MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES

MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES CONTINUE TO BE A CORNERSTONE OF DISCUSSION IN PSYCHOLOGY AND RESEARCH ETHICS,
NEARLY SIX DECADES AFTER THE ORIGINAL STUDIES WERE CONDUCTED. STANLEY MILGRAM’S GROUNDBREAKING OBEDIENCE
EXPERIMENTS, CONDUCTED AT Y ALE UNIVERSITY IN THE EARLY 19603, SOUGHT TO UNDERSTAND THE EXTENT TO WHICH
INDIVIDUALS WOULD OBEY AUTHORITY FIGURES, EVEN WHEN COMMANDED TO PERFORM ACTIONS THAT CONFLICTED WITH THEIR
PERSONAL CONSCIENCE. WHILE THE FINDINGS PROVIDED PROFOUND INSIGHTS INTO HUMAN BEHAVIOR AND THE DYNAMICS OF
OBEDIENCE, THE METHODOLOGY EMPLOYED IGNITED A FIERCE DEBATE REGARDING PARTICIPANT WELFARE AND THE ETHICAL
BOUNDARIES OF SCIENTIFIC INQUIRY. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE CORE ETHICAL VIOLATIONS IDENTIFIED WITHIN THE MILGRAM
EXPERIMENT, EXAMINING CONCERNS SUCH AS DECEPTION, PSYCHOLOGICAL HARM, THE RIGHT TO WITHDRAW , AND THE ADEQUACY
OF DEBRIEFING. FURTHERMORE/ IT WILL EXPLORE THE LASTING IMPACT THESE CONTROVERSIAL STUDIES HAD ON THE DEVELOPMENT
OF MODERN ETHICAL GUIDELINES AND THE CRUCIAL ROLE THEY PLAY IN SAFEGUARDING RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS TODAY.
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MILGRAM EXPERIMENT OVERVIEW: UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT

TO FULLY APPRECIATE THE SCOPE OF THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES, IT IS ESSENTIAL TO FIRST UNDERSTAND THE
EXPERIMENT’'S DESIGN AND INTENT. CONDUCTED SHORTLY AFTER WORLD W AR || AND THE REVELATIONS OF THE HOLOCAUST,
STANLEY MILGRAM AIMED TO INVESTIGATE THE PSYCHOLOGICAL MECHANISMS BEHIND OBEDIENCE TO AUTHORITY, PARTICULARLY
CONCERNING MORALLY QUESTIONABLE COMMANDS. THE STUDY RECRUITED MALE PARTICIPANTS, PRIMARILY THROUGH NEWSPAPER
ADS, FOR WHAT THEY BELIEVED WAS A STUDY ON MEMORY AND LEARNING AT Y ALE UNIVERSITY.

PARTICIPANTS WERE INTRODUCED TO AN “EXPERIMENTER” IN A LAB COAT AND ANOTHER PARTICIPANT, WHO WAS ACTUALLY A
CONFEDERATE OF MILGRAM'S TEAM. THROUGH A RIGGED DRAW, THE GENUINE PARTICIPANT WAS ALWAYS ASSIGNED THE ROLE OF
“TEACHER,” WHILE THE CONFEDERATE BECAME THE “LEARNER.” THE TEACHER'S TASK WAS TO ADMINISTER ELECTRIC SHOCKS TO
THE LEARNER FOR EVERY INCORRECT ANSWER GIVEN ON A WORD-PAIR ASSOCIATION TASK. THE “SHOCKS” WERE FAKE, BUT THE
TEACHER BELIEVED THEM TO BE REAL, RANGING FROM 15 VOLTS TO A LETHAL 450 VOLTS, CLEARLY MARKED AS “DANGER:
SEVERE SHock” AND “XXX.” AS THE EXPERIMENT PROGRESSED, THE LEARNER (FROM AN ADJOINING ROOM) WOULD VOCALIZE
INCREASING DISCOMFORT, PAIN, AND EVENTUALLY SILENCE, SIMULATING UNCONSCIOUSNESS OR DEATH. THE EXPERIMENTER
WOULD PROVIDE PRODS, SUCH AS “PLEASE CONTINUE,” OR “THE EXPERIMENT REQUIRES THAT YOU CONTINUE,” TO ENCOURAGE
THE TEACHER TO PROCEED.

MILGRAM'S RESULTS WERE ASTONISHING AND DEEPLY UNSETTLING: A SIGNIFICANT PERCENTAGE OF PARTICIPANTS (650/0 IN ONE
VARIANT) CONTINUED TO ADMINISTER SHOCKS UP TO THE MAXIMUM 450-voLT LEVEL, DESPITE SHOWING CLEAR SIGNS OF
DISTRESS THEMSELVES. THIS FINDING HIGHLIGHTED A POWERFUL HUMAN TENDENCY TO OBEY AUTHORITY, EVEN \WHEN IT
CONFLICTED WITH PERSONAL MORAL PRINCIPLES. HO\X/EVER, THE VERY METHODS USED TO ELICIT THESE PROFOUND INSIGHTS
SPARKED AN INTENSE DEBATE ABOUT THE MORALITY AND LONG-TERM IMPACT ON THE PARTICIPANTS, FORMING THE CRUX OF THE
MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES.

CorEe ETHICAL VIOLATIONS IN THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT

THE ETHICAL CONTROVERSIES SURROUNDING THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ARE MULTI-FACETED, TOUCHING UPON FUNDAMENTAL
PRINCIPLES OF RESEARCH ETHICS THAT ARE NOW ENSHRINED IN INTERNATIONAL GUIDELINES. CRITICS ARGUE THAT THE STUDY
VIOLATED SEVERAL CORE ETHICAL STANDARDS, PARTICULARLY CONCERNING PARTICIPANT WELL-BEING AND AUTONOMY. THESE
VIOLATIONS FORM THE BASIS OF THE ONGOING SCRUTINY OF THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES.

DecepTioN AND LACK OF INFORMED CONSENT

ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT ETHICAL CONCERNS WAS THE EXTENSIVE USE OF DECEPTION. PARTICIPANTS WERE LED TO BELIEVE
THEY WERE TAKING PART IN A STUDY ON “MEMORY AND LEARNING,” NOT OBEDIENCE. THE ROLES OF “LEARNER” AND THE
“SHOCKS" WERE ENTIRELY FICTITIOUS, AND THE CONFEDERATE'S CRIES OF PAIN WERE PRE-RECORDED. THIS LEVEL OF DECEPTION
MEANT THAT GENUINE INFORMED CONSENT, A CORNERSTONE OF ETHICAL RESEARCH, WAS IMPOSSIBLE. PARTICIPANTS COULD NOT
FULLY UNDERSTAND THE NATURE, PURPOSE, OR POTENTIAL RISKS OF THE EXPERIMENT THEY WERE ENTERING. THEY WERE NOT
AWARE THEY WOULD BE PUT IN A SITUATION WHERE THEY BELIEVED THEY WERE CAUSING SEVERE PAIN TO ANOTHER HUMAN
BEING, FUNDAMENTALLY ALTERING THEIR PERCEPTION OF THE RESEARCH AND THEIR ROLE WITHIN IT. THIS INHERENT LACK OF
TRANSPARENCY IS A PRIMARY DRIVER OF THE ETHICAL DEBATE.

PsycHoLoGICAL DISTRESS AND POTENTIAL HARM TO PARTICIPANTS

THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT PLACED PARTICIPANTS UNDER IMMENSE PSYCHOLOGICAL STRAIN. MANY DISPLAYED OBVIOUS SIGNS OF
STRESS, INCLUDING SWEATING, TREMBLING, STUTTERING, NERVOUS LAUGHTER, AND EVEN SEIZURES, AS THEY GRAPPLED WITH THE
MORAL DILEMMA OF OBEYING AUTHORITY VERSUS CAUSING APPARENT HARM. W/ITNESSING ONE'S OWN CAPACITY FOR CRUELTY,
EVEN UNDER DURESS, COULD BE PROFOUNDLY DISTURBING AND LEAD TO LASTING PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS OR NEGATIVE SELF-
PERCEPTION. CRITICS ARGUED THAT EXPOSING INDIVIDUALS TO SUCH EXTREME EMOTIONAL DISCOMFORT, WITHOUT THEIR FULL
KNOWLEDGE OR CONSENT, CONSTITUTED A SERIOUS BREACH OF THE ETHICAL OBLIGATION TO PROTECT PARTICIPANTS FROM
HARM. THE EMOTIONAL TOLL ON THE “TEACHERS” WAS A CENTRAL POINT OF CONTENTION IN DISCUSSIONS AROUND THE
MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES.



THE RIGHT TO WITHDRAW AND PerCEIVED COERCION

ANOTHER CRITICAL ETHICAL VIOLATION RELATED TO THE PARTICIPANTS' RIGHT TO WITHDRAW FROM THE EXPERIMENT. W/HILE
THEORETICALLY, PARTICIPANTS WERE FREE TO LEAVE AT ANY TIME, THE EXPERIMENTER'S PRODS (“PLEASE CONTINUE,” “THE
EXPERIMENT REQUIRES THAT YOU CONTINUE,” “IT IS ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL THAT YOU CONTINUE,” “YOU HAVE NO OTHER
CHOICE, YOU MUST GO ON") WERE PERCEIVED BY MANY AS COERCIVE. PARTICIPANTS, UNSURE OF THEIR RIGHTS WITHIN A
SCIENTIFIC SETTING AND FEELING A SENSE OF OBLIGATION TO THE AUTHORITY FIGURE, OFTEN FELT PRESSURED TO CONTINUE EVEN
WHEN THEY EXPLICITLY EXPRESSED A DESIRE TO STOP. THIS BLURRED THE LINES BETWEEN VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION AND
SUBTLE COERCION, COMPROMISING THE PARTICIPANTS  AUTONOMY AND FREE WILL. THE POWER DYNAMICS WITHIN THE
EXPERIMENTAL SETUP MADE EXERCISING THE RIGHT TO WITHDRAW EXCEEDINGLY DIFFICULT FOR MANY SUBJECTS, HIGHLIGHTING A

SIGNIFICANT ETHICAL FAILING.

INADEQUATE DEBRIEFING AND LONG-TERM IMPACT

DEBRIEFING IS A CRUCIAL ETHICAL STEP IN RESEARCH INVOLVING DECEPTION, DESIGNED TO FULLY INFORM PARTICIPANTS OF THE
TRUE NATURE OF THE STUDY, EXPLAIN ANY DECEPTION USED, AND MITIGATE ANY PSYCHOLOGICAL HARM. \W/HILE MILGRAM DID
CONDUCT A DEBRIEFING, ITS ADEQUACY HAS BEEN A POINT OF CONTENTION. SOME PARTICIPANTS REPORTED FEELING RELIEVED
BUT OTHERS WERE DEEPLY DISTURBED BY WHAT THEY HAD LEARNED ABOUT THEMSELVES AND THEIR CAPACITY FOR OBEDIENCE.
QUESTIONS AROSE ABOUT WHETHER THE DEBRIEFING SUFFICIENTLY ADDRESSED THE POTENTIAL LONG-TERM PSYCHOLOGICAL
IMPACT OF THE EXPERIENCE, PARTICULARLY THE REALIZATION THAT THEY WERE WILLING TO INFLICT SEVERE PAIN UNDER ORDERS.
THE POTENTIAL FOR LASTING NEGATIVE SELF-PERCEPTION OR EROSION OF TRUST IN AUTHORITY AND SCIENTIFIC INSTITUTIONS
WAS A SERIOUS CONCERN, FUELING THE DEBATE ABOUT THE OVERALL ETHICAL PERMISSIBILITY OF THE STUDY, ESPECIALLY
CONCERNING THE WELFARE OF THE SUBJECTS AFTER THE EXPERIMENT CONCLUDED.

THE AFTERMATH AND EVOLUTION ofF ETHICAL GUIDELINES

THE WIDESPREAD CONDEMNATION AND INTENSE DISCUSSION SURROUNDING THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES SERVED AS
A POWERFUL CATALYST FOR SIGNIFICANT REFORMS IN RESEARCH ETHICS. THE PUBLIC OUTCRY AND ACADEMIC DEBATE
COMPELLED THE SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY TO RE-EVALUATE EXISTING ETHICAL STANDARDS AND ESTABLISH MORE ROBUST
PROTECTIONS FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS. THIS PERIOD MARKED A PIVOTAL SHIFT IN HOW PSYCHOLOGICAL AND MEDICAL
RESEARCH WAS CONDUCTED AND OVERSEEN.

FORMATION OF INSTITUTIONAL Review Boarps (IRBs)

ONE OF THE MOST DIRECT AND LASTING CONSEQUENCES OF THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT, ALONGSIDE OTHER CONTROVERSIAL
STUDIES LIKE THE TUSKEGEE SYPHILIS STUDY, WAS THE ESTABLISHMENT OF INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARDS (IRBSs) IN THE
UNITED STATES. MANDATED BY FEDERAL REGULATIONS, IRBS ARE INDEPENDENT COMMITTEES COMPOSED OF SCIENTISTS, NON-
SCIENTISTS, AND COMMUNITY MEMBERS. THEIR PRIMARY ROLE IS TO REVIEW AND APPROVE ALL RESEARCH INVOLVING HUMAN
SUBJECTS BEFORE IT CAN COMMENCE, ENSURING THAT ETHICAL GUIDELINES ARE STRICTLY FOLLOWED. THIS INCLUDES ASSESSING
THE RESEARCH DESIGN FOR POTENTIAL RISKS, VERIFYING THE ADEQUACY OF INFORMED CONSENT PROCEDURES, AND ENSURING
PLANS ARE IN PLACE FOR PARTICIPANT SAFETY AND PRIVACY. THE CREATION OF IRBS FUNDAMENTALLY CHANGED THE
LANDSCAPE OF RESEARCH, MOVING FROM AN HONOR SYSTEM TO A FORMALIZED, EXTERNAL OVERSIGHT MECHANISM TO PREVENT
FUTURE ETHICAL TRANSGRESSIONS.

Revisep Cobes oF CONDUCT AND THE BELMONT REPORT

BeyonD IRBS, THE ETHICAL CONCERNS RAISED BY MILGRAM'S WORK CONTRIBUTED TO THE DEVELOPMENT AND REFINEMENT OF
COMPREHENSIVE ETHICAL CODES OF CONDUCT FOR VARIOUS PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS, SUCH AS THE AMERICAN
PsycHoLoGIcAL AssociaTIoN (APA). CRUCIALLY, THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT, AMONG OTHERS, INFLUENCED THE CREATION OF
THE BELMONT REPORT IN 197 9. THIS FOUNDATIONAL DOCUMENT OUTLINED THREE CORE ETHICAL PRINCIPLES THAT GUIDE ALL
RESEARCH INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS: RESPECT FOR PERSONS, BENEFICENCE, AND JUSTICE. RESPECT FOR PERSONS EMPHASIZES
INDIVIDUAL AUTONOMY AND THE NEED FOR INFORMED CONSENT. BENEFICENCE REQUIRES RESEARCHERS TO MAXIMIZE BENEFITS AND
MINIMIZE HARM TO PARTICIPANTS. JUSTICE PERTAINS TO THE FAIR DISTRIBUTION OF RESEARCH BURDENS AND BENEFITS. T HESE



PRINCIPLES BECAME THE BEDROCK FOR MODERN RESEARCH ETHICS, DIRECTLY ADDRESSING MANY OF THE LAPSES SEEN IN MILGRAM'S
¥/ ORK.

THE PRINCIPLE OF BENEFICENCE AND NON-MALEFICENCE

THE PRINCIPLE OF BENEFICENCE, MEANING TO DO GOOD, AND ITS COROLLARY, NON-MALEFICENCE, MEANING TO DO NO HARM,
GAINED PARAMOUNT IMPORTANCE IN THE WAKE OF THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT. RESEARCHERS ARE NOW ETHICALLY BOUND TO
CONSIDER THE WELFARE OF THEIR PARTICIPANTS ABOVE ALL ELSE. THIS MEANS METICULOUSLY ASSESSING ALL POTENTIAL RISKS
— PSYCHOLOGICAL, PHYSICAL, SOCIAL, AND ECONOMIC — AND ENSURING THAT THESE RISKS ARE MINIMIZED TO THE GREATEST
EXTENT POSSIBLE. ANY REMAINING RISKS MUST BE CLEARLY COMMUNICATED TO POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS DURING THE INFORMED
CONSENT PROCESS, AND THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF THE RESEARCH MUST OUTWEIGH THESE RISKS. THE DISTRESS EXPERIENCED
BY MILGRAM'S PARTICIPANTS SERVED AS A STARK REMINDER OF THE POTENTIAL FOR PSYCHOLOGICAL HARM, SOLIDIFYING THE
COMMITMENT TO PROTECT INDIVIDUALS FROM UNDUE SUFFERING DURING SCIENTIFIC INQUIRY. THIS ETHICAL IMPERATIVE NOW
DICTATES MUCH OF THE PLANNING AND EXECUTION OF CONTEMPORARY STUDIES.

ANALYZING THEJUSTIFICATIONS AND CRITICISMS

THE INTENSE DEBATE SURROUNDING THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES INVOLVES BOTH SHARP CRITICISMS OF ITS
METHODOLOGY AND MILGRAM'S OWN JUSTIFICATIONS FOR HIS APPROACH. UNDERSTANDING THESE DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES IS
CRUCIAL FOR A COMPLETE PICTURE OF THE EXPERIMENT'S PLACE IN PSYCHOLOGICAL HISTORY AND ITS IMPACT ON RESEARCH
ETHICS.

MILGRAM’'S DerFeNSE: THE IMPORTANCE OF THE FINDINGS

STANLEY MILGRAM HIMSELF STAUNCHLY DEFENDED HIS RESEARCH, PRIMARILY ON THE GROUNDS OF ITS PROFOUND SCIENTIFIC AND
SOCIETAL IMPORTANCE. HE ARGUED THAT THE INSIGHTS GAINED INTO HUMAN OBEDIENCE WERE CRITICAL FOR UNDERSTANDING
ATROCITIES LIKE THE HOLOCAUST AND FOR PREVENTING SIMILAR EVENTS IN THE FUTURE. MILGRAM BELIEVED THAT THE
KNOWLEDGE UNCOVERED WAS OF SUCH A MAGNITUDE THAT IT JUSTIFIED THE TEMPORARY DISTRESS EXPERIENCED BY
PARTICIPANTS. HE ALSO POINTED OUT THAT A SIGNIFICANT MAJORITY OF HIS PARTICIPANTS, WHEN SURVEYED AFTER THE
EXPERIMENT, STATED THAT THEY WERE GLAD TO HAVE PARTICIPATED AND FELT THEY HAD LEARNED SOMETHING VALUABLE
ABOUT THEMSELVES. FURTHERMORE/ HE EMPHASIZED THE THOROUGH DEBRIEFING PROCESS, INCLUDING FOLLOW-UP
QUESTIONNAIRES AND A FULL EXPLANATION OF THE DECEPTION, WHICH HE BELIEVED MITIGATED ANY LASTING HARM. MILGRAM
CONTENDED THAT THE TEMPORARY DISCOMFORT WAS A NECESSARY COST FOR UNCOVERING SUCH CRUCIAL TRUTHS ABOUT
HUMAN NATURE, A JUSTIFICATION THAT CONTINUES TO BE DEBATED VIGOROUSLY.

AcADEMIC AND PusLIC OUTCcRrY: A CALL FOR REFORM

DESPITE MILGRAMIS_JUSTIFICATIONS, THE ACADEMIC COMMUNITY AND THE PUBLIC AT LARGE VOICED SIGNIFICANT ETHICAL
CONCERNS, LEADING TO AN EXTENSIVE OUTCRY. CEITICS, SUCH AS DIANA BAUMRIND, ARGUED FIERCELY THAT THE EXPERIMENT
INFLICTED UNACCEPTABLE LEVELS OF DISTRESS ON PARTICIPANTS AND THAT THE ENDS DID NOT JUSTIFY THE MEANS. THEY
CONTENDED THAT REGARDLESS OF THE FINDINGS' IMPORTANCE, THE VIOLATION OF FUNDAMENTAL ETHICAL PRINCIPLES,
PARTICULARLY THE INFLICTION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL HARM AND THE MANIPULATION THROUGH DECEPTION, W AS INDEFENSIBLE. THE
CORE ARGUMENT WAS THAT RESEARCHERS HAVE A PRIMARY RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT THEIR PARTICIPANTS, AND THAT THIS
RESPONSIBILITY SHOULD TAKE PRECEDENCE OVER THE PURSUIT OF SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE, ESPECIALLY WHEN LESS INVASIVE
METHODS MIGHT YIELD SIMILAR INSIGHTS. THIS PUBLIC AND ACADEMIC PRESSURE WAS INSTRUMENTAL IN PUSHING FOR THE
FORMALIZATION OF ETHICAL GUIDELINES AND REGULATORY BODIES, ENSURING THAT THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS
BECAME A NON-NEGOTIABLE ASPECT OF ALL FUTURE RESEARCH ENDEAVORS, THEREBY DIRECTLY ADDRESSING THE PROFOUND
MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES.



MODERN IMPLICATIONS FOR PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH ETHICS

THE LEGACY OF THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES CONTINUES TO SHAPE PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH TODAY, EMBEDDING
A DEEP COMMITMENT TO ETHICAL CONDUCT IN EVERY STAGE OF STUDY DESIGN AND EXECUTION. THE LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE
CONTROVERSIES OF THE 1960S HAVE BEEN INSTITUTIONALIZED, ENSURING A MUCH HIGHER STANDARD OF CARE AND PROTECTION
FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS.

STRICT REQUIREMENTS FOR INFORMED CONSENT

TODAY, INFORMED CONSENT IS AN ABSOLUTE PREREQUISITE FOR NEARLY ALL PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH. RESEARCHERS MUST
PROVIDE POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS WITH COMPREHENSIVE INFORMATION ABOUT THE STUDY'S PURPOSE, PROCEDURES,
DURATION, POTENTIAL RISKS AND BENEFITS, CONFIDENTIALITY MEASURES, AND THEIR UNEQUIVOCAL RIGHT TO WITHDRAW AT
ANY TIME WITHOUT PENALTY. THIS INFORMATION IS TYPICALLY PRESENTED IN A CLEAR, UNDERSTANDABLE LANGUAGE, AND
PARTICIPANTS MUST SIGN A CONSENT FORM INDICATING THEIR VOLUNTARY AGREEMENT. W/HILE SOME DECEPTION MAY STILL BE
PERMITTED IN SPECIFIC CASES WHERE IT IS DEEMED ESSENTIAL FOR THE STUDY'S VALIDITY AND NO ALTERNATIVE EXISTS, IT IS
SUBJECT TO RIGOROUS REVIEW BY AN IRB. FURTHERMORE, ANY DECEPTION MUST BE MINIMAL, NOT CAUSE UNDUE DISTRESS, AND
BE FOLLOWED BY A THOROUGH AND PROMPT DEBRIEFING. THIS STARKLY CONTRASTS WITH THE LIMITED AND MISLEADING
INFORMATION PROVIDED TO MILGRAM'S PARTICIPANTS.

PRrIORITIZING PARTICIPANT WELL-BEING

MODERN ETHICAL GUIDELINES PLACE PARTICIPANT WELL-BEING AT THE FOREFRONT. RESEARCHERS ARE OBLIGATED TO MINIMIZE
ANY POTENTIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL OR PHYSICAL HARM AND TO ENSURE THAT THE BENEFITS OF THE RESEARCH OUTWEIGH ANY
UNAVOIDABLE RISKS. THIS INVOLVES CAREFUL CONSIDERATION OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN, THE SENSITIVITY OF THE TOPIC, AND
THE POTENTIAL IMPACT ON VULNERABLE POPULATIONS. SHOULD ANY DISTRESS ARISE DURING A STUDY, RESEARCHERS ARE
TRAINED TO INTERVENE APPROPRIATELY, OFFERING SUPPORT OR REFERRING PARTICIPANTS TO PROFESSIONAL HELP IF NECESSARY.
THE EXTREME EMOTIONAL REACTIONS OBSERVED IN MILGRAM'S STUDY SERVE AS A CONSTANT REMINDER OF THE POTENTIAL FOR
PSYCHOLOGICAL HARM, DRIVING THE ETHICAL IMPERATIVE TO PROTECT INDIVIDUALS FROM UNDUE STRESS OR TRAUMA DURING
SCIENTIFIC INVESTIGATION. THIS COMMITMENT TO NON-MALEFICENCE IS A DIRECT OUTCOME OF REFLECTING ON THE HISTORICAL
MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES.

THe RoLE oF ETHICAL ReVIEw PROCESSES IN CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH

THE RIGOROUS ETHICAL REVIEW PROCESS, PRIMARILY THROUGH INSTITUTIONAL ReVIEW BoarDS (IRBS), IS A CORNERSTONE OF
CONTEMPORARY PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH. NO STUDY INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS CAN PROCEED WITHOUT PRIOR APPROVAL
FROM AN |IRB. THESE COMMITTEES CRITICALLY EVALUATE EVERY ASPECT OF A PROPOSED STUDY TO ENSURE IT ADHERES TO THE
HIGHEST ETHICAL STANDARDS. THIS INCLUDES SCRUTINIZING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS, METHODOLOGY, PARTICIPANT
RECRUITMENT, INFORMED CONSENT PROCEDURES, RISK ASSESSMENT, DATA PROTECTION, AND DEBRIEFING PLANS. THE IRB ACTS
AS A VITAL SAFEGUARD, PREVENTING A RECURRENCE OF THE ETHICAL LAPSES SEEN IN HISTORICAL STUDIES LIKE MILGRAM'S.
THEIR ROLE ENSURES THAT RESEARCHERS NOT ONLY CONTRIBUTE TO SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE BUT DO SO IN A MANNER THAT
UPHOLDS THE DIGNITY, RIGHTS, AND WELFARE OF EVERY INDIVIDUAL WHO VOLUNTEERS TO PARTICIPATE. THE ROBUSTNESS OF
THESE REVIEW PROCESSES STANDS AS A TESTAMENT TO THE ENDURING LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE PROFOUND ETHICAL
DILEMMAS POSED BY THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT.

FAQ

QZ WHAT WERE THE PRIMARY MILGRAM EXPERIMENT ETHICAL ISSUES?

A: THE PRIMARY ETHICAL ISSUES IN THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT REVOLVED AROUND DECEPTION, PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS
CAUSED TO PARTICIPANTS, THE PERCEIVED COERCION THAT HINDERED PARTICIPANTS' RIGHT TO WITHDRAW , AND THE ADEQUACY



OF THE DEBRIEFING PROCESS. PARTICIPANTS WERE LED TO BELIEVE THEY WERE ADMINISTERING REAL, PAINFUL ELECTRIC SHOCKS,
CAUSING SIGNIFICANT EMOTIONAL CONFLICT AND STRESS, WITHOUT THEIR FULL INFORMED CONSENT.

Q: How DID DECEPTION PLAY A ROLE IN THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT'S ETHICAL
PROBLEMS?

A: DECEPTION WAS CENTRAL TO THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT'S DESIGN. PARTICIPANTS WERE FALSELY TOLD THE STUDY WAS
ABOUT MEMORY AND LEARNING, NOT OBEDIENCE. THE "LEARNER” WAS A CONFEDERATE, AND THE ELECTRIC SHOCKS WERE FAKE.
THIS DECEPTION MEANT PARTICIPANTS COULD NOT GIVE TRUE INFORMED CONSENT, AS THEY WERE UNAWARE OF THE REAL
NATURE, PURPOSE, AND POTENTIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL RISKS OF THE STUDY, DIRECTLY VIOLATING A CORE ETHICAL PRINCIPLE.

QI DID PARTICIPANTS IN THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT HAVE THE RIGHT TO WITHDRAW?

A: THEOEETICALLY/ PARTICIPANTS DID HAVE THE RIGHT TO WITHDRAW. HO\X/EVERI THE EXPERIMENTER'S AUTHORITATIVE
VERBAL PRODS (E.G., “THE EXPERIMENT REQUIRES THAT YOU CONTINUEH) WERE PERCEIVED BY MANY AS COERCIVE, MAKING IT
DIFFICULT FOR THEM TO EXERCISE THAT RIGHT. MANY PARTICIPANTS EXPRESSED A DESIRE TO STOP BUT FELT PRESSURED TO
CONTINUE, RAISING SIGNIFICANT QUESTIONS ABOUT VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION AND AUTONOMY.

Q: WHAT PSYCHOLOGICAL HARM DID THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT INFLICT ON
PARTICIPANTS?

A: PARTICIPANTS EXPERIENCED CONSIDERABLE PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS, INCLUDING VISIBLE SIGNS OF STRESS LIKE TREMBLING,
SWEATING, NERVOUS LAUGHTER, AND EVEN SEIZURES. THEY WERE PLACED IN A SITUATION WHERE THEY BELIEVED THEY WERE
INFLICTING SEVERE PAIN, POSSIBLY DEATH, ON ANOTHER PERSON, LEADING TO PROFOUND MORAL CONFLICT AND POTENTIAL
LONG-TERM DAMAGE TO THEIR SELF-PERCEPTION AND TRUST IN AUTHORITY.

Q: How pID THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT INFLUENCE MODERN RESEARCH ETHICS?

A: THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT HAD A MONUMENTAL IMPACT ON MODERN RESEARCH ETHICS. |T DIRECTLY CONTRIBUTED TO THE
ESTABLISHMENT OF INSTITUTIONAL ReVIEW BoARDS (IRBS), STRICTER REQUIREMENTS FOR INFORMED CONSENT, THE
DEVELOPMENT OF ETHICAL GUIDELINES LIKE THE BELMONT REPORT (EMPHASIZING RESPECT FOR PERSONS, BENEFICENCE, AND
JUSTICE), AND A GREATER OVERALL EMPHASIS ON PRIORITIZING PARTICIPANT WELL-BEING AND MINIMIZING HARM IN ALL RESEARCH
INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS.

Q: W AS THE DEBRIEFING IN THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT CONSIDERED ADEQUATE?

A: THE ADEQUACY OF THE DEBRIEFING IN THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT IS DEBATABLE. WHILE MILGRAM DID DEBRIEF PARTICIPANTS,
EXPLAINING THE DECEPTION AND THE STUDY'S TRUE PURPOSE, CRITICS ARGUED IT MIGHT NOT HAVE BEEN SUFFICIENT TO MITIGATE
THE PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA OR NEGATIVE SELF-INSIGHTS EXPERIENCED BY PARTICIPANTS. QUESTIONS REMAIN ABOUT
WHETHER THE DEBRIEFING FULLY ADDRESSED THE POTENTIAL LONG-TERM EMOTIONAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT.

Q: ARE STUDIES LIKE THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT PERMISSIBLE UNDER CURRENT ETHICAL
GUIDELINES?

A: STUDIES DESIGNED EXACTLY LIKE THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT, INVOLVING SUCH EXTENSIVE DECEPTION AND POTENTIAL FOR
SEVERE PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS WITHOUT FULL INFORMED CONSENT AND A CLEAR RIGHT TO WITHDRAW , WOULD ALMOST
CERTAINLY NOT BE APPROVED BY MODERN INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARDS (|RBS) CURRENT ETHICAL GUIDELINES PRIORITIZE
PARTICIPANT WELFARE AND REQUIRE THAT POTENTIAL BENEFITS SIGNIFICANTLY OUTWEIGH ANY RISKS, WHICH WOULD BE
DIFFICULT TO DEMONSTRATE FOR A REPLICATION OF MILGRAM'S ORIGINAL DESIGN.
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