ethical issues in milgram experiment

ethical issues in milgram experiment remain a foundational case study in research ethics,
challenging the boundaries of scientific inquiry and humanistic considerations. Stanley Milgram's
controversial obedience experiments, conducted in the early 1960s, sought to understand the extent
to which individuals would obey an authority figure even when commanded to perform actions
conflicting with their personal conscience. While the studies yielded profound insights into human
behavior and the dynamics of obedience, they concurrently sparked widespread debate concerning
the moral treatment of participants and the potential for psychological harm. This article delves into
the various ethical concerns raised by the Milgram experiment, exploring the critical issues of
deception, the absence of true informed consent, the infliction of participant distress, the subversion
of the right to withdraw, and the perceived inadequacies of debriefing. By examining these facets,
we can better understand the experiment's lasting impact on modern ethical guidelines in
psychological research and the development of robust protective measures for human subjects.
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Understanding the Milgram Experiment's Premise

The Milgram experiment, conducted by psychologist Stanley Milgram at Yale University, aimed to
investigate the psychological processes involved in obedience to authority. Initiated in 1961, shortly
after the trial of Adolf Eichmann, Milgram was intrigued by the question of how ordinary individuals
could commit atrocities under orders. The experiment involved a "teacher" (the participant) and a
"learner" (an accomplice of Milgram's) in what was ostensibly a study about memory and learning.
The teacher's role was to administer electric shocks to the learner for incorrect answers, with the
shock levels increasing incrementally up to a "danger: severe shock" level of 450 volts. Unbeknownst
to the participant, no actual shocks were delivered; the learner's reactions were prerecorded
screams and protests.

The Original Design and Purpose

The core design of the Milgram experiment hinged on creating a highly realistic, yet entirely
fabricated, scenario. Participants, recruited through newspaper ads, were led to believe they were
part of a scientific study exploring the effects of punishment on learning. The setup involved a
learner in an adjacent room connected to an electric shock generator operated by the teacher. An
experimenter, dressed in a white lab coat, would issue commands to the teacher to continue
administering shocks, even as the learner expressed increasing pain, distress, and eventually
silence. The true purpose was to gauge the participant's willingness to obey authoritative
instructions, even when those instructions conflicted with their moral judgment and potentially
caused harm to another individual. This elaborate deception was central to observing the raw,
unadulterated behavior of individuals in a situation designed to test their obedience.

Key Findings and Their Impact

The findings of the Milgram experiment were startling and deeply unsettling. Milgram found that a
surprisingly high percentage of participants—65% in his most famous variation—were willing to
administer the maximum 450-volt shock, despite the learner's screams and eventual silence. These
results suggested that ordinary people could be coerced into acting against their conscience when
subjected to authoritative pressure. The experiment profoundly influenced our understanding of
social psychology, particularly regarding the power of situational factors over individual moral
compasses. It provided empirical evidence for the "agentic state" theory, where individuals see



themselves as instruments of an authority figure and thus absolve themselves of personal
responsibility. While the scientific insights were significant, they came at a considerable ethical cost,
raising critical questions about participant welfare and the methods employed.

Primary Ethical Issues: Deception and Lack of Informed
Consent

The most prominent ethical issues in Milgram experiment revolve around the extensive use of
deception and the subsequent absence of genuine informed consent. Modern research ethics place a
high value on transparency and the voluntary participation of subjects based on a full understanding
of the study's nature. Milgram's methodology directly contravened these principles, creating a
scenario where participants could not truly consent to the real objectives of the research.

The Extent of Deception

Milgram's experiment was built almost entirely upon deception. Participants were lied to about the
true purpose of the study, believing it was about learning and memory, not obedience. They were
deceived about the identity of the "learner," who was an actor. Most significantly, they were misled
into believing they were administering real and painful electric shocks. This elaborate charade was
deemed necessary by Milgram to elicit genuine, uninfluenced behavior concerning obedience.
However, critics argue that such profound deception is ethically indefensible, as it fundamentally
undermines the participant's autonomy and right to make an informed decision about their
involvement. The participants were placed in a manufactured moral dilemma without their
awareness, leading to significant distress and potential long-term psychological impact.

Absence of True Informed Consent

Informed consent is a cornerstone of ethical research, requiring that participants be fully aware of
the nature, risks, and benefits of a study before agreeing to participate. In the Milgram experiment,
participants were given what is known as "pseudo-informed consent," meaning they consented to
what they believed was the study's purpose, which was entirely false. They were unaware of the true
psychological stress they would experience or the profound ethical issues in milgram experiment
that would arise. This lack of genuine informed consent meant participants could not make an
autonomous decision regarding their participation in a study that would place them in a highly
stressful and morally compromising situation. Ethical guidelines today strictly regulate the use of
deception, requiring it only when absolutely necessary, with minimal risk, and followed by
comprehensive debriefing, none of which fully mitigate the fundamental breach of consent present
in Milgram's design.

Psychological Harm and Participant Distress

Beyond deception, a major ethical concern stemming from the Milgram experiment was the acute
psychological harm and distress inflicted upon the participants. The experimental setup forced
individuals into an agonizing situation where they believed they were causing severe pain to another
person, leading to visible signs of extreme stress and emotional conflict. This aspect of the study



raises serious questions about participant welfare and the ethical responsibilities of researchers.

Evidence of Acute Stress

Numerous accounts and observations from the experiment documented participants exhibiting
extreme signs of stress. Milgram himself reported participants sweating, trembling, stuttering,
biting their lips, groaning, and even having nervous laughter fits. Some participants experienced
seizures during the experiment, an undeniable indicator of severe psychological strain. These
reactions were a direct consequence of the perceived moral conflict: obeying authority versus
causing harm. The participants were genuinely tormented by their actions, believing they were
inflicting pain, and this internal struggle led to significant acute distress. The ethical issues in
milgram experiment highlight the imperative for researchers to prioritize the well-being of their
subjects above all else, ensuring that no experimental procedure induces such intense and
potentially damaging psychological reactions.

Potential for Lasting Psychological Impact

While Milgram attempted to debrief participants after the experiment, the potential for lasting
psychological impact remains a significant ethical concern. Critics argued that even with debriefing,
the knowledge that one was willing to inflict severe pain on an innocent person could be deeply
disturbing and lead to long-term feelings of guilt, shame, or altered self-perception. Some
participants might have struggled with the realization of their own capacity for destructive
obedience. Although Milgram followed up with participants and reported that most did not show
signs of long-term harm, these self-reports are often viewed with skepticism due to the retrospective
nature and the inherent difficulty in assessing deep-seated psychological effects. The potential for
such profound self-revelation, under duress and deception, underscores the critical importance of
protecting participant welfare and the need for rigorous ethical oversight in psychological research.

The Right to Withdraw and Its Subversion

A fundamental ethical principle in research is the participant's right to withdraw from a study at any
point without penalty. The Milgram experiment is heavily criticized for making it exceedingly
difficult for participants to exercise this right, effectively subverting their autonomy through the use
of coercive prompts from the experimenter. This aspect of the study directly contributes to the
ethical issues in milgram experiment by trapping individuals in a distressing situation.

Difficulty in Exercising Withdrawal Rights

Participants in the Milgram experiment often expressed a desire to stop, questioning the procedure
and stating their discomfort with continuing. However, the experimental design, and specifically the
experimenter's role, made it very challenging for them to actually withdraw. The atmosphere was
highly authoritative, designed to test obedience, and participants found themselves in an unfamiliar
and powerful social situation. Many felt compelled to continue despite their strong internal protests.
This inherent difficulty in withdrawing, coupled with the participant's initial consent (albeit based on
deception), created a strong pressure to comply, effectively nullifying their theoretical right to
discontinue participation freely.



Coercive Prompts from the Experimenter

When participants hesitated or expressed a desire to stop, the experimenter, a stern and official
figure, employed a series of four standardized "prods" to encourage continuation. These prods
escalated in their demanding nature:

1. "Please continue."
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."

If a participant refused to proceed after the fourth prod, the experiment was terminated. These
coercive prompts highlight the ethical problems, as they actively undermined the participant's
autonomy and right to withdraw. They transformed a voluntary participation into a near-mandatory
one, creating significant psychological pressure and contributing to the participant's distress.
Modern ethical guidelines strictly prohibit such coercive tactics, emphasizing that participants must
feel free to leave a study at any time without facing any negative repercussions or pressure.

Inadequate Debriefing and Its Consequences

Debriefing is a crucial post-experiment process designed to inform participants fully about the true
nature of a study, alleviate any distress, and ensure they leave in a similar or better psychological
state than when they arrived. While Milgram did conduct a form of debriefing, its adequacy and
timing remain points of contention, adding to the list of ethical issues in milgram experiment.

The Importance of Proper Debriefing

Proper debriefing is essential for several reasons. Firstly, it rectifies any deception used during the
experiment, providing participants with the truth and explaining why deception was necessary.
Secondly, it offers an opportunity for the researcher to assess and mitigate any psychological harm
or distress experienced by the participant. Participants can ask questions, express their feelings, and
receive assurance that their reactions were normal under the circumstances. Finally, debriefing
serves an educational purpose, allowing participants to understand the study's scientific and societal
implications, thus transforming their experience into a valuable learning opportunity. Without
thorough debriefing, the potential for lingering negative effects, confusion, or resentment
significantly increases.

Milgram's Debriefing Procedures and Criticisms

Milgram did attempt to debrief his participants, explaining the deception and the true purpose of the
study. He also introduced them to the "learner" (the confederate) to show them that no harm had
occurred. Furthermore, he conducted follow-up questionnaires and interviews to assess their well-
being. However, critics argue that the debriefing, while conducted, might have been insufficient



given the intensity of the experience. The immediate impact of learning they had been willing to
inflict severe pain, even if not actual, could be profoundly unsettling. Some argue that simply
revealing the truth might not have been enough to fully alleviate the distress or the potential for
long-term psychological consequences. The timing of the debriefing was also a point of concern;
while immediate debriefing occurred, it's debatable whether that was enough for such a impactful
experience, and critics highlighted the lack of immediate, extensive psychological counseling readily
available for all participants if needed. This scrutiny has led to much more stringent debriefing
protocols in contemporary research, demanding a more comprehensive and empathetic approach to
participant care.

Long-Term Ethical Implications for Psychological
Research

The profound ethical issues in milgram experiment served as a watershed moment for psychological
research. The widespread public and academic outcry following the experiment led to a significant
reevaluation of research practices, ultimately shaping the ethical frameworks that govern studies
involving human subjects today. Milgram's work became a cautionary tale, illustrating the critical
need for robust protections against potential harm and abuses in the name of science.

Shaping Modern Ethical Guidelines

The Milgram experiment, along with other controversial studies like the Stanford Prison Experiment,
directly influenced the development of comprehensive ethical guidelines by professional
psychological associations, such as the American Psychological Association (APA). These guidelines
now strictly mandate principles such as informed consent, the right to withdraw, protection from
psychological and physical harm, and thorough debriefing. The rules around the use of deception are
much more stringent, requiring strict justification, minimal risk, and guaranteed robust debriefing.
Researchers must now demonstrate that the potential benefits of their research outweigh any risks
to participants, and that such risks are minimized to the greatest extent possible. The legacy of
Milgram's work is evident in every research protocol designed to safeguard participant welfare and
uphold the dignity of human subjects.

The Role of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs)

Perhaps the most significant long-term consequence of the Milgram experiment was the
establishment and strengthening of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) or Ethics Committees in
universities and research institutions worldwide. IRBs are committees responsible for reviewing all
research proposals involving human subjects to ensure they meet ethical standards. Their primary
role is to protect the rights and welfare of participants by scrutinizing aspects like consent
procedures, risk assessment, confidentiality, and debriefing plans. Without IRB approval, research
cannot proceed. This institutional oversight, directly influenced by the concerns raised by Milgram's
work, ensures that an independent body evaluates the ethical implications of a study before it ever
begins, preventing the kind of ethical breaches that characterized the early decades of psychological
experimentation. The existence of IRBs is a direct acknowledgment of the ethical issues in milgram
experiment and a proactive measure to prevent their recurrence.



Defending Milgram: Arguments and Rebuttals

Despite the widespread criticism regarding the ethical issues in milgram experiment, it is important
to acknowledge that Milgram and some proponents offered justifications for his methodology. These
defenses often centered on the importance of the scientific findings and the perceived necessity of
deception, as well as the follow-up care provided to participants. However, these arguments have
also faced significant rebuttals from ethical scholars and practitioners.

Milgram's Own Justifications

Milgram himself defended his research by emphasizing the profound scientific insights gained into
human obedience, arguing that the importance of these findings outweighed the temporary
discomfort experienced by participants. He claimed that the deceptive nature of the experiment was
essential to observe genuine, uninfluenced behavior, as participants would not have acted naturally
if they knew the true purpose. Furthermore, Milgram highlighted his extensive debriefing
procedures, which included informing participants of the deception, introducing them to the
confederate, and conducting follow-up questionnaires to assess their psychological state. He
reported that the vast majority of participants expressed relief, learned something valuable about
themselves, and experienced no long-term harm. He also pointed out that prior to the experiment,
psychologists had vastly underestimated the percentage of people who would obey, underscoring the
necessity of empirical investigation.

Retrospective Ethical Evaluation

While Milgram's justifications present a case for the scientific value of his work, retrospective
ethical evaluations largely reject the idea that the ends justify the means when it comes to human
welfare. Critics argue that the level of deception was excessive, the psychological harm significant,
and the subversion of the right to withdraw unacceptable. Even if no long-term harm was definitively
proven, the risk was undeniably high, and the ethical responsibility lies with the researcher to
minimize such risks. Modern ethics prioritize participant autonomy and well-being above scientific
expediency. While the experiment's findings are invaluable, the methods used are now considered
unequivocally unethical by contemporary standards. The debate surrounding the Milgram
experiment serves as a perpetual reminder that scientific advancement must always be balanced
with an unwavering commitment to the ethical treatment and protection of human subjects.

Conclusion: A Legacy of Ethical Scrutiny

The Milgram experiment stands as one of the most controversial and ethically scrutinized studies in
the history of psychology. While its scientific contributions to our understanding of obedience to
authority are undeniable and continue to be relevant, the methods employed raised fundamental
questions about the researcher's responsibility to participant welfare. The extensive deception, the
psychological distress inflicted, the challenging of the right to withdraw, and the concerns over
debriefing practices have all become central to discussions surrounding ethical research. Ultimately,
the ethical issues in Milgram experiment served as a powerful catalyst for the development of
modern ethical guidelines and the establishment of Institutional Review Boards, ensuring that future
psychological research prioritizes the safety, dignity, and autonomy of human subjects above all
else. Its legacy is not just one of profound scientific insight, but also a enduring testament to the



critical importance of unwavering ethical conduct in all scientific endeavors.

Q: What were the primary ethical issues in the Milgram
experiment?

A: The primary ethical issues in the Milgram experiment centered on extensive deception, the lack of
true informed consent, the infliction of significant psychological harm and distress on participants,
the subversion of their right to withdraw from the study, and concerns regarding the adequacy of
the debriefing process.

Q: How did deception play a role in the ethical concerns of the
Milgram experiment?

A: Deception was central to the Milgram experiment's design. Participants were misled about the
study's true purpose (obedience to authority), the identity of the "learner" (an actor), and the reality
of the electric shocks they believed they were administering. This meant participants could not give
informed consent to the actual nature of the experiment, fundamentally undermining their
autonomy.

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

A: Participants in the Milgram experiment exhibited clear signs of acute psychological distress,
including sweating, trembling, stuttering, nervous laughter, groaning, and even seizures. They were
genuinely tormented by the belief that they were causing severe pain to another person, leading to
intense moral conflict and emotional strain.

Q: Was the right to withdraw respected in the Milgram
experiment?

A: While participants technically had the right to withdraw, it was significantly subverted. When
participants expressed a desire to stop, the experimenter used a series of escalating verbal prods
(e.g., "The experiment requires that you continue.") that made it very difficult for them to exercise
this right, effectively coercing them to continue against their will.

Q: How did the Milgram experiment influence modern ethical
guidelines for research?

A: The ethical issues in Milgram experiment profoundly influenced modern ethical guidelines. It led
to stricter requirements for informed consent, limits on the use of deception (requiring strong
justification and comprehensive debriefing), emphasis on the participant's right to withdraw without
penalty, and paramount importance placed on protecting participants from psychological and



physical harm. It was also a key factor in the establishment and strengthening of Institutional
Review Boards (IRBs) to oversee and approve research protocols.

Q: Did Milgram provide debriefing to his participants? If so,
why is it still criticized?

A: Yes, Milgram did provide debriefing, explaining the deception and introducing participants to the
"learner." He also conducted follow-up assessments. However, it is criticized because critics argue
that, given the extreme distress and profound moral conflict participants experienced, the debriefing
might have been insufficient to fully alleviate potential long-term psychological impact or resolve the
deep feelings of guilt or altered self-perception. The timing and depth of psychological support were
also points of contention.

Q: Were there any justifications for the ethical issues in
Milgram experiment from Milgram's perspective?

A: Milgram argued that the scientific insights gained into obedience were crucial for understanding
human behavior and that the deception was necessary to achieve these genuine findings. He also
maintained that participants were adequately debriefed and that follow-up studies showed no
significant long-term harm. He believed the importance of the knowledge outweighed the temporary
discomfort experienced by participants.
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