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Milgram Model Answers 

 

Aims and Context 

Obedience is following a direct order and ensures the smooth running of society. In some cases it is 

necessary, for example following the law to protect people, but in others it is destructive, for example 

World War II where millions of Jewish people were killed on command in Nazi concentration camps 

between 1939 and 1945.  

 

Adorno defined the Authoritarian Personality, which means that people bowed down to those they 

perceived to be of a higher authority to them, for example Hitler. During World War II the Nazis ordered 

German soldiers to torture and kill millions of Jews, and Milgram wanted to investigate the ‘Germans are 

different’ hypothesis, which supposed that Hitler couldn’t have put his evil plans into action without 

thousands of people cooperating, and the Germans must have a basic preparedness to obey authority 

without questioning what the consequences of their actions were. It was supposed German people were 

inherently evil and had the Authoritarian Personality, so they were more likely to be prejudiced against 

minority groups (in World War II, Jews were a minority group).  

 

Milgram designed a study into obedience which involved asking participants to obey orders by 

administering electric shocks up to a point believed to be lethal to another human being. Before 

conducting his experiments, Milgram asked psychiatrists, students and middle class adults for the shock 

level they thought the teachers (who administered the shocks) would go up to. All said they would refuse 

to go beyond the ‘very strong shock’ level which was 195-240 volts and 80% said they would stop at the 

‘strong shock’ level which was 135-180 volts. Milgram planned to take the experiment to Germany after 

piloting in America at Yale, a prestigious university. However he didn’t need to as he found the results so 

shocking from his American participants that the ‘Germans are different’ hypothesis was clearly untrue.  

 

Milgram aimed to test the ‘Germans are different’ hypothesis, which was a belief that obedience can be 

explained by dispositional factors (factors that can be determined by genes, which are naturally occurring, 

for example). In order to test this he used American citizens to see how they reacted when they inflicted 

suffering on others, like the German soldiers did in Nazi concentration camps.  
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Procedures 

Milgram’s sample was 40 American men aged between 20 and 50 years old. They were from a range of 

occupations and volunteered to take part in the experiment after seeing an advertisement in a newspaper 

for a ‘memory study’. 

 

He conducted a laboratory experiment, although there was no specific independent variable involved. The 

procedure took place by firstly introducing the naïve participant (participant who volunteered from the 

newspaper advert who does not know what is going to happen) to a confederate (actor who is ‘in’ on the 

experiment and knows what is going to happen). The researcher then outlined the need to examine the 

effects of punishment on learning. It was explained that one person must be the teacher, and the other the 

learner. Participants drew lots (which were rigged) to determine who was the teacher/learner. The naïve 

participant was always the teacher. Both the naïve participant and the confederate were taken to adjacent 

rooms and the learner was strapped into an ‘electric’ chair by the teacher, and the learner had an 

electrode attached to his wrist, with electrode paste to prevent blisters and burns. The learner was then 

told the electrode is attached to a shock generator in the other room. 

 

The teacher was then taken to the next room with the ‘shock generator’ which consisted of 30 labelled 

lever switches in a horizontal line. The labels showed the voltage, going up 15 volts each time. Groups of 

four switches were given written labels, such as for 15-60 volts it was a ‘slight shock’, 135-180 volts was a 

‘strong shock’ all the way up to 435-450 volts which was ‘xxx’ – potentially lethal.  The labels were there to 

show the teacher how intense each voltage was and how much damage it can do to the learner.  

 

The lesson by the teacher was a word association task. The teacher read out a series of word pairs to the 

learner (e.g. Blue – girl or nice – day), then read the first word of each pair along with four other words 

(e.g. boy, girl, house, bird), and the leaner had to indicate which had been paired with the first word by 

pressing one of four switches which lit up a box showing the teacher the learner’s answer. If the learner 

got an answer wrong, a shock was administered, going up each time an incorrect answer was given. The 

shock level administered was announced by the teacher each time.  

 

The learner gave a pre-determined set of responses, with a ratio of three wrong to every one right. Once 

300v was reached, he banged on the wall and did not answer any more questions, possibly to make it seem 

like he was in pain, but teachers were told to continue to administer shocks and treat a no answer as an 

incorrect answer. Prods were given by the researcher such as “Please continue” to encourage the teacher  

to carry on with the experiment. 
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Findings and Conclusions 

In his laboratory experiment to investigate obedience, Milgram found both quantitative and qualitative 

data. From the quantitative data it was found that 65% of participants went all the way up to 450 volts; the 

maximum voltage and a potentially lethal electric shock. The rest of participants went up to at least 255 

volts which was classed as an ‘intense shock’ or above. These results however do not take into account the 

participant’s feelings during the experiment, so qualitative data was also gathered. 

 

Participants showed signs of nervousness in the experiment, especially when giving powerful electric 

shocks. They were sweating, digging their fingernails into their flesh, biting their lips and stuttering. Three 

people suffered from seizures during the experiment, possibly due to the stress. 14 out of the 40 

participants showed signs of nervous laughter and smiling, and most were convinced the experiment was 

real and they were administering real electrical shocks to the confederate. The experimenter was surprised 

by how far the participants went during the experiment, meaning their obedience was strong. 26 

participants went to the highest voltage of 450 volts despite showing the desire to stop earlier on.  

 

After the study a follow-up questionnaire was administered, and 84% of participants said they were glad 

they took part, and 74% said they had learned something of lasting value from the study.  

 

From these results, Milgram concluded that people are shockingly obedient to destructive orders, and if 

told to do so, many would kill a stranger. It was noted the participants were aware of the consequences of 

their actions and yet they still obeyed, but showed considerable suffering and reluctance to continue 

throughout the experiment.  

 

Such strong obedience could be attributed to various factors. These factors include the fact that it took 

place at Yale University, a very prestigious university with a good reputation, increasing confidence that 

the ‘experiment was worthy’; the learner had also volunteered so they knew what they were letting 

themselves in for, an attendance fee was available, and the participant was isolated and conflicted; they 

had no-one else to turn to and they wanted to avoid inflicting pain but also wanted to respect authority, 

making decisions increasingly difficult. Do they stop giving electric shocks and thus stop causing pain and 

not obey, or obey and cause considerable pain to another human being?  
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Evaluation of the Methodology 

The research method used was a laboratory experiment. As such this allows control of extraneous 

variables e.g. noise from other people in the room, so that a link between the IV and the DV can be seen, 

i.e. so we can see that the reason participants obeyed was due to the orders to continue they were given 

(prods by the experimenter). 

 

However, this means that the environment was very artificial, as in real life such extraneous variables 

would not be controlled. Furthermore the task itself of giving electric shocks is not an everyday task, so the 

study lacks ecological validity, making the findings regarding obedience difficult to relate to obedience in 

reality.  

 

Debriefing was an ethical issue that was addressed by Milgram. At the end of his experiment, Milgram 

made sure that a number of factors were taken care of. The participants were shown the ‘learner’ so they 

could see no harm had come to them. They were told the true purpose of the experiment and therefore 

told why they were deceived at the start. Participants did express anxiety during the task (showing a lack of 

protection of participants) i.e. sweating, digging fingernails into flesh etc. however Milgram said he had 

deemed these issues to be minor. Milgram did address the participant’s psychological state at the end of 

the study, as he asked how they felt about taking part, suggesting that perhaps the negative psychological 

effects of participating were outweighed by the findings’ importance.  

 

The nature of the study required the experimenter to give orders for the participants to carry on with the 

study (e.g. “the experiment requires that you continue”). These prompts were given when participants 

looked like they wanted to stop giving shocks and withdraw from the experiment, thus the participants 

were encouraged to remain in the experiment. However, some participants did leave before the end, 

indicating their desire to leave was granted. 

 

Participants were deceived on a number of points, for example they were unaware that the ‘learner’ was 

actually a confederate and was necessary for the experiment. The participant was told the task was looking 

at the effects of punishment on learning, when actually it was a study on obedience. However, if 

participants had been told the true aims of the study, it would have affected their behaviour as they would 

act unnaturally and according to the experiment’s aims.  

The procedure used by Milgram was controlled and standardised which means it is capable of easy 

replication to check for the reliability of the findings. Burger carried out a partial replication of Milgram’s 

experiment, but did not allow the participants to go beyond 150v once they had indicated their desire to 

do so. He found that 70% were willing to give shocks beyond this level knowing it would harm the other 

person. This similarly high level of obedience supports Milgram’s findings and provides reliability for them 

(the results are consistent). 

 

When considering whether Milgram’s study was valid, it has to be considered whether the participants 

believed the shocks they were giving to the ‘learner’ were real. It is possible due to the artificial 

environment the study took place in the participants didn’t believe the shocks were real. If they believed 

them not to be real the reason for high levels of obedience is due to the fact they didn’t think the shocks 
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were genuine rather than obeying orders. However, the fact that many participants showed signs of 

nervousness and stress e.g. sweating proved otherwise. Only 2.4% were certain the shocks were fake, 

increasing the validity of the study. 

 

The sampling method used was self-selected sampling. The problem with this method is it can give an 

unrepresentative sample of participants. In Milgram’s study the sample was unrepresentative as it only 

included American males. However they did range in age and occupational backgrounds. Another problem 

is due to the nature of the participants volunteering their time to take part may be very interested in the 

study and respond to demand characteristics (behave unnaturally to please the experimenter and act in 

accordance with the aims).   
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Alternative Evidence 

 

Milgram conducted a laboratory experiment to investigate the hypothesis ‘Germans are different’. He 

found that 65% of participants obeyed and went all the way to 450 volts, and concluded that ordinary 

people will follow orders from an authority figure to potentially kill another human being. 

 

Other studies have been done within this area of research. One such study was carried out by Milgram 

himself. He conducted some variations on his original procedure to investigate the factors affecting 

obedience. For instance, he changed the location of the procedure from Yale University to a ‘seedy office 

block’ and obedience dropped from 65% to less than 50%. Also, the experimenter gave orders over the 

telephone and obedience decreased massively showing that proximity is important – the authority figure 

must be close by to the person receiving orders. This study is good as it expanded on Milgram’s original 

findings to give reasons for obedience. It also showed how standardised his study was, making it easily 

replicable.  However, problems with the variations were they were similar to the original procedure as they 

took place in a controlled laboratory, and therefore cannot be truly reflective of obedience in real life.  

 

Another study is Hofling who conducted a field experiment of obedience which involved nurses being given 

orders by a doctor (a confederate) over the phone. The instructions were to give 20mg of drugs to a 

patient, but obeying would breach hospital rules by giving more than the maximum dose and taking orders 

by phone. This study found that 21 out of 22 nurses obeyed and administered the drug showing that an 

authority figure may be obeyed even if it breaks the rules. This shows a similar high level of obedience that 

was seen in Milgram’s original study. Strenghts of this study over Milgram’s are that it was a field 

experiment conducted in a natural environment, making it higher in ecological validity. It supports Milgram 

in showing obedience occurs in real life and not just in an experiment. As the patients believed it to be a 

real situation it has more validity than Milgram. Maybe the people in Milgram’s study had guessed they 

weren’t really harming anyone and responded to demand characteristics.  

 

A final study is by Bickman. This study was a field experiment which involved researchers approaching 

people on the streets of New York and ordering them to either pick up a paper bag or give a coin to a 

stranger. Half of researchers were dressed in neat street clothes and the other half in a guard’s uniform. 

Less than 40% obeyed the civilians but more than 80% obeyed the guard. These findings were similar to 

Milgram and supported his study as it shows obedience to authority occurs in the real world.   

 

Strengths of this study over Milgram’s are that it was a field experiment that was carried out in a natural 

environment, therefore it has higher ecological validity than Milgram’s laboratory experiment. It is more 

ethical than Milgram’s as participants were not made to do anything too stressful like making them believe 

they were giving painful electric shocks to another human being. 

 


