
was the monster study ethical
was the monster study ethical is a question that has sparked significant
debate among psychologists, ethicists, and historians since the controversial
experiment was conducted in 1939. This study, officially known as the "Speech
Experiment," was designed to investigate the effects of positive and negative
speech therapy on children who stuttered. However, the methodology and
treatment of the children involved have raised serious ethical concerns over
the decades. This article explores the background of the Monster Study, the
ethical principles involved, the impact on participants, and the broader
implications for research ethics. Through a detailed examination, the article
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of why the Monster Study
remains a pivotal example in discussions about ethical standards in
psychological research. The following sections will guide readers through the
study’s history, ethical controversies, psychological effects, and the
evolution of research ethics regulations.
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Background of the Monster Study
The Monster Study was conducted in 1939 by Wendell Johnson and his graduate
student Mary Tudor at the University of Iowa. The experiment involved twenty-
two orphaned children, half of whom were identified as stutterers and half as
fluent speakers. The children were divided into two groups to receive either
positive or negative speech therapy. The positive therapy group was praised
and encouraged, while the negative group was subjected to criticism and
negative reinforcement intended to induce stuttering or worsen existing
stuttering. The name "Monster Study" was coined later by researchers due to
the perceived cruelty of the methodology used.

Purpose and Methodology
The primary goal was to determine whether stuttering could be induced or
alleviated through speech therapy techniques. Researchers hypothesized that
negative feedback would exacerbate speech difficulties. The study lasted



several months, during which children in the negative therapy group were
repeatedly told that their speech was problematic. This approach was intended
to simulate the effect of negative social feedback on speech fluency.

Selection of Participants
The participants were orphans from the Iowa Soldiers' Orphans' Home, a
vulnerable population with limited capacity to consent. The selection of
children from this demographic without parental consent or adequate
safeguards foreshadowed the ethical questions that would later emerge. The
use of institutionalized children raised concerns about exploitation and the
protection of human subjects in research.

Ethical Principles in Psychological Research
Understanding whether the Monster Study was ethical requires a review of core
ethical principles commonly applied in psychological research. These
principles aim to protect participants and ensure that research is conducted
responsibly.

Respect for Persons
This principle emphasizes informed consent and the autonomy of participants.
In the Monster Study, children were not capable of providing informed
consent, and no parental or guardian consent was obtained. Respect for
persons involves recognizing the dignity and rights of participants, which
was arguably neglected in this case.

Beneficence and Nonmaleficence
Beneficence requires maximizing benefits while minimizing harm.
Nonmaleficence is the obligation to avoid causing harm. The Monster Study’s
negative speech therapy caused psychological harm to children, including
increased stuttering and emotional distress. These outcomes suggest a failure
to uphold these ethical standards.

Justice
Justice demands fairness in the distribution of the benefits and burdens of
research. Targeting vulnerable or marginalized populations, such as orphans,
without adequate protections, raises serious justice concerns. The selection
of disadvantaged children for potentially harmful experiments reflects an
imbalance in ethical responsibility.



Controversies Surrounding the Monster Study
The Monster Study has been widely criticized for its ethical shortcomings.
The controversies focus on the treatment of participants, consent issues, and
the experiment’s scientific validity.

Lack of Informed Consent
One of the major ethical failings was the absence of informed consent. The
children did not understand the nature of the experiment, and no legal
guardians authorized their participation. This violation of autonomy is a
fundamental ethical breach in modern research standards.

Psychological Harm and Deception
The negative speech therapy involved deliberate psychological harm by
inducing feelings of inadequacy and increasing stuttering. The use of
deception and negative reinforcement without therapeutic justification
contributed to the harmful effects observed. This approach contradicts the
ethical principle of nonmaleficence.

Scientific Validity and Oversight
Critics argue that the study lacked proper scientific rigor and oversight.
The experimental design did not adequately control for confounding variables,
and the potential benefits did not justify the risks. Additionally, there was
no ethical review board to evaluate the study prior to its implementation, a
practice now standard in research institutions.

Long-Term Impacts on Participants
The children involved in the Monster Study experienced significant long-term
consequences, both psychologically and socially. These effects have been
central to discussions about the study’s ethical implications.

Increased Stuttering and Emotional Distress
Children subjected to negative speech therapy exhibited worsened stuttering
symptoms, which in some cases persisted into adulthood. Emotional distress,
low self-esteem, and social withdrawal were commonly reported among
participants in the negative feedback group.



Social Stigma and Life Challenges
Beyond speech difficulties, affected children faced social stigma and
discrimination. The induced speech impairments limited educational and
occupational opportunities, causing lifelong hardships. The study’s impact
extended far beyond the research period, highlighting the enduring
consequences of unethical experimentation.

Recognition and Apology
Decades after the study, the University of Iowa publicly acknowledged the
unethical nature of the Monster Study and issued an apology to the surviving
participants and their families. This acknowledgment underscores the
recognition of the harm caused and the importance of ethical responsibility
in research.

Evolution of Research Ethics Post-Monster Study
The Monster Study serves as a cautionary tale that contributed to the
development and strengthening of research ethics regulations and guidelines.

Establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs)
In response to unethical studies like the Monster Study, Institutional Review
Boards were established to review research protocols and ensure that studies
comply with ethical standards. IRBs assess risk, informed consent procedures,
and participant protections before research can proceed.

Development of Codes of Ethics
Professional organizations, such as the American Psychological Association,
have developed comprehensive codes of ethics that emphasize respect,
beneficence, and justice in research. These codes guide researchers in
conducting ethical studies and preventing harm.

Enhanced Protection for Vulnerable Populations
Regulations now include special provisions to protect vulnerable groups, such
as children, prisoners, and institutionalized individuals. These safeguards
aim to prevent exploitation and ensure voluntary participation with fully
informed consent.



Key Ethical Guidelines Influenced by Past Abuses

The Nuremberg Code, emphasizing voluntary consent and avoidance of harm

The Declaration of Helsinki, providing guidelines for medical research
ethics

The Belmont Report, outlining respect for persons, beneficence, and
justice

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Monster Study?
The Monster Study was a stuttering experiment conducted in 1939 by Wendell
Johnson at the University of Iowa, where orphans were subjected to positive
and negative speech therapy to study the effects on stuttering.

Why is the Monster Study considered unethical?
The study is considered unethical because it involved deceiving and
psychologically harming vulnerable children without proper consent, causing
some to develop speech problems and emotional distress.

Were the participants in the Monster Study informed
about the experiment?
No, the orphans involved were not properly informed or given the opportunity
to consent, violating principles of informed consent.

Did the Monster Study follow ethical research
guidelines of its time?
Even by the standards of the 1930s and 1940s, the Monster Study's methods
were questionable, especially regarding consent and the welfare of
participants.

What were the long-term effects on the children
involved in the Monster Study?
Some children reportedly developed speech issues and suffered psychological
harm that affected them throughout their lives.



Has the Monster Study influenced modern research
ethics?
Yes, the Monster Study is often cited as a cautionary example that helped
shape stricter ethical standards, including informed consent and protection
of vulnerable populations.

Were any legal actions taken against the researchers
of the Monster Study?
No legal actions were taken at the time, but the study has been widely
criticized in academic and ethical discussions.

What ethical principles were violated in the Monster
Study?
The study violated principles such as informed consent, beneficence (do no
harm), and respect for persons, especially given the vulnerability of the
child participants.

How is the Monster Study viewed in the context of
psychological research history?
It is viewed as a notorious example of unethical research practices that
caused harm and underscored the need for rigorous ethical oversight in
psychological studies.

Additional Resources
1. The Monster Study: Ethics and Experimentation in Psychology
This book delves into the controversial 1939 Monster Study, an experiment
conducted on orphans to study stuttering. It provides a detailed analysis of
the ethical lapses involved and discusses the consequences for the
participants. The author also explores broader questions about the
responsibilities of researchers in psychological experiments.

2. Unmasking the Monster Study: A Case Study in Research Ethics
Focusing on the Monster Study as a central case, this book examines the
ethical dilemmas faced by researchers when conducting studies on vulnerable
populations. It includes interviews with experts in medical ethics and
psychology, offering multiple perspectives on the morality of the experiment.
The narrative encourages readers to reflect on how ethics have evolved in
scientific research.

3. The Ethics of Psychological Experiments: Lessons from the Monster Study
This text uses the Monster Study as a foundational example to discuss the
development of ethical standards in psychological research. It outlines key



principles such as informed consent, beneficence, and non-maleficence,
showing where the study failed. The book also compares the Monster Study to
other historical experiments to highlight ongoing ethical challenges.

4. Stuttering and Science: The Monster Study's Impact on Ethics and Research
Exploring the intersection of speech disorders and scientific inquiry, this
book analyzes how the Monster Study shaped ethical considerations in research
involving human subjects. It provides historical context about stuttering and
the motivations behind the study. The author critically assesses the harm
caused and the lessons learned for future scientific practices.

5. When Science Crosses the Line: The Monster Study and Ethical Boundaries
This work investigates the point at which scientific curiosity becomes
unethical, using the Monster Study as a primary example. It discusses the
responsibilities of researchers to protect participants and the consequences
of neglecting these duties. The book also proposes frameworks for preventing
similar ethical breaches in future studies.

6. Vulnerable Subjects and Research Ethics: Reflections on the Monster Study
Focusing on the vulnerability of the orphan children involved, this book
examines the importance of protecting at-risk populations in research. It
critiques the Monster Study’s design and implementation from an ethical
standpoint. The author advocates for stricter regulations and oversight in
studies involving vulnerable groups.

7. The Dark Side of Psychological Research: Revisiting the Monster Study
This book provides a critical retrospective on the Monster Study,
highlighting the ethical violations and psychological harm inflicted on
participants. It places the study within the broader context of ethically
questionable psychological experiments throughout history. The analysis
underscores the necessity of ethical review boards and informed consent.

8. Ethics Gone Awry: The Monster Study and Its Aftermath
Examining the long-term effects of the Monster Study, this volume discusses
the psychological and social consequences for the participants. It also
covers the public and academic response to the study once it became widely
known. The book calls for ongoing vigilance in research ethics to prevent
similar abuses.

9. Balancing Knowledge and Compassion: Ethical Challenges in the Monster
Study
This book explores the tension between the pursuit of scientific knowledge
and the moral obligation to do no harm. Using the Monster Study as a focal
point, it discusses how researchers can balance these sometimes competing
interests. The author offers recommendations for ethical decision-making in
psychological research.
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