
why was the milgram experiment considered
unethical
why was the milgram experiment considered unethical is a critical question that continues to
shape modern psychological research ethics. 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, the
methodology employed raised significant ethical red flags, leading to widespread condemnation and a
complete overhaul of ethical guidelines for human subject research. This article will delve into the
specific reasons for the ethical outcry, examining the psychological distress inflicted, the deceptive
practices, the violation of participants' right to withdraw, and the inadequate debriefing processes.
Understanding these violations is crucial for appreciating the foundational principles that now govern
all scientific inquiry involving human beings.
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Understanding the Milgram Experiment's Core Design

The Milgram experiment, developed by Yale University psychologist Stanley Milgram in 1961, was
ostensibly designed to investigate the effects of punishment on learning. Participants were recruited
through newspaper advertisements, offering a small payment for their time. Upon arrival at the
laboratory, they were introduced to two other individuals: a stern-looking experimenter in a white lab
coat (an actor) and another participant (also an actor, referred to as the "learner"). The genuine
participant was always assigned the role of the "teacher," while the actor played the "learner." This
initial setup was a critical component of the deception that would later become a focal point of the
ethical debate.

The Setup: Authority, Learner, and Teacher Roles

The core setup involved the "teacher" (the real participant) being instructed to administer electric
shocks to the "learner" (the actor) for every incorrect answer on a word-pair association task. The
"learner" was strapped into a chair in an adjacent room with electrodes attached to their arm, visible
to the "teacher." The "teacher" was seated in front of a shock generator console with a range of
switches labeled from 15 volts ("slight shock") up to 450 volts ("XXX – danger: severe shock").
Crucially, the "teacher" was given a sample 45-volt shock to ensure they believed the apparatus was
real and capable of delivering painful jolts. This tangible experience solidified the belief in the
experiment's premise, making the subsequent ethical dilemmas even more acute.

The Shock Generator and Deception

The deception was multilayered. The shock generator was entirely fake; no actual shocks were
administered to the learner. The "learner" followed a pre-arranged script, responding with increasing
vocal protests, grunts, shouts, and eventually silence as the shock levels escalated. If the "teacher"
hesitated or expressed concern, the experimenter would issue a series of "prods" to encourage them



to continue, 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." This intricate web of
simulated reality and coercive instructions was designed to isolate the variable of obedience to
authority, pushing participants to their psychological limits. This deliberate manipulation of reality is
one of the chief reasons why was the milgram experiment considered unethical.

The Primary Ethical Concerns: Psychological Distress
and Harm

One of the most significant reasons why was the milgram experiment considered unethical revolves
around the profound psychological distress inflicted upon participants. Eyewitness accounts and
Milgram's own observations described participants exhibiting extreme signs of tension and emotional
turmoil. Many were visibly uncomfortable, trembling, sweating, stuttering, biting their lips, and even
laughing nervously. This distress was not an unforeseen side effect but an integral part of the
experiment's design, as the conflict between their conscience and the demands of authority was
precisely what Milgram sought to observe.

Extreme Emotional Strain on Participants

Participants were placed in an agonizing moral dilemma: either continue to inflict what they believed
were increasingly painful and potentially dangerous electric shocks on an innocent person, or defy a
legitimate authority figure. This internal conflict created immense psychological pressure. Milgram
noted that some participants experienced full-blown seizures, while others pleaded repeatedly to stop
the experiment. The visible anguish demonstrated that the experiment pushed individuals beyond
their comfort zones into a state of severe emotional and mental duress. This deliberate induction of
extreme stress, without their full knowledge or consent, is a cornerstone of the ethical critique.

Long-Term Psychological Impact and Regret

Beyond the immediate distress, concerns arose about the potential for long-term psychological
impact on the participants. Learning that they were capable of inflicting what they believed was
severe harm on another person, simply because an authority figure told them to, could be a deeply
disturbing revelation. Such an experience might lead to feelings of guilt, shame, or a questioning of
their own moral character and autonomy. While Milgram claimed that most participants reported
feeling positive about their participation after a thorough debriefing, subsequent analyses and
testimony from some participants indicated enduring discomfort or regret. The potential for such
lasting harm significantly contributed to the view that the milgram experiment was unethical.

Deception and Lack of Informed Consent

The extensive use of deception in the Milgram experiment is perhaps the most widely cited reason for



its unethical nature. Ethical research practices mandate that participants understand the true nature
and purpose of a study, including any potential risks, before they agree to participate. This principle is
known as informed consent, and it was fundamentally violated in Milgram's methodology.

Misrepresentation of the Experiment's True Purpose

Participants were led to believe they were taking part in a study about memory and learning,
specifically the effect of punishment on memory. The true purpose – to study obedience to authority
and the willingness to inflict harm – was entirely concealed. This misrepresentation meant that
participants could not genuinely provide informed consent, as they were unaware of the real
psychological stakes involved. They were not consenting to participate in a study that would test their
moral limits and potentially cause significant personal distress, which is a key reason why was the
milgram experiment considered unethical.

Absence of Genuine Voluntary Participation

Informed consent is inextricably linked to voluntary participation. Without a clear understanding of
the experiment's true objectives and potential consequences, participants could not make a truly
voluntary decision about their involvement. They entered the experiment under false pretenses,
which severely undermined their autonomy. The fact that they were paid a nominal fee, which they
were told they would keep regardless of completing the experiment, only partially mitigates this. The
core issue remains that their decision to participate was based on a fabricated premise, rendering
their consent illegitimate by modern ethical standards.

The Right to Withdraw and Its Violation

A fundamental ethical principle in psychological research is the participant's right to withdraw from a
study at any point without penalty. This right ensures participant autonomy and prevents coercion. In
the Milgram experiment, while participants technically had the right to withdraw, the design and the
experimenter's behavior effectively obstructed this right.

Prods and Coercion: Hindering Withdrawal

When participants expressed a desire to stop, the experimenter would issue a series of four
standardized "prods" to encourage them to continue. These prods, such as "The experiment requires
that you continue," subtly shifted the responsibility and pressure back onto the participant. While not
overtly threatening, they created a coercive environment that made it extremely difficult for many
participants to disengage. The presence of an authority figure in a scientific setting, combined with
these persistent instructions, made it challenging for individuals to assert their right to leave,
essentially trapping them in the stressful situation. This systematic undermining of free choice is a
major component of why was the milgram experiment considered unethical.



Undermining Autonomy and Free Will

The consistent application of prods, coupled with the participant's belief that they were part of a
legitimate scientific endeavor, severely undermined their autonomy and free will. Participants were
put in a position where they felt immense pressure to conform to the experimenter's demands, even
when those demands clashed with their moral compass. The experiment did not sufficiently prioritize
the well-being and freedom of the individual over the pursuit of scientific data, a crucial ethical
boundary that was clearly crossed. Modern ethical guidelines are stringent about ensuring
participants feel truly free to withdraw without any perceived negative repercussions.

Inadequate Debriefing and Follow-Up

After a deceptive psychological experiment, a thorough debriefing is essential. It involves explaining
the true nature of the study, alleviating any distress, and ensuring the participant leaves in a
psychological state similar to or better than when they arrived. The debriefing in the Milgram
experiment, though present, has been criticized for its inadequacy.

Insufficient Post-Experiment Care

Milgram did debrief his participants, revealing the deception and introducing them to the "learner" to
show they were unharmed. He also conducted follow-up questionnaires and interviews months later.
However, critics argue that the initial debriefing, while attempting to alleviate distress, may not have
been sufficient to fully process the profound psychological experience participants underwent. The
shock of learning they had been willing to inflict extreme pain, regardless of the deception, could
have lasting implications that a single debriefing session might not adequately address. There was no
extensive psychological counseling immediately available to help participants fully process the ethical
and moral dilemmas they had confronted.

Failure to Address Psychological Wounds

The debriefing process also failed to fully account for the potential psychological wounds incurred. For
some, the revelation of their own capacity for obedience might have been deeply troubling, leading to
persistent self-doubt or guilt. Critics argue that simply revealing the deception and confirming the
learner's safety might not have been enough to repair the psychological damage. The ethical
responsibility of researchers extends to ensuring the well-being of participants not just during, but
also after, the experiment. The insufficient focus on truly healing the psychological impact is a key
reason why was the milgram experiment considered unethical in retrospect.

Broader Implications for Research Ethics



The Milgram experiment, despite its ethical controversies, undeniably provided profound insights into
the nature of obedience to authority. However, its methods served as a powerful catalyst for a
complete re-evaluation of ethical standards in psychological and medical research. The outcry that
followed its publication directly led to the establishment and strengthening of institutional review
processes.

The Evolution of Ethical Guidelines and Institutional Review
Boards (IRBs)

The widespread condemnation of the Milgram experiment, alongside other controversial studies like
the Stanford Prison Experiment and the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, propelled the development of
stricter ethical guidelines. In the United States, this led to the creation of Institutional Review Boards
(IRBs) at universities and research institutions. IRBs are committees tasked with reviewing all
research proposals involving human subjects to ensure they meet stringent ethical standards. These
boards scrutinize aspects such as informed consent, minimization of risk, confidentiality, the right to
withdraw, and adequate debriefing procedures. Research like Milgram's would simply not be approved
by an IRB today, underscoring the magnitude of the shift in ethical practices.

Lasting Lessons for Human Subject Research

The legacy of the Milgram experiment is complex. While its scientific findings on obedience remain
highly influential, its primary lasting impact on research methodology is its role in establishing the
paramount importance of ethical considerations. It taught researchers invaluable lessons about the
delicate balance between scientific inquiry and the protection of human participants. Key takeaways
include the absolute necessity of genuine informed consent, the impermissibility of causing undue
psychological distress, the unwavering right to withdraw, and the obligation for thorough and
sensitive debriefing. The Milgram experiment stands as a stark reminder of why robust ethical
frameworks are indispensable for any research involving human beings, ensuring that the pursuit of
knowledge never comes at the cost of human dignity and well-being.

Q: What were the main ethical violations in the Milgram
experiment?
A: The main ethical violations in the Milgram experiment included the extensive use of deception, the
severe psychological distress inflicted upon participants, the violation of their right to withdraw from
the experiment, and an inadequate debriefing process that may not have fully addressed the
psychological harm experienced.

Q: How did deception play a role in making the Milgram
experiment unethical?
A: Deception was central to the Milgram experiment's unethical nature because participants were
misled about the true purpose of the study. They believed it was about learning and memory, not



about their willingness to obey authority figures by potentially harming another person. This meant
they could not give genuine informed consent, as they were unaware of the real psychological risks
involved.

Q: What kind of psychological harm did participants
experience in the Milgram experiment?
A: Participants in the Milgram experiment experienced significant psychological harm, including
extreme emotional strain, tension, sweating, trembling, stuttering, nervous laughter, and even
seizures in some cases. They faced an agonizing moral dilemma, believing they were administering
painful and potentially dangerous electric shocks, which caused intense internal conflict and distress.

Q: Why was the right to withdraw considered violated in the
Milgram experiment?
A: Although participants technically had the right to withdraw, it was effectively violated by the
experimenter's use of "prods" (e.g., "The experiment requires that you continue"). These persistent
instructions from an authority figure made it extremely difficult for participants to assert their right to
leave, creating a coercive environment that undermined their autonomy and free will.

Q: How did the Milgram experiment influence modern
research ethics and the role of IRBs?
A: The Milgram experiment was a pivotal catalyst for the development of stricter ethical guidelines in
psychological and medical research. It directly contributed to the establishment and strengthening of
Institutional Review Boards (IRBs), which now meticulously review all research proposals involving
human subjects to ensure they adhere to strict ethical principles like informed consent, minimal risk,
and participant well-being. Today, research structured like Milgram's would not be approved by an
IRB.
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