
AP Psychology/Spencer 
Ethics in Research Case Excerpts 
 
Read the excerpts from procedures used in the Milgram, Landis and Watson studies.  Should these 
kinds of psychological studies be allowed?   
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…Technique 
Two persons arrive at a campus laboratory to take part in a study of memory and learning. (One 
of them is a confederate of the experimenter.) Each subject is paid $4.50 upon arrival, and is told 
that payment is not affected in any way by performance. The experimenter provides an 
introductory talk on memory and learning processes and then informs the subjects that in the 
experiment one of them will serve as teacher and the other as learner. A rigged drawing is held so 
that the naive subject is always assigned the role of teacher and the accomplice becomes the 
learner. The learner is taken to an adjacent room and is strapped into an electric chair. The naive 
subject is told that it is his task to teach the learner a list of paired associates, to test him on the 
list, and to administer punishment whenever the learner errs in the test. Punishment takes the 
form of electric shock, delivered to the learner by means of a shock generator controlled by the 
naive subject. The teacher is instructed to increase the intensity of the electric shock one step on 
the generator on each error. The generator contains 30 voltage levels ranging from IS to 450 
volts, and verbal designations ranging from Slight Shock to Danger: Severe Shock. The learner, 
according to plan, provides many wrong answers, so that before long the naive subject must give 
him the strongest shock on the generator. Increases in shock level are met by increasingly 
insistent demands from the learner that the experiment be stopped because of growing discomfort 
to him. However, the experimenter instructs the teachers to continue with the procedure in 
disregard of the learner's protests.4 A quantitative value is assigned to the subject's performance 
based on the maximum intensity shock he administered before breaking off. Thus any subject's 
score may range from 0 (for a subject unwilling to administer the first shock level) to 30 (for a 
subject who proceeds to the highest voltage level on the board). their performance. This would, of 
course, limit the study to an atypical population. Descriptions of the shock generator, schedule of 
protests from the learner, and other details of procedure have been described elsewhere and will 
not be restated here (Milgram, 1963, 1964). 
 
Subjects 
The subjects used in the several experimental conditions were male adults residing in the greater 
New Haven area, aged 20-50 years, and engaged in a wide variety of occupations. Each 
experimental condition described here employed 40 fresh subjects and was carefully balanced for 
age and occupation. 
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…V. SITUATIONS 
After the trial of some twenty or twenty-five different situations, in which the order of 
presentation of situations was varied the following standard procedure was adopted: 
 
1. Popular music. Three jazz dance records, "Bebe," "Love Tales," and "The Parade of the 
Wooden Soldiers" were played on a phonograph. This consumed about ten minutes and together 
with the next situation was conducive to a relaxation from the apprehension 
with which most subjects entered into the experiment. 
 
2. Technical music. Two violin pieces, "Jota de Pablo" and "Perpetuum Mobile" played by Duci 
de Kerekjarto were played on the phonograph. Both of these records are marked by their 
virtuosity and technique, 'Terpetuum Mobile" having almost no melody. 
 
3. The Bible. The subject was given a Bible opened to a place and instructed to read St. Luke, 6: 
18-49. 
 
4. Truth and falsehood. The method here used was practically the same as that used by Burtt ('21 
b) in his Series III of his study of inspiration-expiration ratios. Briefly this consisted of presenting 
the subject with two sheets of paper, face down, marked respectively T and L. The following 
instructions were then read to the subject. "Here are two papers, one marked T, the other L. 
Choose either the T or the L and then place the paper you did not choose to one side. 
If you choose L you will find points of circumstantial evidence attaching you to some crime. You 
are to invent a lie which will clear you of these charges on a cross-examination which I will 
make. If you choose T you will find an alibi provided for this crime. All you have to do is to 
familiarize yourself with the story and tell the truth on examination. Try to deceive me on the L 
and to tell the truth in an unexcited way on the T. We shall do this twice. The second time choose 
to do the opposite thing from what you did the first time. I will leave the room for five minutes 
while you make up your lie or familiarize yourself with the alibi." On cross-examination which 
was made from questions previously prepared, the experimenter stated his questions in a slow, 
clear, matter-of-fact way, pausing between each question so that the blood pressure and the 
inspiration-expiration ratios might be obtained. 
 
5. Ammonia. The subject was given a tray containing a row of six bottles and instructed to uncork 
and smell each in turn. All except the fifth contained substances with a mildly pleasant odor. The 
fifth bottle was labelled "syrup of lemon" but contained strong aqua ammonia. 
 
6. Shot. The experimenter stopped at this point and suggested that the subject had smeared some 
of the 'markings on his face (see below) and that it would be necessary to burn a little cork and 
remark his face. He then stepped behind the screen and lighted a firecracker which he dropped 
beneath the subject's chair. He signaled for a blood pressure reading and took photographs 
immediately after the explosion. 
 
7. Faux pas. The subject was given a sheet of paper and a pencil and told to write a full 
description of the meanest or most contemptible, or the most embarrassing thing he ever did. "Try 



to describe some event which still disturbs you even to think about." After he had written this 
description the experimenter took the paper and read aloud what the subject had just written. 
 
8. Laughter. It was hoped that some sure stimulus for laughter, 
such as a joke, might be obtained but in this we were not successful and so this situation was 
omitted after the first two subjects. Brunswick ('24) reports similar difficulty. 
 
9. Shin diseases. Ten illustrations in color, depicting especially morbid skin diseases, were taken 
from Neumann's "Atlas der Hautkrankherten" (Vienna, 1896). These were presented to the 
subject with the instructions "Look these over carefully imagining yourself 
similarly afflicted." 
 
10. Mental multiplication. The subject was given a card with two numbers such as 79 X 67 
printed upon it. He was told to fix the numbers firmly in mind and then to multiply the two while 
noise distraction was used. For this noise a piece of sheet brass was clamped rather loosely to the 
table in front of the subject. The experimenter then filed on the brass vigorously and in an 
irregular manner with a coarse file. The experimenber kept urging and talking to the subject 
during the noise so as to cause further distraction as well as to keep the subject trying. These 
problems were attempted by each subject. The subject was kept at each problem until he called 
out the right answer or until it became apparent to the experimenter that entirely too much time 
would be consumed in the process. This situation was very effective in arousing considerable 
disturbance on the part of most subjects. 
 
11. Pornographic pictures. A set of French photographs of a pornographic nature was presented 
to the subject with the instructions, "Look these over carefully." The experimenter was careful not 
to laugh or appear self-conscious during this or the next two situations. 
 
12. Art studies. A set of posed photographs of feminine artist's models was presented to the 
subject with the same instructions as in situation 11. 
 
I3. Sex case histories. Several of the most pornographic of the case histories from Ellis ('15) 
"Psychology of Sex," as well as several other brief case histories were given to the subject with 
the instructions, "Read over these case histories." 
 
14. Frogs. A chair was placed on the right side of the subject. A covered pail which had been 
concealed behind the screen was set upon the chair. The subject was instructed, "Without looking 
into the pail, shove the cover to one side and then put your hand inside to the bottom of the pail 
and feel around." The pail contained several inches of water and 3 live frogs. After the subject 
had reacted to the frogs the experimenter said, "Yes, but you have not felt 
everything yet, feel around again." While the subject was doing so he received a strong make and 
break shock from an induction coil, attached to the pail by concealed wiring. 
 
15. Rat. The table in front of the subject was covered with a cloth. A flat tray and a butcher's 
knife were placed on the cloth. A live white rat was then given to the subject. He was instructed, 
"Hold this rat with your left hand and then cut off its head with the knife." This situation was tried 
with 21 subjects. Fifteen subjects followed instructions after more or less urging. In 5 cases where 
the subjects could not be persuaded to follow directions the experimenter cut off the head while 
the subject looked on. In 2 cases the decapitation for various reasons was not performed. 
 
16. Shocks. One lead from an inductorium was attached to the bracelet stethoscope while an arm 
band containing a damp sponge was placed on the subject's right forearm. This arm band was 



connected to the other pole of the inductorium. The subject was then given a card upon which 
was printed two numbers, such as 347 X 89, and told to multiply these mentally while he received 
electrical distraction. The inductorium was operated by the apparatus assistant in the adjoining 
room, since we found in several of the first trials that the subject reacted almost exclusively to the 
experimenter as he operated the inductorium. Also there was a tendency on the part of the 
experimenter to cut down on the intensity of the shocks and the time of the situation as he 
watched the subject's reactions. The shocks were of the make and break variety and were varied 
from a just noticeable intensity to a strength which caused the subject to jump 
from the chair. This situation following the long "grind" of the other situations brought about a 
very real disturbance in most cases. The punishment was continued until either some very real 
emotional expression was given or it was apparent that the subject was not going to give away to 
any marked expression. In only 1 case was a subject able to complete the multiplication. 
 
17. Relief. The experimenter stepped behind the screen and rattled the connections about a bit as 
though preparing for another situation. He then stepped out and said, "Well, that finishes it. Just 
as soon as we get the final blood pressure and respiration records you are through." 
 
The entire series took a little over three hours. 
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…The test to determine whether a fear reaction could be called out by a loud sound was made 
when he was eight months, twenty-six days of age. The sound was that made by striking a 
hammer upon a suspended steel bar four feet in length and three-fourths of an inch in diameter. 
The laboratory notes are as follows: 
 
One of the two experimenters caused the child to turn its head and fixate her moving hand; the 
other, stationed back of the child, struck the steel bar a sharp blow. The child started violently, his 
breathing was checked and the arms were raised in a characteristic manner. On the second 
stimulation the same thing occurred, and in addition the lips began to pucker and tremble. On the 
third stimulation the child broke into a sudden crying fit. This is the first time an emotional 
situation in the laboratory has produced any fear or even crying in Albert. We had expected just 
these results on account of our work with other infants brought up under similar conditions. It is 
worth while to call attention to the fact that removal of support (dropping and jerking the blanket 
upon which the infant was lying) was tried exhaustively upon this infant on the same occasion. It 
was not effective in producing the fear response. This stimulus is effective in younger children. 
At what age such stimuli lose their potency in producing fear is not known. Nor is it known 
whether less placid children ever lose their fear of them. This probably depends upon the training 
the child gets. It is well known that children eagerly run to be tossed into the air and caught. On 
the other hand it is equally well known that in the adult fear responses are called out quite clearly 
by the sudden removal of support, if the individual is walking across a bridge, walking out upon a 
beam, etc. There is a wide field of study here which is aside from our present point. The sound 
stimulus, thus, at nine months of age, gives us the means of testing several important factors.  
 

 Can we condition fear of an animal, e.g., a white rat, by visually presenting it and 
simultaneously striking a steel bar?  

 If such a conditioned emotional response can be established, will there be a transfer to 
other animals or other objects? 



 What is the effect of time upon such conditioned emotional responses ?  
 If after a reasonable period such emotional responses have not died out, what laboratory 

methods can be devised for their removal ? 
 
The establishment of conditioned emotional responses 
At first there was considerable hesitation upon our part in making the attempt to set up fear 
reactions experimentally. A certain responsibility attaches to such a procedure. We 
decided finally to make the attempt, comforting ourselves by the reflection that such attachments 
would arise anyway as soon .as the child left the sheltered environment of the nursery for the 
rough and tumble of the home. We did not begin this work until Albert was eleven months, three 
days of age. Before attempting to set up a conditioned response 
we, as before, put him through all of the regular emotional tests. Not the slightest sign of a fear 
response was obtained in any situation. 
II Months 3 Days 
 

1. White rat suddenly taken from the basket and presented to Albert. He began to reach for 
rat with left hand. Just as his hand touched the animal the bar was struck immediately 
behind his head. The infant jumped violently and fell forward, burying his face in the 
mattress. He did not cry, however. 

2. Just as the right hand touched the rat the bar was again struck. Again the infant jumped 
violently, fell forward and began to whimper. 

 

 


