Obedience: The Milgram Study - 1963

Aim:
· To investigate under which circumstances people may be induced to act against their consciences by inflicting harm on other people

Procedures:
· Selected 40 male participants by advertising for volunteers to take a part in a study of how punishment affects learning
· Participants were told they'd receive $4.50 even if they quit during the study
· In the experiment there was the 'real' participant (the teacher), 2 confederates: the experimenter (the authority figure) & a 47 year old accountant (the learner)
· The 'learner' had to carry out a learning task, whilst the 'real' participant was instructed to give increasingly strong electric shocks to the 'learner' each time he got a question wrong
· However the electric shocks were fake and so the 'real' participant only thought he was giving electric shocks and the 'learner' was never actually hurt during the experiment
· The learner mainly gave wrong answers, and received (fake) electric shocks in silence, until they reached 300 volts. When it got to this level, the learner pounded on the wall and then gave no answer. He repeated this response from then on, for the rest of the questions.
· If the 'real' participant opted out of the study the experimenter had statements which he would repeat to him, in order to encourage him to keep on going
e.g. “It is absolutely essential that you continue” & “You have no choice, you must go on” 

Findings:
Before the experiment, Milgram created a base-line by asking psychiatrists, college students & colleagues to predict how far the participants would go before refusing to obey the experimenter any further. They expected very few to go beyond 150 volts however:
· 65% of participants continued to 450 volts (the maximum voltage, which was far beyond what was marked 'Danger: Severe shock'
· All participants went to 300 volts, only 12.5% stopped at that point (the point when the learner first objected)

Conclusions
· The findings show that people are obedient to authority, even when asked to behave in an inhuman manner. This suggests that it isn't evil people who commit atrocities but ordinary people who are just obeying orders.
· It seems that individuals' capacity for making decisions is taken away when they are in a low-levelled position within a powerful social hierarchy.

Criticisms
· Not clear whether participants had the right to withdraw. They were told they could leave at any time, but the 'prods' throughout the experiment made this very difficult for them.
· Orne and Holland (1968) doubted the participants trusted the experimenter as so often the true purpose of the experiment is disguised
· Bad generalisability - Biased sample – all male & age bias – all university/college students
· Very low ecological validity – wouldn’t be put in this situation on a norm
· Individual differences – different cultures respond differently. Some may be more obedient than others (culture bias  as study was done in America)
· Baumrind (1964) claimed Milgram put his participants under great emotional strain, causing psychological damage to them which could not be explained
· Deception – not really giving electric shocks to participants/confederates & telling them that they were involved in a study of the effects of punishment on learning
· Sheridan and King (1972) asked participants to administer electric shocks to puppies. 54% of males administered maximum (fatal) shocks and 100% of females
· Rank and Jacobsen (1975) found that in a real life situation with nurses, they refused to administer a drug even though they were told to do so
· Application – having too much authority may lead to disaster
