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When Milgram Asked 110 Psychiatrists, College Students, And Middle-class Adults To Predict The

Results, he was conducting one of the most famous and revealing experiments in social psychology.

The study aimed to explore human obedience and the extent to which ordinary individuals would follow

authority figures, even when their actions conflicted with personal moral values. What made this inquiry

particularly compelling was Milgram’s effort to gather predictions from diverse groups—psychiatrists,

students, and middle-class adults—before conducting the actual experiment. Comparing these

predictions to the real outcomes not only shed light on human behavior but also challenged existing

assumptions about authority, morality, and individual decision-making.

---

The Background of Milgram’s Obedience Study

Origins and Purpose

Stanley Milgram, a social psychologist at Yale University, developed his obedience experiments in the

early 1960s. Motivated by the trial of Nazi war criminals and the atrocities committed during World War

II, Milgram sought to understand how ordinary people could commit heinous acts under authoritative

commands. His primary goal was to investigate the conditions under which individuals would comply

with authority figures, even when such compliance involved causing pain to others.



The Experimental Setup

Participants in Milgram’s study were led to believe they were part of a learning experiment. They were

assigned the role of "teacher," while an accomplice played the "learner." The teacher was instructed to

administer electric shocks of increasing intensity each time the learner made a mistake. Unbeknownst

to the participants, the shocks were fake, and the learner's reactions were pre-recorded responses.

The key variable was whether the teacher would continue administering shocks despite the learner’s

protests and apparent suffering.

---

Pre-Experiment Predictions: Expectations from Different

Groups

The Predictions of Psychiatrists

Milgram approached 40 psychiatrists, asking them to predict how many participants would obey to the

maximum voltage, which was 450 volts. The psychiatrists generally believed that obedience would be

limited, with most participants refusing to continue once they heard the learner's protests. Their

predictions were conservative, often estimating that only about 0-3% of participants would go all the

way to the highest shock level.

The Expectations of College Students

Milgram also surveyed 40 college students, many of whom were psychology students. Their

predictions were somewhat more optimistic about human morality but still anticipated a relatively low

obedience rate. Many believed that a majority of participants would refuse to continue once they

perceived the shocks as harmful or unethical. On average, they expected around 20-30% of

participants would obey fully.



The Views of Middle-Class Adults

Finally, Milgram consulted 30 middle-class adults from the community, representing a broader cross-

section of society. These individuals often had less formal education in psychology but offered intuitive

insights about human nature. Their predictions varied widely, but many expected obedience rates to be

moderate, perhaps around 10-20%. They generally believed that social and moral considerations

would prevent most people from inflicting harm.

---

The Actual Results of the Milgram Experiment

Obedience Rates and Findings

Contrary to most predictions, the actual results of the experiment revealed a startling level of

obedience:

- 65% of participants administered the maximum shock of 450 volts.

- All participants continued up to at least 300 volts.

- Many participants experienced visible signs of distress, yet continued to obey the experimenter’s

commands.

- The experiment demonstrated that ordinary individuals could commit acts they might normally

consider unethical under authoritative pressure.

Implications of the Results

The findings challenged the common belief that only "bad" or inherently aggressive people would act

violently or unethically. Instead, Milgram’s study showed that situational factors and authority influence

behavior significantly, often overriding personal moral judgments. It highlighted the power of authority

figures in compelling obedience, even when such obedience involves causing harm.



---

Analysis of Discrepancies Between Predictions and Outcomes

Why Did Predictions Fall Short?

The stark difference between the predictions and the actual results can be attributed to several factors:

- Underestimation of Authority's Power: People tend to underestimate how compelling authority figures

can be.

- Optimism Bias: Many individuals believe they would resist unethical commands, but in practice,

situational pressures often override moral resolve.

- Lack of Awareness: Participants and predictors often lack understanding of the psychological

mechanisms at play, such as obedience to authority or diffusion of responsibility.

What This Tells Us About Human Nature

The divergence between predictions and actual behavior underscores the complexity of human

morality. While people might consider themselves unlikely to harm others under authoritative

commands, the Milgram experiment reveals that most can do so when placed in certain social

contexts. It suggests a gap between moral ideals and actual behavior under pressure.

---

Impact and Ethical Considerations



Repercussions for Psychology

Milgram’s findings have had profound implications for social psychology, highlighting the importance of

understanding obedience, authority, and the conditions that foster compliance. The experiment has

influenced subsequent research on conformity, authority, and ethical standards in psychological

research.

Ethical Controversies

Despite its scientific value, Milgram’s study faced criticism for ethical reasons:

- Participants experienced significant stress and emotional distress.

- There was a debate about informed consent and deception.

- The study prompted the development of stricter ethical guidelines for psychological research,

including the necessity of debriefing and safeguarding participant well-being.

---

Lessons Learned and Modern Perspectives

Understanding Human Behavior

The experiment underscores the importance of context in shaping behavior. Recognizing that

situational factors can influence moral decisions is vital in fields like law, education, and organizational

management.

Applying the Insights Today

Modern psychologists and ethicists emphasize the importance of:



- Promoting moral awareness and critical thinking.

- Developing training programs to recognize and resist undue authority influence.

- Creating environments that encourage ethical decision-making.

Continued Relevance

Milgram’s study remains a cornerstone in understanding obedience and authority. Its insights are

applicable in various settings, from military and corporate environments to understanding social

movements and compliance behaviors.

---

Conclusion

When Milgram asked psychiatrists, college students, and middle-class adults to predict the results of

his obedience experiment, their forecasts were largely optimistic and underestimated the extent of

human compliance under authoritative pressure. The actual findings revealed that a significant majority

of ordinary individuals would administer potentially harmful shocks when instructed by an authority

figure, highlighting the powerful influence of situational factors on human morality. This revelation

continues to inform psychological research, ethics, and our understanding of human nature, serving as

a sobering reminder of the conditions that can lead individuals to act against their personal moral

standards. Ultimately, Milgram’s experiment challenges us to reflect on how authority and social

context shape behavior and underscores the importance of fostering moral resilience in society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary purpose of Milgram's study involving



psychiatrists, college students, and middle-class adults?

The primary purpose was to investigate whether individuals in different social groups would predict the

actual obedience levels observed in Milgram's obedience experiments, highlighting perceptions of

authority and obedience across populations.

How did the predictions of psychiatrists compare to those of college

students and middle-class adults regarding obedience?

Psychiatrists tended to underestimate the level of obedience, predicting lower compliance, while

college students and middle-class adults often overestimated or had varied expectations about how

many participants would follow authority commands.

What were the findings about the accuracy of predictions made by the

three groups?

All groups generally overestimated the likelihood that participants would refuse to obey, revealing a

bias towards assuming people would resist authority rather than comply.

Why is Milgram's study on predictions considered important in

understanding human behavior?

It demonstrates the discrepancy between people's perceptions of obedience and actual behavior,

shedding light on how authority influences individuals and the potential for underestimating obedience

in real-world situations.

What implications did the predictions have for understanding authority

and obedience in society?

The predictions suggested that many people believed individuals would resist authority commands, but

the actual experiments showed a high level of obedience, indicating a potential underestimation of

authority's power in real settings.



Did the predictions differ significantly between psychiatrists and non-

professionals?

Yes, psychiatrists generally predicted lower obedience rates than college students and middle-class

adults, reflecting differing perceptions based on professional expertise.

How did Milgram interpret the differences between predicted and

actual obedience levels?

Milgram believed that people tend to underestimate the power of authority and situational factors that

influence obedience, leading to a gap between expectations and real behavior.

What ethical considerations arose from Milgram’s study based on

these predictions?

The study raised concerns about the psychological stress inflicted on participants, highlighting the

importance of ethical standards in psychological research and the potential dangers of obedience

experiments.

How do Milgram’s findings about predictions inform current

discussions on authority and moral responsibility?

They suggest that individuals may not fully appreciate the extent to which ordinary people will obey

authority, emphasizing the need for awareness of situational influences on moral decision-making and

responsibility.

Additional Resources

When Milgram Asked 110 Psychiatrists, College Students, And Middle-class Adults To Predict The

Results



In the early 1960s, social psychologist Stanley Milgram embarked on a series of experiments that

would challenge our understanding of obedience, authority, and human morality. One of the most

compelling aspects of this research was Milgram’s curiosity about how different groups—psychiatrists,

college students, and middle-class adults—perceived the outcomes of his obedience experiments

before they actually occurred. He sought to understand whether preconceived notions, biases, or

assumptions about human nature influenced expectations about how ordinary people would behave

under authoritative commands. This exploration into predictive judgments not only illuminated societal

attitudes toward authority but also revealed the extent to which perceptions about morality and

conformity vary across different segments of society.

This article delves into the context of Milgram’s predictive survey, the methodology behind it, the

surprising results, and the broader implications for psychology, ethics, and social perception. By

examining these predictions and their accuracy, we gain insight into how societal stereotypes and

individual biases shape our expectations of human behavior—especially in morally complex situations

involving authority and obedience.

The Context of Milgram’s Obedience Experiments

Before exploring the predictions, it’s essential to understand the backdrop against which Milgram’s

experiments were conducted. In the early 1960s, the world was grappling with the aftermath of World

War II and the atrocities committed during the Holocaust. There was widespread concern about how

ordinary individuals could commit heinous acts under the influence of authority figures. Milgram’s

research aimed to empirically explore this question: under what circumstances would people comply

with authority figures, even if it meant inflicting pain on others?

Milgram’s obedience experiments involved participants believing they were administering electric

shocks to a confederate (an actor) whenever instructed by an authority figure in a lab setting. The

shocks increased in intensity each time the “learner” made a mistake. Despite hearing cries of pain

and protests, many participants continued to obey, often to the point of administering what they

believed were dangerous shocks. The results shocked the scientific community and the public,

revealing that ordinary people could engage in destructive
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