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Abstract  

 The number of people dying in U.S. jails has increased over the past 13 years. The 
majority of these deaths are deemed to be “natural cause.” The research question posed is:  What 
is public perception of U.S. natural cause jail deaths, and does local media framing influence that 
perception?  Given frequent local media framing in reports on natural cause jail deaths, I expect 
the public to misperceive these deaths as unpreventable – due to old age and untreatable illness 
(Hypothesis 1). Further, I expect when natural cause deaths are reported without additional 
context beyond local authority press releases, the public will be less likely to suspect the jail of 
wrongdoing (Hypothesis 2).  A survey was conducted on 336 Americans, who were asked an 
open-ended question about the meaning of natural cause deaths and then were presented with an 
experiment to test media framing impact. Qualitative coding, Structural Topic Modeling, and 
OLS Regression models are used to test the hypotheses. Results confirm the public largely 
misperceives old age as most associated with natural cause deaths in jails. Further, adding 
additional critical reporting about a natural cause death increases respondents’ likelihood of 
suspecting the jail of wrongdoing. Though perhaps obvious, this reflects the impact of the status 
quo, where most Americans do not understand the terminology frequently used by officials, 
which is often repeated without explanation or additional reporting by local media. Given the 
findings in this report, a larger survey is proposed with refined questions and connection to 
competitive messaging theory.    

Keywords: Criminal justice, jail, deaths-in-custody, public opinion.  
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Introduction 

On July 23, 2023, in the rural East Texas county of Rusk, Johnny Bradley was 

pronounced dead after being found unresponsive in his jail cell. The Texas Commission on Jail 

Standards soon after found the jail to be out of compliance due to leaving Bradley in his cell 

without any face-to-face checks, which are required by state minimum standards (See Appendix 

A for noncompliant report). The full article from KYTX presented only the sheriff’s press release 

information without any additional context or interviews (See Figure 1). This article states only 

that Johnny died of “natural causes.”  

Since 2010, the Bureau of Justice Statistics has reported an increase in people dying in 

local jails (See Figure 2 in Appendix B). The majority of jail deaths, both in Texas and nationally, 

are from natural causes (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2023; Texas Justice Initiative, 2023). 

Natural cause simply means not a homicide or suicide.  Research on natural deaths in jails is 

limited, but jail time increases avoidable, premature death (Kajeepeta, et al., 2021), unsupported 

detox is a leading cause of these deaths1 (Victor, et al., 2022), and the median age of natural 

cause death in Texas jails is 48.2 Given this research and the consistent increase in jail deaths 

over the past 13 years, there is value in understanding how the public perceives natural deaths in 

custody and how local media framing can impact these perceptions.  

The research question posed is:  What is public perception of U.S. jail deaths, and does 

local media framing influence that perception?  I expect natural cause deaths will be perceived as 

unavoidable – occurring due to old age and untreatable illness. Further, I expect when natural 

 
1 Death by unsupported detox occurs when someone detoxes from drugs or alcohol without medical 
supervision and intervention. 
2 Calculated by downloading all deaths in Texas jail custody from the Texas Attorney General’s Death in 
Custody data, provided with more accessibility by the Texas Justice Initiative. Mean = 47, Median = 48, 
Mode = 53.  
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cause deaths are reported without additional context beyond local authority press releases, the 

public will be less likely to suspect the jail of wrongdoing.  A survey was conducted on 336 

Americans, who were asked an open-ended question about the meaning of natural cause deaths 

and then were presented with an experiment on media framing. Descriptive statistics, text-as-data 

analysis, and OLS regression models are used to test the hypotheses. Results show the public 

largely misperceives old age as most associated with natural cause deaths in jails. Further, adding 

additional critical reporting about a natural cause death increases respondents’ likelihood of 

suspecting the jail of wrongdoing. Though perhaps obvious, this reflects the impact of the status 

quo, where most Americans do not understand the terminology frequently used by officials and 

repeated without critique or explanation by local media. Given the findings in this report, a larger 

survey is proposed with refined questions and connection to competitive messaging theory.    

Figure 1. Local News Coverage of Natural Cause Death  

 

 

Background  

 Deaths in U.S. jails are routinely two and three times above the national average of the 

general population (BJS, 2021). In Texas alone, 136 people died in county jails in 2023 (Texas 

Justice Initiative, 2023). The majority of those dying in jails are pretrial, meaning they are not 

convicted of a crime and are waiting in jail for their trial. Those held pretrial are 
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disproportionately people of color and living below the poverty level (Arnold, Dobbie, & Hull, 

2022; Donnelly & MacDonald, 2018). Most deaths in jails are natural cause (BJS, 2021). These 

deaths are beginning to attract more public attention in the form of lawsuits and national media 

coverage (e.g. Eisler, et al., 2020; Grench, 2023; Ransom & Bromwich, 2023). However, local 

media reports most frequently quote public officials who frame “natural cause” with no 

additional context and to seemingly dismiss any wrongdoing.3 For example:  

• “The death was not an apparent suicide. The man appeared to die of natural causes,” 

said Tom Newton, a spokesperson for the Onondaga County Sheriff’s Office. (Hayes, 

2023).  

• “An inmate found dead in his jail cell Tuesday is believed to have died of natural causes, 

according to the Ascension Parish Sheriff's Office. […] No foul play is suspected at this 

time.” (WBRZ, 2020).  

• “The McLennan County Jail inmate who died in custody on May 25 died from natural 

causes, according to a final autopsy report.” (Witherspoon, 2023).  

Therefore, the research question posed is: What is public perception of U.S. jail deaths, 

and does local media framing influence that perception? There is limited research conducted on 

jails in general. Few sources of data exist for county jails given that each state has different 

standards, and individual counties and sheriff’s offices are tasked with running the jails. To my 

knowledge, there is no research that studies public understanding of jail deaths generally, and 

particularly not concerning natural cause deaths. Additionally, framing effects on perceptions of 

jail deaths have not been researched. My hypotheses are informed by the frequent lack of 

 
3 Based on in-progress work where I analyze local media articles through text analysis.  
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explanation and context in local media coverage, which is often the only coverage about a death, 

given the local nature of the event.  

• H1: Americans will be most likely to perceive natural cause deaths as due to old age.  

• H2: When natural cause deaths are reported without additional reporting, the public will 

be less likely to suspect the jail of wrongdoing.  

Literature Review  

Jail incarceration has tripled over the past 30 years, with rural counties predominantly 

driving this growth (Copp & Bales, 2018). Despite this, there is limited research on jails, with 

most of the literature focusing on prisons.4 Much of the research that does center on jails, seeks 

to understand mental health and suicide. For context, 64% of people in jail have a mental health 

issue (Copp & Bales, 2018), and more people with severe mental health issues are in jails and 

prisons than in hospitals (Torrey, et al., 2010). Suicide rates are seven times higher in jails than in 

prisons (BJS, 2021), and six times higher in the smallest jails than largest jails (Meagher & 

Chammah, 2015). Research on natural deaths in jails is mostly conducted by medical and 

forensic researchers, seeking to understand causes and population trends. Further, only two 

studies incorporate public opinion in relation to U.S. jails (Appelgate, Daou & Oullette, 2023; 

O’hear & Wheelock, 2023).  

 

 

 
4 In the United States, jails are run by counties and local governments to house people pretrial, after an 
arrest subsequent to release if charges are dropped, some short county-level sentences (less than a year), 
and at times as holds for other agencies, such as U.S. Marshalls or Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement. The vast majority of people are held pretrial (between 75% to 80% on average). Prisons are 
run by state or federal governments and house people post-conviction. They tend to have more 
systematized procedures, documentation, and screening and therefore there tends to be more data on them 
compared to local jails.  



Natural Cause Jail Deaths                                                                                                                            5 
   

Natural Cause Deaths  

Earlier work by Wooldredge and Winfree (1992) found that natural cause deaths were 

reduced where jails implemented minimum humane standards, had lower levels of crowding, and 

where onsite infirmaries existed. A 2006 study on Cook County Jail deaths occurring from 1995 

to 2004 found mortality rates for heart disease, infectious disease, and suicide to be higher than 

the general population. Deaths due to illness or homicides predominantly occurred to Black 

detainees, while higher proportions of suicide occurred among white and Hispanic detainees 

(Kim, et al., 2006). Powell and Zevitz (2011) examined four decades of mortality data on 

Milwaukee County jail. They found natural cause deaths surpassed suicides as the leading cause, 

and 25% of deaths were among people under 30 years of age with the mean age for natural death 

being 41.4.  A study on the urban county, Bexar, retrospectively reviewed all deaths in custody 

from 1985 to 2010 (Lozano & Molina, 2015). The leading cause of natural cause deaths were 

heart-related, and they recommended that all deaths in jails be reported to the medical examiner 

for a thorough investigation to determine and document cause and manner of death.5  

More recent research has observed that avoidable premature deaths are associated with 

county jail incarceration (Kajeepta et al., 2021), and high staff turnover is associated with higher 

death rates (Adler & Chen, 2023). Further, unsupported detox was observed as the leading cause 

of death in U.S. jails (Victor, et al., 2022). Most recently, Shapiro and Keel (2023) examined 

autopsy reports between 2009 and 2018 in Los Angeles County jails. They concluded that the 

Medical Examiner regularly determined deaths to be natural or undetermined in a way that 

minimized the culpability of jail staff. Further, 75% of deaths occurred to people who were 

 
5 This is still not a standardized requirement.  
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waiting for their trial and a disproportionate number of Black detainees were classified as 

natural.  

Public Opinion  

 Few studies survey public opinion in relation to jails. Among criminal justice 

perspectives generally, punitiveness has been examined over time. For example, level of 

punitiveness is reduced among people who hold a belief that those who commit crimes are 

redeemable and capable of change (Burton et al., 2020; Maruna & King, 2009). Further, 

punitiveness tends to be associated with personal characteristics and not concerns about crime or 

experience with crime (O’hear & Wheelock, 2023).  

 Only two studies to my knowledge poll Americans about jails. A Kentucky study 

explored perceptions of punitiveness based on type of incarceration, with adults believing jail to 

be more punitive than prison (May, et al., 2014). The other study surveyed jail administrators to 

determine their priorities and approach to incarceration (Applegate, Daou & Ouellette, 2023). 

Jail leaders largely stated a priority to improve medical and mental health care, while also citing 

this as a top challenge.   

Data and Methodology  

 Three hundred and thirty-six U.S. adults were polled using the service CloudResearch. 

Probability samples have long been established as the ideal in survey research (Cornesse, et al., 

2020; Groves, et al., 2011; Wolf, Smith & Smith, 2016). However, nonprobability online samples 

have become increasingly common in social science research, particularly where representative 

samples cannot be obtained (AAPOR, 2022).  With proper modeling and adjustments, 

meaningful inferences have been made (AAPOR, 2022; Ansolabehere & Rivers, 2013; Callegaro 

et al., 2014). According to Douglas, Ewer, and Bauer (2023), respondents on CloudResearch 
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were more likely to provide meaningful answers, pass attention checks, follow instructions, and 

take enough time to read through all the items presented, when compared to MTurk and an 

undergraduate student sample.  

 The poll was conducted between November 15 to November 16, 2023. Opt-in 

respondents that fit the selection criteria of being over the age of 18 and residing in the United 

States, participated based on demographic quotas. Qualifying respondents were identified 

through the CloudResearch platform and took the survey hosted in Qualtrics. See Appendix C for 

full survey methodology disclosure. Standard demographic questions were posed along with an 

attention check that followed best practices of not putting off or priming respondents (Hillygus & 

LaChappele, 2022). See Appendix D for all relevant survey questions.   

Survey Design and Analysis for H1  

Two dependent variables are tested: perception of natural cause death and perception of 

jail wrongdoing. The first is measured and considered with two different approaches, first asking 

an open-ended question about meaning of natural cause death, and then post-experiment, asking 

a closed-ended question to click all types of natural cause deaths (where all are correct). Jail 

wrongdoing is operationalized through a closed-ended question that asks degree to which the 

respondent suspects the jail of wrongdoing.  

To test the general perceptions of natural cause deaths in jails in an exploratory manner, 

an open-ended question was first asked of respondents. It read, “When you hear that someone 

died in jail of natural causes, what does that mean to you? In the box below, please write your 

response.” (See Appendix D for a full display of all survey questions). This was asked before any 

experiment or other jail-related questions were discussed to avoid priming. Open-ended 

questions have been debated concerning their ability to produce meaningful answers (Ladonna et 
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al., 2018). However, there was not a way to gauge perceptions of this concept without 

introducing information with the responses. Given CloudResearch respondents’ higher likelihood 

of providing meaningful answers and the ability to use text-as-data methods to understand data 

quality and key topics, I deemed it worth the risk. Further, open-ended survey questions are 

useful when wanting people’s spontaneous responses (Reja, et al., 2003), and a group of public 

opinion research finds that people know more than closed-ended questions capture (e.g., 

Clawson & Oxley, 2021; Gamson, 1992). This approach enables respondents to articulate 

knowledge beyond clicking one correct answer so that my design does not arbitrarily dismiss 

more complex levels of knowledge.  

Later in the survey, after the experiment (discussed below), I also ask a “click all that 

apply” question to see which types of causes of death would be considered “natural cause” to the 

respondents. However, this interacts with the experiment, so works to explore the first hypothesis 

but is not separate in the way the open-ended question is. This first question gets at baseline 

perceptions. Next, the second measure of perception of natural cause death is used as a 

dependent variable (See Appendix D10). All the causes presented are considered natural cause 

deaths. I expect most people to not know this, and I further do not expect the treatment of context 

to be enough to inform understanding of natural cause deaths. However, this variable helps to 

expand on the open-ended question in a quantitative approach.  

 The results for the open-ended question were first hand-coded by mention of key topics. 

(See Appendix E for a full list of responses along with my coding matrix for each one). Next, I 

use a machine learning approach through the application of a Structural Topic Model (STM) to 

understand the main associated themes across the responses to determine if they are capturing 

similar topics compared to my qualitative approach. STMs are an unsupervised classification 
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system that can uncover latent topics across a corpus of responses (Lebryk, 2021), and have been 

successfully used by social scientists to evaluate open-ended survey questions (Roberts et al., 

2014). To analyze, I begin by preprocessing the data for standard evaluation. This includes 

making all text lowercase, removing stopwords (more frequent filler words like “the” and 

“and”), removing punctuation, and stemming words. Stemming transforms words into their root 

form which can assist in not missing similar words (i.e. age, aging) or over-counting the same 

concepts (Denny & Spirling, 2018).  Utilizing the stm package in R, I run an STM across the 

responses to identify the top 10 latent topics.  

Survey Design and Analysis for H2 

 I tested the second hypothesis with an embedded experiment. After answering the open-

ended question, respondents were randomly assigned to the control or treatment stimulus. The 

control treatment presented three pieces of information about a natural cause jail death. See 

Appendix D7. This is a common local news presentation, which offers little to no additional 

context, as exemplified in Figure 1. The treatment group received the same stimulus with one 

additional piece of information (See Appendix D8). It reads, “NPR claims the jail refused to 

provide heart medication.” This is based on a jail death and NPR article that did report on the 

lack of heart medication (Kim, 2023). Further, not receiving heart medication is a frequent 

element of lawsuits or inquiries into natural cause deaths associated with heart failure (e.g.  

McDonald, 2023) along with not receiving other types of life-saving medications (e.g. Brooks, 

2016; Bonvillian, 2020; Calabrese, 2016; Rios, 2023). After receiving the stimulus, all 

respondents answered the question, “How much, if at all, do you suspect the jail of 

wrongdoing?” (See Appendix D9 for question and response options).   
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 Three final questions serve as controls and ways to capture what may inform perceptions 

of jail wrongdoing concerning deaths (See Appendix D11 to D13). They ask if jail deaths have 

increased, decreased, or stayed the same over the past 5 years. Jail deaths have objectively 

increased but regardless of whether respondents know this to be factual, believing this may 

inform more critical views of jail deaths (See Appendix D11 for full question and response 

options). The next question asks how much of a problem the respondent thinks people dying in 

jail is (See Appendix D12). Perhaps beyond any context offered, beliefs about the severity of the 

problem may be important in informing both perceptions of jail deaths and jail wrongdoing.  

Finally, frequency of news consumption is asked about to understand how exposure to media 

may influence perceptions (See Appendix D13).  

 Descriptive statistics and OLS regressions are used to test the treatment effect. The first 

set of models measure the impact on perception of jail wrongdoing. Model 1 is the base model of 

the treatment effect on perception of jail wrongdoing. Model 2 includes demographic controls 

including race (coded as White or other), gender (coded as female or other), and liberalism 

(coded as increasing from conservative to liberal). The third model incorporates the controls 

about news consumption (News), perception of whether jail deaths are increasing (Increasing), 

and how much of a problem jail deaths are perceived to be (Problem). Finally, Model 4 

incorporates the full host of controls and covariates.  The second set of models follows the same 

model specifications on the dependent variable of natural cause death count. Finally, I check the 

consistency of the results once they are weighted to population demographics according to the 

U.S. American Community Survey.  
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Results 

 The quality of responses to the open-ended questions exceeded expectations. Three 

hundred and thirty-three people responded, leaving only three nonresponses. It appeared most 

respondents provided good-faith answers that engaged with the question appropriately. There 

were a few who put a “.” or said, “I do not care.” Other unhelpful responses engaged with their 

emotions about people dying in jail more generally – either expressing sadness or expressing 

lack of compassion under the assumption the person committed a serious crime. But did not 

answer the question about understanding of natural cause death. The combination of these three 

categories produced 36 unusable responses (See Figure 2).  See Appendix E for a full list of all 

responses and my hand coding.  

 As hypothesized, the most frequent response discussed dying of old age, with 117 

respondents answering this way. For example, one respondent said, “They died due to old age or 

due to factors that cause death in any human being.” Another respondent said, “it means 

someone old died of being old and they just so happened to die while physically being located in 

a jail.” These responses were most frequently contextualized with expectations of the death as 

unavoidable as exemplified in the sampled responses.  

 After discussing old age as an expectation for natural cause deaths, the next top responses 

were tied between being generally suspect of the jail and mentioning general illness and disease, 

at 57 each. Those who were suspect, generally questioned if the deaths were natural and some 

suggested cover ups or other negligence. Examples include:   

• “I wonder sometimes if in fact the cause was natural or if there's another cause that is 

being obscured.” 

• “it means that they died, but i wouldnt be so sure it was natural” 
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Figure 2. Top Topics Across Open-Ended Natural Death Question  

Top Topics  No. of 
Respondents  

Old Age  112 
Suspect of Jail  57 
Illness/Disease  57 
Not from violence  
or foul play 

53 

Health Issues  46 
Heart Attack  40 
Other / Unclear  36 
Concerned about 
healthcare access   

24 

Unpreventable  23 
Cancer  18 
Presumed long post-
conviction prison 
sentence  

18 

Stroke  12 
During sleep   7 
Not from illness or  
health issue  

6 

Do not know  6 
 

Many of these responses also raised concern for adequate access to medical care (24 

respondents). For example:  

• “It raises questions about the adequacy of healthcare and oversight within the 

correctional system.” 

• “It means they probably didn't get medical attention in time. Or their death is being 

covered up.” 

Illness and disease categories, generally identified natural deaths as being caused by death 

and illness. Again here, they were often associated with assumptions as unavoidable. Fifty-three 

respondents specifically said they expected these deaths to mean that there was no violence of 

foul play involved. Forty-six people discussed health issues, and 40 specifically noted heart 
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attack. Heart attack was the top response in terms of a specific identification of a cause of death 

that is health related.  

 The results from the Structural Topic Model reflect similar realities between the machine 

learning assessment compared to the hand coded approach. Figure 3 displays the top 10 topics by 

their proportion of representation within the responses. Among the 10 topics, they are listed in 

order of largest proportion of representation across the responses. The most frequent topic 

reflects dying of illness and old age. The second is about dying of some kind of condition, with 

the third being heart attack or heart disease.  

Figure 3. Structural Topic Model, Latent Top Topics  

 

 

 Descriptive statistics of the embedded experiment results suggest a treatment effect 

before additional analysis. Table 1 and the complimentary Figure 4 show that greater levels of 

jail wrongdoing assumption are associated with the treatment group and lower levels are 
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associated with the control group. The highest proportion of responses for the control group are 

“Not at all” and “A little” while the lowest are “A lot” and “A great deal.” For the treatment 

group, the inverse is true, with the highest proportion of responses being “A lot” and “A great 

deal” and the lowest being “Not at all” and “A little.”  

Table 1. Perception of Jail Wrongdoing by Treatment vs. Control  
 

Not 
at all  

A 
little  

Moderate  A lot  A great  
deal  

Missing  
values 

Control  30% 37% 21% 8% 2% 1%  
(46) (56) (32) (12) (3) (2) 

Treatment  5% 11% 22% 34% 24% 5%  
(9) (21) (42) (66) (46) (9) 

 

Figure 4. Perception of Jail Wrongdoing by Treatment vs. Control 

 

Table 2 displays the results of the four regression models for jail wrongdoing perception. 

Across all model specifications, there is a statistically significant treatment effect (p<0.01). 

Respondents who received the additional line of critical context answered with higher levels of 
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jail wrongdoing assumption. Given that there are 5 response categories, coded as an ordinal 

increasing variable, a constant of 2.1 is large. Among demographic controls (Model 2 and 4), 

Liberalism (p<0.01) is significant and positive, while White is negative (p<0.05). News 

consumption is never significant (Model 3 and 4). However, increasing levels of belief that jail 

deaths are a problem are significant and positive, as expected, but do not impact the significance 

of the treatment effect. Incorporating demographics in model 3, we continue to observe no 

significant effects across race, gender, and ideology. Unexpectedly, as people move from 

believing jail deaths are decreasing to believing they are increasing, belief in jail wrongdoing 

decreases significantly. Yet across all models, the treatment effect remains positive and 

significant (p<0.01). The results are robust when weighting to match the demographic population 

of the United States (See Appendix F for Table 3: Survey-weighted Generalized Linear Model).  

 The additional measure of perception of natural cause deaths confirms the finding of the 

open-ended question – respondents misperceive the meaning of natural cause deaths. Again, this 

is operationalized by number of options selected, with all being correct but with varying degrees 

of potential intuitiveness. All five death types presented are correct, but most of the respondents 

only selected two options (See Appendix G for Figure 5). Table 4 (in Appendix H) displays the 

results of these counts based on treatment effect, given that this question is asked after 

application of the initial treatment. There is no treatment effect in any model specification.  

Discussion  

Respondents most frequently perceive natural cause jail deaths to be attributed to old age (See 

Figure 2). This conflicts with findings that natural cause deaths in jail are quite young (average 

of 47 in Texas and 41 in Milwaukee County). This provides some preliminary evidence for 

Hypothesis 1, which expected perceptions of natural deaths to be associated with old age.  
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Table 2. OLS Regression Results of Treatment Effects on Perception of Jail Wrongdoing  

 

Yet a not insignificant portion of the respondents were automatically critical of the jail without 

any additional prompting, treatment, or questions. This suggests variation in perceptions of jail 

deaths with the top categories representing extremes around presumptions of deaths as suspect 

and deaths as unavoidable. The Structural Topic Model largely affirmed findings from the hand-

coding approach identifying the discussions about old age, illness, and heart issues as top topics. 

However, the STM failed to capture being suspect of the jail. This could be due to me being 

overly broad in my coding of this category or could be a limitation of STMs since they cannot 

capture tone and more subtle human meanings, only latent topics. Further, Table 4 (Appendix H) 

shows no treatment effects on understanding of natural cause death coding. There is logic in this 

non-finding. Adding a line of critical context about potential wrongdoing of a jail does not 

increase understanding of natural cause death meaning. It is understandable that this does not 

correct possible misperceptions and suggests increase in contextual news coverage alone will not 
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help people understand what natural cause deaths mean, even if a group of respondents are 

inherently suspect of jails regardless of the treatment.  

 For perception of jail wrongdoing there are treatment effects across all models. Adding a 

line of critical context to a report on a natural death in jail, increases respondents’ perception of 

jail wrongdoing. Though this seems obvious and intuitive, it reflects the potential impact of the 

status quo of much of the local news coverage that releases short articles based on sheriff press 

releases without additional interviews or context. With the increase of national and state news 

coverage of jail deaths and conditions, paired with an increase in lawsuits which often warrant 

both local news coverage as well, public perception could continue to shift to being more critical 

of jails. This may have policy implications, if more people grow concerned and this concern 

leads to calls for policy interventions to make jails safer. 

Limitations and Next Steps 

This survey is not a randomly selected, nationally representative sample, which, of 

course, impacts generalizability. Though there is no standard agreed to on necessary sample size, 

particularly when utilizing an experiment, an increased sample would certainly improve the 

validity of findings. Further, having an additional researcher recode the open-ended responses 

would improve internal validity and introduce inter-coder reliability.  

Though the findings presented here are interesting, I believe they would be improved 

upon if the next iteration of this project more directly connected the experiment to the open-

ended question about understanding of natural cause deaths. I intend to do this by presenting a 

recently released national article by NPR that calls attention to natural deaths in custody, and 

seeing how this media framing influences perceptions of natural deaths as unpreventable. This 

approach would more directly expand on the natural cause perception finding instead of 
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separately considering jail wrongdoing. The frequency of news consumption as a control could 

be replaced by the type of media consumption. I expect local media coverage impacts lack of 

concern and understanding around jail deaths. I could test this more formally by asking about 

type of consumption, rather than simply assuming based on frequency of local media framing. 

Both of these adjustments could better situate the research project in Druckman’s competing 

media frames theory (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Druckman et al., 2010; Druckman & Lupia, 

2016).   

Conclusion  

 Jail deaths have increased in the United States over the past 13 years. The majority of 

these deaths are deemed to be of natural cause. I assumed the public would misperceive the 

meaning of natural cause jail deaths and tested this in an exploratory manner through an open-

ended survey question. Respondents most frequently associated natural cause deaths in jail with 

old age, which is outside of the reality, yet a portion of respondents were inherently critical of 

jails even without any context. Local media coverage of natural cause jail deaths is often lacking 

in context, additional sources, or critique. I test if adding context impacts understanding of jail 

deaths, and it does across model specifications. This small addition of context does not increase 

understanding of natural cause deaths, just level of perception of jail wrongdoing.  
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Appendix A  

Texas Commission on Jail Standards, Noncompliance Report.  

 

Appendix B  

Figure 2. Mortality per 100,000 local jail inmates, by legal status, 2000-2019. 
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Appendix C  

Survey Disclosure Statement. Based on AAPOR Standards for Disclosure  
https://aapor.org/standards-and-ethics/disclosure-standards/#1667933142550-55785157-2071  

1. Data Collection Strategy: Online opt-in survey through CloudResearch and conducted in 
Qualtrics.  

2. Sponsor and Who Conducted: $500 of funding was provided by the University of Texas at 
Dallas’ School of Economic, Political and Policy Sciences (EPPS). In exchange for feedback 
on Cloud Research’s textbook development, they provided $500 for funding. They were not 
part of designing the study. Researchers at the School of EPPS in a Survey Design course 
conducted the survey in Qualtrics.  

3. Measurement Tools/Instructions: All relevant questions are included in Appendix # along 
with consent form.  

4. Population Under Study: Subjects were recruited via CloudResearch’s propriety 
methodology. Screening criteria were demographic quotas meant to approximate the U.S. 
population.   

5. Method Used to Generate and Recruit Sample: This survey did not have a sampling 
frame. This is an online, opt-in, nonprobability sample. It did include demographic quotas to 
screen participants to approximate the U.S. population. People who signed up for 
CloudResearch were the supplier of the sampling frame. Participants who completed the 
survey received $3. 

6. Method and Mode of Data Collection: Survey respondents recruited from CloudResearch 
took the survey online on the Qualtrics platform. The survey was in English.  

7. Dates of Data Collection: November 15 to 16, 2023.  
8. Sample sizes: 336 respondents. 
9. Data Weights: Data was not weighted for this round of research.  
10. Data Processing and Procedures to Ensure Quality: Recognizing this was an omnibus 

survey, we randomized the order of the question blocks.  
11. IRB: IRB 24-196. Approval November 2, 2023 to November 2, 2026.  
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Appendix D: Survey Questions  

D1. Consent Form.  

 
 
D2. Demographic: Ideology.  
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D3. Demographic: Party.  

 

D4. Demographic: Party: Strong Democrat/Republican.   

 

D5. Attention Check.   
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D6. Open-Ended Question    

 

D7. Control Group Stimulus  

 

D8. Treatment Group Stimulus  
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D9. Main Outcome: Jail Wrongdoing  

 

D10. Natural Death Cause Count  

 

D11. Increasing   
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D12. Problem  

 

D13. News   

 

 

Appendix E. Open-ended Question Coding.  

Google sheet for all responses and hand-coding:  

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1-LXICCuEppaO0IERE4nGrcLAi-
HPEsaO9JDhnm9cY7A/edit?usp=sharing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1-LXICCuEppaO0IERE4nGrcLAi-HPEsaO9JDhnm9cY7A/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1-LXICCuEppaO0IERE4nGrcLAi-HPEsaO9JDhnm9cY7A/edit?usp=sharing
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Appendix F.  

Table 3. Survey-weighted Generalized Linear Model  

 

Effects on Perception of Jail Wrongdoing. Weighted for race, gender, ethnicity, and party.  

 

Appendix G.  

Figure 5. Number of Causes of Death Selected by Respondents.  

All options were correct. More understanding of natural cause deaths would see more options 
selected.  
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Appendix H.  

Table 4. OLS Regression Results of Treatment Effects on Count of Natural Causes Count  

 


