
The Milgram Experiment: Method & Results 

THE METHOD: How the Experiment Worked 

ROOM 1: The "Teacher" 
(Real Participant) 

SHOCK GENERATOR 

15V - 450V (30 switches) 
"Slight Shock" → "Danger: Severe Shock" → "XXX" 

Increase 15V per wrong answer 

Experimenter 

WALL 

ROOM 2: The "Learner" 
(Confederate/Actor - Mr. Wallace) 

Strapped to chair 
Electrodes on wrists 

Mentioned "slight heart condition" 
SCRIPTED RESPONSES: 

75V: Grunts | 150V: Demands release 
300V: Screams, refuses | 315V+: Silence 

KEY FACTS 
Participants Told: 
• Study about "memory and learning" 
• Paid $4.50 (about $40 today) 
• Random assignment (actually rigged) 
• Give shocks for wrong answers 

Reality: 
• NO real shocks given 
• Learner was acting 
• Testing OBEDIENCE not memory 
When participants hesitated: 
Prod 1: "Please continue" 
Prod 2: "The experiment requires you continue" 
Prod 3: "It is absolutely essential you continue" 
Prod 4: "You have no choice, you must go on" 

THE RESULTS: What Happened 

65% 
of participants went to the MAXIMUM 450 volts 

(26 out of 40 people continued shocking even when learner appeared unconscious or dead) 
100% continued to at least 300 volts 

BEHAVIORAL OBSERVATIONS 
Participants showed EXTREME distress: 

• Sweating profusely 
• Trembling and shaking 
• Nervous laughter (from anxiety, not amusement) 
• Biting lips, digging nails into flesh 
• Some had seizure-like responses 

Yet they CONTINUED: 
• Questioned experimenter but obeyed 
• Expressed concern but didn't stop 
• Said they wanted to stop but kept going 
• Moral distress did NOT equal disobedience 

WHAT INCREASED/DECREASED OBEDIENCE 
Obedience DECREASED when: 

• Learner in SAME room (40% to max) 
• Teacher had to TOUCH learner (30% to max) 
• Experimenter gave orders by PHONE (20.5% to max) 
• Study in run-down office vs. Yale (48% to max) 

Key Pattern: 
✓ Physical proximity to victim = less obedience 
✓ Distance from authority = less obedience 
✓ Even in worst conditions, obedience was still 

disturbingly high 

 WHAT THE EXPERIMENT REVEALED 
Ordinary people can perform harmful acts when ordered by authority, even while experiencing moral distress. 

Situational forces (authority, gradual escalation, diffusion of responsibility) can override individual morality. 
People enter an "agentic state" - seeing themselves as agents of authority rather than autonomous actors. 

The results challenged comfortable assumptions about human nature and explained how atrocities can occur. 

 ETHICAL CONCERNS: This experiment caused severe psychological distress and involved extensive deception. 
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