The Stanford Prison Experiment (Zimbardo, et al., 1973)
The aim of the Stanford Prison Experiment study was to demonstrate the situational rather than the dispositional causes of negative behavior and thought patters found in prison setting by conducting a prison simulation with normal participants playing the role of guards and prisoner.

The procedures of the study were that researchers took 24 healthy male participants, primarily white, middle-class college students, and randomly assigned them to either act as guards or prisoners. The participants did not know each other prior to the study that took place in the basement of the Stanford University Psychology Department. The design of this study was an “Overt Observation.”
A mock prison was created with cells, solitary confinement rooms, and an exercise yard. Both guards and prisoners were given clothing that identified the role they were assigned that included khaki pants and mirrored sunglasses (to increase deindividuation) for the guards and smocks and ankle locks for the prisoners. Participants were paid $15 for each day of the study. The guards had a brief orientation and were told to maintain order, prevent escapes, that the prisoners should feel helpless, and that there was to be no violence against the prisoners.  Zimbardo himself took on the role of Prison Governor within the study.
The study started with the surprise public arrest (the only deception in the study) of the prisoners by real police. They were processed and placed in the mock prison, remaining there 24 hours a day while the guards worked eight-hour shifts. The researchers were surprised that the assigned roles overtook the participants so quickly. 

They findings were that prisoners experienced a loss of personal identity and arbitrary control from the guards and were deprived of adequate sleep and privacy. They reacted with disbelief, rebellion, and then passiveness. Half of the prisoners were released early because they developed emotional and cognitive disorders. The disorders disappeared after the participants resumed their normal lives. 

The guards quickly assumed their roles in the mock prison. Some of the guards took the power of establishing

and enforcing rules too far and became abusive, especially during the hours when they thought they were not being observed. Though the study was originally designed to last for two weeks, Zimbardo ended it after six days. 

In conclusion, the largest lesson of the SPE is that situations are significant. Zimbardo himself offers many critiques of the study. It was a demonstration rather than an experiment. There was no control group who were not assigned roles. Though observations took place 24 hours a day, data used for analysis were selective because of staff and budget limitations. Data consisted of videotapes, audiotapes, questionnaires, personality self-reports, and interviews. Much of the data were analyzed with correlations. Direct cause cannot be established without an experiment using a control group. Another problem with establishing causal directions was that different guard shifts meant that there was inconsistent interaction between guards and prisoners. Zimbardo identified that the only testable variable was guard status versus prisoner status. 

Situational or dispositional factors?

Participants took many assessments for the SPE. One self-report inventory used for initial participants was the Comrey Personality Scale. It contains eight personality measurements, such as extroversion, masculinity, empathy, stability, and trustworthiness. The average scores for both prisoners and guards fell into the normal range as defined by Comrey, supporting the finding that participants in both groups were normal, healthy, are equivalent to each other on the scale’s measures. Interesting but non-significant differences were found, though, between prisoners who stayed until the end and those released early. Those released early scored higher on extroversion and empathy (so dispositional factors also do play a role). As for the guards, the most abusive scored the lowest on empathy and trustworthiness.  
While the Comrey Personality Scale showed that all participants fit the norm before the study, the Mood Adjective Self-Report showed differences between guards and prisoner while playing their assigned roles. Participants filled out this self-report twice during the study and after debriefing. One finding was that prisoners reported three times more negative mood than positive mood during the study. By the debriefing, there were no longer any differences in reported mood between the guards and the prisoners.  
The ethics of the SPE 

Be careful about taking an extreme position that the SPE was unethical. There is much to consider. Zimbardo feels that, in some respects, the study was unethical. However, he feels that, in some respects, it was ethical. 

Here are arguments that the SPE was unethical: 

1. The study caused human suffering. Several of the prisoners showed severe stress. 

2. The guards suffered also because they realized what they did to the prisoners. 

3. The informed consent form contained nothing about the surprise arrests. 

4. The researchers should have ended the study before they did. 
5. Zimbardo says he was conflicted over his dual roles of an investigator with research goals and someone who was to uphold ethical principles. Zimbardo said that neither he nor the ethics committee had any idea that the participants would take on their roles so quickly. 

Here are some arguments that the SPE was ethical: 
1. All participants signed an informed consent form stating they knew that their privacy would be invaded, that the food would be minimal, that some of their civil rights would be infringed upon, and that they might be harassed. 
2. The only deception used in the study was the surprise arrests. All other conditions were disclosed. 
3. The mock prison was open for outsiders to inspect. For example, parents could visit and decide that their son was suffering and remove him from the study. However, no parent removed his or her son. 
4. There was extensive debriefing. 
5. There were some positive outcomes for the participants. Scientific benefit in studies must outweigh the costs to participants. While Zimbardo was not sure that the gains of the study outweighed the immediate suffering of participants, he argued that there were longer-term gains expressed by participants. Many said that it was a valuable learning experience. 


