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Stanley Milgram's obedience experiments remain some of the most influential and controversial studies in
social psychology. Originally conducted in the early 1960s, these experiments sought to understand how
ordinary people could commit seemingly heinous acts under authority’s influence. While the initial studies
focused primarily on male participants, subsequent variations and replications explored how different
demographics, including women, responded to authority commands. This article delves into what Milgram
discovered when he extended his shock experiments to include women as the primary subjects, examining

the implications of these findings and their significance in understanding human obedience.

Background of Milgram’s Shock Experiments

Before discussing the gender-specific findings, it’s essential to understand the context and methodology of

Milgram’s original experiments.

The Original Setup

Milgram's classic obedience experiment involved a "teacher” and a "learner." The teacher, who was a
participant, was instructed to administer electric shocks to the learner (an actor) whenever they answered
questions incorrectly. The shocks increased in voltage with each mistake, reaching dangerous levels. The

experiment measured how far the teacher would go in administering shocks under authoritative prompts.

The Core Findings

Milgram discovered that a significant majority of participants were willing to administer potentially lethal
shocks when prompted by an authority figure, revealing a troubling capacity for obedience to authority

even when it conflicted with personal moral values.



Extending the Experiment to Women

While the initial experiments predominantly involved male volunteers, researchers recognized the
importance of understanding gender differences in obedience behavior. As a result, Milgram and others

conducted variations involving female participants to explore whether gender influenced obedience levels.

The Motivation for Including Women

The inclusion of women was driven by:

- A desire to assess if gender played a role in obedience.

- Concerns about whether women would respond differently due to socialization or psychological
differences.

- The broader aim of generalizing findings across populations.

The Experimental Setup with Women

In these variations, female participants were assigned the role of "teacher” and instructed to administer
shocks in response to incorrect answers from the learner. The procedure was similar to the original, with

the shocks increasing in intensity.

Key Findings from the Gender-Based Variations

When Milgram ran his shock experiments with women giving shocks instead of men, several notable

results emerged, shedding light on gender dynamics in obedience.

Obedience Levels Among Women

Research indicated that women exhibited obedience levels comparable to men, often administering shocks

up to the maximum voltage despite the apparent distress of the learner.
o High obedience rates: A significant proportion of women were willing to deliver the highest shocks
when instructed by an authority figure.

¢ Consistency with male results: The overall obedience pattern mirrored that observed in male

participants, challenging stereotypes that women might be less obedient.

e Variations in behavior: Although overall obedience was similar, some studies noted that women



showed slightly more hesitation or distress during the process.

Differences in Emotional Response

While obedience levels were comparable, women tended to exhibit different emotional reactions:

¢ Increased signs of stress, anxiety, and hesitation during the shocks.
¢ More frequent verbal protests or expressions of discomfort.

o Greater likelihood of questioning the morality of their actions, though still often complying with

authority commands.

Impact of Context and Authority

Milgram’s studies also explored how variations in the authority figure’s presence or demeanor affected
female obedience:

1. Presence of an authoritative experimenter increased obedience among women.

2. When the authority was perceived as less legitimate, obedience decreased slightly.

3. Proximity of the learner (e.g., hearing or seeing them) also influenced the willingness of women to

continue shocking.

Implications of Milgram’s Findings with Women

The results of including women in Milgram’s experiments had profound implications for understanding

obedience and authority.



Challenging Gender Stereotypes

The findings demonstrated that women are just as susceptible to obedience pressures as men, countering
stereotypes that women are inherently more moral or less willing to harm others under authoritative

commands.

The Role of Social and Cultural Factors

The similarity in obedience levels suggested that societal conditioning and authority structures influence

behavior across genders, emphasizing the power of situational factors over individual personality traits.

Understanding Human Nature

Milgram’s experiments with women reinforced the idea that obedience is a fundamental aspect of human

psychology, capable of overriding personal morals regardless of gender.

Contemporary Perspectives and Re-evaluations

Since Milgram’s time, psychologists have re-examined the experiments, including gender-specific findings,

to better understand ethical considerations and psychological processes.

Criticisms and Ethical Concerns

- The emotional distress caused to female participants raised ethical questions.

- Modern replications emphasize informed consent and participant well-being.

Further Research and Variations

- Studies have examined how gender identity, cultural norms, and individual differences influence
obedience.
- Cross-cultural research indicates that societal values significantly impact obedience behavior among both

men and women.

Conclusion

Milgram’s experiments involving women as the primary subjects provided critical insights into human

obedience. The key takeaway was that women, like men, are highly susceptible to authority figures,



willing to administer potentially harmful shocks despite personal discomfort. These findings challenged
gender stereotypes and underscored the importance of situational factors in determining behavior. Today,
Milgram’s work continues to serve as a stark reminder of the potential for ordinary individuals to commit
extraordinary acts under authoritative influence, regardless of gender. Understanding these dynamics
remains vital in addressing issues related to authority, morality, and social responsibility in both individual

and societal contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the key findings when Milgram ran his shock experiments

with women as participants instead of men?

Milgram's experiments with women revealed that women were just as likely as men to administer high
levels of shocks when instructed, indicating that obedience to authority is consistent across genders, though

some studies suggested women exhibited slightly more emotional distress during the process.

Did Milgram observe any differences in obedience levels between male

and female participants during his shock experiments?

While overall obedience levels were similar, some variations showed women exhibiting greater emotional
reactions, such as nervousness or anxiety, but these did not significantly affect their willingness to continue

administering shocks compared to men.

How did the results of Milgram’s experiments with women impact the

understanding of obedience and authority?

The findings reinforced that obedience to authority is a widespread phenomenon affecting both men and
women, highlighting that situational factors and authority influence behavior regardless of gender, thereby

deepening the understanding of obedience in social psychology.

Were there any ethical differences or concerns raised when Milgram

conducted his experiments with women?

Yes, conducting experiments with women raised additional ethical considerations, such as the potential
emotional harm and distress experienced by female participants, prompting discussions about gender

sensitivity and ethics in psychological research.



What implications did Milgram’s experiments with women have for

real-world scenarios involving obedience and authority?

The experiments suggested that women, like men, are susceptible to authoritative influence, which has
implications for understanding behaviors in contexts such as workplace authority, military obedience, and

compliance in societal hierarchies, emphasizing the importance of ethical oversight in such situations.

Additional Resources

Milgram's Shock Experiments with Women: Unveiling Gender Differences in Obedience

The landmark obedience experiments conducted by Stanley Milgram in the early 1960s remain some of
the most influential and controversial studies in social psychology. Originally designed to explore the extent
to which ordinary individuals would comply with authority figures when asked to perform acts conflicting
with their personal conscience, these experiments have been scrutinized, replicated, and expanded over
the decades. A significant variation involved examining the role of gender in obedience—specifically, what
happened when Milgram conducted his shock experiments with women instead of men. This exploration
provided crucial insights into the universality or variability of obedience across genders, and it continues to

spark debate about ethical considerations, psychological mechanisms, and societal implications.

Background: The Original Milgram Experiments

Before delving into the gender-specific findings, it’s essential to understand the foundational setup of

Milgram’s original experiments:

- Participants believed they were part of a learning study.

- They were instructed to administer electric shocks to a "learner” (an actor) whenever an incorrect answer
was given.

- The shocks increased in intensity with each mistake, reaching potentially lethal levels.

- Despite apparent discomfort, many participants continued to obey authority figures (the experimenter)

who urged them to proceed.

The original studies found that a significant majority of participants (about 65%) were willing to administer
the highest shock level, even when hearing apparent suffering from the learner, highlighting a disturbing

capacity for obedience.



Transition to Gender-Based Studies

While the initial experiments primarily involved male participants, questions arose about whether women
would respond differently under similar circumstances. Would gender influence obedience levels? Would
women be more empathetic and refuse to administer the shocks? Or would they conform similarly to
men? To address these questions, Milgram and subsequent researchers designed experiments explicitly

involving female participants.

Milgram’s Female Shock Experiments: Methodology and Design

1. Participant Recruitment: Female volunteers were recruited through similar channels as the original

studies, often via advertisements or word of mouth, ensuring diverse demographics.

2. Experimental Setup: The procedure mimicked the original, with women acting as "teachers" tasked

with administering shocks to a learner (another actor or confederate) for incorrect responses.

3. Instructions and Authority: The experimenter, often dressed in a lab coat, provided standardized

instructions, emphasizing the importance of continuing despite any discomfort.

4. Shock Levels: The shocks ranged from mild (15 volts) to potentially lethal (up to 450 volts), with
labels such as "Slight Shock" to "Danger: Severe Shock."

5. Measurement of Obedience: The primary variable was whether the female participant would

continue administering shocks up to the maximum level.

Key Findings from Milgram’s Female Participation

The results of the female shock experiments offered nuanced insights into gender and obedience:



1. Overall Obedience Rates

- Similarities to Male Participants: The proportion of women willing to administer the highest shock levels
was remarkably close to that of men. In many cases, approximately 65-70% of women continued to the
maximum shock, paralleling the original findings.

- Implication: Gender did not significantly influence the overall level of obedience; women were just as
likely as men to comply with authority figures’ commands—even when these conflicted with their

personal morals.

2. Emotional and Psychological Responses

- Expressed Anxiety: Female participants often displayed signs of distress, such as trembling, sweating, or
nervous laughter.

- Verbalizations: Many women expressed doubt, hesitation, or concern during the process ("I don’t think I
should do this," or "This feels wrong.").

- Deception and Acquiescence: Despite outward signs of discomfort, a high percentage continued to obey,

suggesting a complex interplay between personal feelings and authoritative pressure.

3. Variations in Response Dynamics

- Reluctance and Resistance: Some women showed initial resistance but
eventually conformed under authority’s insistence.

- Refusal and Non-Compliance: A minority refused to continue at various
shock levels, highlighting individual differences and possible influence of
personality traits, moral reasoning, or prior beliefs.

- Gender and Empathy: Unlike some expectations that women might
refuse more due to greater empathy, the data did not support a significant

gender difference in refusal rates.

4. Influence of Context and Authority



- The experiments reaffirmed that the presence of an authoritative figure
strongly influences obedience, regardless of gender.

- Women responded similarly to men when faced with authoritative
pressure, emphasizing the power of situational factors over inherent

gender traits.

Deeper Analysis of the Findings

Are Women More Obedient Than Men?

- The data from Milgram’s experiments suggest that obedience levels are
broadly comparable across genders.

- This challenges stereotypes that women are inherently more
empathetic or resistant to authority.

- It underscores the idea that obedience is primarily driven by situational

factors, authority cues, and social norms, rather than gender alone.

‘What About Emotional Toll?

- Both men and women exhibited signs of distress, indicating that the act
of inflicting harm under authority’s command has profound psychological



consequences.
- Some studies suggest women might experience higher levels of

emotional conflict or guilt, but the data remains mixed.

Implications for Social and Moral Psychology

- The findings reinforce the concept that obedience to authority is a
potent force capable of overriding personal morals in both genders.

- They highlight the importance of understanding how authority and
social pressures can influence behavior, with implications for real-world
issues like military conduct, institutional abuse, and compliance in

hierarchical organizations.

Criticisms and Ethical Considerations

1. Ethical Concerns: The experiments caused significant psychological
stress to participants, raising concerns about deception, consent, and

long-term effects.

2. Replicability and Cultural Context: Variations across cultures and
time periods suggest that obedience levels may be influenced by

societal norms and values.



3. Gender Stereotypes: Critics argue that the experiments may
reinforce gender stereotypes or overlook individual differences,

emphasizing the need for nuanced interpretations.

Subsequent Research and Replications

- Later studies, such as those by Burger (2009), replicated Milgram’s
procedures with ethical safeguards, confirming that obedience levels
remain high across different demographics, including women.

- Cross-cultural research indicates that obedience rates can vary
depending on societal attitudes toward authority, but gender differences

remain minimal or inconsistent.

Practical and Societal Relevance

- Understanding gender-neutral responses to authority helps inform
policy, education, and organizational practices aimed at reducing harmful

obedience.



- Recognizing that both men and women can be equally susceptible
underscores the importance of promoting moral courage, critical thinking,

and resistance to unjust commands.

Conclusion: What Did Milgram Find Out About Women and
Obedience?

Milgram’s experiments involving women as "teachers" significantly
contributed to our understanding of obedience. The key takeaways

include:

- Gender does not significantly alter obedience levels, with women
showing similar willingness to comply with authoritative commands as
men.

- Emotional responses are common, but they do not necessarily prevent
compliance.

- Situational factors and authority cues are more influential than gender
stereotypes in determining obedience.

- These findings challenge assumptions about gender differences in moral
resistance and highlight the powerful role of authority in shaping
behavior.

Overall, Milgram’s research with women reinforced the notion that

obedience is a complex interplay of social, psychological, and contextual



factors, transcending gender boundaries. It illuminates the universality of
certain human tendencies and underscores the necessity of fostering

environments that promote moral agency and ethical resistance.

In essence, Milgram's experiments with women deepen our
understanding that obedience is a human phenomenon—not confined by
gender—and serve as a sobering reminder of our shared vulnerability to

authority’s influence.
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