why milgram experiment unethical

why milgram experiment unethical remains a pivotal question in the annals of psychological
research, prompting profound shifts in ethical guidelines for scientific studies involving human
participants. Stanley Milgram’s controversial obedience experiments, conducted in the early 1960s,
aimed to understand the extent to which individuals would obey authority figures, even when
instructed to perform actions conflicting with their personal conscience. While the findings offered
unprecedented insights into human behavior and the dynamics of obedience, the methods employed
raised serious and enduring ethical concerns. This article will thoroughly explore the multifaceted
reasons why the Milgram experiment is widely considered unethical, examining issues such as the
extensive deception involved, the significant psychological distress inflicted upon participants, the
violation of their right to withdraw, and the broader implications for informed consent in research.
Understanding these criticisms is crucial for appreciating the foundations of modern research
ethics.
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Understanding the Milgram Experiment: A Brief
Overview

The Milgram experiment, conducted by Yale University psychologist Stanley Milgram, began in
1961, shortly after the trial of Adolf Eichmann for Nazi war crimes. Milgram sought to investigate
whether ordinary people would obey orders from an authority figure, even if those orders involved
harming another person. The study's setup was ingeniously deceptive, involving a "teacher" (the
actual participant), a "learner" (a confederate of the experimenter), and an "experimenter" (another
confederate in a lab coat).

The Core Design and Purpose

Participants were told they were taking part in a study on memory and learning. The "teacher" was
instructed to administer electric shocks to the "learner" for every incorrect answer. The shock
generator ranged from 15 volts ("slight shock") to 450 volts ("XXX"), increasing in intensity with
each mistake. Crucially, the shocks were fake, and the "learner" was an actor who would cry out in
pain, protest, and eventually fall silent as the shock level increased. The "experimenter" would use a
series of standardized "prods" to encourage the "teacher" to continue, such as "Please continue" or
"The experiment requires that you continue."

Milgram's primary goal was to measure the willingness of participants to obey an authority figure
who instructed them to perform acts that conflicted with their personal conscience. The startling
results indicated that a significant majority of participants (65% in one variation) administered the
maximum 450-volt shock, despite their visible distress and the apparent suffering of the "learner."
These findings highlighted a powerful human tendency towards obedience, but the path to these
insights was paved with considerable ethical compromise.

The Primary Ethical Concerns: Why Milgram
Experiment Unethical

The ethical controversies surrounding the Milgram experiment are extensive and have been
instrumental in shaping modern ethical guidelines for psychological research. The methods
employed directly violated what are now considered fundamental rights of research participants,
prompting a widespread re-evaluation of how human subjects are treated in scientific inquiry.
Understanding these concerns is central to comprehending why milgram experiment unethical
remains a crucial discussion.

Lack of Informed Consent

One of the most significant ethical breaches in the Milgram experiment was the profound lack of
informed consent. True informed consent requires participants to be fully aware of the nature,
purpose, and potential risks of a study before agreeing to participate. In Milgram's study,
participants were explicitly deceived about the true purpose of the experiment, believing it was
about memory and learning rather than obedience to authority. They were also not informed that the
"learner" was an actor and that no actual shocks were being administered.



This deception meant that participants could not genuinely consent to the study they were actually
participating in. Their autonomy was compromised, as they were unable to make a truly informed
decision about their involvement, entering a situation whose true nature was entirely hidden from
them. This fundamental violation of trust is a cornerstone of why milgram experiment unethical.

Psychological Distress and Harm to Participants

Perhaps the most visceral criticism of the Milgram experiment centers on the immense psychological
distress and potential harm inflicted upon the participants. Many "teachers" displayed extreme signs
of tension and emotional torment during the experiment, believing they were causing severe pain to
another human being. These observable reactions were not merely minor discomforts; they indicated
profound internal conflict and distress.

e Sweating: Participants often perspired heavily.

e Trembling: Many showed visible shaking of their hands or bodies.

e Stuttering: Speech difficulties were common as they struggled to process the situation.
e Nervous laughter or smiling: A common coping mechanism for extreme stress.

e Pleading with the experimenter: Desperate attempts to stop the procedure.

e Full-blown seizures: Some participants reportedly experienced uncontrollable convulsions
due to stress.

Even after learning the truth, the experience of having believed they were capable of such cruelty,
or the knowledge that they had obeyed orders to harm another, could have lasting negative
psychological consequences. The ethical mandate to protect participants from harm was severely
neglected, making this a primary reason why milgram experiment unethical.

Violation of the Right to Withdraw

Another critical ethical concern was the explicit violation of the participants' right to withdraw from
the study at any point without penalty. When "teachers" expressed a desire to stop, the experimenter
did not grant them this right freely. Instead, a series of four standardized "prods" were used to
coerce them to continue:

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 continue."

These prods, particularly the last two, effectively eliminated the perception of choice for many
participants, trapping them in a deeply distressing situation. While Milgram argued that participants



technically could have refused, the psychological pressure exerted by the authority figure made
genuine withdrawal extremely difficult. This coercive environment is a clear example of why
milgram experiment unethical and directly contravenes modern ethical standards regarding
voluntary participation.

Extensive Use of Deception

The Milgram experiment relied heavily on deception at multiple levels, which is a key factor in why
milgram experiment unethical. Participants were deceived about:

1. The true purpose of the study.
2. The identity and role of the "learner" (who was a confederate).
3. The authenticity of the electric shocks (which were fake).

4. The neutrality of the "experimenter" (who was a confederate encouraging obedience).

While some degree of deception might be considered necessary in certain psychological studies to
avoid demand characteristics, the sheer scale and intensity of deception in Milgram's work were
extraordinary. Such extensive deception raises questions about the integrity of scientific research
and the trust between researchers and participants. It also compounds the issue of informed
consent, as participants could not agree to a study whose fundamental components were
misrepresented.

Inadequate Debriefing

Following the experiment, ethical guidelines require thorough debriefing, where participants are
fully informed about the true nature of the study, any deception used, and offered psychological
support if needed. Milgram did debrief his participants, but the adequacy and timing of this
debriefing have been widely criticized. The initial debriefing was not always immediate, and
participants were often left to process the traumatic experience of believing they had harmed
another person for some time.

There are also questions about whether the debriefing effectively mitigated the psychological harm
experienced. Simply being told that the shocks were fake might not fully erase the distress of
believing one was capable of such actions. The long-term psychological impact on participants,
particularly those who went to the highest shock levels, remains a point of contention and
contributes to the strong arguments for why milgram experiment unethical.

Milgram's Defense and Counterarguments

While the ethical criticisms of the Milgram experiment are pervasive, Milgram himself and some
supporters offered defenses for his methodology. These arguments often focused on the
groundbreaking nature of the findings and the perceived lack of long-term harm to participants.



The "Post-Experiment Interview" and Follow-Up

Milgram maintained that his participants were thoroughly debriefed and that follow-up
questionnaires and interviews indicated no lasting psychological harm. He reported that the vast
majority of participants expressed relief after learning the truth, and many stated they were glad to
have participated and gained valuable insight into themselves. One year after the experiment, a
psychiatrist interviewed 40 of the participants and concluded that none showed evidence of long-
term damage.

However, critics argue that these follow-up measures may have been insufficient or biased.
Participants might have felt pressure to report positive experiences, or the psychiatrist's assessment
may not have captured subtle or delayed psychological impacts. The subjective experience of having
been manipulated and put in a morally compromising situation is difficult to fully assess, regardless
of immediate reports.

The Importance of the Findings

Another defense posits that the profound insights gained from the Milgram experiment justified the
controversial methods. The study provided undeniable evidence of the power of situational factors
and authority in influencing human behavior, offering crucial understanding into phenomena like the
Holocaust and other instances of systemic cruelty. Its findings revolutionized social psychology and
continue to be highly influential in fields ranging from organizational behavior to military ethics.

This argument, however, raises a fundamental ethical dilemma: whether the pursuit of knowledge,
no matter how valuable, can justify methods that cause significant distress or harm to research
participants. Modern ethical guidelines firmly prioritize participant welfare over scientific gain, a
direct consequence of studies like Milgram's demonstrating the potential for abuse in research.

The Lasting Impact on Research Ethics

The Milgram experiment, more than almost any other study, served as a powerful catalyst for the
development and enforcement of stringent ethical guidelines in psychological and medical research.
The widespread condemnation of its methods played a direct role in creating the safeguards we now
take for granted.

Development of Modern Ethical Guidelines

In response to the ethical breaches evident in studies like Milgram's and Zimbardo's Stanford Prison
Experiment, major professional organizations, such as the American Psychological Association
(APA), revised and strengthened their ethical codes. Key principles that emerged and became
mandatory for research involving human subjects include:

¢ Informed Consent: Requiring clear, comprehensive information about the study's purpose,
procedures, risks, and benefits.

e Right to Withdraw: Ensuring participants can leave the study at any time without penalty.

e Protection from Harm: Mandating that researchers take all necessary steps to minimize
physical and psychological risks to participants.



¢ Confidentiality and Anonymity: Protecting participant data and identities.

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

Furthermore, the establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) became mandatory in research
institutions. IRBs are committees that review and approve all research proposals involving human
subjects to ensure they meet ethical standards. The Milgram experiment stands as a stark reminder
of the necessity of such oversight, undeniably demonstrating why milgram experiment unethical led
to invaluable reforms.

Balancing Scientific Advancement with Participant Protection

The legacy of the Milgram experiment is an ongoing conversation about the delicate balance
between the pursuit of scientific knowledge and the paramount responsibility to protect the well-
being and rights of research participants. While the experiment's findings were profoundly
impactful, the ethical cost was deemed too high by many. This case highlighted that groundbreaking
discoveries cannot come at the expense of human dignity and psychological safety.

Researchers today operate under a much stricter ethical framework, one that demands creativity in
designing studies that can yield valuable insights without resorting to deceptive or harmful
practices. The Milgram experiment serves as a permanent cautionary tale, constantly reminding
researchers and ethicists alike of the potential for harm when ethical considerations are not given
the highest priority.

A Legacy of Ethical Scrutiny

The Milgram experiment undeniably occupies a complex and controversial space in the history of
psychology. While its findings on obedience to authority were groundbreaking and continue to
inform our understanding of human behavior, the methods employed are overwhelmingly viewed as
a profound ethical failure. The systematic deception, the severe psychological distress inflicted upon
participants, the violation of their right to withdraw, and the inadequacy of the debriefing
collectively underscore why milgram experiment unethical has become a foundational case study in
research ethics. The ethical breaches highlighted by Milgram's work directly catalyzed the
establishment of rigorous ethical guidelines and oversight bodies, fundamentally transforming how
psychological research is conducted. This enduring scrutiny ensures that future scientific endeavors
prioritize the welfare and dignity of participants above all else, marking a pivotal turning point in the
responsible pursuit of knowledge.

Q: What were the main ethical concerns with the Milgram
experiment?

A: The main ethical concerns revolved around four key areas: the extensive use of deception
regarding the true nature of the study, the significant psychological distress and potential harm
inflicted upon participants, the violation of their right to withdraw from the experiment, and the
inadequate nature of the debriefing process following their participation.



Q: How did the Milgram experiment deceive its participants?

A: Participants were deceived in multiple ways. They were told the study was about memory and
learning, not obedience. The "learner" was an actor, not a real participant, and the electric shocks
were fake. The "experimenter" was also a confederate, giving instructions rather than conducting a
neutral experiment. This widespread deception meant participants could not give true informed
consent.

Q: Did participants in the Milgram experiment suffer
psychological harm?

A: Many participants exhibited clear signs of extreme psychological distress, including sweating,
trembling, stuttering, nervous laughter, and even seizures. While Milgram claimed follow-up showed
no long-term harm, critics argue that believing they had harmed another human being, or obeying
orders to do so, could have lasting negative psychological impacts, regardless of the shocks being
fake.

Q: Why was the right to withdraw violated in the Milgram
experiment?

A: When participants expressed a desire to stop, the experimenter used a series of prods ("Please
continue," "The experiment requires that you continue," etc.) to pressure them into continuing.
These prods effectively removed the participants' perceived ability to leave the study without
penalty, thus violating their fundamental right to withdraw at any point.

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

A: The Milgram experiment was a critical turning point that led to the development of much stricter
ethical guidelines for research involving human subjects. It directly contributed to the mandatory
implementation of informed consent, the right to withdraw, protection from harm, and thorough
debriefing in research protocols. It also played a significant role in the establishment of Institutional
Review Boards (IRBs) to oversee and approve all human subjects research.

Q: Was there any defense for Milgram's methods?

A: Milgram himself defended his methods by arguing that the significant insights gained into human
obedience justified the temporary distress, and he claimed follow-up studies showed no lasting harm
to participants. However, these defenses have been widely criticized, with most ethicists concluding
that the potential for harm and the ethical breaches were too great, regardless of the scientific
value.



Why Milgram Experiment Unethical

Why Milgram Experiment Unethical

Related Articles

e how to write a resume bullet point
e descriptive annotated bibliography example
e ethical issues in milgram experiment

Back to Home


https://crm.vitalia.com.mk/suggest-articles-01/why-milgram-experiment-unethical.pdf
https://crm.vitalia.com.mk/suggest-articles-01/how-to-write-a-resume-bullet-point.pdf
https://crm.vitalia.com.mk/suggest-articles-01/descriptive-annotated-bibliography-example.pdf
https://crm.vitalia.com.mk/suggest-articles-01/ethical-issues-in-milgram-experiment.pdf
https://crm.vitalia.com.mk

