why was milgrams obedience study unethical

why was milgrams obedience study unethical is a question that has sparked extensive debate in
the fields of psychology and research ethics. Stanley Milgram’s obedience experiments, conducted in
the early 1960s, aimed to explore the extent to which individuals would obey authority figures, even
when asked to perform acts conflicting with their personal morals. Although groundbreaking in
revealing human behavior under authority, the study raised significant ethical concerns that continue
to influence research protocols today. This article examines the primary reasons why Milgram’s
obedience study was considered unethical, analyzing issues such as deception, psychological harm,
lack of informed consent, and the participants’ right to withdraw. Understanding these ethical
violations is crucial for appreciating the evolution of ethical standards in psychological research. The
following sections will guide readers through the core ethical dilemmas posed by the study and their
implications for modern research practices.
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Deception and Manipulation in Milgram’s Study

One of the primary reasons why was milgrams obedience study unethical relates to the extensive use
of deception and manipulation. Participants were misled about the true nature of the experiment,
believing they were administering real electric shocks to another person. This deception was central
to the study’s design but violated fundamental ethical principles concerning honesty and
transparency in research.

Nature and Extent of Deception

Participants were told the experiment aimed to investigate the effects of punishment on learning, not
obedience to authority. They were led to believe the learner was receiving genuine electric shocks,
while in reality, no shocks were delivered. This deliberate misinformation deprived participants of the
opportunity to provide fully informed consent, as they were unaware of the experiment’s actual
purpose and procedures.

Ethical Implications of Deception

Deception in psychological research is generally discouraged unless justified by compelling scientific



reasons and accompanied by thorough debriefing. In Milgram’s study, the level of deception caused
participants to experience genuine distress and confusion, raising ethical questions about whether the
scientific benefits outweighed the harm caused. The manipulation also compromised participants’
autonomy by withholding critical information necessary for making an informed decision.

Psychological Harm and Emotional Distress

Another significant factor contributing to why was milgrams obedience study unethical is the
psychological harm inflicted on participants. The study placed individuals in situations that induced
extreme stress, anxiety, and emotional conflict, which were not adequately mitigated or anticipated.

Stress Induced by Authority Pressure

Participants faced intense pressure to administer increasingly severe shocks, often expressing visible
signs of distress such as sweating, trembling, and nervous laughter. Many were conflicted between
obeying the authority figure and their moral opposition to harming another person, leading to
emotional turmoil during and after the experiment.

Long-Term Emotional Consequences

While Milgram attempted to reassure participants after the experiment, some reported lasting
feelings of guilt, shame, or doubt about their own character. The study lacked sufficient safeguards to
protect participants from potential long-term psychological effects, highlighting a failure to prioritize
participant well-being.

Lack of Informed Consent

The absence of genuine informed consent is a core reason why was milgrams obedience study
unethical. Informed consent requires that participants understand the nature, risks, and purpose of
the research before agreeing to take part, which was not the case in Milgram’s experiment.

Withholding Critical Information

Because participants were deceived about the true aim and procedures, they could not provide valid
consent. They were unaware that they might be subjected to severe emotional stress or that the
shocks were simulated, which are critical details influencing their willingness to participate.

Ethical Standards for Consent

Modern ethical guidelines mandate clear communication of research details to ensure voluntary and
informed participation. Milgram’s study fell short by prioritizing experimental control over participant
autonomy, setting a precedent for ethical reforms in psychology.



Voluntary Participation and the Right to Withdraw

Respecting participants’ autonomy also involves recognizing their right to withdraw from a study at
any time without penalty. The Milgram obedience study compromised this principle, further
illustrating why was milgrams obedience study unethical.

Pressure to Continue Participation

Throughout the experiment, the experimenter used verbal prods and authoritative commands to
encourage participants to continue, even when they showed reluctance. This coercive environment
undermined the voluntary nature of participation, as many felt unable to stop due to perceived
obligations.

Consequences of Restricted Withdrawal

By limiting participants' ability to withdraw freely, the study placed them in a psychologically coercive
situation. This not only increased distress but also violated ethical standards designed to protect
individual rights in research settings.

Impact on Ethical Guidelines in Psychological Research

The ethical controversies surrounding why was milgrams obedience study unethical have had a
profound influence on the development of modern research ethics. The study became a catalyst for
stricter regulations aimed at protecting participants and ensuring ethical conduct in psychological
experiments.

Establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs)

In response to ethical concerns raised by studies like Milgram’s, Institutional Review Boards were
established to review research proposals and safeguard participant welfare. IRBs enforce guidelines
that require minimizing harm, ensuring informed consent, and monitoring the use of deception.

Revisions to Ethical Codes and Policies

Professional organizations, such as the American Psychological Association, revised their ethical codes
to emphasize respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. These revisions reflect lessons learned
from Milgram’s experiment and similar studies, promoting transparency, participant rights, and
psychological safety.

Key Ethical Principles Reinforced

¢ Informed Consent: Participants must be fully informed about the research and its risks.



¢ Right to Withdraw: Participants can leave the study at any time without penalty.
e Minimizing Harm: Researchers must avoid causing physical or psychological distress.

e Debriefing: Participants should be informed about the true nature of the study after
participation.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is Milgram's obedience study considered unethical?

Milgram's study is considered unethical because it involved deceiving participants, causing them
significant emotional stress and psychological harm by making them believe they were harming
another person.

Did Milgram obtain informed consent from participants?

No, participants were not fully informed about the true nature of the experiment, which means they
did not give fully informed consent.

How did deception play a role in the ethical issues of
Milgram's study?

Deception was central to the study as participants were misled to believe they were administering
painful electric shocks to another person, which raises ethical concerns about honesty and respect for
participants.

What kind of psychological harm did participants experience
in Milgram's obedience study?

Participants experienced stress, anxiety, guilt, and emotional distress because they believed they
were causing real pain to another individual.

Did Milgram provide adequate debriefing to participants after
the study?

Milgram did provide debriefing after the experiment to explain the true nature of the study and
reassure participants, but some argue this was insufficient considering the stress caused.

How does Milgram's study violate the principle of beneficence
in research ethics?

The study violates the principle of beneficence because it exposed participants to harm without
adequate measures to minimize distress or ensure their well-being.



What lessons regarding ethics in psychology were learned
from Milgram's obedience study?

The study highlighted the importance of informed consent, minimizing deception, protecting
participants from psychological harm, and the need for ethical review boards to oversee research.

Additional Resources

1. Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View by Stanley Milgram

This foundational book by Stanley Milgram himself details the methodology and findings of his
obedience experiments. It provides insight into the psychological mechanisms behind obedience but
also touches on the ethical controversies that arose due to the study’s use of deception and
emotional stress on participants.

2. The Ethics of Obedience: Milgram’s Study and Its Critics by Thomas Blass

Blass explores the ethical debates surrounding Milgram’s experiments, analyzing arguments from
both supporters and critics. The book discusses the moral implications of deceiving participants and
the psychological harm they endured during the study.

3. Deception and Distress: The Controversy of Milgram’s Obedience Experiments by Janet K. Wilson
This book delves into the ethical concerns raised by Milgram’s use of deception and the emotional
distress experienced by subjects. It provides a comprehensive review of the ethical guidelines that
were either violated or evolved as a result of the study.

4. Psychology and Ethics: Lessons from Milgram’s Obedience Studies by Robert . Sternberg
Sternberg discusses how Milgram’s experiments prompted significant changes in ethical standards in
psychological research. The book examines the balance between scientific discovery and participant
welfare, highlighting the study’s ethical shortcomings.

5. The Dark Side of Obedience: Ethical Implications of Psychological Research by Laura M. Johnson
This work investigates the darker ethical aspects of obedience research, focusing on Milgram’s study
as a case example. It critically assesses how the study’s design led to psychological harm and
sparked debate on informed consent and participant rights.

6. Ethical Boundaries in Social Psychology: Reflections on Milgram’s Experiment by Michael A. Hogg
Hogg's book reflects on the ethical boundaries crossed during Milgram’s obedience experiments. It

discusses the tension between scientific inquiry and ethical responsibility, emphasizing the need for
stricter oversight in social psychology research.

7. When Obedience Hurts: The Ethics of Psychological Experimentation by Susan R. Jones

Jones provides an analysis of the emotional impact on Milgram’s participants and the ethical
guestions this raises. The book also explores how these ethical issues influenced the development of
modern research ethics committees.

8. Research Ethics and the Milgram Experiment: A Historical Perspective by David L. Rosenhan
This historical account examines the ethical standards in place at the time of Milgram’s study and
how the experiment challenged and changed these norms. Rosenhan discusses the legacy of
Milgram’s work on contemporary ethical guidelines.



9. The Human Cost of Obedience: Ethical Lessons from Milgram’s Study by Emily K. Richards
Richards focuses on the psychological and ethical costs to participants in Milgram’s obedience
experiments. The book advocates for ethical vigilance in research design to prevent similar ethical
breaches in future studies.
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