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First, you are asked to complete a long questionnaire about your family background, physical and mental health 
history, and prior criminal involvement. Next, you are interviewed by someone, and then, you finally sign a consent 
form. A few days later, you are informed that you and 20 other young men have been selected to participate in the 
experiment. You return to the university to complete a battery of “psychological tests” and are told you will be picked 
up for the study the next day (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973, p. 73).

The next morning, you hear a siren just before a squad car stops in front of your house. A police officer charges you 
with assault and battery, warns you of your constitutional rights, searches and handcuffs you, and drives you off to the 
police station. After fingerprinting and a short stay in a detention cell, you are blindfolded and driven to the “Stanford 
County Prison.” Upon arrival, your blindfold is removed and you are stripped naked, skin-searched, deloused, and 
issued a uniform (a loosely fitting smock with an ID number printed on it), bedding, soap, and a towel. You don’t recog-
nize anyone, but you notice that the other “prisoners” and the “guards” are college age, apparently almost all middle-
class white men (except for one Asian) like you (Haney et al., 1973; Zimbardo, 1973).

The prison warden welcomes you:

As you probably know, I’m your warden. All of you have shown that you are unable to function outside in the 
real world for one reason or another—that somehow you lack the responsibility of good citizens of this great 
country. We of this prison, your correctional staff, are going to help you learn what your responsibilities as citi-
zens of this country are. . . . If you follow all of these rules and keep your hands clean, repent for your misdeeds 
and show a proper attitude of penitence, you and I will get along just fine. (Zimbardo, 2008)

PRISON LIFE STUDY: GENERAL INFORMATION
Purpose: A simulated prison will be established somewhere in the vicinity of Palo Alto, Stanford [sic], to study a 
number of problems of psychological and sociological relevance. Paid volunteers will be randomly assigned to play 
the roles of either prisoners and guards [sic] for the duration of the study. This time period will vary somewhat from 
about five days to two weeks for any one volunteer—depending upon several factors, such as the “sentence” for 
the prisoner or the work effectiveness of the guards. Payment will be $80 a day for performing various activities 
and work associated with the operation of our prison. Each volunteer must enter a contractual arrangement with 
the principal investigator (Dr. P. G. Zimbardo) agreeing to participate for the full duration of the study. It is obvi-
ously essential that no prisoner can leave once jailed, except through established procedures. In addition, guards 
must report for their 8-hour work shifts promptly and regularly since surveillance by the guards will be around-the-
clock—three work shifts will be rotated or guards will be assigned a regular shift—day, evening, or early morning. 
Failure to fulfill this contract will result in a partial loss of salary accumulated—according to a prearranged schedule 
to be agreed upon. Food and accommodations for the prisoners will be provided which will meet minimal standard 
nutrition, health, and sanitation requirements. A warden and several prison staff will be housed in adjacent cell 
blocks, meals and bedding also provided for them. Medical and psychiatric facilities will be accessible should any 
of the participants desire or require such services. All participants will agree to having their behavior observed and 
to be interviewed and perhaps also taking psychological tests. Films of parts of the study will be taken, participants 
agreeing to allow them to be shown, assuming their content has information of scientific value.

[The information form then summarizes two of the “problems to be studied” and provides a few more details.]
Thanks for your interest in this study. We hope it will be possible for you to participate and to share your experi-

ences with us.
Philip G. Zimbardo, PhD

Professor of Social Psychology
Stanford University

Source: Zimbardo, P. G. (2008). The Lucifer effect: Understanding how good people turn evil (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Random House.


