
what ethical concern did the milgram experiment
generate

what ethical concern did the milgram experiment generate is a question that has profoundly shaped the
landscape of modern psychological research ethics. Stanley Milgram's controversial obedience experiments,
conducted in the early 1960s, revealed a startling willingness of ordinary individuals to inflict perceived
harm on others when instructed by an authority figure. However, the profound scientific insights gleaned
from these studies came at a significant ethical cost, primarily concerning the extreme deception of
participants, the psychological distress they experienced, and the fundamental questions raised about
informed consent and the researchers' responsibility for participant welfare. This article will delve into the
core ethical dilemmas posed by Milgram's methodology, examining the immediate and long-term impacts
on those involved, and tracing how these controversies served as a pivotal catalyst for the development of
stringent ethical guidelines that govern psychological and medical research today. Understanding these
foundational ethical concerns is crucial for appreciating the safeguards now in place to protect human
subjects in scientific inquiry.
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Controversial Methodology
The Milgram experiment, conducted by psychologist Stanley Milgram at Yale University in the early
1960s, aimed to investigate the extent to which people would obey an authority figure, even when the
commands conflicted with their personal conscience. This groundbreaking study was partly inspired by the
Holocaust and the trials of Nazi war criminals, particularly the defense often cited that individuals were
"just following orders." Milgram sought to understand the psychological mechanisms behind such
obedience.

The experimental setup involved three key roles: the "Experimenter" (an authority figure in a lab coat),
the "Teacher" (the actual participant), and the "Learner" (a confederate, or actor, pretending to be another
participant). Participants were led to believe they were taking part in a study on memory and learning,
where the "Teacher" would administer electric shocks to the "Learner" for incorrect answers. In reality, no
shocks were given; the "Learner's" cries of pain were pre-recorded and played at specific voltage levels,
which ranged from "Slight Shock" (15 volts) up to "XXX" (450 volts), clearly labeled as dangerous. The
"Experimenter" would prod the "Teacher" to continue with a series of verbal commands, 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 and highly manipulative design was central to
generating the powerful ethical concerns that would follow.

The Foremost Ethical Concern: Profound Deception

The Extensive Use of Deception in Milgram's Study
At the heart of what ethical concern did the Milgram experiment generate lies the extensive and arguably
excessive use of deception. Participants were misled from the moment they arrived at the laboratory. They
believed they were participating in a study on memory and learning, not obedience. The "Learner" was
presented as another participant, not a confederate, and the electric shock generator was a prop, not a real
device. This fundamental misrepresentation of the study's true nature and procedures meant that
participants could not genuinely understand what they were signing up for.

The deception was crucial to the experiment's design, as revealing the true purpose would have
invalidated the findings on obedience. However, critics argued that the degree of deception crossed an
unacceptable line, stripping participants of their autonomy and right to make informed decisions about their
participation. The fact that the "Learner" was an actor, and the screams of pain were simulated, contributed
significantly to the ethical dilemma regarding the truthfulness of scientific inquiry.

Psychological Harm and Emotional Distress Inflicted on



Participants

Witnessing Distress and Experiencing Moral Conflict
One of the most significant ethical concerns stemming from the Milgram experiment was the acute
psychological distress and emotional harm experienced by the participants. As "Teachers," they were placed
in an agonizing moral dilemma: obeying the authority figure and potentially harming another person, or
defying authority and refusing to continue. Many participants showed clear signs of extreme tension and
stress, including sweating, trembling, stuttering, groaning, biting their lips, and nervous laughter.

Milgram himself noted the visible signs of anguish. Some participants became visibly agitated, arguing with
the experimenter, while others tried to check on the "Learner." The internal conflict between their
conscience, which dictated not to harm another, and the powerful external pressure to obey, created
immense psychological strain. This distress was not trivial; it was a profound experience of moral conflict
that some participants found deeply disturbing, both during and after the experiment.

Potential for Long-Term Psychological Impact
Beyond the immediate distress, concerns were raised about the potential for long-term psychological impact
on participants. The revelation that they were capable of inflicting what they believed to be severe pain on
another human being, simply because an authority figure told them to, could be a deeply unsettling and
identity-challenging realization. Participants might question their own moral character or ability to resist
malevolent authority. While Milgram's follow-up interviews suggested that most participants reported no
significant long-term harm, critics argued that the full extent of psychological scarring might not have been
captured or adequately addressed. The ethical question lingered: Was it justifiable to expose individuals to
such intense psychological trauma, even for significant scientific insight?

The Absence of Genuine Informed Consent

Misleading Participants About the Experiment's True Nature
A cornerstone of modern research ethics is informed consent, which requires participants to be fully aware
of the nature, risks, and benefits of a study before agreeing to participate. In the Milgram experiment,
genuine informed consent was fundamentally absent. Participants were given a fabricated purpose for the
study, and critical elements—such as the real intent to study obedience, the use of a confederate, and the
absence of actual shocks—were deliberately concealed.

This lack of transparency meant that participants could not make an autonomous, well-informed decision.
They were not able to weigh the true risks, particularly the risk of psychological distress and the potential
for a disturbing self-revelation about their capacity for obedience. The concept of informed consent demands
that participants have enough accurate information to decide whether they wish to be involved, a standard



clearly violated in Milgram's design. This ethical lapse highlighted the need for rigorous procedures to
ensure that individuals freely and knowingly choose to participate in scientific research.

Difficulties in Exercising the Right to Withdraw

Implicit Coercion and the Pressure to Continue
Another critical ethical concern related to what ethical concern did the Milgram experiment generate was
the participants' perceived inability to easily withdraw from the study. Although participants were
technically free to leave at any point, the experimenter's authoritative prods created significant implicit
coercion. When participants expressed a desire to stop, the experimenter's firm commands ("Please
continue," "The experiment requires that you continue") made it incredibly difficult for them to assert
their right to discontinue their participation.

This pressure to continue, coupled with the ambiguity of the situation and the perceived authority of the
experimenter, made it challenging for many to disengage. Participants felt trapped in a distressing
situation, unable to exercise their autonomy to withdraw without feeling that they were disrupting the
experiment or defying a legitimate authority. This aspect underscored the ethical imperative for
researchers to ensure that participants feel genuinely free to withdraw at any time without penalty or
pressure, a principle now enshrined in ethical guidelines.

Inadequate Debriefing and Long-Term Impact on Participants

The Importance of Thorough Debriefing
Following a deceptive experiment, a comprehensive debriefing is ethically crucial to inform participants of
the study's true purpose, explain any deception used, and address any psychological distress. While
Milgram did provide a debriefing, its adequacy and timing became a point of contention. Participants were
informed that no shocks had actually been administered and that the "Learner" was unharmed. Milgram
also conducted follow-up questionnaires and interviews.

However, critics argued that for participants who had experienced extreme distress and moral conflict, a
simple explanation might not have been sufficient to alleviate their discomfort or process the profound
implications of their actions. The revelation that they had been deceived and that they had been willing to
inflict what they believed to be severe pain could leave a lasting impression, potentially affecting their self-
perception and trust in authority figures or scientific endeavors.



Debate Over Long-Term Psychological Consequences
The debate around the long-term impact focused on whether Milgram's debriefing truly mitigated
potential harm. Some participants reported that participating in the experiment provided them with
valuable insights into their own behavior and the nature of obedience. Others, however, may have
harbored lingering doubts or negative feelings about their complicity in perceived harm. The ethical
responsibility extends beyond the immediate experimental session to ensuring the long-term well-being of
participants, especially when deception and distress are involved. This led to calls for more thorough
psychological support and careful consideration of the potential for unforeseen emotional consequences.

The Scientific Community's Outcry and its Immediate
Repercussions

Widespread Condemnation and Ethical Backlash
Upon the publication of Milgram's findings, the scientific community, particularly within psychology,
erupted in widespread condemnation. Prominent psychologists and ethicists voiced strong criticisms
regarding the methods employed. Diana Baumrind, a leading developmental psychologist, famously
published a critique arguing that Milgram's procedures caused undue stress and potential harm to
participants, violating the trust that underpins the researcher-participant relationship. The backlash was not
merely about the use of deception, but about the profound emotional distress participants endured and the
lack of robust mechanisms to protect their welfare.

This strong ethical backlash led to immediate calls for stricter oversight of psychological research. The
concerns about participant rights and well-being became paramount, forcing the discipline to critically
examine its existing ethical standards, which were, at the time, less formalized than they are today. The
controversy surrounding Milgram's work served as a powerful wake-up call, emphasizing that the pursuit
of scientific knowledge must never come at the expense of human dignity and psychological safety.

Forging New Ethical Frameworks: The Legacy of Milgram's
Experiment

The Genesis of Formal Ethical Guidelines
The intense ethical debate generated by the Milgram experiment, alongside other controversial studies like
the Stanford Prison Experiment and the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, proved to be a pivotal moment in the
history of research ethics. These studies collectively highlighted the urgent need for formal, standardized
ethical guidelines to protect human subjects.

In response, professional organizations such as the American Psychological Association (APA) began to



develop comprehensive ethical codes of conduct. These codes established fundamental principles that
researchers must adhere to, including:

Informed Consent: Requiring researchers to fully inform participants about the study's purpose,
procedures, risks, and benefits before obtaining their voluntary agreement to participate.

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

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

Confidentiality and Anonymity: Protecting participants' personal information.

Debriefing: Providing a full explanation of the study after participation, especially if deception was
used, and addressing any distress.

These guidelines transformed the ethical landscape of psychological research, making participant welfare
the central concern.

The Establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs)
Perhaps the most significant institutional legacy directly linked to the ethical concerns raised by Milgram
and similar studies was the widespread establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) in the United
States and similar ethics committees globally. IRBs are committees, typically comprised of scientists,
ethicists, and community members, tasked with reviewing all proposed research involving human
subjects. Their primary role is to ensure that studies meet ethical standards, that participant rights are
protected, and that the potential benefits of the research outweigh any risks.

The creation of IRBs provided an independent body of oversight, ensuring that individual researchers' zeal
for discovery would be balanced by a commitment to ethical practice. This mechanism serves as a crucial
gatekeeper, preventing studies that might cause undue harm or violate ethical principles from being
conducted, thus directly addressing what ethical concern did the Milgram experiment generate by
preventing similar ethical breaches in contemporary research.

Contemporary Research Ethics: Protecting Human Subjects
Today, the field of psychology operates under much stricter ethical scrutiny than in Milgram's era. The
principles established in response to past controversies, codified in documents like the Belmont Report
(1979) and the APA's Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct, are foundational to all
research involving human participants. These frameworks emphasize respect for persons (autonomy,



informed consent), beneficence (maximizing benefits, minimizing harm), and justice (fair distribution of
research benefits and burdens).

Researchers are now rigorously trained in ethical conduct, and every study undergoes a thorough review
process by an IRB. While limited deception can still be used in some studies where it is scientifically
necessary and no alternative is available, it is subject to strict conditions: the potential for harm must be
minimal, the research question must be highly significant, and a comprehensive debriefing is mandatory,
with an option for participants to withdraw their data if they object to the deception. The ethical concerns
that the Milgram experiment so starkly brought to light have undeniably fortified the safeguards for
human subjects, ensuring that future scientific advancements are pursued with a profound respect for
individuals' rights, dignity, and well-being.

FAQ Section

Q: What was the primary ethical concern generated by the Milgram
experiment?
A: The primary ethical concern generated by the Milgram experiment was the profound psychological
distress and emotional harm inflicted upon participants, coupled with the extensive deception employed.
Participants were led to believe they were administering painful, potentially dangerous electric shocks to
another human being, causing immense internal conflict and visible signs of stress, without being fully
informed about the true nature or risks of the study.

Q: How did the Milgram experiment violate the principle of informed
consent?
A: The Milgram experiment violated the principle of informed consent by deliberately misleading
participants about the true purpose and procedures of the study. Participants were told it was a study on
memory and learning, not obedience to authority. They were not informed that the "Learner" was a
confederate (actor) or that no real shocks were administered. This lack of accurate information prevented
participants from making an autonomous and fully informed decision about their participation, thus
undermining their right to consent.

Q: Did participants in the Milgram experiment have the right to
withdraw?
A: Technically, participants in the Milgram experiment had the right to withdraw at any time. However,
the experimental design, particularly the authoritative prods from the experimenter ("Please continue,"



"The experiment requires that you continue"), created significant implicit coercion. Many participants felt
immense pressure to continue, making it very difficult for them to exercise their right to withdraw
without feeling they were defying legitimate authority or disrupting the experiment.

Q: What were the immediate psychological effects on participants during
the Milgram experiment?
A: Participants in the Milgram experiment displayed clear and often extreme signs of psychological distress
and emotional conflict. These included visible tension (sweating, trembling, stuttering), nervous laughter,
groaning, lip-biting, and overt arguments with the experimenter. They experienced a profound moral
dilemma between obeying authority and acting according to their conscience, leading to significant
emotional turmoil.

Q: How did the Milgram experiment influence the development of
ethical guidelines in research?
A: The Milgram experiment, along with other controversial studies of the era, served as a powerful
catalyst for the development of modern ethical guidelines in research. It highlighted the urgent need for
formal protections for human subjects. This led to the establishment of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs),
the formulation of comprehensive ethical codes by professional organizations like the APA, and the creation
of foundational documents like the Belmont Report, all of which mandate informed consent, protection
from harm, the right to withdraw, and thorough debriefing in all research involving human participants.

Q: Was the debriefing in the Milgram experiment considered adequate
by critics?
A: While Milgram did debrief participants, informing them about the deception and the true nature of the
study, its adequacy was a point of contention among critics. Many argued that for participants who
experienced extreme distress and moral conflict, a simple explanation might not have been sufficient to
fully alleviate their discomfort or help them process the profound implications of their actions. Concerns
remained about the potential for lingering psychological impact despite the debriefing.

Q: Can deception still be used in psychological research today?
A: Yes, limited deception can still be used in psychological research today, but only under very strict
ethical conditions. It is only permitted if the research question is significant, there are no non-deceptive
alternatives, and the potential for harm to participants is minimal. Crucially, participants must be
thoroughly debriefed immediately after the study, informed of the deception, and given the option to



withdraw their data if they object to how they were treated. All such studies must undergo rigorous
review and approval by an Institutional Review Board (IRB).
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