
they faced. As a symbol of authority, the experimenter commands respect. He appears
to be responsible and reasonable, and the experiment’s goal seems appropriate and
important. People have been taught to respect such figures, and participants see no
reason why they shouldn’t trust a scientist. In addition, the procedure unfolds gradu-
ally, with each shock being just a bit more intense than the last. Without realizing it,
participants become caught up in the experience and find themselves behaving in ways
they wouldn’t ordinarily do.

3. Contextual Variables That Influence Obedience

Milgram conducted a great number of experiments to better understand people’s
behavior in the situation he constructed. Several factors that seemed relevant turned out
to make little difference. For example, women were just as apt to deliver the maximum
shock as men were, and conducting the study in a broken-down building did not pro-
duce any less obedience than when the study was conducted at Yale University. Other
factors did make a difference—as shown in Figure 8.13, three factors affected whether
participants obeyed the experimenter’s commands. The first is the perceived legitimacy
of the request: For obedience to be high, participants must believe the person giving
the order is fully authorized to do so. Obedience dropped dramatically when the exper-
imenter’s legitimacy was challenged by a second experimenter who presented an
opposing view (Experiment 15); when two participants openly defied the experimenter
(Experiment 17); and when the orders were given by a fellow participant who did not
possess the authority to issue the commands (Experiment 13). The second factor of
importance is the immediacy of the command and the deed. Obedience was high when
the authority figure was near and the victim far away, but low if the authority figure
delivered the command by telephone (Experiment 7) or if the participant had to place
the victim’s hand directly on the shock plate (Experiment 4). The final factor to
consider is the extent to which the participant bears direct responsibility for the deed.
Obedience was especially high when participants functioned as “bureaucrats,” passively
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FIGURE 8.13
Percentage of Partici-
pants Who Delivered the
Maximum Shock in
Milgram’s Studies of
Obedience to Authority

The data show that
participants were most
likely to inflict harm when
the command was legiti-
mate and immediate, and
they could inflict pain from
a distance without feeling
a sense of personal
responsibility.

Source: Milgram (1974).
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