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Script to accompany presentation slides.
Stephanie Reynolds – 2015091 – The Milgram Shock Experiment. 

Slide 1 – Milgram, who was a psychologist at Yale University, wanted to investigate how far people would go when obeying orders from an authority figure, even when they knew they were harming another person.

Slide 2 – What happened? – Milgram recruited volunteers by newspaper advertisement, they were paid a small fee. Once recruited, they were split into what they believed were even groups of ‘learners’ and ‘teachers.’ In reality they were all to be ‘teachers’ and the role of the ‘learner’ was to be played by a friend of Milgram’s, who was in on the nature of the experiment. There was also an ‘experimenter,’ another friend of Milgram’s who would wear a white lab coat and would be the only other person in the room with the ‘teacher.’ 

‘Learners’ were attached to an electric shock generator in another room and had to learn a list of pre-set words. When they purposely got these wrong, the ‘teachers’ were instructed to administer a series of electric shocks in increasing increments, ranging from mild to fatal doses of electric current. 

The ‘teachers’ could hear the ‘learners’ and the distress they were in, by way of screaming, swearing and begging for them to stop. When the ‘teachers’ wanted to stop or would turn to the ‘experimenter’ for guidance, the ‘experimenter’ would say nothing but four specific prompts. These were:
1. Please continue.
2. The experiment requires you to continue.
3. It is absolutely essential that you continue.
4. You have no choice but to continue (McLeod, 2017).
One can imagine that the use of such strong, loaded language in that environment would be very intimidating and distressing.

Slide 3 – Results – In conclusion, 65% of participants proceeded to administer the deadly 450-volt shock, where as far as they understood, meant they had potentially killed someone. Milgram repeated the study a further 18 times, with different variants including presence of a uniform.
 It is interesting to note that Milgram conducted this study off the back of his fascination with the German Nazi killings of WW2 where justification given for the war crimes is that they were simply ‘obeying orders.’ Milgram concluded from his research that in nearly all cases, people would obey orders from an authority figure, even if they didn’t want to or didn’t agree with it. Concluding that human obedience to authority is inherently ingrained (Whitbourne, 2013). One could argue that surely there is a better way to investigate this? How and why would be up for debate, but an experiment such as Milgrams’ would never be allowed to be repeated today. 

Milgrams’ study was heavily criticised. Firstly, that it took place in a lab-based environment, so do the results give us an understanding of what would happen in a ‘real-life’ setting? And to what extremes do we need to measure human obedience? 
Milgram only used male participants, aged 20-50, so tells us nothing of female rates of compliance to obedience? Would they be the same or different? This is definitely food for thought. 
And of course, there are the many ethical considerations.

Slide 4 – Ethical issues and controversy – according to Gross (2020), Milgram’s’ experiment demonstrated one of the most severe cases of deception in psychological research. While the participants had signed up to take part in an experiment, they had not signed up to harm or kill another person, which for those who proceeded to the highest shock, is something they thought had happened. 
Following on from that came the huge amount of psychological distress Milgram had put participants through. Most were reported to have shown physical signs of distress by shaking, sweating, trembling, some experienced seizures and incontinence and some even suffered a lack of consciousness and passed out. This gives an idea of the overwhelming pressure they must have felt. Milgram did de-brief the participants immediately after and also followed them up at a 12month period. While most were relieved and said they were pleased to have taken part, others were psychologically disturbed that they could potentially be impressionable in that way to do something which they would never normally think themselves capable of. Milgram insisted that any harm done was short term, although we will never truly know. 

As a result, there was outcry following publication of the study which resulted in the American Psychological Association creating a code of conduct, stipulating strict ethical guidelines and considerations to be adhered to. These standards are still upheld when carrying out psychological research today (American Psychological Association, 2021).

Slide 5 – Reference list. 
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What happened?

« Volunteers were recruited and split into two groups of what they believed to
be ‘teachers’ and ‘learners.’ Fixed so they were all teachers and the learner
was a friend of Milgram’s. There was also an ‘experimenter.’

- Learners were connected to an electric shock generator and had to learn a
list of words. When they purposely got the answers wrong, the teacher was
told to administer electric shocks - ranging from mild to near fatal in
increasing increments.

« The teachers could hear the learners screams and distress and in many
cases begged for them to stop.

- When they wanted to stop, the experimenter would say nothing but four
specific prompts urging them to continue - from ‘please continue’ to ‘you
have no choice but to continue.” (McLeod, 2017).
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Results:

- 65% of participants administered the deadly 450 volts

- Milgram did 18 variations, concluding that in nearly all cases, people
would obey orders from an authority figure

- Concluded that human obedience to authority is inherently ingrained
(Whitbourne, 2013).

- Heavily criticised:

a. Replicated a lab based environment
b. Only included male participants

c. Ethical considerations
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Ethical issues & controversy:

- Severe case of deception (Gross, 2020)
- Potential to cause psychological harm
- Lacked the right to withdrawal

- Following publication of the study the American Psychological
Association (APA) were forced to compile a code of conduct with strict
ethical guidelines and standards to be followed. Still adhered to in
psychological research today to prevent any further harm (American
Psychological Association [APA], 2021).
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