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Research ethics have formed and changed over the last 40 years, giving guidelines 

for standards expected of researchers whilst conducting psychological research. 

Before these guidelines were introduced, some experiments and research studies 

are now seen as highly unethical. The British Psychological Society [BPS] created a 

code of conduct which must apply to all research.  This code of conduct states that a

researcher must have respect, competence, responsibility and integrity, when 

conducting an experiment. It is vital that researchers comply to this and all research 

involving human participants must be reviewed by an ethical committee before taking

place, to confirm the correct ethical guidelines are being maintained (BPS, 2018). 

Ethics have significant importance in research, to ensure that participants do not 

suffer with discomfort or distress (Eysenck, 2002). By evaluating previous case 

studies, it is possible to identify issues surrounding ethics, to allow researchers to 

alter their methods in the present day.

The BPS states ethical issues concerned within human research mainly include 

confidentiality, consent, debrief, right to withdraw, protection from harm and 

deception (BPS, 2012). Participants should always be informed by the researcher 

that the data collected, and participant details remain anonymous. If confidentiality 

cannot be ensured, participants must be told (Kaiser, 2009). Researchers should 

always gain consent from participants. The researcher may need to obtain consent 

from a parent or guardian, if the participant is under the age of 18 (Eysenck, 2002). 

Debriefing gives the researcher a chance to explain any form of deception 

throughout the experiment. The researcher can provide any further information and 

attempt to reduce any stress or provide support, if any participants have suffered 

psychological effects from the experiment (Sharf & Kimonis, 2014). Participants have

a right to withdraw themselves or their results from an experiment at any time. They 



should not need a reason or justification to do so. (Øye, Sørensen, Dahl & Glasdam, 

2019). Deception can be justified, providing the researcher gives the participants a 

clear, informative debrief to explain why it occurred. Participants should not be 

deceived without a psychological justification (Eysenck, 2002). Participants must be 

aware of any risk that may oppose throughout an experiment. The researcher should

ensure that no harm comes to the participant, physically or mentally (Gross, 

McIlveen & Coolican, 2000).

A study renowned for being extremely unethical is the Stanford prison experiment 

conducted by Philip Zimbardo in 1971 (Le Texier, 2019). Zimbardo wanted to 

evaluate whether the self-awareness of power, would instigate a person to behave 

abnormally. Participants involved were randomly divided into two groups and put in a

fabricated prison condition. The roles given to the participants were either prisoners, 

or guards. (Zimbardo, Haney & Banks, 1973). The experiment was meant to last two 

weeks, however shut down after 6 days due to the significant psychological effects 

that the prisoners experienced (Zimbardo, Haney & Banks, 1973).

Participants applied through an advertisement in a newspaper article (Zimbardo, 

Haney & Banks, 1973).  The sampling method chosen did not provide a 

representative sample and lacked ecological validity. Opportunity sampling methods 

are known to occasionally be biased (Etikan, Musa, Alkassim, 2016). Zimbardo 

advertised for male, college students to take part in the study. The final recruits were

24, white, middle-class males. This sample makes it difficult to apply the results to a 

wider population. (Griggs & Whitehead, 2014). Participants were chosen by if they 

seemed the most psychologically normal (Bartels, 2015). Confounding variables can 

be seen in this study (Verma, 2019) as each participant had individual differences, 

including their mental and physical abilities to cope in different situations.



All participants gave written consent to be involved in the study. However, Zimbardo 

did not realise the full extent of how rapidly the prisoners and guards would take to 

their roles (Cochran, 2018). Zimbardo recruited police officers to arrest the prisoners 

at home. The officers blindfolded, escorted and processed the participants in a police

station without giving them any indication of what they were being held for. This was 

to make the study as realistic as possible, yet this process was dehumanising. 

Participants were unaware that this would happen, meaning the consent they had 

given was uninformed (de Vos, 2010). 

Within the study, the prisoners presented psychological distress and harm (Haney, 

Banks & Zimbardo, 1972). The study significantly affected the mood and emotional 

states of the prisoners, causing them to express up to three times as much harmful 

affect as the guards (Haney & Zimbardo, 1998). Some prisoners had mental 

breakdowns and initiated riots, barricaded doors and refused orders (Haney, Banks 

& Zimbardo, 1972). Even though the guards were advised by Zimbardo to not apply 

physical harm to the prisoners, the guards deprived them of sleep; which is known to

be a form of physical harm. Zimbardo took on a dual role within the experiment, 

being both experimenter and superintendent. This in turn, led to Zimbardo becoming 

too involved in the study, causing him to fail to make decisions and protect the 

participants from the harm they suffered (Nussbaum, 2012). 

Throughout the study, some participants requested to be withdrawn. Zimbardo 

presumed one of the prisoners was faking a breakdown and refused to let them 

leave (Drury, Hutchens, Shuttlesworth & White, 2012). Zimbardo advised the 

participants that if they were to withdraw, they would not receive any money for 

taking part. (Nussbaum, 2012). 



Participants were debriefed on completion of the study, despite the reduced time 

frame (Recuber, 2016). After the debriefing, some of the participants decided to 

volunteer in various prisons (Zimbardo, 1973). Despite the Stanford prison 

experiment raising many ethical concerns, the study still made an impact on 

psychological research and proved Zimbardo’s theory to be correct. The results from

the experiment display that when a person is given a sense of power, they can treat 

people in a lesser position as inferior to themselves (Haney, Banks & Zimbardo, 

1972).

A study led by Stanley Milgram (1963) was conducted to understand the Nazis 

actions in the holocaust (Blass, 2009). Milgram wanted to test whether the German’s

were entirely evil, or if they were instead more compliant to follow orders from 

someone with a level of authority (Gibson, 2019). Participants were known as the 

‘teacher’, a partner of Milgram was introduced as the ‘experimenter’ and another 

male was presented to the participant as the ‘learner’ (Gross, McIlveen & Coolican, 

2000). All participants who took place in this study were chosen to be males. This 

sample isn’t representative to a wider population however, the participants had a 

range of occupations (Milgram, 1963).

Before the experiment began, the experimenter advised the participant that the 

learner had heart problems. Every time the learner got a question wrong, the 

participant was asked to administer an electric shock. Participants were told that the 

experiment was testing the memory of the learner, while Milgram was really testing 

the level of obedience (Milgram, 1963). During the experiment, participants thought 

they were administering real electric shocks to the learner, unaware that the learner 

was a partner of Milgrams. The deception of the study led to participants enduring 

significant distress throughout the experiment (Slater et al., 2006).



When participants administered the false electric shocks, the learner started 

screaming. Participants started showing signs of visible distress. These include 

sweating, trembling, groaning and stuttering. Some participants were biting their lips 

(Milgram, 1965). Other signs of visible distress shown were uncontrollable seizures 

& laughing nervously (Kaposi, 2017). When participants questioned the 

experimenter, or asked if they could stop the experiment, the experimenter gave four

verbal prompts to each participant. These prompts made it more difficult for the 

participant to withdraw from the study (Helm & Morelli, 1979).

Milgram provided the participants a debrief at the end of the study. The participants 

were explained the true reasons and Milgram assured the participants that their 

actions were classed as normal, in the situation they had been put in. Milgram 

followed up on the participants a year after the experiment took place and found 

none had suffered long-term psychological suffering (Eysenck, 2002). The results 

from Milgrams study prove his theory to be correct. If ordinary people are being told 

what to do by someone with authority, they will go to the extreme and even harm 

another person. The study has been replicated many times with various studies 

showing similar results (Cave & Hol, 2003).

Both studies explained above, raise many ethical issues taken place within the 

experiments. However, if Milgram and Zimbardo followed ethical guidelines, the 

results from both experiments would’ve been completely different; results which 

shaped and changed psychology in the years afterwards. Milgram and Zimbardo 

provided insight that even if a person is deemed as normal, their behaviour can 

change dramatically based on situations and the level of authority of people around 

them (Haslam & Reicher, 2012). These two experiments have made a huge impact 



on human psychological understanding, and the importance of ethical guidelines 

(Bower, 2004). 
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