what are the ethical issues in the milgram
experiment

what are the ethical issues in the milgram experiment are a complex and enduring subject of
debate within the field of psychology and research ethics. Stanley Milgram’s controversial obedience
studies, conducted in the early 1960s, sought to understand the extent to which individuals would
obey an authority figure, even when commanded to perform actions that conflicted with their
personal conscience. While the experiment yielded profound insights into human behavior and the
power of situational factors, its methodology raised significant ethical questions that continue to
shape current research practices. This article will delve into the core ethical concerns, including the
extensive deception employed, the psychological distress inflicted upon participants, the violation of
their right to withdraw, and the adequacy of the debriefing process. Understanding these critical
issues is paramount for appreciating the evolution of ethical guidelines in psychological research and
the protection of human subjects.
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Understanding the Milgram Experiment's Context

The Milgram experiment remains one of the most famous, and infamous, studies in social psychology.
Conceived in the aftermath of World War Il and the Holocaust, Stanley Milgram aimed to explore the
psychological mechanisms underlying obedience to authority, particularly in situations where obeying
commands might lead to harming another individual. His research setup, though seemingly simple,
was designed to simulate a learning experiment while secretly observing participants' reactions to
moral dilemmas presented by an authoritative figure. The profound results shed light on human
susceptibility to authority, but at a significant ethical cost.

The Experiment's Purpose and Design

Milgram's core hypothesis revolved around whether ordinary people would inflict pain on others if
instructed to do so by an authority figure. To test this, he recruited participants, primarily men,
through newspaper advertisements, promising payment for participation in a "study of memory and
learning." The experimental design involved three key roles: the Experimenter (an authoritative figure
in a lab coat), the "Teacher" (the actual participant), and the "Learner" (a confederate, an actor
pretending to be another participant). The true participant was always assigned the role of the
Teacher, tasked with administering what they believed were increasingly severe electric shocks to the
Learner for incorrect answers.

The setup was meticulously crafted to create a believable, albeit entirely fabricated, scenario. The
laboratory setting at Yale University lent an air of scientific legitimacy, reinforcing the authority of the
Experimenter. Participants were led to believe they were randomly assigned roles, further enhancing
the illusion of a genuine scientific procedure. This foundational layer of deception was crucial to the
experiment's premise but also formed the bedrock of its ethical challenges.

The Shock Generator and Roles

At the heart of the Milgram experiment was a sophisticated, but fake, "shock generator." This



apparatus featured a series of 30 switches, clearly labeled with voltage levels ranging from 15 volts
("slight shock") up to 450 volts ("XXX - danger: severe shock"). The Teacher was instructed to
increase the shock level with each incorrect answer from the Learner, who was in an adjacent room.
The Learner's responses, including grunts, shouts of pain, and eventual silence, were pre-recorded
and played back according to a fixed schedule, escalating in distress as the voltage increased. No
actual shocks were ever administered; the Learner's reactions were part of the elaborate deception.

The Teacher's role was to administer these shocks and was given a sample 45-volt shock to ensure
they believed the apparatus was real. The Experimenter's role was to prod the Teacher to continue if
they showed hesitation. The ethical issues surrounding the Milgram experiment are deeply
intertwined with this precise orchestration of roles and the simulated threat of harm, which created
immense psychological pressure on the unwitting participants.

Core Ethical Violations: Deception and Lack of
Informed Consent

Two of the most prominent ethical issues in the Milgram experiment revolve around the pervasive use
of deception and the subsequent absence of true informed consent. These violations are fundamental
to ethical research conduct and represent a significant departure from contemporary standards
designed to protect human subjects.

Extensive Deception Employed

The Milgram experiment relied almost entirely on deception from its very outset to its conclusion.
Participants were told they were engaging in a study about "memory and learning," which was a
complete fabrication. The "Learner" was an actor, and no real shocks were administered. The shock
generator itself was fake, and the sounds of distress from the Learner were pre-recorded. This
extensive layering of deceit meant that participants were never truly aware of the real purpose of the
study or the true nature of their interaction with the Learner.

This deception was necessary for Milgram to observe genuine obedience, as informing participants of
the true nature of the study would have invalidated the results. However, the ethical compromise was
substantial. Researchers are generally required to minimize deception and, when it is unavoidable, to
justify its necessity rigorously and ensure thorough debriefing afterwards. The sheer scale and depth
of deception in Milgram's study challenged the boundaries of what was considered acceptable at the
time, setting a precedent for intense scrutiny of future experimental designs.

Absence of Genuine Informed Consent

Informed consent is a cornerstone of ethical research, requiring that participants understand the
nature, purpose, risks, and benefits of a study before agreeing to participate. In the Milgram
experiment, participants could not provide genuine informed consent because they were
systematically deceived about the experiment's true objectives and procedures. They consented to a
"study of memory and learning" with minimal perceived risk, not a study designed to induce severe
emotional distress and explore their willingness to inflict pain on another person.

Without knowing the true nature of the study, participants could not make an autonomous decision
about whether to engage. They were unaware of the potential psychological harm they might



experience or the moral dilemmas they would confront. This lack of genuine informed consent is a
critical ethical failing, as it undermines the participant's autonomy and right to self-determination,
which are foundational principles in modern ethical guidelines for human subjects research.

Psychological Distress and Potential Harm to
Participants

Beyond deception, the most immediate and profound ethical issue in the Milgram experiment was the
significant psychological distress experienced by participants. The design of the study intentionally
placed individuals in a highly stressful and morally conflicting situation, leading to acute emotional
turmoil for many who believed they were harming another human being.

Emotional Turmoil and Stress

Participants in the Milgram experiment exhibited clear signs of extreme stress and emotional
discomfort. Many showed visible signs of agony, including sweating, trembling, stuttering, nervous
laughter, and even seizures in a few cases. They pleaded with the Experimenter, questioning the
ethics of the situation and expressing deep concern for the Learner's well-being. The internal conflict
between their desire to discontinue the perceived harm and the authority figure's insistence to
continue was a source of profound anguish. These observable reactions clearly indicated that
participants were undergoing significant psychological duress, far beyond what might be considered
acceptable in an ethical research context.

The experiment created an environment where participants felt trapped, forced to confront their own
moral boundaries under intense pressure. This acute stress raises serious questions about the
researcher's responsibility to protect participants from harm. Current ethical guidelines strongly
emphasize the minimization of risk and stress, ensuring that any potential distress is justified by the
scientific merit and is no greater than what participants might encounter in everyday life, or that it is
carefully managed and mitigated.

Long-Term Psychological Impact

A crucial concern was the potential for long-term psychological harm. Although Milgram conducted
follow-up questionnaires and interviews, critics argued these were insufficient to fully assess and
mitigate potential lasting effects. Participants who discovered they were capable of potentially
harming another person, or who felt manipulated into doing so, might have experienced lasting guilt,
shame, or a diminished sense of self-worth. The experiment could have shaken their fundamental
beliefs about themselves and their capacity for malevolence.

While Milgram reported that most participants indicated they were glad to have participated and felt
no lasting harm, these self-reports have been subject to skepticism. It is difficult for individuals to
accurately assess the subtle, long-term psychological impacts of such a profound experience,
especially immediately after a debriefing designed to alleviate distress. The ethical principle of "do no
harm" (non-maleficence) was severely challenged by the Milgram experiment's design, highlighting
the need for robust mechanisms to safeguard participant well-being, both during and after a study.



Violation of the Right to Withdraw

Another critical ethical violation in the Milgram experiment was the perceived suppression of
participants' right to withdraw from the study. Ethical research mandates that participants must be
free to discontinue their participation at any point without penalty or coercion. Milgram's design,
however, made it extremely difficult for individuals to exercise this fundamental right.

The Prods and Their Implications

When participants expressed hesitation or a desire to stop, the Experimenter was instructed to use a
series of four standardized "prods" to encourage them to continue. These prods were:

1. "Please continue." or "Please go on."
2. "The experiment requires that you continue."
3. "It is absolutely essential that you continue."

4. "You have no other choice; you must go on."

These prods, delivered in an increasingly insistent tone, were designed to overcome participant
resistance. While no physical force was used, the psychological pressure exerted by these
authoritative commands effectively trapped participants in the situation. They were led to believe that
they had a contractual obligation to the scientific endeavor, and their attempts to leave were
systematically dismissed or overridden by the Experimenter's authority.

Undermining Participant Autonomy

The use of these prods directly undermined participant autonomy, which is the ethical principle that
individuals have the right to make their own choices regarding their involvement in research. By
creating a situation where participants felt unable to withdraw without violating an implicit agreement
or defying a legitimate authority, Milgram arguably coerced them into continuing against their will.
This coercion is a serious ethical breach, as it strips individuals of their freedom to choose and can
lead to resentment, feelings of helplessness, and further psychological distress.

Modern ethical guidelines, such as those established by Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) or ethics
committees, explicitly require that participants be informed of their right to withdraw at any time
without penalty, and that this right is genuinely respected throughout the duration of the study. The
Milgram experiment stands as a stark example of how the right to withdraw can be compromised,
even without overt physical restraint, when powerful psychological factors are at play.

Inadequate Debriefing and Follow-up

The process of debriefing is a crucial ethical step in any psychological research, especially when
deception has been used or when participants have experienced distress. It involves fully explaining
the true purpose of the study and addressing any misconceptions or harm. Critics of the Milgram



experiment pointed to deficiencies in his debriefing and follow-up procedures, questioning their
effectiveness in mitigating the ethical violations.

The Importance of Proper Debriefing

Proper debriefing serves several vital functions:

* Dehoaxing: Revealing the true nature of the experiment and explaining any deception used.

¢ Desensitizing: Reducing any stress or negative feelings participants may have experienced
during the study.

e Explanation: Providing a thorough understanding of the experiment's hypothesis,
methodology, and results.

¢ Follow-up: Offering resources or further contact for participants who may require additional
support.

The goal is to ensure participants leave the study feeling no worse, and ideally better, than when they
arrived, with a full understanding of their experience. When deception is involved, a careful and
sensitive debriefing is even more critical to restore trust and alleviate potential guilt or distress. The
ethical imperative is to ensure that the scientific gains do not come at the unacceptable cost of
participant well-being.

Milgram's Debriefing Strategy and its Critics

Milgram did conduct a debriefing session immediately after the experiment, explaining the deception
and introducing the Learner (confederate) to reassure the Teacher that no harm had occurred. He
also conducted follow-up questionnaires and interviews with participants months later to assess their
well-being. Milgram himself reported that 84% of participants felt "glad or very glad" to have
participated, and only 1.3% expressed negative feelings.

However, these debriefing procedures have been heavily criticized. Some argue that the immediate
debriefing, while attempting to alleviate distress, might not have been sufficient to address the deep-
seated psychological impact of believing one had potentially harmed another. Critics also suggested
that participants might have felt pressured to report positive feelings in the follow-up, or that they
simply repressed the negative experiences. The very nature of discovering one's capacity for extreme
obedience could have long-lasting, unacknowledged effects that a brief questionnaire could not
capture. The ethical debate surrounding Milgram's debriefing highlights the ongoing challenge of truly
safeguarding participant welfare when morally ambiguous research is conducted.

Milgram's Defense and the Broader Ethical Debate

Stanley Milgram staunchly defended his experiment, arguing that its scientific insights into human
obedience were profoundly important and justified the temporary distress experienced by
participants. His work undeniably forced psychology to confront uncomfortable truths about human



nature and the power of situational forces. However, the ethical uproar it generated fundamentally
transformed how psychological research is conducted and regulated, leading to a much stronger
emphasis on participant protection.

The Justification for Deception

Milgram argued that the extensive deception was absolutely necessary to achieve the study's
objectives. Had participants known the true purpose, their behavior would have been influenced, and
the study's validity would have been compromised. He contended that the scientific value of
understanding the mechanisms of obedience, particularly in light of historical atrocities, outweighed
the temporary distress caused. He also emphasized the care taken in the debriefing process and the
relatively low percentage of participants who reported negative long-term effects.

Despite Milgram's defense, the experiment ignited a vigorous debate about the ethical responsibilities
of researchers. It challenged the prevailing view that scientific knowledge should always take
precedence, forcing a re-evaluation of the balance between scientific advancement and the
protection of human subjects. The core question remained: at what point does the pursuit of
knowledge become ethically indefensible if it inflicts significant psychological harm or violates
fundamental human rights?

The Legacy on Research Ethics

The Milgram experiment, along with other controversial studies of the era, served as a powerful
catalyst for the establishment of stringent ethical guidelines in psychological research. Its profound
impact led directly to the development of formalized ethical review processes and the creation of
Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) or ethics committees in universities and research institutions
worldwide. These bodies are now responsible for scrutinizing all research proposals involving human
participants to ensure they meet strict ethical standards.

The key ethical principles that were reinforced or solidified in response to the Milgram experiment
include:

¢ Informed Consent: Requiring full disclosure of a study's purpose, procedures, risks, and
benefits.

e Right to Withdraw: Ensuring participants can leave at any time without penalty.
e Protection from Harm: Minimizing physical and psychological risks to participants.

» Debriefing: Providing a thorough explanation of the study after participation, especially if
deception was used.

e Confidentiality: Protecting participants' identities and data.

The legacy of the Milgram experiment is a testament to the fact that while scientific inquiry is vital, it
must always be conducted within a framework of profound respect for human dignity and welfare. The
ethical issues it raised continue to serve as a critical case study in research ethics education,
underscoring the ongoing need for vigilance in protecting participants.



Q: What was the primary ethical concern raised by the
Milgram experiment?

A: The primary ethical concern was the extensive use of deception, which led to significant
psychological distress for participants who believed they were inflicting severe pain on another
person. This also meant that participants could not give genuine informed consent.

Q: Did participants in the Milgram experiment provide
informed consent?

A: No, not in the modern ethical sense. Participants were informed they were part of a "memory and
learning" study, which was a cover story. They were unaware of the true purpose, the deception
involved, or the potential for psychological distress, thus invalidating true informed consent.

Q: What kind of psychological harm did participants
experience in the Milgram experiment?

A: Many participants exhibited acute signs of psychological distress, including sweating, trembling,
stuttering, nervous laughter, and extreme tension. Some experienced full-blown seizures. They were
placed in a severe moral conflict, leading to significant emotional turmoil and potential long-term guilt
or self-doubt.

Q: Were participants allowed to leave the Milgram experiment
at any time?

A: While participants were not physically restrained, the Experimenter used a series of authoritative
"prods" (e.g., "The experiment requires that you continue") to pressure them to remain. This
effectively undermined their right to withdraw, making it very difficult for them to discontinue their
participation without feeling they were defying legitimate authority.

Q: How did Milgram address the ethical criticisms of his
study?

A: Milgram defended his research by emphasizing its significant scientific value in understanding
obedience. He conducted debriefing sessions immediately after the experiment and follow-up
questionnaires, reporting that most participants felt positive about their experience. He argued that
the temporary distress was justified by the profound insights gained.

Q: What ethical guidelines were established or strengthened
as a direct result of the Milgram experiment?

A: The Milgram experiment played a significant role in the development and strengthening of modern



ethical guidelines for human subjects research. Key outcomes include the mandatory requirement for
informed consent, the clear articulation of the right to withdraw, the necessity of thorough debriefing,
and the establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) or ethics committees to review and
approve all research proposals.

Q: Could the Milgram experiment be replicated today under
current ethical standards?

A: It is highly unlikely that the original Milgram experiment could be replicated today due to strict
ethical guidelines. The extensive deception, the psychological harm inflicted, and the violation of the
right to withdraw would not pass approval by a modern Institutional Review Board (IRB) or ethics
committee.

Q: What is the importance of debriefing in psychological
research, especially concerning studies like Milgram's?

A: Debriefing is crucial for explaining the true purpose of a study, especially when deception is used.
It aims to alleviate any distress or negative feelings, correct misconceptions, and ensure participants
leave the study feeling informed and psychologically unharmed. In studies involving intense
experiences like Milgram's, a thorough and sensitive debriefing is essential for participant welfare and
restoring trust.
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