Mini Lecture or Overhead Note

The Zimbardo experiment conducted in 1971 at Stanford University examined the strength of roles. What happened to individuals when (good people were put in an evil place( How quickly did people become socialized to their new positions, responsibilities and how were expectations changed? In the original experiment university students were paid to act in either in the role of prison guard or prisoner. The subjects were assigned to these roles after some psychological tests had been completed to ensure the participants safety. With the tests complete the selection of who was to be a guard and who a prisoner was done randomly.  Getting the selected subjects into their roles were further strengthened by the (simulated arrest( of the prisoners at their homes a real police car was used to create a sense of reality.  Subjects were handcuffed, read their rights and taken away to jail. To ensure the experiment bore some resemblance to a real prison  former prisoners from the state prison advised the researches as to the emotional state of people charged and sent to prison. This information was used to  create realistic conditions for the experiment. The actual jail was created in the basement of the psychology building, this was accomplished by closing off hallways and blocking windows. Steel bars were used in some corridors and numbers were stencilled in over cells. The attempt to recreate a jail environment was important to the success of the experiment. In all 18 subjects took part from the list of 90 volunteers. In the jail 9 were guards and 9 were prisoners.
The first day was filled with the kinds of activities expected in a prison, searches and counts to avoid escapes. To a large degree no one seems to have taken their role to seriously. During the second day the prisoners rebelled and blocked off part of the corridor.  Additional guards were called and at this point the experiment took on the look of a real prison riot. The subjects in the experiment began to behave in the manner expected of them by their role and the changed conditions. Over the next few days the conflict between prisoners and guards became increasingly worse. Intimidation both physical and psychological became the normal method of dealing with prisoners. At the end of 36 hours some prisoners began to develop emotional problems 

As each day passed both prisoners and guards fell deeper into the roles they had been randomly assigned. The behaviour of guards and prisoners was no longer part of a role playing experiment. By the 10th day the experiment had to be brought to and end for the well being of all concerned. Guards had become increasingly hostile and aggressive and prisoners more withdrawn and subject to emotional rages.

This experiment clearly pointed out the link between our achieved roles and behaviour. For a more detailed account of this Zimbardo experiment you can go to professor Zimbardo(s web site at Stanford University.

