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The Stanford prison experiment, conducted by psychologist Philip Zimbardo in 1971, remains one of
the most infamous and insightful studies in social psychology. Central to this experiment was the
question of human behavior in assigned social roles and how situational factors could influence
individuals’ actions. A critical aspect of the study was the process by which participants were
assigned roles—an element that significantly impacted the outcomes and ethical considerations of the
experiment. In this article, we delve into the specifics of what roles participants were randomly
assigned to, how this assignment was carried out, and the profound implications it has for
understanding authority, conformity, and human nature.

Understanding the Context of the Stanford Prison
Experiment

Before exploring the role assignment process, it's essential to understand the experiment's purpose
and setup. Zimbardo aimed to investigate how individuals conform to roles of authority and
submission within a simulated prison environment. The study involved college students who
volunteered to participate, believing they would be part of a routine psychological experiment.

The core idea was to simulate a prison environment in the basement of the Stanford psychology
building, creating a mock correctional facility. Participants were divided into two groups: guards and

prisoners. The experiment sought to explore how these roles would influence behavior over a short
period, with the overarching hypothesis that situational factors could drastically alter human conduct.

Role Allocation in the Stanford Prison Experiment

Random Assignment to Roles: The Methodology

A defining feature of the Stanford prison experiment was the method of assigning roles. Participants
were randomly allocated to either the role of guard or prisoner, a process designed to eliminate
selection bias and ensure that personal characteristics did not predetermine behavior.

Key points about the role assignment process include:

- Selection of Participants: Volunteers responded to an advertisement and underwent psychological
screening to ensure mental stability and suitability for participation.

- Randomization Technique: Once selected, participants were randomly assigned to roles using a coin
flip, drawing lots, or other chance-based methods. This method was intended to distribute individual



differences evenly across groups, emphasizing the influence of the environment and assigned roles
over personal traits.

- Assignment to Guards or Prisoners: Out of the 24 participants, 12 were assigned to be prisoners and

12 to be guards. The randomness was crucial to the experimental design, aiming to observe how
ordinary individuals would behave when placed in positions of authority or subjugation.

The Rationale Behind Random Role Assignment

The decision to randomly assign roles was grounded in principles of experimental control and
scientific rigor. By doing so, Zimbardo aimed to:

- Minimize pre-existing personality differences influencing behavior.
- Focus on the situational effects of the assigned roles.
- Enhance the internal validity of the study.

This approach also aimed to simulate the randomness of real-world social hierarchies and authority
figures, providing a more authentic picture of human responses to assigned social roles.

Details of the Roles Assigned

The Guard Role

Guards were given authority over prisoners, with instructions to maintain order and oversee daily
routines. Their role involved enforcing rules, supervising prisoners, and ensuring compliance.
Importantly, guards were given uniforms, whistles, batons, and sunglasses to create a sense of
anonymity and authority.

Key aspects of the guard role included:

- Authority and Power: Guards were empowered to discipline prisoners, including using psychological
tactics and, at times, physical force.

- Behavioral Expectations: Participants assigned as guards were instructed to maintain order but not
to use physical violence initially. However, many guards quickly adopted authoritarian behaviors,

sometimes crossing ethical boundaries.

- Role of Discretion: Guards had significant discretion in how they enforced rules, which led to a range
of behaviors from benign to abusive.

The Prisoner Role

Prisoners were arrested at their homes and brought to the mock prison, where they were processed,



given prison uniforms, and assigned identification numbers, stripping them of personal identity.
Key features of the prisoner role:

- Uniforms and Dehumanization: Prisoners wore standardized smocks, caps, and were assigned
numbers, which contributed to a sense of deindividuation and submission.

- Psychological Impact: The prisoners were subjected to dehumanization, including being addressed
by numbers rather than names, and subjected to arbitrary rules and punishments.

- Resilience and Resistance: Some prisoners attempted to resist, while others showed signs of stress
and emotional breakdown, highlighting the powerful influence of the role.

Impact of Random Role Assignment on the Study’s
Outcomes

The random assignment of roles was fundamental in illustrating how situational dynamics could
influence behavior. The experiment revealed that:

- Role conformity led to behavioral changes: Participants quickly conformed to their roles—guards
became authoritarian, prisoners became submissive.

- Situational power dynamics overshadowed personal traits: Even individuals with no prior inclination
toward cruelty or obedience adopted extreme behaviors based on their assigned roles.

- Ethical concerns arose: The rapid escalation of abuse by guards and the emotional distress
experienced by prisoners raised questions about the ethics of the study.

Implications for Social Psychology

The role assignment process and subsequent behaviors demonstrated that:

- Situational factors are powerful: They can induce ordinary people to act in ways inconsistent with
their morals.

- Authority and obedience: The experiment showcased how authority figures could influence
individuals to commit acts they might otherwise consider unacceptable.

- Deindividuation effects: The uniforms and anonymity fostered behaviors that aligned with roles
rather than personal morals.

Conclusion: The Significance of Role Assignment in the



Stanford Prison Experiment

The random assignment of participants to guard and prisoner roles was a cornerstone of the Stanford
prison experiment. It ensured that the behaviors observed were primarily attributable to the
situational context and assigned roles rather than individual predispositions. This methodological
choice provided compelling evidence that situational forces and social roles can profoundly influence
behavior, often leading to dehumanization and abuse.

While the experiment has faced ethical criticisms and is often cited as a cautionary tale about
research ethics, its findings have had lasting impacts on our understanding of authority, conformity,
and the power of social roles. The process of random role assignment not only enhanced the scientific
validity of the study but also underscored the importance of careful experimental design when
exploring complex human behaviors.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What roles did participants randomly receive in Zimbardo's
Stanford prison experiment?

Participants were randomly assigned to act as either guards or prisoners to study the psychological
effects of perceived power and authority.

Why did Zimbardo randomly assign roles to participants in his
experiment?

Random assignment was used to ensure that any differences in behavior could be attributed to the
roles themselves rather than pre-existing personality traits.

How did role assignment impact participant behavior in



Zimbardo's experiment?

Role assignment led to rapid and extreme behavioral changes, with guards exhibiting authoritarian
behavior and prisoners experiencing stress and helplessness.

Were the roles assigned to participants in Zimbardo's
experiment meant to simulate real-life prison dynamics?

Yes, the roles aimed to replicate the social roles and power structures found in actual prisons to
observe how individuals conform to assigned roles.

What ethical considerations arose from the role assignments
in Zimbardo's experiment?

The experiment raised ethical concerns due to the psychological harm caused by the assigned roles,
leading to discussions about the need for ethical guidelines in psychological research.

Additional Resources
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In the annals of psychological research, few studies have left as profound and controversial an impact
as Philip Zimbardo’s Stanford prison experiment. Conducted in 1971, this experiment sought to
explore the psychological effects of perceived power and authority within a simulated prison
environment. Central to its design was the process of how participants were assigned roles—an
element that has sparked significant discussion among psychologists, ethicists, and the public alike.
In this article, we delve into the specifics of Zimbardo’s role assignments, exploring how participants
were allocated to their respective roles, the rationale behind these choices, and the implications these
had on the study’s outcomes.

The Context of Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment

Before examining role assignments, it's essential to understand the experiment’s overarching
framework. Zimbardo and his team sought to investigate how individuals conform to roles of authority
or submission within a controlled environment. The goal was to simulate a prison setting to observe
behaviors that might emerge under institutional power dynamics.

Participants were college students who volunteered for what they believed was a study on prison life.
The researchers transformed a basement of the Stanford psychology building into a makeshift prison,
complete with cells, guard stations, and other necessary facilities. The volunteers were randomly
assigned to two main groups: prisoners and guards. This randomization was critical to the study’s
methodological integrity, aiming to eliminate pre-existing biases and ensure that any behavioral
differences could be attributed to role influences rather than personality traits.



How Were Participants Assigned to Roles?
Random Selection as a Cornerstone

Zimbardo’s methodology hinged on the principle of random assignment. Upon screening and
selecting volunteers, participants were randomly allocated to either the prisoner or guard role. This
process was designed to prevent selection bias and to create conditions where individual personality
differences would be evenly distributed across roles.

- The Randomization Process:

The process involved drawing names from a hat or utilizing randomization tables. Each participant
drew a slip of paper that indicated their assigned role. This straightforward approach was intended to
ensure fairness and impartiality in role distribution.

- Rationale for Randomization:

By randomly assigning roles, the researchers aimed to simulate real-world randomness—akin to how
individuals might find themselves in positions of authority or subjugation in actual prisons. It also
helped control for confounding variables, such as prior criminal tendencies or leadership skills, which
could influence behavior independently of the assigned role.

Role Definitions and Expectations

Once roles were assigned, participants were given specific instructions and expectations aligned with
their positions:

- Prisoners:

- Were to adhere to a set of rules mimicking prison regulations.

- Were to accept their status as prisoners, including wearing a uniform, using a numbered identity
instead of names, and following strict routines.

- Were told to accept the authority of the guards and the overall prison environment.

- Guards:

- Were provided with uniforms, whistles, nightsticks, and reflective sunglasses to dehumanize and
anonymize their appearance.

- Were instructed to maintain order and discipline, sometimes employing psychological tactics to
enforce rules.

- Were given considerable discretion in how they managed prisoners, leading to a wide range of
behaviors—some benign, others abusive.

The Ethical and Methodological Significance of Role Assignments

The Power of Randomization in Behavioral Outcomes

The use of random assignment was pivotal in demonstrating how situational factors could influence
behavior. Zimbardo believed that assigning roles randomly would reveal the extent to which
environment and authority could shape individuals’ actions, independent of their personal morals or

traits.

- Controlled Variables:



Randomization minimized the influence of personality traits that might predispose someone to be
domineering or submissive. Instead, it highlighted how external circumstances and role expectations
could lead to behavioral shifts.

- Behavioral Variability:

Interestingly, even with random assignment, some guards became excessively aggressive, while
some prisoners exhibited passivity, illustrating the complex interplay between individual disposition
and situational variables.

Controversies and Ethical Concerns

While the role assignments aimed to create a controlled environment, the experiment’s ethics have
been heavily scrutinized. Critics argue that despite randomization, the power dynamics fostered a
situation where abuse and psychological harm occurred, raising questions about the morality of such
role assignments in social experiments.

- Unanticipated Outcomes:
Some guards exploited their authority, engaging in behaviors that crossed ethical boundaries. The
prisoners often accepted their subjugation, leading to emotional distress.

- Zimbardo’s Dual Role:
Zimbardo himself acted as the prison superintendent, which some critics contend blurred the lines
between researcher and participant, possibly influencing how roles and behaviors evolved.

The Legacy of Role Assignments in the Stanford Prison Experiment

The way roles were assigned in Zimbardo's experiment became a teaching point for understanding
human behavior under authority and the importance of ethical safeguards in psychological research.
The experiment demonstrated how easily individuals could conform to assigned roles, especially when
placed in environments that support such behavior.

Influence on Future Research and Ethical Standards

- Revisions in Ethical Guidelines:
The controversy surrounding the experiment led to stricter ethical standards, emphasizing informed
consent, the right to withdraw, and the importance of minimizing harm.

- Understanding Role Conformity:
The findings underscored how situational factors and assigned roles could influence behavior
profoundly, informing subsequent studies in social psychology.

Modern Reinterpretations and Reenactments
While the original experiment is rarely replicated due to ethical concerns, its core findings continue to

inform contemporary understanding of authority, obedience, and role conformity. Researchers now
approach such studies with greater caution, emphasizing participant safety and ethical oversight.



Conclusion

In Philip Zimbardo’s Stanford prison experiment, the random assignment of participants to roles of
prisoners and guards was a foundational element in exploring the power of situational forces on
human behavior. By randomly distributing roles, Zimbardo aimed to demonstrate that ordinary
individuals could commit extraordinary acts under the influence of authority and environment.
Despite its controversial history, the experiment remains a landmark study in psychology, illustrating
the profound effects of role assignment and the importance of ethical considerations in social
research. Its legacy continues to shape our understanding of human nature, authority, and the
conditions that can foster both conformity and rebellion.
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