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Reading 40: OBEY AT ANY COST? 
Milgram, S. (1963). Behavioral study of obedience. Journal of Abnormal and Social 

Psychology, 67, 371-378. 

I f s o m e o n e in a p o s i t i o n o f a u t h o r i t y ove r y o u o r d e r e d y o u to de l iver an electr i 

cal s h o c k o f 350 volts t o a n o t h e r p e r s o n , s imply b e c a u s e t h e o t h e r p e r s o n 

a n s w e r e d a m u l t i p l e - c h o i c e q u e s t i o n incor rec t ly , w o u l d y o u obey? N e i t h e r 

w o u l d I . I f y o u m e t s o m e o n e w h o was wil l ing t o do s u c h a t h i n g , y o u w o u l d 

p r o b a b l y t h i n k o f h i m o r h e r a s c r u e l a n d sadist ic . T h i s s tudy b y Stanley M i l g r a m 

o f Yale Univers i ty set o u t t o e x a m i n e t h e i d e a o f o b e d i e n c e t o a u t h o r i t y a n d p r o 

d u c e d s o m e d i s t u r b i n g f ind ings . 

g r o u p c h a n g e d h e l p i n g b e h a v i o r ( G a r c i a e t al . , 2002). I n th i s s tudy, par t i c i 

p a n t s w e r e a s k e d t o i m a g i n e t h a t t h e y w e r e e i t h e r p a r t o f a g r o u p o f p e o p l e o r 

w i t h o n l y o n e o t h e r p e r s o n . T h e n , all p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e a s k e d t o d o n a t e t o a 

char i ty . T h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w h o i m a g i n e d t h e m s e l v e s i n t h e p r e s e n c e o f o t h e r s 

d o n a t e d s igni f icant ly less m o n e y , a n d fel t less p e r s o n a l accoun tab i l i t y , t h a n 

d i d t h o s e w h o i m a g i n e d b e i n g wi th o n e o t h e r p e r s o n . T h e s e f i n d i n g s imp ly 

t h a t o u r b r a i n s i m m e d i a t e l y " l e a p " a t t h e c h a n c e t o a s s u m e less i nd iv idua l 

r e spons ib i l i t y w h e n w e a r e p a r t o f a g r o u p . 

CONCLUSION 

T h e resu l t s o f th is b o d y o f r e s e a r c h m a y s e e m r a t h e r pess imis t ic a b o u t o u r incli

n a t i o n t o h e l p o t h e r s i n n e e d , b u t y o u s h o u l d r e c o g n i z e t h a t t h e s e s tud ies d e a l 

wi th e x t r e m e l y specific s i tua t ions i n w h i c h p e o p l e fail t o h e l p . F r e q u e n t e x a m 

p le s m a y b e f o u n d eve ry day o f p e o p l e h e l p i n g o t h e r p e o p l e , o f a l t ruis t ic behav

iors , a n d h e r o i c acts . Dar ley a n d L a t a n é ' s r e s e a r c h i s i m p o r t a n t , however , n o t 

o n l y t o e x p l a i n a p e r p l e x i n g h u m a n b e h a v i o r b u t a lso t o h e l p c h a n g e it. Per 

h a p s , a s m o r e p e o p l e b e c o m e a w a r e o f t h e b y s t a n d e r effect, t hey will m a k e t h e 

e x t r a effor t t o i n t e r v e n e i n an e m e r g e n c y , even i f o t h e r s a r e p r e s e n t . I n fact, 

r e s e a r c h h a s d e m o n s t r a t e d t h a t t h o s e w h o h a v e l e a r n e d a b o u t t h e b y s t a n d e r 

effect (as y o u n o w have ) a r e m o r e likely t o h e l p i n e m e r g e n c i e s ( B e a m a n e t al., 

1978) . T h e b o t t o m l ine i s this : N e v e r a s s u m e t h a t o t h e r s h a v e i n t e r v e n e d o r will 

i n t e r v e n e in an e m e r g e n c y . Always act as if you are the only bystander there. 
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M i l g r a m ' s r e s e a r c h o n o b e d i e n c e j o i n s Z i m b a r d o ' s p r i s o n s t u d y ( see 

R e a d i n g 37) a s o n e o f t h e m o s t f a m o u s i n all p sycho logy ' s h is tory . I t i s i n c l u d e d 

i n every g e n e r a l p s y c h o l o g y t e x t a n d eve ry social p sycho logy text . I f y o u ta lk t o 

s t u d e n t s o f psychology , m o r e o f t h e m a r e fami l ia r wi th t h e s e s tud i e s t h a n a n y 

o t h e r s . O u t o f t h i s s t u d y c a m e a b o o k b y M i l g r a m (1974) o n t h e p sycho logy o f 

o b e d i e n c e , as well as a f i lm a b o u t t h e r e s e a r c h itself t h a t i s widely s h o w n in col

l ege a n d un ivers i ty classes. N o t on ly i s th i s e x p e r i m e n t r e f e r r e d t o i n d iscus

s ions o f o b e d i e n c e , b u t i t h a s a l so i n f l u e n c e d t h e e n t i r e d e b a t e a b o u t e t h i c s o f 

involv ing h u m a n p a r t i c i p a n t s i n psycho log ica l r e s e a r c h . 

M i l g r a m ' s i d e a fo r t h i s p r o j e c t g r e w o u t o f h i s d e s i r e t o inves t iga te sc ien

t i f i c a l l y h o w p e o p l e c o u l d b e c a p a b l e o f c a r r y i n g o u t g r e a t h a r m t o o t h e r s s im

ply b e c a u s e t h e y w e r e ordered t o d o so . M i l g r a m was r e f e r r i n g specifically t o t h e 

h i d e o u s a t r o c i t i e s c o m m i t t e d d u r i n g W o r l d W a r I I a n d a l so , m o r e gene ra l ly , 

t o t h e i n h u m a n i t y t h a t h a s b e e n a n d i s p e r p e t r a t e d b y p e o p l e fo l lowing t h e 

o r d e r s o f o t h e r s . M i l g r a m b e l i e v e d t h a t i n s o m e s i t u a t i o n s , t h e h u m a n t e n 

d e n c y t o o b e y i s s o d e e p l y i n g r a i n e d a n d p o w e r f u l t h a t i t c a n c e l s o u t a p e r 

s o n ' s abi l i ty t o b e h a v e mora l ly , e thical ly, o r e v e n sympa the t i ca l ly . 

W h e n b e h a v i o r a l sc ien t i s t s d e c i d e t o s t u d y s o m e c o m p l e x a s p e c t o f 

h u m a n b e h a v i o r , t h e i r f i r s t s t e p i s t o f i n d a way t o g a i n c o n t r o l o v e r t h e b e h a v 

io ra l s i t u a t i o n s o t h a t t h e y c a n a p p r o a c h i t scientifically. T h i s c a n o f t en b e t h e 

g r e a t e s t c h a l l e n g e t o a r e s e a r c h e r , b e c a u s e m a n y e v e n t s i n t h e r e a l w o r l d a r e 

diff icul t t o r e - c r e a t e i n a l a b o r a t o r y se t t i ng . M i l g r a m ' s p r o b l e m was h o w to 

c r e a t e a c o n t r o l l e d s i t u a t i o n i n w h i c h o n e p e r s o n w o u l d o r d e r a n o t h e r p e r s o n 

t o i n j u r e a t h i r d p e r s o n physically, w i t h o u t a n y o n e ac tua l ly g e t t i n g h u r t . N o w 

t h e r e ' s a r e s e a r c h e r ' s c h a l l e n g e ! 

THEORETICAL PROPOSITIONS 

M i l g r a m ' s p r i m a r y t h e o r e t i c a l bas is for th i s s t u d y was t h a t h u m a n s h a v e a t e n 

d e n c y t o o b e y o t h e r p e o p l e w h o a r e i n a p o s i t i o n o f a u t h o r i t y o v e r t h e m e v e n 

if, i n o b e y i n g , t h e y v io la te t h e i r p e r s o n a l c o d e s o f m o r a l a n d e t h i c a l b e h a v i o r . 

H e b e l i e v e d t h a t , fo r e x a m p l e , m a n y i n d i v i d u a l s w h o w o u l d n e v e r i n t e n t i o n 

ally c a u s e s o m e o n e phys ica l h a r m w o u l d inflict p a i n on a v ic t im i f o r d e r e d t o 

do so by a p e r s o n w h o m t h e y p e r c e i v e d to be a p o w e r f u l a u t h o r i t y f i gu re . 

METHOD 

T h e m o s t i n g e n i o u s p o r t i o n o f th i s s t u d y was t h e t e c h n i q u e M i l g r a m deve l 

o p e d t o tes t t h e p o w e r o f o b e d i e n c e i n t h e l a b o r a t o r y . M i l g r a m d e s i g n e d a 

r a t h e r s c a r y - l o o k i n g s h o c k g e n e r a t o r : a n e l e c t r o n i c dev i ce wi th 3 0 t o g g l e 

swi tches l a b e l e d wi th vo l tage levels s t a r t i n g a t 30 vol ts a n d i n c r e a s i n g by 

15-volt i n t e r v a l s u p t o 4 5 0 vol ts ( see F i g u r e 40 -1 ) . T h e s e swi tches w e r e l a b e l e d 

in g r o u p s s u c h as slight shock, moderate shock, a n d danger: severe shock. T h e i d e a 

was t h a t a p a r t i c i p a n t c o u l d b e o r d e r e d t o a d m i n i s t e r e l ec t r i c s h o c k s a t 

i n c r e a s i n g levels t o a n o t h e r p e r s o n . B e f o r e y o u c o n c l u d e t h a t M i l g r a m was 

t ru ly sadis t ic himself , th is was a ve ry r ea l i s t i c - look ing s i m u l a t e d s h o c k g e n e r a 

tor, b u t n o o n e e v e r ac tua l ly r e c e i v e d a n y p a i n f u l s h o c k s . 
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FIGURE 40-1 Milgram's experimental "shock" generator 

(Copyright 1965 by Stanley Milgram. From the fi lm OBEDIENCE, 

distributed by Penn State Media Sales) 

T h e pa r t i c ipan t s for this s tudy w e r e 40 ma le s b e t w e e n t h e ages o f 20 a n d 50. 

T h e y cons is ted of 15 skilled or unsk i l l ed worke r s , 16 white-collar sales- or busi

n e s s m e n , a n d 9 profess ional m e n . T h e y w e r e r e c r u i t e d t h r o u g h n e w s p a p e r ads 

a n d direct-mai l solici tat ion asking for v o l u n t e e r s to be p a i d pa r t i c ipan t s in a s tudy 

a b o u t m e m o r y a n d l e a r n i n g a t Yale University. E a c h m a n pa r t i c ipa ted i n t h e study 

individually. T o ob t a in a n a d e q u a t e n u m b e r o f par t ic ipan ts , e a c h m a n was p a i d 

$4 .50 ( r e m e m b e r , t he se w e r e 1963 dol lars , w o r t h a b o u t $30 today) . All part ici

p a n t s w e r e clearly told t h a t this p a y m e n t was s imply for c o m i n g to t h e labora tory , 

a n d it was the i r s to k e e p no matter what happened after they arrived. T h i s was to e n s u r e 

t h a t pa r t i c ipan t s k n e w they c o u l d wi thd raw a t any t ime a n d d i d n o t feel c o e r c e d t o 

b e h a v e in ce r t a in ways b e c a u s e they were w o r r i e d a b o u t n o t b e i n g pa id . 

I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s , two o t h e r key p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e p a r t o f 

t h e s tudy: a c o n f e d e r a t e ( a 47-year-old a c c o u n t a n t ) p o s i n g a s a n o t h e r par t i c i 

p a n t a n d a n a c t o r ( d r e s s e d i n a g ray l ab coa t , l o o k i n g ve ry official) p l ay ing t h e 

p a r t o f t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r . 

As p a r t i c i p a n t s a r r i ved a t t h e social i n t e r a c t i o n l a b o r a t o r y a t Yale, e a c h was 

s ea t ed n e x t t o a n o t h e r "pa r t i c ipan t " ( t he c o n f e d e r a t e ) . Obviously, t h e t r u e pu r 

p o s e o f t h e e x p e r i m e n t c o u l d n o t b e revea led t o pa r t i c i pan t s b e c a u s e this w o u l d 

c o m p l e t e l y a l te r t h e i r behavior . T h e r e f o r e , t n e e x p e r i m e n t e r to ld e a c h part ic i

p a n t a cover s tory e x p l a i n i n g t h a t this was a s tudy on t h e effect of " p u n i s h m e n t 

o n l e a r n i n g . " T h e p a r t i c i p a n t s t h e n d r e w p ieces o f p a p e r o u t o f a h a t t o de te r 

m i n e w h o w o u l d b e t h e t e a c h e r a n d w h o w o u l d b e t h e l ea rne r . T h i s d r a w i n g was 

r i gged s o t h a t t h e t r u e p a r t i c i p a n t always b e c a m e t h e t e a c h e r a n d t h e a c c o m p l i c e 

was always t h e l ea rne r . K e e p in m i n d t h a t t h e " l e a r n e r " was a c o n f e d e r a t e in t h e 

e x p e r i m e n t , a s was t h e p e r s o n p lay ing t h e p a r t o f t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r . 

T h e l e a r n e r was t h e n t a k e n i n t o t h e r o o m n e x t d o o r a n d was, wi th t h e par 

t i c ipan t w a t c h i n g , s t r a p p e d t o a c h a i r a n d w i r e d u p wi th e l e c t r o d e s ( c o m p l e t e 
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with e l e c t r o d e p a s t e t o "avoid a n y bl is ters o r b u r n s " ) c o n n e c t e d t o t h e s h o c k 

g e n e r a t o r i n t h e a d j o i n i n g r o o m . T h e l e a r n e r , a l t h o u g h h i s a r m s w e r e s t r a p p e d 

d o w n , was ab l e t o r e a c h f o u r b u t t o n s m a r k e d a , b , c , a n d d t o a n s w e r q u e s t i o n s 

p o s e d b y t h e t e a c h e r f r o m t h e n e x t r o o m . 

T h e l e a r n i n g task was t h o r o u g h l y e x p l a i n e d t o t h e t e a c h e r a n d t h e 

l e a r n e r . Briefly, i t i nvo lved t h e l e a r n e r m e m o r i z i n g c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n vari

o u s pa i r s o f w o r d s . I t was a r a t h e r l e n g t h y list a n d n o t a n easy m e m o r y task. T h e 

t e a c h e r - p a r t i c i p a n t w o u l d r e a d t h e list o f w o r d pa i r s a n d t h e n tes t t h e l e a r n e r ' s 

m e m o r y o f t h e m . T h e t e a c h e r was i n s t r u c t e d b y t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r t o a d m i n i s 

t e r a n e l ec t r i c s h o c k e a c h t i m e t h e l e a r n e r r e s p o n d e d incor rec t iy . M o s t i m p o r 

t an t , for e a c h i n c o r r e c t r e s p o n s e , t h e t e a c h e r was i n s t r u c t e d t o m o v e u p o n e 

level o f s h o c k v o l t a g e on t h e g e n e r a t o r . All th is was s i m u l a t e d so real ist ical ly 

t h a t n o p a r t i c i p a n t s u s p e c t e d t h a t t h e s h o c k s w e r e n o t real ly b e i n g d e l i v e r e d . 

T h e l e a r n e r - c o n f e d e r a t e ' s r e s p o n s e s w e r e p r e p r o g r a m m e d t o b e cor 

r e c t o r i n c o r r e c t i n t h e s a m e s e q u e n c e fo r al l t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s . F u r t h e r m o r e , 

a s t h e a m o u n t o f v o l t a g e i n c r e a s e d w i t h i n c o r r e c t r e s p o n s e s , t h e l e a r n e r 

b e g a n t o s h o u t h i s d i s c o m f o r t f r o m t h e o t h e r r o o m ( in p r e a r r a n g e d , p r e r e 

c o r d e d p h r a s e s , i n c l u d i n g t h e fact t h a t h i s h e a r t was b o t h e r i n g h i m ) , a n d a t 

t h e 300-vol t leve l , h e p o u n d e d o n t h e wall a n d d e m a n d e d t o b e l e t o u t . Af te r 

3 0 0 vol t s h e b e c a m e c o m p l e t e l y s i l en t a n d r e f u s e d t o a n s w e r a n y m o r e q u e s 

t i ons . T h e t e a c h e r was i n s t r u c t e d t o t r e a t th i s l a ck o f a r e s p o n s e a s a n i n c o r 

r e c t r e s p o n s e a n d t o c o n t i n u e t h e p r o c e d u r e . 

M o s t o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w o u l d t u r n t o t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r a t s o m e p o i n t 

for g u i d a n c e o n w h e t h e r t o c o n t i n u e t h e s h o c k s . W h e n th i s h a p p e n e d , t h e 

e x p e r i m e n t e r o r d e r e d t h e p a r t i c i p a n t t o c o n t i n u e , i n a se r ies o f c o m m a n d s 

i n c r e a s i n g in severi ty: 

Command 1: P l e a s e c o n t i n u e . 

Command 2 : T h e e x p e r i m e n t r e q u i r e s t h a t y o u c o n t i n u e . 

Command 3: I t is a b s o l u t e l y essen t i a l t h a t y o u c o n t i n u e . 

Command 4 : You h a v e no o t h e r c h o i c e : y o u m u s t go o n . 

A m e a s u r e o f o b e d i e n c e was o b t a i n e d s imply by r e c o r d i n g t h e level o f 

s h o c k a t w h i c h e a c h p a r t i c i p a n t r e fused t o c o n t i n u e t o d e l i v e r s h o c k s . 

B e c a u s e 3 0 swi tches w e r e o n t h e g e n e r a t o r , e a c h p a r t i c i p a n t c o u l d r e c e i v e a 

s co re o f 0 t o 3 0 . P a r t i c i p a n t s w h o w e n t all t h e way to t h e t o p o f t h e sca le w e r e 

r e f e r r e d t o a s obedient subjects, a n d t h o s e w h o b r o k e off a t a n y l o w e r p o i n t w e r e 

t e r m e d defiant subjects. 

RESULTS 

W o u l d t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s o b e y t h e c o m m a n d s o f t h i s e x p e r i m e n t e r ? H o w h i g h 

o n t h e v o l t a g e sca le d i d t h e y go? W h a t w o u l d y o u p r e d i c t ? T h i n k o f yourself , 

y o u r f r i ends , p e o p l e i n g e n e r a l . W h a t p e r c e n t a g e d o y o u t h i n k w o u l d de l ive r 

s h o c k s all t h e way t h r o u g h t h e 3 0 levels, all t h e way u p t o "450 v o l t s — d a n g e r : 

s eve re shock"? B e f o r e d i s cus s ing t h e a c t u a l r e su l t s o f t h e s tudy, M i l g r a m a s k e d 
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a g r o u p of Yale Un ive r s i t y s e n i o r p s y c h o l o g y m a j o r s , as well as va r i ous col

l e a g u e s , t o m a k e s u c h a p r e d i c t i o n . T h e e s t i m a t e s r a n g e d f r o m 0 % t o 3 % , 

wi th a n a v e r a g e e s t i m a t e o f 1.2%. T h a t is, n o m o r e t h a n 3 p e o p l e o u t o f 100 

w e r e p r e d i c t e d t o de l ive r t h e m a x i m u m s h o c k . 

T a b l e 40-1 s u m m a r i z e s t h e " s h o c k i n g " r e su l t s . U p o n c o m m a n d o f t h e 

e x p e r i m e n t e r , e v e r y p a r t i c i p a n t c o n t i n u e d a t leas t t o t h e 300-volt level, w h i c h 

was w h e n t h e c o n f e d e r a t e b a n g e d o n t h e wal l t o b e l e t o u t a n d s t o p p e d 

TABLE 40-1 Level of Shock Delivered by Participants 

NUMBER OF VOLTS NUMBER WHO REFUSED TO 
TO BE DELIVERED CONTINUE AT THIS VOLTAGE LEVEL 

Slight shock 
15 0 
30 0 
45 0 
60 0 

Moderate shock 
75 0 
90 0 

105 0 
120 0 

Strong shock 
135 0 
150 0 
165 0 
180 0 

Very strong shock 
195 0 
210 0 
225 0 
240 0 

Intense shock 
255 0 
270 0 
285 0 
300 5 

Extreme intensity shock 
315 4 
330 2 
345 1 
360 1 

Danger: severe shock 
375 1 
390 0 
405 0 
420 0 

XXX 
435 0 
450 26 

(Source: Adapted from Milgram, 1963, p. 376.) 
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a n s w e r i n g . M o s t s u r p r i s i n g i s t h e n u m b e r o f p a r t i c i p a n t s w h o o b e y e d o r d e r s 

t o c o n t i n u e all t h e way t o t h e t o p o f t h e scale . 

A l t h o u g h 1 4 p a r t i c i p a n t s d e f i e d o r d e r s a n d b r o k e off b e f o r e r e a c h i n g 

t h e m a x i m u m v o l t a g e , 2 6 o f t h e 4 0 p a r t i c i p a n t s , o r 6 5 % , fo l lowed t h e e x p e r i 

m e n t e r ' s o r d e r s a n d p r o c e e d e d t o t h e t o p o f t h e s h o c k sca le . T h i s i s n o t t o say 

t h a t t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e c a l m o r h a p p y a b o u t w h a t t h e y w e r e d o i n g . M a n y 

e x h i b i t e d s igns o f e x t r e m e s t ress a n d c o n c e r n for t h e m a n r e c e i v i n g t h e 

s h o c k s a n d e v e n b e c a m e a n g r y a t t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r . Yet t h e y o b e y e d . 

T h e r e s e a r c h e r s w e r e c o n c e r n e d t h a t s o m e o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s m i g h t suf

fer p sycho log ica l d is t ress f r o m t h e o r d e a l o f s h o c k i n g a n o t h e r p e r s o n , especial ly 

w h e n t h e l e a r n e r h a d c e a s e d t o r e s p o n d for t h e last t h i r d o f t h e e x p e r i m e n t T o 

h e l p al leviate th i s anxie ty , af ter t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s f in i shed t h e e x p e r i m e n t , t hey 

r ece ived a full e x p l a n a t i o n (ca l led a "debr ie f ing") of t h e t r u e p u r p o s e of t h e 

s tudy a n d o f all t h e p r o c e d u r e s , i n c l u d i n g t h e d e c e p t i o n t h a t h a d b e e n 

e m p l o y e d . I n a d d i t i o n , t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e i n t e r v i e w e d a s t o t h e i r fee l ings a n d 

t h o u g h t s d u r i n g t h e p r o c e d u r e a n d t h e c o n f e d e r a t e " l e a r n e r " was b r o u g h t i n 

for a f r iendly r e c o n c i l i a t i o n wi th e a c h p a r t i c i p a n t . 

DISCUSSION 

M i l g r a m ' s d i s c u s s i o n o f h i s f i n d i n g s f o c u s e d o n two m a i n p o i n t s . T h e first was 

t h e s u r p r i s i n g s t r e n g t h o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s ' t e n d e n c y t o obey. T h e s e w e r e aver

a g e , n o r m a l p e o p l e — n o t sad is t ic , c r u e l i n d i v i d u a l s i n a n y w a y — w h o a g r e e d t o 

p a r t i c i p a t e i n a n e x p e r i m e n t a b o u t l e a r n i n g . M i l g r a m p o i n t s o u t t h a t f r o m 

c h i l d h o o d t h e s e p a r t i c i p a n t s h a d l e a r n e d t h a t i t i s i m m o r a l t o h u r t o t h e r s 

a g a i n s t t h e i r will . So w h y d i d t h e y b e h a v e th i s way? T h e e x p e r i m e n t e r was a 

p e r s o n i n a p o s i t i o n o f a u t h o r i t y , b u t i f y o u t h i n k a b o u t it, h o w m u c h a u t h o r 

ity d i d h e rea l ly have? H e h a d n o p o w e r t o e n f o r c e h i s o r d e r s , a n d p a r t i c i p a n t s 

w o u l d lose n o t h i n g by r e f u s i n g to fol low o r d e r s . C lea r ly i t was t h e situation t h a t 

c a r r i e d a f o r c e o f its o w n t h a t s o m e h o w c r e a t e d a n a t m o s p h e r e o f o b e d i e n c e . 

T h e s e c o n d key o b s e r v a t i o n m a d e d u r i n g t h e c o u r s e o f t h i s s tudy was 

t h e e x t r e m e t e n s i o n a n d a n x i e t y m a n i f e s t e d b y t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s a s t h e y o b e y e d 

t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r ' s c o m m a n d s . A g a i n , i t m i g h t b e e x p e c t e d t h a t s u c h d i s c o m 

for t c o u l d b e r e l i e v e d s imply b y r e fus ing t o g o o n , a n d ye t th i s i s n o t w h a t h a p 

p e n e d . M i l g r a m q u o t e s o n e o b s e r v e r ( w h o w a t c h e d a p a r t i c i p a n t t h r o u g h a 

two-way m i r r o r ) : 

I observed a mature and initially poised businessman enter the laboratory smil
ing and confident. Within 20 minutes he was reduced to a twitching, stuttering 
wreck who was rapidly approaching a point of nervous collapse.... At one point 
he pushed his fist into his forehead and muttered, "Oh, God! Let's stop it." And 
yet he continued to respond to every word of the experimenter and obeyed to 
the end. (p. 377) 

M i l g r a m l i s ted severa l p o i n t s a t t h e e n d o f t h e a r t i c l e t o a t t e m p t t o 

e x p l a i n w h y t h i s p a r t i c u l a r s i t u a t i o n p r o d u c e d s u c h a h i g h d e g r e e o f o b e d i 

e n c e . I n s u m m a r y , f r o m t h e p o i n t o f view o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t , h i s m a i n p o i n t s 

w e r e t h a t (a) i f i t i s b e i n g s p o n s o r e d by Yale, I m u s t be i n g o o d h a n d s , a n d 
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w h o a m I t o q u e s t i o n s u c h a g r e a t i n s t i t u t i o n ; (b ) t h e g o a l s o f t h e e x p e r i m e n t 

a p p e a r t o b e i m p o r t a n t , a n d t h e r e f o r e , b e c a u s e I v o l u n t e e r e d , I ' l l d o m y p a r t 

t o assist i n t h e r e a l i z a t i o n o f t h o s e goa l s ; (c) t h e l e a r n e r , a f ter all, a l so v o l u n 

tari ly c a m e h e r e a n d h e h a s a n o b l i g a t i o n t o t h e p ro j ec t , t o o ; (d ) hey, i t was 

j u s t b y c h a n c e t h a t I ' m t h e t e a c h e r a n d h e ' s t h e l e a r n e r — w e d r e w lots a n d i t 

c o u l d h a v e j u s t a s easily b e e n t h e o t h e r way a r o u n d ; (e) t h e y ' r e p a y i n g m e for 

th i s , I ' d b e t t e r d o m y j o b ; (f) I d o n ' t k n o w all t h a t m u c h a b o u t t h e r i g h t s o f a 

p s y c h o l o g i s t a n d h i s p a r t i c i p a n t s , so I will y ie ld t o h i s d i s c r e t i o n on th is ; a n d 

(g) t h e y t o l d u s b o t h t h a t t h e s h o c k s a r e p a i n f u l b u t n o t d a n g e r o u s . 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FINDINGS 

M i l g r a m ' s f i n d i n g s h a v e h e l d u p q u i t e well i n t h e 40-p lus yea r s s i nce th i s ar t i 

c le was p u b l i s h e d . M i l g r a m h i m s e l f r e p e a t e d t h e p r o c e d u r e o n s imi la r pa r t i c 

i p a n t s o u t s i d e o f t h e Yale s e t t i n g , o n u n p a i d c o l l e g e s t u d e n t v o l u n t e e r s , a n d 

o n w o m e n p a r t i c i p a n t s , a n d h e f o u n d s imi l a r r e su l t s e a c h t i m e . 

I n a d d i t i o n , h e e x p a n d e d f u r t h e r o n h i s f i n d i n g s i n th i s s t u d y b y c o n 

d u c t i n g a se r ies o f r e l a t e d e x p e r i m e n t s d e s i g n e d t o revea l t h e c o n d i t i o n s t h a t 

p r o m o t e o r l imi t o b e d i e n c e ( see M i l g r a m , 1 9 7 4 ) . H e f o u n d t h a t t h e phys ica l , 

a n d t h e r e f o r e e m o t i o n a l , d i s t a n c e o f t h e v ic t im f r o m t h e t e a c h e r a l t e r e d t h e 

a m o u n t o f o b e d i e n c e . T h e h i g h e s t level o f o b e d i e n c e ( 9 3 % g o i n g t o t h e t o p 

o f t h e v o l t a g e scale) o c c u r r e d w h e n t h e l e a r n e r was i n a n o t h e r r o o m a n d 

c o u l d n o t b e s e e n o r h e a r d . W h e n t h e l e a r n e r was i n t h e s a m e r o o m wi th t h e 

p a r t i c i p a n t a n d t h e p a r t i c i p a n t was r e q u i r e d t o fo rce t h e l e a r n e r ' s h a n d o n t o 

a s h o c k p l a t e , t h e r a t e o f o b e d i e n c e d r o p p e d t o 3 0 % . 

M i l g r a m a lso d i s c o v e r e d t h a t t h e phys ica l d i s t a n c e o f t h e a u t h o r i t y fig

u r e t o t h e p a r t i c i p a n t a l so i n f l u e n c e d o b e d i e n c e . T h e c lose r t h e e x p e r i 

m e n t e r , t h e g r e a t e r t h e o b e d i e n c e . I n o n e c o n d i t i o n , t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r was 

o u t o f t h e r o o m a n d t e l e p h o n e d h i s c o m m a n d s t o t h e p a r t i c i p a n t . I n th is 

case , o b e d i e n c e fell t o o n l y 2 1 % . 

O n a m o r e pos i t ive n o t e , w h e n p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e a l l o w e d t o p u n i s h t h e 

l e a r n e r b y u s i n g a n y level o f s h o c k t h e y w i s h e d , n o o n e eve r p r e s s e d a n y switch 

h i g h e r t h a n n o . 2 , o r 4 5 vol ts . 

CRITICISMS 

A l t h o u g h M i l g r a m ' s r e s e a r c h h a s b e e n e x t r e m e l y in f luen t ia l i n o u r u n d e r s t a n d 

i n g o f o b e d i e n c e , i t h a s a lso h a d fa r - reach ing effects i n t h e a r e a o f t h e e th ica l 

t r e a t m e n t o f h u m a n p a r t i c i p a n t s . Even t h o u g h n o o n e ever r ece ived any shocks , 

h o w d o y o u s u p p o s e y o u w o u l d feel i f y o u k n e w t h a t y o u h a d b e e n wil l ing t o 

s h o c k s o m e o n e (possibly to d e a t h ) s imply b e c a u s e a p e r s o n in a l ab coa t to ld 

y o u to do so? Cri t ics o f M i l g r a m ' s m e t h o d s (e.g. , B a u m r i n d , 1964; Miller, 1986) 

c l a i m e d t h a t u n a c c e p t a b l e levels o f stress w e r e c r e a t e d i n t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s d u r 

i n g t h e e x p e r i m e n t . F u r t h e r m o r e , i t h a s b e e n a r g u e d t h a t t h e p o t e n t i a l for last

i n g nega t ive effects ex i s ted . W h e n t h e d e c e p t i o n was r e v e a l e d t o p a r t i c i p a n t s a t 

t h e e n d o f t h e i r o r d e a l , t h e y m a y h a v e felt u sed , e m b a r r a s s e d , a n d possibly dis

trustful o f psychologis ts o r l eg i t ima t e a u t h o r i t y f igures in t h e fu tu re . 
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A n o t h e r l i n e o f c r i t i c i sm f o c u s e d o n t h e val idi ty o f M i l g r a m ' s f i n d i n g s 

(e .g . , Br ie f e t al . , 1995 ; O r n e & H o l l a n d , 1 9 6 8 ) . O n e c o m m o n l y c i t e d bas i s fo r 

th i s c r i t i c i sm was t h a t b e c a u s e t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s h a d a t r u s t i n g a n d r a t h e r 

d e p e n d e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r , a n d t h e l a b o r a t o r y was a n 

u n f a m i l i a r s e t t i n g , o b e d i e n c e f o u n d t h e r e d i d n o t r e p r e s e n t o b e d i e n c e i n r e a l 

life. T h e r e f o r e , c r i t ics c l a i m , t h e resu l t s o f M i l g r a m ' s s t u d i e s w e r e n o t o n l y 

inval id , b u t b e c a u s e o f t h i s p o o r val idi ty t h e t r e a t m e n t h i s p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e 

e x p o s e d t o c o u l d n o t b e j u s t i f i ed . 

M i l g r a m r e s p o n d e d t o c r i t i c i sms b y s u r v e y i n g p a r t i c i p a n t s a f te r t h e y h a d 

p a r t i c i p a t e d . H e f o u n d t h a t 8 4 % o f h i s p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e g l a d t o h a v e pa r t i c i 

p a t e d , a n d o n l y 1 % r e g r e t t e d t h e e x p e r i e n c e . I n a d d i t i o n , a psych ia t r i s t i n t e r 

v iewed 4 0 o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w h o w e r e j u d g e d t o h a v e b e e n t h e m o s t 

u n c o m f o r t a b l e i n t h e l a b o r a t o r y a n d c o n c l u d e d t h a t n o n e h a d s u f f e r e d a n y 

l o n g - t e r m effects . A s t o t h e c r i t i c i sm t h a t h i s l a b o r a t o r y f i n d i n g s d i d n o t 

re f lec t r e a l life, M i l g r a m sa id , " A p e r s o n w h o c o m e s t o t h e l a b o r a t o r y i s a n 

act ive , c h o o s i n g a d u l t , c a p a b l e o f a c c e p t i n g o r r e j e c t i n g t h e p r e s c r i p t i o n s fo r 

a c t i o n a d d r e s s e d t o h i m " ( M i l g r a m , 1964 , p . 8 5 2 ) . 

T h e M i l g r a m s t u d i e s r e p o r t e d h e r e h a v e b e e n a foca l p o i n t i n t h e 

o n g o i n g d e b a t e o v e r e x p e r i m e n t a l e t h i c s i n v o l v i n g h u m a n p a r t i c i p a n t s . I t 

is, i n fact , a r g u a b l e w h e t h e r t h i s r e s e a r c h h a s b e e n m o r e i n f l u e n t i a l i n t h e 

a r e a o f t h e p s y c h o l o g y o f o b e d i e n c e o r i n p o l i c y f o r m a t i o n o n t h e e t h i c a l 

t r e a t m e n t o f h u m a n s i n p s y c h o l o g i c a l r e s e a r c h (as s u m m a r i z e d i n t h i s 

b o o k ' s P r e f a c e ) . 

RECENT APPLICATIONS 

T h e b r e a d t h o f i n f l u e n c e t h a t M i l g r a m ' s o b e d i e n c e p r o j e c t c o n t i n u e s t o e x e r t 

o n c u r r e n t r e s e a r c h c a n b e s t b e a p p r e c i a t e d t h r o u g h a b r i e f a n n o t a t e d se lec

t i o n o f r e c e n t s t u d i e s t h a t h a v e b e e n p r i m a r i l y m o t i v a t e d b y M i l g r a m ' s ea r ly 

m e t h o d s a n d f i n d i n g s . A s h a s b e e n t h e case e v e r y y e a r s i n c e t h e ear ly 1960s 

w h e n M i l g r a m c a r r i e d o u t h i s s tud ie s , t h e s e s t u d i e s a r e d i v i d e d b e t w e e n 

a t t e m p t s t o r e f i n e a n d e l a b o r a t e o n p e o p l e ' s t e n d e n c y t o o b e y a u t h o r i t y f i g 

u r e s a n d t h e o m n i p r e s e n t d e b a t e a b o u t t h e e t h i c s o f u s i n g d e c e p t i o n i n 

r e s e a r c h i nvo lv ing h u m a n p a r t i c i p a n t s . 

T h o m a s Blass, a l e a d i n g a u t h o r i t y o n t h e w o r k a n d c a r e e r o f S t a n l e y Mil-

g r a m , a n d a u t h o r of a b i o g r a p h y of M i l g r a m , The Man Who Shocked the World 

(Blass, 2 0 0 4 ) , h a s r e v i e w e d all t h e r e s e a r c h a n d socia l i m p l i c a t i o n s s t e m m i n g 

f r o m M i l g r a m ' s o b e d i e n c e s tud i e s (Blass, 1999 ; 2 0 0 2 ) . I n g e n e r a l , Blass h a s 

f o u n d u n i v e r s a l s u p p o r t for M i l g r a m ' s o r i g i n a l f i n d i n g s , b u t , m o r e i m p o r 

tantly, h e sugges t s t h a t o b e d i e n c e r a t e s h a v e n o t c h a n g e d s igni f icant ly d u r i n g 

t h e 40-p lus y ea r s s i n c e M i l g r a m f i r s t p u b l i s h e d h i s f i n d i n g s . T h i s i s c o n t r a r y t o 

m a n y p e o p l e ' s i n tu i t i ve j u d g m e n t s t h a t A m e r i c a n s i n g e n e r a l h a v e b e c o m e 

less r e spec t fu l o f a u t h o r i t y a n d m o r e wi l l ing t o r e b e l a n d f i g h t b a c k w h e n 

o r d e r e d t o p e r f o r m b e h a v i o r s wi th w h i c h t h e y d i s a g r e e . 

A n o t h e r q u e s t i o n t h a t o f t en a r i ses a b o u t M i l g r a m ' s ea r ly s t u d i e s c o n 

c e r n s g e n d e r a n d t h e fact t h a t all h i s o r i g i n a l p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e m a l e . D o y o u 

t h i n k , overa l l , t h a t m e n o r w o m e n w o u l d b e m o r e likely t o o b e y a n a u t h o r i t y 
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f igure? Blass 's r ev iew o f l a t e r s t u d i e s b y M i l g r a m a n d n u m e r o u s o t h e r s f o u n d 

no difference i n o b e d i e n c e r a t e s fo r m a l e s ve r sus f e m a l e s . ( F o r m o r e de t a i l s 

a b o u t t h e h i s t o r y a n d i n f l u e n c e s o f M i l g r a m ' s w o r k , see Blass 's W e b site a t 

h t t p : / / w w w . s t a n l e y m i l g r a m . c o m . ) 

A ve ry p e r t i n e n t a p p l i c a t i o n o f M i l g r a m ' s f i nd ings e x a m i n e d t h e psycho

logical e x p e r i e n c e o f " e x e c u t i o n t e a m s " c h a r g e d with c a r r y i n g o u t t h e d e a t h 

s e n t e n c e in L o u i s i a n a S ta te p r i s o n s (Osofsky & Osofsky, 2 0 0 2 ) . T h e r e s e a r c h e r s 

i n t e r v i e w e d 5 0 c o r r e c t i o n a l officers w h o w e r e d i rec t ly involved wi th e x e c u t i o n s . 

T h e y f o u n d tha t , a l t h o u g h e x p o s e d far m o r e t h a n m o s t p e o p l e t o t r a u m a a n d 

d e a t h , t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e n o t f o u n d t o b e clinically d e p r e s s e d . T h e y r e p o r t e d 

re ly ing o n re l ig ious bel iefs , iden t i f i ca t ion wi th t h e i r p e e r g r o u p , a n d t he i r abil

ity to diffuse respons ib i l i ty to d e a l wi th pa in fu l e m o t i o n s . "Never the less , t h e offi

ce r s e x p e r i e n c e conf l i c t ed fee l ings a n d f r e q u e n d y r e p o r t h a v i n g a h a r d t i m e 

c a r r y i n g o u t society 's ' u l t i m a t e p u n i s h m e n t ' " ( p . 3 5 8 ) . 

O n t h e e t h i c s s ide , a s t u d y e m p l o y e d M i l g r a m ' s r e s e a r c h i n e x a m i n i n g 

p o t e n t i a l l y t h o r n y e t h i c a l i ssues fo r socia l s c i e n c e r e s e a r c h c o n d u c t e d o n t h e 

I n t e r n e t ( P i t t e n g e r , 2 0 0 3 ) . Today , a g r e a t d e a l o f r e s e a r c h i s c o n d u c t e d via t h e 

W o r l d W i d e W e b , a n d t h e n u m b e r o f s u c h s t u d i e s i s l ikely t o i n c r e a s e signifi-

c a n d y i n t h e f u t u r e . P i t t e n g e r c o n t e n d s t h a t r e s e a r c h e r s m u s t b e a l e r t t o 

p o t e n t i a l e t h i c a l v io l a t i ons r e l a t i n g t o i nvas ion o f privacy, o b t a i n i n g i n f o r m e d 

c o n s e n t , a n d u s i n g d e c e p t i v e tac t ics o n l i n e . " T h e I n t e r n e t offers u n i q u e cha l 

l e n g e s t o r e s e a r c h e r s , " P i t t e n g e r wr i tes . " A m o n g t h e s e a r e t h e n e e d t o d e f i n e 

t h e d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n p r i v a t e a n d p u b l i c b e h a v i o r p e r f o r m e d o n t h e In t e r 

n e t , e n s u r e m e c h a n i s m s fo r o b t a i n i n g val id i n f o r m e d c o n s e n t f r o m par t i c i 

p a n t s , p e r f o r m i n g d e b r i e f i n g e x e r c i s e s , a n d ver i fying t h e val idi ty o f d a t a 

c o l l e c t e d " ( p . 4 5 ) . 

A n i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n i s th is : W h a t s h o u l d b e d o n e t o p r o t e c t pa r t i c i 

p a n t s f r o m i r r e s p o n s i b l e , d e c e p t i v e p r a c t i c e s i n p s y c h o l o g i c a l r e s e a r c h , wh i l e 

a t t h e s a m e t i m e a l l owing fo r some d e c e p t i o n w h e n a b s o l u t e l y n e c e s s a r y for sci

en t i f i c a d v a n c e m e n t ? A s tudy by W e n d l e r (1996) s u g g e s t e d t h a t p a r t i c i p a n t s 

i n s t u d i e s invo lv ing d e c e p t i o n b e g i v e n a n i n c r e a s e d level o f " i n f o r m e d c o n 

s e n t . " ( S e e t h e d i s cus s ion o f th i s c o n c e p t i n t h e P r e f a c e t o th i s b o o k . ) T h i s 

e n h a n c e d i n f o r m e d c o n s e n t w o u l d i n f o r m y o u o f t h e s t udy ' s intention t o use 

d e c e p t i o n b e f o r e y o u a g r e e t o b e a p a r t i c i p a n t i n t h e e x p e r i m e n t , a l t h o u g h 

y o u w o u l d n o t b e a w a r e o f t h e e x a c t n a t u r e o f t h e d e c e p t i o n . ' T h i s ' s e c o n d 

o r d e r c o n s e n t ' a p p r o a c h t o a c c e p t a b l e d e c e p t i o n , " c l a i m s W e n d l e r , " r e p r e 

s e n t s o u r b e s t c h a n c e fo r r e c o n c i l i n g r e s p e c t for p a r t i c i p a n t s w i th t h e occa

s i o n a l sc ient i f ic n e e d fo r d e c e p t i v e r e s e a r c h " (p . 8 7 ) . 

CONCLUSION 

M i l g r a m h i s t o r i a n T h o m a s Blass ' s ( 2002) r e m a r k s i n a b i o g r a p h i c a l rev iew o f 

M i l g r a m ' s life a n d w o r k p r o v i d e a f i t t i ng c o n c l u s i o n to th i s r e a d i n g : 

We d idn ' t need Milgram to tell us we have a tendency to obey orders. What we 
d idn ' t know before Milgram's exper iments is jus t how powerful this tendency is. 
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And having been enlightened about our extreme readiness to obey authorities, 
we can try to take steps to guard ourselves against unwelcome or reprehensible 
commands (p. 73). 
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