they fail to

bring security improvements.

In this article, we present a field experiment conducted in Mexico to assess whether two forms

of public deliberation designed to reduce these potential psychological drivers can reduce citizen

support for harsh punishments. The study took place in the state of Michoacán, which has been

characterized by high crime rates, rampant impunity, and strong support for harsh and extrajudicial

responses to criminal violence over the past 15 years.1 We test two versions of a deliberation

intervention designed to alleviate two potential mechanisms that could drive support for harsh

punishments even if harsh punishments are not making people safer. Citizen deliberations are

designed to facilitate thoughtful, well-reasoned opinions on questions related to morality and the

public good (Fishkin, 1991; Barabas, 2004). Our first intervention follows a standard deliberation

approach focused on sharing information and carefully weighing costs and benefits of different

responses to crime. To the extent that support for harsh punishments is driven by misinformation or

misinterpretation of information, the standard cognitive deliberation should decrease support for

harsh punishments.

However, deliberation critics have argued that the rational deliberative model fails to acknowl-

edge and channel the emotions underlying our moral judgments in ways that may bias judgment and

1See, for example, reporting on Michoacán by InSight Crime (Wells, 2014), a 2017 survey by García-Ponce, Young
and Zeitzoff (2022), or qualitative accounts by Moncada (2022) and Herrera (2023).
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exclude members of marginalized groups (Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014; Saam, 2018). Others,

in contrast, have built on theories of affective intelligence (Marcus, Neuman and MacKuen, 2000) to

argue that emotion is essential to deliberation, particularly by mobilizing motivation, enabling em-

pathy, and facilitating adherence to norms (Neblo, 2020). Hence, our second intervention combines

the informed discussion of cognitive deliberation with an explicit discussion of emotional reactions

to moral dilemmas and an emotion regulation training. Emotion regulation training is a structured

intervention used in clinical and academic psychology to give trainees the skills and motivation

to recognize, evaluate, and modify their emotional experiences (Gross, 1998b; Webb, Miles and

Sheeran, 2012; Berking and Whitley, 2014). In addition to weighing the costs and benefits of

different responses to crime, participants were encouraged to consider and discuss the effects of

their emotional responses to crime and down-regulate negative emotions that they determined to be

harmful while participating in the deliberation.

We test these interventions in a group rather than individual setting because crime responses

are often collective and require deliberation and coordination to be carried out. Individual attitudes

toward harsh punishments and other responses to crime are often developed through group-level

deliberative processes like community meetings, WhatsApp group chats, and informal discussion

between neighbors. Whether citizens are pursuing action from the formal justice system or organiz-

ing an extralegal response, they typically do so with the support or collaboration of other community

members. Therefore, it is essential to understand how people make decisions in a social setting and

how social processes around pursuing justice can be improved.

We find that the deliberation interventions do not reduce individual preferences for harsh

responses to crime. Under some conditions, they actually increase support for harsh punishments.

Specifically, we find little evidence that support for harsh punishments is driven by over-estimations

of descriptive norms that can be corrected by information from other community members. We

also find little evidence that participants in the deliberation interventions reduce expressed negative

emotions like anger and fear. Overall, the deliberation enhanced with explicit discussions of
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emotions causes small increases in support for harsh punishments, which may be driven by increased

perceptions that neighbors support such punishments and that they are just. These increases seem

to be an emergent property of the discussions as they are specific to groups with more punitive

members at baseline but are not dependent on individual preferences or prior beliefs.

Our results underscore the limits of deliberation as a tool to moderate citizen preferences in

violent contexts. Past studies have highlighted the ability of deliberative processes to moderate

attitudes in polarized democracies (Barabas, 2004; Levendusky and Stecula, 2021; Fishkin et al.,

2021). Our results suggest that those effects might not extend to contexts and issues where violence

is frequent and impunity rampant. Our more sober findings echo recent applications of deliberative

methods in conflict-affected countries like Lebanon and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).

In these contexts, structured discussion or deliberative processes has shown minimal positive effects

or, in some cases, has similarly led to increased punitiveness (Paler et al., 2020; Lindsey, 2023).

These results also contribute evidence to research on emotion regulation interventions. Most

emotion regulation interventions have been studied at the individual level, even when targeting

emotions around intergroup conflicts (Halperin et al., 2014). We find that applying a similar

intervention in a group setting does not lead to the uptake of emotion regulation techniques. Given

that many decisions about intergroup conflict occur in social settings, our results suggest that

research based on individuals may have limited generalizability. It is also common in clinical

settings to deliver emotion regulation trainings to groups (Berking and Whitley, 2014). Our results

highlight the importance of not just the skill but also the motivation to regulate emotions effectively.

In this regard, we add to a set of recent studies on emotion regulation interventions that find that

motivation to down-regulate negative emotions is much more important than previously understood

(Tamir et al., 2019; Porat, Tamir and Halperin, 2020).

Finally, our findings have implications for understanding support for harsh punishments such

as mano dura policies and extrajudicial violence. Most credible research on harsh and extrajudicial

punishments in Latin American contexts like Michoacán suggests that they are not effective in
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reducing crime (see, for example, recent findings on the null or backfire effects of militarized

policing (Blair and Weintraub, 2023) and lynching events throughout Mexico (Baron et al., 2025)).

Our research contributes to the growing body of literature exploring how individuals opt for second-

best crime responses, including self-help justice or violations of due process rights, when their

preferred response by the state appears unattainable (Moncada, 2022; Wilke, 2023; Baron et al.,

2024). Our results do not imply that emotional reactions or misperceptions are not driving support

for harsh and extrajudicial punishments. However, they do show that the misperceptions are not

easily rectifiable, and that the emotional reactions are not unwanted. Policymakers interested in

reducing extrajudicial responses to crime may need to consider more top-down interventions such

as increasing the perceived punishment for participating in lynchings (Wilke, 2024).

2 Theory

Deliberation is a discursive process in which free and equal participants engage in reasoned,

inclusive, and non-coercive dialogue oriented toward mutual understanding and a decision that

reflects the common good (Habermas, 1996). Dryzek (2002) defines deliberation in even simpler

terms, writing that the “only condition for authentic deliberation is then the requirement that

communication induce reflection upon preferences in non-coercive fashion” (1-2). In the empirical

literature on deliberation, it is defined as characterized by justifications of positions, respectful and

reciprocal interactions, equal participation, and orientation toward the public good (Steenbergen

et al., 2003; Mutz, 2006; Bächtiger et al., 2010). Deliberative processes among groups are intended

to facilitate “cognitive process[es] in which individuals form, alter, or reinforce their opinions as

they weigh evidence and arguments from various points of view” (Lindeman, 2002, 199). Engaging

in informed community discussions creates an opportunity for citizens to revise and update their

prior beliefs, which can lead to more informed, nuanced, and community-oriented positions on

policy issues (Fishkin, 1991, 2011; Parkinson and Mansbridge, 2012).
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Deliberation is believed to influence individuals’ policy preferences through several potential

channels. First, deliberation can lead to informational updating. Deliberation exposes individuals

to opposing arguments and perspectives, which can push them to qualify or revise their beliefs

and preferences (Dryzek, 2002). In line with this view, the empirical literature on deliberation has

often found that deliberation has moderating effects on policy preferences (Grönlund, Bächtiger

and Setälä, 2014). Second, deliberation may change whose preferences or well-being an individual

considers when they weigh policy options. It is designed to make participants consider not only their

personal interests but the public good (Neblo, Esterling and Lazer, 2018). Deliberative processes

can increase empathy, perspective-taking, and altruism (Grönlund, Herne and Setälä, 2017).

Traditional deliberations are based on a rationalist style of communication and tend to preclude

discussion of emotions (Sanders, 1997; Young, 2001, 2002). By ignoring emotions, some critics

have contended that traditional deliberation processes may actually “fan emotions unproductively”

and thereby impair rather than enhance decision making (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2002, 191).

Strictly cognitive forms of deliberation may also exclude members of marginalized groups, including

women or those with less formal education, who may be less capable or predisposed to use the

communication style that is favored in traditional forms of deliberation (Karpowitz, Mendelberg

and Shaker, 2012; Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014).

Empirical research in political psychology has shown that emotions felt at the time of a

decision affect preferences over policy ranging from counter-terrorism to welfare and candidate

choice (Lerner et al., 2003; Lerner and Small, 2008; Albertson and Gadarian, 2015; Webster, 2020).

Several studies have found that emotion regulation techniques like reappraisal and distancing can

cause increases in positive emotions and even behaviors such as altruistic action over the course

of several weeks (Ng and Diener, 2013; Weng et al., 2013; Denny and Ochsner, 2014), and can

decrease negative emotions and support for punitive and intolerant policies (Halperin et al., 2013,

2014). This research suggests that deliberation on an emotional topic like criminal justice could

be more effective if coupled with an intervention and discussion format that helps individuals
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recognize, assess, and down-regulate emotions that they identify as harmful.

In line with these insights, a growing set of deliberation scholars have argued that affect and

emotions are a central and productive component of deliberation (Krause, 2008; Morrell, 2010). As

noted in a recent study by Kramon (2024) on deliberation and affective polarization in Honduras,

deliberative activities can generate both cognitive and emotional empathy through interactions with

and learning about out-groups. Emotions can also facilitate mutual respect and following group

norms – necessary procedural components of quality deliberation (Neblo, 2020). In other words,

the effects of emotions during deliberation depend on the context: is a particular emotion helpful or

harmful for the purpose of enabling reasoned, inclusive, and non-coercive dialogue with the goal of

advancing the public good?

The deliberation interventions that we test in this article are both designed to create a better

decision environment so that participants can identify crime responses that are more informed and in

line with well-considered views of the public good. Both versions of the deliberation are premised

on the idea that people support extralegal punishments because of misperceptions about crime,

harsh punishments, or the level of social support for them – and that these misperceptions can be

corrected in a respectful, egalitarian, and thoughtful discussion. The deliberation enhanced with

emotional regulation training and support is based on the idea that unwanted emotional reactions to

crime may make individuals support suboptimal crime responses. If this is true, then individuals

may benefit from tools to down-regulate unwanted negative emotions and increase empathy when

making decisions about crime responses.

The effect of deliberation can also vary based on the group composition. One of the core

channels through which deliberation affects preferences is by exposing participants to opposing

experiences and arguments. Deliberation within homogeneous groups in which all participants

fall on one side of an issue, also called echo chambers or “enclave” deliberation, should not

produce preference moderation but calcification or more extreme positions (Myers and Lamm,

1976; Schkade, Sunstein and Kahneman, 2000; Sunstein, 2009; Grönlund, Herne and Setälä, 2017).
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The composition of the group can also affect how freely members with different backgrounds and

perspectives can participate (Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014), which could lead to distortions in

perceptions of the positions of the group as a whole.

The directions of the effects of these improvements in the decision environment on support

for harsh punishments depend on the true effect of different crime responses on the outcomes that

citizens prioritize, such as the future safety of members of their community. We expected that any

improvements in the decision environment, including more information, a slower consideration

of costs and benefits, and increased ability to regulate emotions, would reduce support for harsh

punishments on the assumption that harsh punishments generally are not effective in making

civilians safer (Blair and Weintraub, 2023; Baron et al., 2025). However, as noted above, the

evidence base on whether harsh responses to crime are effective in reducing violence remains thin,

and the effects most likely vary across contexts.

3 Context

Over the past two decades, Mexico has undergone a profound security crisis marked by escalating

levels of organized criminal violence. Since the government’s declaration of a “war on drugs” in

2006, the country has witnessed over 460,000 homicides and more than 120,000 disappearances,

according to official data from the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) and the

National Registry of Missing or Disappeared Persons (RNPDNO). This surge in violence has been

driven by intense competition among fragmented criminal organizations for control over strategic

territories, drug trafficking routes, and illicit markets. Western states like Michoacán have become

epicenters of this conflict due to their strategic location for drug production and trafficking along

the Pacific coast.

The state of Michoacán has long been affected by the presence of organized criminal groups,

such as La familia michoacana, Los caballeros templarios, and more recently, the Jalisco New Gen-



10

eration Cartel (CJNG). These criminal groups use extreme forms of violence not only against rival

organizations, but also against state forces and civilians. Despite various militarized crackdowns,

criminal violence in the state has continued to escalate. Between 2012 and 2022, the number of

annual homicides in Michoacán increased from 827 to 2,329, resulting in a murder rate of 48 per

100,000 people, which is nearly double the national average.

Violence in Michoacán extends beyond homicides. Extortion, disappearances, kidnappings,

and sexual violence are pervasive. For instance, recent surveys indicate that 14% of the state’s

population has personally experienced extortion in the weeks prior to being surveyed (INEGI,

2023). Yet these crimes rarely lead to prosecution or resolution. Only about 8 out of every 100

crimes are reported to the authorities, and of those, less than 4 are ever solved (México Evalúa,

2022). This near-total impunity has corroded public confidence in the rule of law and fostered

widespread distrust in state institutions. According to the 2023 AmericasBarometer survey, over

60% of Mexicans have little or no trust in the police.

Civilians in Michoacán express strong support for harsh and extrajudicial responses to crime.

In 2013, Michoacán became nationally known for the emergence of vigilante groups—so-called

autodefensas—which mobilized in rural areas to confront drug cartels. Initially perceived as

legitimate self-defense community efforts, many of these militias soon became entangled with

criminal networks themselves (Moncada, 2022). Despite formal attempts to incorporate some of

these groups into official state frameworks, security has not improved. Today, new and more violent

groups have taken root, and local populations continue to face coercion, extortion, and displacement.

Within this context, the city of Morelia, the capital of Michoacán, presents a unique case for

examining citizen attitudes toward justice and punishment. Morelia is less dominated by organized

crime than rural areas of the state. Yet it has not escaped the broader dynamics of insecurity,

impunity, and institutional erosion. The city’s homicide rate in recent years has exceeded 40 per

100,000, and residents regularly report robberies, extortion, and cartel-linked violence. Citizen

support for harsh and extrajudicial punishments remains high and extralegal justice takes a variety
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of forms. These include neighborhood watch groups that cooperate with police but refrain from

direct punishment, as well as more informal authorities who enforce community codes of conduct

for suspected criminals. One prominent example is a local social media influencer and former

political candidate who gained notoriety by publicly apprehending alleged criminals, filming their

confessions, and posting them online. Such practices reveal a deep mistrust of the justice system

and a turn toward performative, community-based justice.

Morelia is therefore a relevant setting to investigate the effects of deliberative interventions on

punitive preferences. Our study seeks to test whether encouraging citizens to reflect on crime and

justice—either cognitively or emotionally—can mitigate support for harsh responses. In a context

where violence is pervasive, the state is mistrusted, and retributive norms are entrenched, such

interventions are likely to face significant constraints. Nevertheless, understanding the limits of

deliberation in such settings is essential.

4 Data & methods

In this section we detail the procedures for recruitment and randomization, describe the interventions,

and explain the quantitative and qualitative approaches employed in our analysis.

4.1 Recruitment and randomization

We recruited 748 respondents to participate in the experiment from multiple neighborhoods in

Morelia, Michoacán. At the time of recruitment, participants completed a 20-minute baseline ques-

tionnaire that measured demographics and psychological characteristics including affect (Watson,

Clark and Tellegen, 1988), emotion regulation abilities (Gross and John, 2003), past exposure to

violence, views of local security providers, and pre-treatment measures of preferences over how

crimes should be dealt with and criminal justice policies (our outcomes of interest).

Participants were signed up for a specific session date and then block randomized by assigned
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session date when they showed up. Appendix Table E1 presents tests of balance of the experimental

sample. There is no evidence that randomization failed.

4.2 Interventions

This experiment tested two versions of a single interactive, half-day community discussion on

local safety and justice against a control group. The first version followed a standard deliberation

exercise, which we call cognitive deliberation (CD), and the second version used the same structure

of deliberation but incorporated emotion regulation training and exercises into the discussions

(CD+ER). Each group had 8-12 participants randomized into heterogeneous groups. Control group

participants also came to the discussion session location, a university cultural center, with the same

invitation information, but instead of going through a deliberation process, they completed the

outcome measurement, collected their compensation (300 MXN or $15 USD at 2019 exchange

rates across all three conditions), and went home.

Both treatments contain three elements: basic information about crime, training in a cognitive

style of deliberation and (for CD+ER groups) identifying and reappraising emotions, and several

facilitated discussions that reinforced the decision-making framework emphasized in each group. In

the CD sessions, the training and facilitation stressed the value of deliberate weighing of costs and

benefits over automatic thinking. In the CD+ER sessions, participants received instructions and

prompts in how to identify their emotions, determine if the emotions were helpful or harmful, and

reappraise the situation if they were harmful. Participants could learn about each others’ preferences

during the discussions and during exercises where they wrote and posted their preferred crime

responses on the wall. In both types of sessions, participants understood that their contributions

were confidential outside the group, but would be aggregated and presented to the mayor’s office.

Both versions of the deliberations were conducted in heterogeneous groups that included

participants more and less predisposed to support harsh and extrajudicial punishments at baseline

(see Appendix Figure D8). This design choice was essential to ensuring that the deliberations were
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(N = 246)
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COGNITIVE 
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(N = 250)

CD + EMOTION 
REGULATION

(N = 252)

days immediate ~1.5 months

Pretreatment 
Measurement 

(N=858)

Posttreatment 
Measurement 

(N=748)

Follow-up 
Measurement 

(N=408)

Figure 1: Timeline of the experiment

not conducted in homogeneous enclaves, but rather exposed participants to diverse and opposing

perspectives and viewpoints. However, there was some variation in the distribution of baseline

preferences such that some discussions had more members who came in supporting or opposing

harsh punishments than others. The variation in group composition is a product of both selection

into deliberations on particular days and randomization.

One key design choice that we made early in the process was that the goal of our interventions

would only be to create an improved environment where participants could make decisions about

criminal justice preferences, but not explicitly push them away from harsh punishments. On

information, we decided that we would not provide information designed to persuade participants

against harsh punishments. On emotions, we intended to give participants emotion regulation skills

and help them decide whether they were motivated to down-regulate particular emotions, but not

tell them that down-regulation is always the right approach. We had both theoretical and ethical

reasons for this choice. Theoretically, we were interested in understanding the effect of an enhanced
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decision environment instead of information or normative material from the research team.2 From

an ethical perspective, this strategy was necessary to adhere to the principle of beneficence (do

no harm) in an environment where we could not be certain that a reduction in support for harsh

punishments would increase the welfare of individual research participants.

4.3 Estimation strategy

We use difference-in-means to estimate the effects of the treatment, controlling for baseline charac-

teristics, in line with our pre-analysis plan. We standardize our outcomes using the control group

standard deviation and when we conduct tests based on multiple measures we calculate mean effects

indices. We cluster standard errors at the level of the deliberation group (treatment assignment X

session) to reflect that the outcomes of participants in the same group are not independent.

4.4 Outcomes of interest

Our primary outcome of interest is participants’ preferred level of punitiveness in response to crime.

We measured this using hypothetical, behavioral, and personal measures, which we preregistered

with EGAP’s OSF registry. In our conceptualization, punitiveness captures support for harsh

punishments that are extralegal or legal, and carried out by either the state or citizens. We also

pre-registered four hypotheses about potential mechanisms, including perceived descriptive norms

around support for harsh punishments, ability to regulate emotions, perceived benefits of harsh

punishments, and blame attributions for crime.3 We describe how we measured each of these

outcome concepts as we present the results in the following section.

2See Tamir et al. (2019) for a discussion of how much of the existing literature on emotion regulation interventions
has conflated motivation and skills.

3We also preregistered six secondary outcomes that we thought might be affected by the treatment but were unlikely
to be affected because they were not the focus of the interventions. We report on these in Appendix ??. Support for
crime responses that are specifically extralegal is one of the six secondary outcomes.
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4.5 Qualitative analysis

We recorded and transcribed all 48 qualitative discussion groups (24 CD and 24 ER) in order to

better understand what happened in deliberations, particularly with respect to 1) learning from other

citizens about their actions and preferences with respect to responding to crime, and 2) the role

of emotions in facing insecurity. We analyze the transcripts using a combination of quantitative

text analysis methods and an interpretivist analysis that uses human coding to identify emerging

dynamics and sub-text (Fujii, 2017).

5 Results

5.1 Primary outcomes: Support for punitive crime responses

In this section we present the estimates of the effect of the two treatments, cognitive deliberation

(CD) and CD enhanced with emotion regulation training and prompts (CD+ER), on support for

punitive crime responses. We pre-registered three outcomes which we measured both immediately

after the deliberation sessions and several weeks to months later. First, we measured support for

harsh punishments using survey measures. We asked both about a hypothetical crime using a

randomly assigned scenario (see Appendix B for the full set of scenarios), and about a robbery that

the respondent had actually experienced. 77% of our sample reported that they had experienced a

robbery. We pre-registered the scenario measure as the outcome in our main tests of our hypotheses

and the experienced robbery measure as a robustness check. Second, we measured behavioral

support for punitive responses to crime using an index based on four behaviors based on donations

or political stickers that participants could do at the end of the deliberation.4

We pre-registered hypotheses that CD and CD+ER would reduce support for harsh punishments

both on the attitudinal scale and on a behavioral measure. We also predicted that the ER-enhanced

4Participants were invited to take four actions: donate to a pro-punishment or anti-punishment organization, and
take stickers that had a pro-punishment or anti-punishment message. They could take any combination of these actions,
from zero to all four.
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deliberation would have a significantly larger effect than the standard cognitive deliberation. In

Figure 2 we visualize the estimated coefficients from outcomes measured immediately after the

deliberation sessions in Figure 2a and several weeks to several months later in Figure 2b. Positive

coefficients indicate that the mean response in the treatment group (CD plotted as circles and

CD+ER plotted as triangles) is more punitive than the mean in the control group, and negative

coefficients indicate that the treatment group was less punitive.
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(a) Immediate outcomes
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(b) One-month follow-up

Figure 2: The standard and emotion-enhanced deliberation did not reduce punitiveness

Figure 2 shows that pro-punishment preferences and behavior immediately after the standard

cognitive deliberation (CD) are all statistically indistinguishable from outcomes in the control

group. There is no detectable effect of the CD intervention on behavioral or stated support for harsh

punishment.5

The CD+ER intervention, however, actually increased the punitiveness of participants’ pre-

ferred crime response on the scenario measure immediately after the deliberation by 0.20 control

group standard deviations (Figure 2a). Substantively, this represents increases in the percent of
5The response rate in the one-month endline was 54%. Appendix Table F1 shows that attrition is not related to

treatment assignment, demographic characteristics, baseline punitiveness, or baseline exposure to violence. However,
with almost 50% attrition results from the second endline could be biased by unmeasured patterns in attrition.
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participants who support the harsher punishment of 10 percentage points on the question about

long jail sentences (41% in CD+ER prefer versus 31% in control), 5 percentage points on the death

penalty (64% in CD+ER versus 59% in control), and 7 percentage points on torture (47% in CD+ER

versus 40% in control).6 There is no statistically significant increase in punitiveness on robberies

that participants have personally experienced, which we had preregistered as a robustness check

due to the smaller sample size, or on the behavioral measures. The increase in punitiveness on the

crime scenarios is smaller (0.13 control group standard deviations) and statistically insignificant in

the one-month follow-up interview (Figure 2b).

Taken together, these results are clear evidence that neither version of the deliberation decreased

punitiveness. Although we only find short-term evidence of an increase on one of three measures,

the survey-based scenario measure does suggest that if anything, the emotion regulation-enhanced

version of the deliberation actually increased punitiveness, at least immediately after the deliberation.

5.2 Why did deliberation fail to reduce punitiveness?

In this section we assess evidence on potential mechanisms to assess why the deliberations did

not reduce punitiveness, and why the version of the deliberation that encouraged discussion and

regulation of emotions may have increased it. In our interpretation, we put more weight on the

immediate endline, where we have data from the full sample of participants and where we found

evidence of increases in punitiveness caused by the CD+ER treatment. We also present results

from the follow-up survey, but with the caveat that because we were only able to recontact 54%

of participants for the follow-up survey, these results are generally under-powered, increasing the

risk of both false negatives and false positives. We find little evidence of differential attrition but

given the high attrition rate these results may be biased by participants with particular preferences

or experiences dropping out at higher rates. We present estimates based on measures using actual
6In terms of changes over time, these differences generally represent increases in punitiveness from baseline to the

first endline in CD+ER. The percent of participants in the CD+ER group who supported 10 years or more of jail time
went from 31 to 41% from baseline to the immediate endline and the percent who supported the death penalty went
from 63 to 64%. However, the percent who supported torture dropped slightly from 50 to 47%.
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robberies that participants experienced in the past, which we pre-registered as a robustness check,

in Appendix D.

We consider three reasons that the deliberations may have failed to reduce support for harsh

crime responses. First, the deliberations may have been a weak treatment. We do not think that

this explains our results for three reasons. First, both treatments are similar in length and format

to deliberation and structured discussion interventions in recent published work. The deliberation

treatments in the recent published literature range from about an hour to three days (Fujiwara and

Wantchekon, 2013; Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014; Paler et al., 2020; Sandefur et al., 2022;

Fishkin et al., 2021). Second, both quantitative and qualitative analysis of the transcripts of the

deliberations suggests a high and equitable level of participation. Just 7% of participants in the

sessions never spoke (4% in CD and 12% in CD+ER). Women spoke at similar rates to men in both

sessions. While inequality in speech varies significantly across sessions, it is virtually identical

across the CD+ER sessions than in the standard CD sessions.7 Third, participants themselves rated

the deliberation to be somewhat or very clarifying (80-82% across CD and CD+ER), felt somewhat

or very respected by the facilitator and other participants (81-92%), and judged that they had

somewhat or very much learned from both the facilitator and participants (78-81%). The majority of

participants rated the deliberations as “very high” on these dimensions.8 These responses indicate

that the treatment had the qualities of a true deliberation as a structured, respectful, and informative

discussion. Finally, the fact that the deliberations moved some preferences and beliefs, as we show

below, suggests that they were informative.

A second channel through which the deliberations may have failed to reduce punitiveness is

via beliefs of others’ preferences. The deliberations may have caused participants to update their

perceptions of their neighbors’ preferences – perceived descriptive norms – towards punitiveness.

We preregistered this test as Mechanism 1, but expected effects in the opposite direction of what we

7To measure speech inequality, we calculate a Gini coefficient on words spoken for each of our 48 deliberation
sessions. This analysis is presented in Appendix D.2.1.

8See Appendix Figure D4 for the full distribution.
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observe. We find fairly clear evidence that participants in the CD+ER groups updated beliefs about

how punitive their neighbors are in ways that could drive increases in punitiveness. Figure 3a shows

that the ER-enhanced deliberation increased perceptions of neighbors’ punitiveness by 0.18 standard

deviations in the immediate endline (p < 0.05). The increase in perceived neighbors’ punitiveness

on the scenario measure is similar in magnitude but still statistically significant at the 10% level at

the second endline ( ˆAT E = 0.17, p < 0.1). The coefficients on the standard deliberation are similar

in magnitude, though statistically insignificant.

Why would the deliberations cause participants to update perceived descriptive norms in the

direction of being more punitive? Before running the deliberations, we expected that citizens might

be over-estimating support for punitiveness in their communities because more punitive voices like

vigilante social media stars tend to get outsize attention and be especially memorable. Indeed, when

we compare participants’ own preferences to their perceptions of how many of their neighbors

would support harsh punishments at baseline, we find that with the exception of long jail time

participants generally do over-estimate the support for harsh punishments relative to the preferences

in our group (see Appendix Figure D6). Why then would the average participant update their beliefs

away from the true group average?

Ultimately, it seems likely that the increased perception of group support for punitiveness

was an emergent property of the group. In particular, the dynamics in the CD+ER groups seem

to have caused participants to update their descriptive norms towards punitiveness. One piece

of evidence suggesting that the effects are related to group dynamics is that the effects of the

CD+ER treatment are concentrated in groups with more punitive members at baseline (Figure 3b).

In groups that had baseline preferences in the top tercile of punitiveness, the CD+ER treatment

increased punitiveness by 0.34 control group standard deviations. The effects in the CD groups

do not depend on the percent of the group that was punitive at baseline, and the effects are not

concentrated among individuals who under-estimated the punitiveness of the sample at baseline

(Appendix Figure D7). This group-based heterogeneous effects analysis was not preregistered and
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(b) At baseline, participants over-estimate support for longer
jail time and the death penalty

so should be interpreted as exploratory evidence. However, this pattern of results suggests that

something emerged in the discussion of CD+ER groups that began with more punitive preferences

that pushed their participants further in that direction.

Our content analysis of the transcripts from the deliberations identified several ways that

interactions between participants in groups with some punitive members may have pushed others

towards their views. A number of transcripts capture exchanges when it appears that there is general

support for a more punitive approach, while attempts to re-appraise crime in a way that would justify

less punitive responses are met with counter-arguments. This exchange in a CD group exemplifies

this dynamic:

Man 1: ...For instance, with the case of the lady whose purse was stolen, we don’t know

the reasons behind why someone took her purse; maybe it was to buy drugs or to cover

some need at home; we don’t know. A minor criminal does it to sustain their drug habit,

their alcoholism, for a necessity at home, or for healthcare that they can’t afford with

their salary. This is very common.
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Woman 8: Well, I think, with all due respect, that’s no excuse for a thief.

Multiple Participants: [Affirmative response].

Woman 8: I mean, we all wake up in the morning, give it our all, and work hard to

support our families. I don’t know how many of you are familiar with that social

revolution movement [a vigilante group] - I follow them, and it’s always the same

thieves who end up there; they get caught, they’re put in jail, and they’re out again. So

what’s the deal? Are we supposed to feel sorry for them because they’re starving, and

let them steal from us?

(20190829 CD transcript, authors’ translation)

After this exchange, three other women participants added arguments to the more punitive

sentiment. This is high-quality deliberation in that arguments were shared on both sides and

participants engaged with each others ideas in a respectful manner. At the same time, in groups

that began with more pro-punitive members this dynamic likely further exaggerated the perceived

support for punitiveness in the group.

The third explanation that we consider is that participants may not have been motivated to

down-regulate negative emotions. We pre-registered this analysis as Mechanism 2, and again

expected effects in the opposite direction to what we observe. We measured two forms of emotion

regulation: suppression and reappraisal. Emotion regulation refers to a broad set of strategies that

individuals use to influence the emotions they feel and express. “Expressive suppression” refers to

strategies that target how emotions are expressed, or how individuals respond to emotion-eliciting

situations. “Cognitive reappraisal” refers to strategies that target how a situation is appraised in

a way that changes its meaning and the associated emotional response (Gross and John, 2003).

Our short training emphasized cognitive reappraisal as a useful emotion regulation strategy, in

line with evidence that it is more effective and has fewer negative consequences on outcomes

like interpersonal relationships and well-being (Gross, 1998a). We measured suppression and
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(a) CD (b) CD+ER

Figure 3: The effects of the CD+ER but not CD treatment are driven by groups with high baseline
punitiveness

reappraisal using a battery of questions from Gross and John (2003) focused on down-regulating

negative emotions.

We find evidence suggesting that in CD+ER groups participants considered and discussed

their emotions more, but did not want to down-regulate negative emotions. Figure 4a shows

that participants in both the CD and CD+ER conditions reported down-regulating their emotions

significantly less than those in the control condition, although these effects do not persist. However,

we see no evidence that these differences in reported emotion regulation usage affected the emotions

that participants reported in response to crimes on the survey (Figure 4b). We also find no evidence

of medium-term effects on emotion regulation or emotions in response to crime scenarios.

The results on emotion regulation techniques during the deliberations themselves mean that

compared to participants who only answered the immediate endline survey, participants in the

deliberation groups reported less suppression and less reappraisal of negative emotions that morning.

It is worth noting that across all treatment assignments, more than two-thirds of respondents

reported that they used reappraisal during the morning of the study and almost half reported using
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(a) Participants in the deliberations reported down-
regulating emotions less than control
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(b) There were no differences in reported emotions

Figure 4: We find no evidence that participants in the deliberations down-regulated negative
emotions

suppression. In other words, while reappraisal to reduce negative emotions was still very common

in the deliberations, it was slightly less common than in the control group. Participants in both

deliberations seem to have felt relatively comfortable feeling and expressing negative emotions in

the deliberations, and training to consider the effects of emotions and reevaluate them if they are

harmful did not lead participants to use reappraisal of negative emotions more frequently.

Qualitatively, the deliberation transcripts include explanations of why participants may not

have down-regulated negative emotions like anger and fear. Our CD+ER protocol began with a

discussion of how different emotions might help or hurt participants react in the wake of crimes. In

many groups, participants defended the utility of anger in facing everyday insecurity: “[With anger]

it’s possible we could act, we can act with our family, to confront these people [criminals]...try to

face them...it helps to have courage to try to confront things.” Importantly, the transcripts show that

participants considered both the pros and cons of emotions like anger. In one CD+ER group, for

example, this discussion occurred when the moderator asked the group to consider the utility of
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anger in a theft scenario:

Moderator: Anger? Let’s talk about anger and rage. How does getting angry or feeling

rage benefit us when something like this [theft] happens?

Woman 4: It might help us act with our family, to face those people.

Man 1: Or be more united as a family.

Woman 4: And to prevent more.

Woman 1: It also gives strength.

Moderator: Okay. What do you think over here? Do you have something to say?

Woman 4: Well, it’s like trying to face them. Like finding the courage to face things.

Moderator: To try to face things. And what disadvantages do we have? Or how does it

harm us to get angry, to fill ourselves with rage at the moment?

Woman 1: Well... getting sick.

Woman 2: Acting irresponsibly. You could even kill one of those people, and then we

turn into criminals ourselves. We were the victims first, but if we get mad, we could act

and even end up killing one of them.

Moderator: Acting and then reversing the roles.

Woman 3: My husband says, ’If you get mad, you lose control.; So yes, it’s true, even

if we get very angry, we lose. He always tells me that. That’s why you need to think.

(transcript of 20190829 ER group, authors translation)

Ultimately, although participants carefully considered the pros and cons of different emotions,

we see little evidence that most of them ultimately found negative emotions like anger to be harmful.

This highlights the important role of motivation in emotion regulation (Porat, Tamir and Halperin,

2020; Tamir et al., 2019).
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Finally, the deliberations might have caused participants to update their beliefs on two other

dimensions: perceived benefits of harsh punishments (Mechanism 3) and blame attributions for

crime (Mechanism 4). Based on previous qualitative and survey work on support for harsh punish-

ments, we conceptualized perceived benefits of harsh punishments as either perceiving that they are

effective in preventing crime, or in perceiving that they are just or fair (Baron et al., 2024). Blame

attributions capture whether participants perceive that accused criminals are themselves primarily

responsible for their actions – an attribution generally associated with anger and support for harsh

punishments – or whether criminal actions reflect circumstances like poverty or poor education.

These perceptions of crime and punishment could be affected by either changes in emotional states

or information received during the deliberations. We expected negative effects on both based on

our original theory that support for harsh punishments is driven by emotional reactions and/or

over-estimations of others’ positive views of harsh punishments, but in light of the other results we

might expect to see increases on these outcomes.
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(a) CD+ER caused persistent increases in the perception
that harsh responses to crime are just

We find that the CD+ER treatment significantly increased perceptions that harsh punishments

are just (Figure 5a), but no evidence that either deliberation affected perceptions of harsh pun-
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ishments’ effectiveness or blame attributions for crime. The increase on perceptions that harsh

punishments are just is driven by increased perceptions that long jail sentences and torture are

just (as opposed to the death penalty), and persists through to the second measurement around 1.5

months later.

6 Conclusions

Taken together, our results show that deliberation, particularly when enhanced with an explicit

discussion of emotional reactions (their utility and how to down-regulate them) can increase support

for harsh punishments in response to crime. Although participants over-estimate the punitiveness of

their neighbors at baseline, they leave the ER-enhanced deliberations believing that more of their

neighbors support harsh punishments. They also leave the groups believing that harsh punishments

are more just, although not necessarily more effective.

What is it about the explicit discussion of emotions that seems necessary for these effects?

First, it is important to note that the differences between the estimated treatment effects of the CD

and CD+ER deliberations are never statistically significant, so we cannot conclude that the two

deliberations have different effects. However, the CD+ER training consistently has slightly larger

effects on outcomes, and in most cases only the effects of the CD+ER treatment are statistically

differentiable from zero. We suspect that this variant of the deliberation may be more potent for two

reasons. First, many participants do not choose to down-regulate negative emotions, and instead

focus on reasons that negative emotions like anger and fear are useful in responding to crime.

Subsequently, the CD+ER deliberations may have involved more passionate discussion by inviting

consideration of emotions, and thus may have caused more updating of perceived descriptive norms

and the justness of harsh punishments.

These results suggest that behavioral interventions that aim to create a better decision en-

vironment have limited ability to reduce support for harsh punishments in an environment with
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low rule of law and high crime. There is no evidence that deliberation with or without an explicit

emotion regulation component can reduce support for harsh punishments. Taken together they even

suggest that the deliberations caused increases – albeit small and temporary – in support for harsh

punishments.

Our findings add to a recent literature showing that motivation, and not just skills, are necessary

for emotion regulation. In a series of recent experiments and re-analyses carried out in Israel,

Tamir et al. (2019) have shown that traditional emotion regulation interventions have affected

both motivation and ability to down-regulate negative emotions. Our ER-enhanced deliberation

purposefully focused on ability and invited participants themselves to reflect on their motivation to

down-regulate negative emotions. We find that in a violent context, many participants believe that

negative emotions like anger and fear help keep them safe. Perhaps especially if state institutions

are generally failing to protect civilians from crime, these negative emotions can help citizens take

action to protect themselves, either inside or outside of the formal justice and security sectors.

Our findings also highlight the limitations of deliberation in contexts of violence and im-

punity. Deliberation has been touted as a means to enable citizens to form well-reasoned, welfare-

maximizing policy positions (Fishkin, 1991; Landemore, 2012). A number of recent studies have

found that different forms of discussion or deliberation can have moderating effects on political

attitudes, even in highly polarized environments (Luskin et al., 2014; Fishkin et al., 2021). One

interpretation of our findings is that those findings do not extend to contexts affected by high levels

of violence and impunity like Morelia. Our findings are similar to those of Lindsey (2022), who

found that facilitated small group discussions of gender-based crimes in the Democratic Republic

of the Congo (DRC) also increased support for harsh punishments. In post-conflict Lebanon, Paler

et al. (2020) found that discussion across sectarian lines had little effect on willingness to cooperate

in public goods provision across sectarian lines, except in groups with very specific cross-class

compositions. It is possible that when the state is not effectively protecting citizens from violence,

deliberation may be more likely to be polarizing than moderating.
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An emerging body of evidence suggests that harsh and extrajudicial punishments are not

effective in promoting public safety – and can even make people less safe (Blair and Weintraub,

2023). Baron et al. (2025), for instance, shows that the homicide rate across Mexican municipalities

increases in the months after lynching events. The evidence presented in this manuscript does not

prove that support for harsh and extrajudicial punishments is not driven by cognitive or emotional

biases. But it does show that a strong behavioral intervention to counter those biases is not effective.

Policymakers interested in reducing extrajudicial responses to crime may focus on increasing the

likelihood of punishments for participants in extrajudicial violence (Wilke, 2024). The fact that

these two plausible behavioral interventions were unable to reduce that support suggest that more

structural interventions that change the real inputs into those decisions – such as the level of impunity

or incidence of crime – are necessary to change citizen preferences.
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