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Lifeafter Death Row: Exonerees’ Search for Com-
munity and Identity, by Saundra D. Westervelt
and Kimberly J. Cook, provides a compelling
look into the lives of eighteen former death
row immates exonerated of a capital convic-
tion. Westervelt and Cook use feminist qual-
itative methods to give voice to the wrongful-
ly condemned who otherwise have been
silenced and disempowered by the criminal
justice system, and in many cases by the
media and their communities. Using in-
depth interviews and open coding methods
the authors develop themes and analytical
categories that focus on the experiences and
needs of exonerees. The primary analytical
framework used to flesh out these experien-
ces is developed from literature on trauma
survivors. Using this framewaork, the authors
expose the myriad of difficulties exonerees
face and how they manage these difficulties.
The book is organized into four parts that
cover a wide range of issues relaiing to basic
needs and challenges upon release to specific
policy recommendations regarding capital
punishment and programs for the wrongful-
ly convicted. -

Part One focuses on methodology, research
questions, and introduces the exonerees by
providing a brief description of each case.
The authors convincingly employ feminist
methods which centralize issues of gender,
race, and class in the collaboraton of
researcher and participant thereby generat-
ing a sense of equality in order to empower
exonerees to tell their own story. The
researchers thus provide an opportunity for
the researched to have an authentic voice
regarding a significant public issue while
affirming the value of their lived experiences
{pp. 15-16). The interview technique com-
bines elements of life history and grounded
theory while guided by a feminist framework
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in which participants shape the direction of
the interviews. The exonerees are from ten
states and represent a fairly diverse range
of circumstances including the amount of
time spent on death row, length of time since
their exoneration, and the reason for the
exoneration. Slightly over half of the sample
is minorities, including one female. Overall
the sample is similar to what might be
expected if a random sample was drawn
from the current population of death row
exonerees.

Part Two addresses the practical problems
faced by the wrongfully convicted. Exoner-
ees have liftle forewarning of their release
and are provided with little to no assistance.
We learn of immediate needs such as
neglected health and dental CONICErns, as
well as obtaining housing and employment.
The exonerated face additional challenges
of learning about technological changes that
occurred while they were incarcerated, espe-
cially those who spent significant amounts of
time on death row. Other practical challenges
include addressing basic living skills that
have to be relearned after having been insti-
tutionalized including socializing and inti-
macy, money management, sleeping, and
even eating. The complex emotional needs
of the exonerated are also made evident.
The wrongfully convicted must negotiate
grief over the loss of loved ones while they
were imprisonted—rebuilding relationships
while simultaneously grieving over lost
time with loved ones. The loss of friends on
death row and “survivors” guilt add to the
emotional terrain of exonerees’ anger and
grief.

Part Three explores coping as an innocent
on death row and post-exoneration. The
trauma framework illuminates the strategies
the wrongfully convicted utilize to rebuild
their lives and reshape their identity. The
authors identify two coping strategies
commonly found among survivors of signif-
icant trauma: avoidance and incorporation
approaches. In avoidance, exonerees seek to
avoid situations that bring up the trauma or
they will manage information about their
past to avoid stigma. Alternatively, they
may seek to find meaning in their situation
by talking about their experience and poten-
tially becoming a public advocate for change.
Exenerees can experience both coping
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mechanisms. Many factors influence the
experiences and coping styles of exonerees
upon release. Community acceptance,
including belief in their innocence, is crucial
for their reintegration, Community accep-
tance is arguably related to a variety of other
factors including media coverage, how the
state responds to their error including
whether an apology has been made, and
whether the actual perpetrator is caught.
The final section addresses the policy
implications of their research. Westervelt
and Cook outline the social services needed
by death row exonerees and practical models
for implementation, The experiences of those
exonerated of capital crimes can never be ful-
ly amended but proper mental health and
medical services along with assistance in
housing and employment can facilitate their
integration back into the community. This
section further elaborates on the issue of rep-
arations for the wrongfully condemned. Not
all states provide compensation and for those
that do the process of claiming it can be
extremely time consuming and costly. States
that implement capital punishment must
develop accessible compensation packages
and provide a network of social services
aflowing the exonerated time to decompress
and address their emotional and basic needs
as they adjust to life after death row.
Quantitative scholars can gain much from
this research. The authors successfully iden-
tify key themes throughout using inductive
methods. Future research would do well to
further explore factors related to causality.
For example, what factors impact communi-
ty acceptance? How do the media and public
statements from criminal justice officials
relate to how the community responds?
Race is often a primary variable of interest
In capital punishment studies and yet there
is litfle exploration of it in this research.
How does race relate to the amount and
tone of media coverage, community accep-
tance, compensation, apologies, and needed
social services? Is race related in a systematic
way to the reason for the exoneration such as
misconduct and suppressed evidence? Does
race impact the ability to receive a pardon
which is often necessary for compensation
as well as to have their record expunged?
The authors suggest that those more recently
released have gained more commuanity
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acceptance and as exonerations become
more common this should increase the cred-
ibility of their innocence further enhancing
their reception into society. Future research
may want to explore how variation in time
spent on death row and the time period of
exoneration impact their needs. Similarly,
the factors that explain coping styles could
be further explored. Finally, this research
alludes to the impact that exoneration has
on the family of the wrongfully condemned
as well as the family of the victim. Future
qualitative research is warranted to explore
how wrongfui conviction impacts these fam-
ilies and potentially their perspectives on
capital punishment.

Westervelt and Cook weave together the
voices of eighteen innocent people con-
demned to death who in the face of

incredible emotional and practical chal-
lenges must navigate the process of reclaim-
ing their lives and identity with little assig-
tance and potentially hostile environments.
Support from friends, family, and communi-
ty emerge as a necessity. Social services and
compensation are also a necessity. Public rec-
ognition of the failure of the criminal justice
system, with an apology, can go far in help--
ing exonerees negotiate release and impact
their reception by the community. Since the
wrifing of this book, four more death row
inmates have been excnerated. This book is
well written, timely, and essential reading
for students of the criminal justice system.
Scholars of both the death penalty and
wrongful convictions will likely find this
book to be a significant contribution to the
field.



