ethical issues with milgram experiment

ethical issues with milgram experiment continue to spark vigorous debate decades after its
initial conduct, underscoring fundamental questions about participant welfare in psychological
research. Stanley Milgram’s groundbreaking studies on obedience to authority, performed in the
early 1960s, revealed startling insights into human behavior but simultaneously raised profound
ethical dilemmas that reshaped the landscape of research ethics. This article delves deeply into the
primary ethical criticisms leveled against the Milgram experiment, examining concerns such as the
extensive deception employed, the psychological distress inflicted upon participants, the absence of
clear informed consent, and the perceived infringement on the right to withdraw. We will explore
how these ethical violations led to a revolution in research guidelines and the establishment of
robust protective measures, including Institutional Review Boards (IRBs), to safeguard human
subjects. Understanding these ethical issues is crucial for appreciating the evolution of modern
psychological research practices and their unwavering commitment to ethical conduct.
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Historical Context of the Milgram Experiment

The Milgram experiment on obedience to authority was conducted by psychologist Stanley Milgram
at Yale University in the early 1960s, against the backdrop of the Eichmann trial and a societal
desire to understand how atrocities like the Holocaust could occur. Milgram sought to investigate
whether individuals would obey orders from an authority figure, even if those orders conflicted with
their personal conscience. The study involved a "teacher" (the participant) and a "learner" (a
confederate) in a seemingly unrelated "memory and learning" experiment. The teacher was
instructed to administer electric shocks to the learner for incorrect answers, with the voltage
increasing with each error. Unknown to the participant, the shocks were fake, and the learner's
screams were pre-recorded.

Milgram's findings were profoundly unsettling, demonstrating that a significant majority of
participants were willing to administer what they believed to be dangerous and painful electric
shocks, simply because they were told to do so by an authority figure. These results offered a
disturbing insight into the human capacity for obedience, even when it appeared to cause harm.
While the scientific insights were groundbreaking, the methodology employed immediately drew
severe criticism regarding its ethical implications, criticisms that resonate profoundly even today
when discussing the ethical issues with Milgram experiment.

Core Ethical Violations in the Milgram Experiment

The Milgram experiment became a landmark case study for discussions on research ethics due to
several fundamental violations of what are now considered standard ethical practices. The ethical
issues with Milgram experiment are multi-faceted, touching upon various aspects of participant
treatment and research integrity.

Extensive Deception and Lack of Transparency

One of the most significant ethical criticisms of the Milgram experiment was the extensive use of
deception. Participants were led to believe they were part of a study on memory and learning, when
in fact, the true purpose was to observe their obedience to authority. Furthermore, they were
deceived about the confederate's role, the nature of the shocks, and the learner's reactions. The
entire experimental setup was a meticulously crafted illusion designed to elicit specific behaviors
without the participants' knowledge.

While some level of deception is occasionally deemed necessary in psychological research to avoid
demand characteristics, the magnitude and pervasiveness of deception in Milgram's study are widely
considered excessive. Participants could not provide truly informed consent if they were
fundamentally misled about the nature and purpose of the research. This lack of transparency
stripped participants of their autonomy and ability to make an informed decision about their
involvement, directly contributing to the ethical issues with Milgram experiment.

Psychological Distress and Harm to Participants

The Milgram experiment subjected participants to significant psychological distress. Many
"teachers" exhibited signs of extreme tension, sweating, trembling, stuttering, nervous laughter, and
even seizures. They were genuinely convinced they were inflicting severe pain, and potentially fatal



harm, on another human being. The emotional strain was immense, as they grappled with the
conflict between their moral compass and the experimenter's authoritative commands.

Critics argue that intentionally inducing such high levels of distress and anxiety in research
participants is ethically indefensible. Even though participants were ultimately debriefed and
informed that no one was harmed, the immediate experience of believing they were responsible for
another's suffering could have lasting psychological consequences. The potential for such profound
psychological harm is a central pillar of the ethical issues with Milgram experiment, raising
questions about the researcher's responsibility to protect participants from undue stress.

Absence of Genuine Informed Consent

True informed consent requires participants to be fully apprised of the nature, purpose, and
potential risks of a study before agreeing to participate. In the Milgram experiment, participants
were recruited under false pretenses, told they would be involved in a study about learning. They
were unaware of the true hypothesis (obedience), the role of the confederate, or the emotional
distress they might experience. This fundamental lack of knowledge meant that their consent was
not truly "informed."

Without adequate informed consent, participants cannot make an autonomous decision about their
involvement. This violates the principle of respect for persons, a cornerstone of modern research
ethics. While participants did technically agree to participate in a "study," their agreement was
based on incomplete and misleading information, making their consent ethically questionable. This
aspect is crucial when examining the ethical issues with Milgram experiment.

Difficulty in Exercising the Right to Withdraw

Participants in any research study should always have the unequivocal right to withdraw at any point
without penalty. In Milgram's experiment, when participants expressed a desire to stop, the
experimenter used a series of prods to encourage them to continue. These prods, such as "Please
continue," "The experiment requires that you continue," "It is absolutely essential that you

continue," and "You have no other choice, you must go on," made it very difficult for participants to
exercise their right to withdraw.

While the experimenter did not physically restrain participants, the psychological pressure exerted
by an authority figure in a scientific setting was immense. Many participants felt trapped and unable
to discontinue their involvement, despite their severe discomfort. This infringement on the right to
withdraw is another critical aspect of the ethical issues with Milgram experiment, highlighting the
power dynamics inherent in the research setting and the researcher's responsibility to clearly
communicate and respect a participant's autonomy.

Inadequate Debriefing

Debriefing is a crucial ethical step in studies involving deception, where participants are informed of
the true nature of the experiment and any deception used. While Milgram did conduct a debriefing
session, its adequacy has been questioned. Critics argue that the debriefing may not have fully
alleviated the distress or potential long-term psychological impact on participants, especially those
who believed they had harmed another person.

The psychological burden of believing oneself capable of inflicting severe pain, even when later told



it was an illusion, could be significant. A truly ethical debriefing would not only inform but also
provide psychological support and ensure the participant leaves the study in a state no worse than
when they entered. The perceived shortcomings of the debriefing process further exacerbate the
ethical issues with Milgram experiment, particularly concerning the lasting welfare of its
participants.

The Lasting Impact on Research Ethics

The profound ethical issues with Milgram experiment served as a critical turning point in the history
of research ethics. The widespread outcry and subsequent scrutiny forced the scientific community
to re-evaluate its standards for protecting human subjects, leading to fundamental changes in how
research is conducted and regulated.

Emergence of Ethical Guidelines and Regulations

In response to studies like Milgram's, as well as controversial medical experiments, a comprehensive
framework of ethical guidelines and regulations was developed. Key documents such as the Belmont
Report (1979) established core ethical principles for human subject research:

e Respect for Persons: Acknowledging individual autonomy and protecting those with
diminished autonomy (e.g., children, prisoners). This principle directly addresses the issues of
informed consent and the right to withdraw.

¢ Beneficence: Minimizing potential harms and maximizing potential benefits to participants
and society. This principle directly relates to the psychological distress experienced by
Milgram's participants.

e Justice: Ensuring fair distribution of the burdens and benefits of research.

These principles, along with others, led to the development of national and international codes of
conduct for research, emphasizing participant safety and welfare above all else. The ethical issues
with Milgram experiment were instrumental in pushing these vital ethical frameworks forward.

The Role of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs)

Perhaps the most significant concrete outcome of the ethical discussions surrounding the Milgram
experiment and similar studies was the establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) in the
United States, and similar ethics committees in other countries. IRBs are committees that review all
research proposals involving human subjects to ensure they meet ethical standards before the
research can begin.

An IRB's primary responsibilities include:

1. Reviewing informed consent procedures to ensure transparency and adequate information for
participants.



2. Assessing the potential risks and benefits of the research, with a focus on minimizing harm.
3. Ensuring that participants have the clear right to withdraw at any time without penalty.
4. Evaluating the necessity and extent of deception, and ensuring a robust debriefing process.

5. Monitoring ongoing research for any unforeseen ethical issues.

The existence of IRBs today acts as a crucial safeguard, preventing the kind of ethical lapses seen in
the Milgram experiment from recurring. They are a direct legacy of the intense scrutiny brought
upon the ethical issues with Milgram experiment.

Emphasis on Participant Protection and Welfare

Modern psychological research places an unprecedented emphasis on participant protection and
welfare. The ethical issues with Milgram experiment highlighted the vulnerability of participants
when faced with a powerful authority figure and complex experimental procedures. Today,
researchers are trained to prioritize the psychological and physical well-being of their subjects.

This includes rigorous planning for potential distress, providing clear avenues for participants to
express discomfort, and ensuring that any deception is absolutely necessary, minimal, and followed
by a comprehensive, supportive debriefing. The concept of "do no harm" has moved from a general
principle to a foundational, legally and ethically mandated standard in scientific inquiry.

Modern Perspectives on Milgram's Ethical Legacy

Decades later, the Milgram experiment continues to be a benchmark for discussing ethical issues in
psychology. While its findings are undeniable for their scientific impact, the consensus within the
scientific community is that the study could not be replicated in its original form today due to the
severe ethical issues. The experiment serves as a powerful cautionary tale, illustrating the potential
pitfalls when scientific curiosity overshadows the moral imperative to protect human subjects.

Contemporary discussions about Milgram's work often involve a nuanced understanding.
Researchers acknowledge the groundbreaking nature of the insights into human obedience, yet
unequivocally condemn the methods employed as unethical by today's standards. The experiment's
ethical legacy is not just about identifying what went wrong, but about how those wrongs catalyzed
a movement towards more responsible and humane scientific practice.

The debate surrounding the ethical issues with Milgram experiment has also contributed to a deeper
appreciation for the complex interplay between methodology, scientific advancement, and human
rights. It constantly reminds researchers that the pursuit of knowledge must be balanced with an
unwavering commitment to the dignity and well-being of every participant.

Beyond Milgram: Balancing Scientific Inquiry and



Ethical Imperatives

The legacy of the ethical issues with Milgram experiment extends far beyond a historical critique of
one study. It has instilled a deeply ingrained culture of ethical deliberation within the scientific
community. Modern research designs are meticulously crafted to maximize scientific yield while
rigorously adhering to ethical guidelines, ensuring that participant rights are paramount.

Today, researchers are challenged to innovate within ethical boundaries, finding creative ways to
study complex human behaviors without resorting to the levels of deception or psychological distress
seen in Milgram's time. This often involves using simulations, role-playing, or less invasive
measures, and always with transparent communication and robust participant safeguards. The
ongoing dialogue about the ethical issues with Milgram experiment continues to shape the
conscience of psychological research, ensuring that the pursuit of knowledge is always conducted
with the utmost respect for human dignity and welfare.

The Milgram experiment remains a potent reminder that groundbreaking science must always be
tethered to unwavering ethical principles. Its controversies were not just roadblocks but catalysts
for fundamental reforms that have made psychological research safer, more respectful, and
ultimately, more credible. The lessons learned from the ethical issues with Milgram experiment have
become an enduring part of the fabric of scientific inquiry, guiding future generations of researchers
to navigate the delicate balance between discovery and responsibility.

Q: What were the primary ethical concerns raised about the
Milgram experiment?

A: The primary ethical concerns surrounding the Milgram experiment included extensive deception,
the psychological distress and potential harm inflicted upon participants, the absence of genuine
informed consent, and the difficulty participants faced in exercising their right to withdraw from the
study.

Q: How did Milgram's use of deception contribute to the
ethical issues?

A: Milgram's extensive use of deception meant participants were largely unaware of the true
purpose of the study, the fake nature of the shocks, and the role of the confederate. This prevented
them from providing truly informed consent, violating their autonomy and the principle of
transparency in research.

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

A: Participants in the Milgram experiment experienced significant psychological distress, including
extreme tension, sweating, trembling, stuttering, nervous laughter, and some even had seizures.
They genuinely believed they were causing severe pain to another person, leading to immense



internal conflict and anxiety.

Q: How did the Milgram experiment impact the development
of modern research ethics?

A: The Milgram experiment was a critical catalyst for the development of modern research ethics. It
led to the establishment of comprehensive ethical guidelines, such as the Belmont Report, and the
widespread implementation of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) to oversee and approve research
involving human subjects, ensuring participant protection.

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

A: No, the Milgram experiment could not be replicated in its original form today under current
ethical guidelines. The levels of deception, psychological distress, lack of informed consent, and
infringement on the right to withdraw are all considered severe ethical violations that would not be
approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB).

Q: What is the role of an Institutional Review Board (IRB) in
preventing ethical issues like those in Milgram's study?

A: Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) are committees that review all research proposals involving
human subjects to ensure they meet ethical standards. They scrutinize aspects like informed
consent, potential risks and benefits, participant welfare, the necessity of deception (if any), and
debriefing procedures, specifically designed to prevent the ethical issues seen in studies like
Milgram's.

Q: Was debriefing provided in the Milgram experiment, and
was it considered sufficient?

A: Yes, Milgram did conduct a debriefing session where participants were informed of the true
nature of the experiment and that no shocks were administered. However, critics questioned its
sufficiency, arguing that it might not have fully alleviated the distress or potential long-term
psychological impact on participants who had believed they were harming someone.

Q: What is the "right to withdraw" in research, and how was it
compromised in Milgram's study?

A: The "right to withdraw" means participants can leave a study at any time without penalty. In
Milgram's study, this right was compromised because when participants expressed a desire to stop,
the experimenter used a series of authoritative prods (e.g., "The experiment requires that you
continue") that made it extremely difficult for them to discontinue their participation, despite their



discomfort.
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