what are the ethical issues of the milgram
experiment

what are the ethical issues of the milgram experiment continue to be a subject of intense
debate and critical analysis within psychological research and broader scientific ethics. Stanley
Milgram's groundbreaking 1961 study, designed to understand obedience to authority, revealed
profound insights into human behavior but simultaneously exposed significant ethical failings by
modern standards. This comprehensive article delves into the primary ethical breaches, including
extensive deception, profound psychological distress inflicted upon participants, the violation of their
right to withdraw, and the adequacy of debriefing. We will explore the historical context that shaped
ethical norms at the time, Milgram's own justifications for his methodology, and the lasting,
transformative impact these controversies had on the development of contemporary research ethics.
Understanding these complex issues is crucial for appreciating the foundations of current ethical
guidelines designed to protect human subjects in scientific inquiry.
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The Milgram Experiment: A Brief Overview

The Milgram experiment, conducted by psychologist Stanley Milgram at Yale University in the early
1960s, sought to investigate the extent to which individuals would obey orders from an authority
figure, even when those orders conflicted with their personal conscience. This pioneering study
emerged in the shadow of World War Il and the Holocaust, aiming to shed light on how seemingly
ordinary people could commit atrocious acts under duress from a perceived authority. The setup



involved participants, recruited through newspaper advertisements, believing they were taking part in
a study on memory and learning.

Participants were assigned the role of "teacher," while a confederate (an actor working with Milgram)
was assigned the role of "learner." The teacher's task was to administer electric shocks to the learner,
ostensibly for incorrect answers on a word-pairing task, with the shock intensity increasing with each
error. Crucially, the shocks were entirely fake, and the learner's reactions—ranging from grunts and
shouts to pleas and eventual silence—were pre-recorded. The experimenter, dressed in a grey lab
coat, provided a series of verbal prods to encourage the teacher to continue, even as the learner's
apparent distress escalated.

Core Ethical Violations in the Milgram Experiment

The Milgram experiment is widely cited as a pivotal case study in research ethics due to several
fundamental violations of participant welfare and rights. These ethical issues are central to
understanding the evolution of modern guidelines for human subjects research, highlighting the
tension between scientific advancement and the protection of individuals.

Deception and Lack of Informed Consent

One of the most significant ethical concerns surrounding the Milgram experiment was the extensive
deception employed. Participants were led to believe they were involved in a study on memory and
learning, when the true purpose was to observe their obedience to authority. They were also deceived
about the nature of the "learner," believing they were administering real, increasingly painful electric
shocks to another human being. This elaborate ruse meant that participants could not give genuinely
informed consent.

True informed consent requires that participants be fully aware of the nature, purpose, and potential
risks and benefits of the research before agreeing to participate. In Milgram's study, participants were
deliberately kept in the dark about critical aspects of the experiment, including the fact that no actual
shocks were delivered and that the "learner" was an actor. This lack of transparency prevented
individuals from making an autonomous decision about their involvement, raising serious questions
about their voluntary participation.

Psychological Distress and Harm to Participants

The experiment inflicted considerable psychological distress and potential harm upon the
participants. Many "teachers" exhibited visible signs of extreme stress, anxiety, and moral conflict
during the experiment. These reactions included sweating, trembling, stuttering, nervous laughter,
biting their lips, and even seizures in some cases. Participants were placed in a deeply uncomfortable
and morally compromising situation, believing they were causing severe pain, or even death, to
another person.

Milgram himself documented the participants' anguish, noting their reluctance to continue and their
obvious internal struggle. While a follow-up questionnaire suggested that a majority of participants
did not regret their participation and felt they had learned something important, the immediate and
acute distress experienced during the study is undeniable. Critics argue that exposing individuals to
such intense emotional and ethical dilemmas, without their full knowledge or consent, constitutes an
unacceptable level of psychological harm, potentially leaving lasting psychological scars.



Violation of the Right to Withdraw

A fundamental ethical principle in human subjects research is the right of participants to withdraw
from a study at any point without penalty. In the Milgram experiment, while participants technically
had the right to withdraw, the experimental design and the experimenter's authoritative prods made
it incredibly difficult for them to exercise this right. When participants expressed reluctance or desired
to stop, the experimenter would respond with a sequence of standardized verbal cues:

1. "Please continue."
2. "The experiment requires that you continue."
3. "ltis absolutely essential that you continue."

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

These prods, delivered by a figure perceived as an authority, created an environment where
participants felt pressured and coerced to continue against their will. This effectively undermined
their autonomy and their ability to freely choose to discontinue their participation, leading many to
proceed to higher shock levels despite their profound discomfort and ethical reservations. The
absence of a clear, unpressured means to withdraw is a significant ethical failing.

Inadequate Debriefing

Following the experiment, participants underwent a debriefing process, which is designed to inform
them of the true nature of the study, alleviate any distress, and ensure they leave feeling no worse
than when they arrived. While Milgram did conduct a debriefing, its adequacy has been a point of
contention. Initially, participants were informed that the shocks were fake and the "learner" was
unharmed. However, the psychological impact of believing one had seriously harmed or even killed
another person could not be easily erased by a simple explanation.

Critics argued that the debriefing was not comprehensive enough to fully address the trauma and
moral implications participants faced. Some participants only learned the full extent of the deception
and the true purpose of the study much later, potentially prolonging their distress or confusion.
Effective debriefing should include a thorough explanation, an opportunity for participants to ask
guestions, and psychological support if needed. The challenges inherent in debriefing participants
after such extensive deception highlight the ethical tightrope walk that researchers often face.

The Historical Context of Research Ethics

Understanding what are the ethical issues of the Milgram experiment requires acknowledging the
prevailing ethical standards of its time. In the early 1960s, formal ethical guidelines for psychological
research involving human subjects were far less stringent and codified than they are today. The
concept of informed consent, in particular, was not as clearly defined or rigorously enforced. Many
researchers operated under the assumption that if the scientific benefits were significant, certain
levels of deception or participant discomfort could be justified.

However, the seeds of change had already been sown. The Nuremberg Code, developed in 1947 in



response to the horrific human experimentation conducted by Nazi physicians, laid down foundational
principles such as voluntary consent and the right to withdraw. Similarly, the Declaration of Helsinki
(1964) provided further international ethical guidelines for medical research. While these codes were
influential, their direct application to psychological research was still evolving. Milgram's study,
alongside others like Zimbardo's Stanford Prison Experiment, served as a stark catalyst, exposing the
critical need for robust, universal ethical standards to protect research participants in all fields.

Milgram's Justifications and Criticisms

Stanley Milgram defended his research, asserting that the profound insights gained into human
obedience were invaluable and justified the methods employed. He argued that the study revealed a
disturbing truth about human nature and the capacity for ordinary individuals to engage in
destructive obedience, a finding he believed was essential for society to confront. Milgram also
conducted follow-up interviews and questionnaires, which indicated that a significant percentage of
participants reported positive feelings about their participation and felt they had learned something
important about themselves.

However, these justifications faced strong criticism from various fronts. Many ethicists and
psychologists argued that the ends do not always justify the means, especially when those means
inflict significant psychological harm and violate fundamental participant rights. Diana Baumrind, a
prominent critic, published a scathing critique in 1964, emphasizing the potential for long-term
psychological damage and the erosion of trust in scientific research. Critics argued that the profound
distress experienced by participants, the coercion to continue, and the deception undermined the
very foundation of ethical research, irrespective of the scientific value of the findings. The debate
over Milgram's experiment underscored the critical need for a balance between scientific
advancement and the unwavering commitment to participant welfare.

Lasting Impact on Psychological Research Ethics

The Milgram experiment, despite its ethical controversies, undeniably left an indelible mark on the
landscape of psychological research ethics. The intense public and academic debate sparked by the
study played a crucial role in galvanizing the development and formalization of comprehensive ethical
guidelines. In the United States, this led to the establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) and
similar ethics committees worldwide.

Modern ethical standards, largely shaped by the lessons from Milgram's study, now strictly mandate:

Fully Informed Consent: Participants must be given complete and understandable
information about the study, including its purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits,
before agreeing to participate.

Protection from Harm: Researchers are obligated to minimize physical and psychological
risks to participants. Studies involving significant distress are generally prohibited or require
extremely rigorous justification and safequards.

Right to Withdraw: Participants must be explicitly informed of their right to withdraw at any
time without penalty, and this right must be honored without coercion.

Thorough Debriefing: When deception is unavoidable and justified (a rare occurrence), a



comprehensive and sensitive debriefing is mandatory to explain the deception, mitigate any
distress, and restore trust.

» Confidentiality and Anonymity: Participant data must be protected, ensuring privacy and
preventing identification.

These principles ensure that while scientific inquiry can continue to advance understanding of the
human mind, it does so within a framework that prioritizes the dignity, welfare, and rights of those
who contribute to the research. The Milgram experiment serves as a perpetual reminder of the
vigilance required in upholding these ethical standards.

Conclusion: Reflecting on Milgram's Ethical Legacy

The Milgram experiment remains a touchstone in discussions about what are the ethical issues of the
Milgram experiment, profoundly influencing how psychological research is conducted today. While its
findings offered uncomfortable truths about human obedience and the power of authority, the
methods employed illuminated a critical need for robust ethical safeguards. The extensive deception,
the psychological distress inflicted, the violation of the right to withdraw, and the perceived
inadequacy of debriefing collectively underscore the imperative of balancing scientific curiosity with
an unyielding commitment to participant welfare. The legacy of Milgram’s controversial study is not
just its scientific insights but, more importantly, its pivotal role in shaping the modern ethical
framework that protects human subjects in research. It serves as a constant educational tool,
reminding researchers, ethicists, and students alike that the pursuit of knowledge must always be
tempered by profound respect for individual autonomy and dignity, ensuring that such ethical
dilemmas are not repeated in contemporary scientific endeavors.












Q: What was the primary purpose of the Milgram experiment?

A: The primary purpose of the Milgram experiment was to investigate the extent to which individuals
would obey orders from an authority figure, even when those orders conflicted with their personal
conscience and seemed to cause harm to another person. It aimed to understand the psychological
mechanisms underlying obedience, particularly in the context of historical events like the Holocaust.

Q: How did the Milgram experiment violate the principle of
informed consent?

A: The Milgram experiment violated the principle of informed consent by extensively deceiving
participants. They were led to believe they were part of a study on memory and learning, when the
actual purpose was to study obedience. Crucially, they were not informed that the "learner" was an
actor and that no real electric shocks were being administered, preventing them from making a fully
informed decision about their participation.

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

A: Participants in the Milgram experiment experienced significant psychological distress, including
observable signs of extreme stress such as sweating, trembling, nervous laughter, stuttering, and
even seizures. They were placed in a profound moral dilemma, believing they were causing severe
pain or potentially death to another human being, which led to intense emotional conflict and
anguish.

Q: Was there a right to withdraw in the Milgram experiment,
and if so, how was it compromised?

A: While participants technically had the right to withdraw, it was severely compromised by the
experimenter's authoritative prods. When participants expressed reluctance to continue, the
experimenter used a series of escalating commands like "The experiment requires that you continue
or "You have no other choice, you must go on." These statements made it exceptionally difficult for
participants to exercise their right to withdraw without feeling pressured or coerced.

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

A: The Milgram experiment was a critical catalyst in the development and formalization of modern
research ethics. Its ethical controversies led to the establishment of stringent guidelines, such as the
requirement for fully informed consent, protection from psychological and physical harm, guaranteed
right to withdraw, and thorough debriefing processes. It directly contributed to the widespread
adoption of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) to oversee and approve human subjects research,
ensuring participant welfare is prioritized.



Q: What is debriefing, and why was it considered inadequate
in Milgram's study by critics?

A: Debriefing is the process where participants are informed of the true purpose and nature of a
study, especially if deception was used, and any distress is alleviated. Critics considered Milgram's
debriefing inadequate because, despite informing participants that the shocks were fake, the
profound psychological impact of believing one had seriously harmed someone could not be easily
undone. The delayed and sometimes insufficient explanation of the full deception meant participants
might have left with lingering distress or confusion about their actions and the nature of the
experiment.

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

A: Yes, Stanley Milgram justified his experiment by arguing that the profound scientific insights gained
into human obedience to authority were invaluable and essential for understanding critical social
phenomena, particularly in the aftermath of events like the Holocaust. He believed the scientific
knowledge outweighed the temporary distress experienced by participants, citing follow-up
questionnaires where many participants reported positive feelings about their involvement and
having learned something significant.

Q: What specific ethical principle became more prominent in
psychology due to Milgram's study?

A: The principle of "protection from harm" (both physical and psychological) became significantly
more prominent and strictly enforced in psychology due to Milgram's study. The intense psychological
distress experienced by participants highlighted the critical need for researchers to prioritize
participant well-being above all else and to minimize any potential risks.
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