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Among other behavioral restrictions, the rules stipulate that 
prisoners must remain silent during rest periods, during meals, and 
after lights out. They must address each other only by their assigned 
ID numbers, they are to address guards as “Mr. Correctional Officer,” 
and everyone is warned that punishment will follow any rule violation 
(Zimbardo, 1973).

You look around and can tell that you are in the basement of a build-
ing. You are led down a corridor to a small cell (6 x 9 feet) with three cots, 
where you are locked behind a steel-barred black door with two other 
prisoners (Exhibit 3.1). Located across the hall, there is a small solitary 
confinement room (2 x 2 x 7 feet) for those who misbehave. There is little 
privacy, since you realize that the uniformed guards, behind the mir-
rored lenses of their sunglasses, can always observe the prisoners. After 
you go to sleep, you are awakened by a whistle summoning you and the 
others for a roll call periodically through the night.

The next morning, you and the other eight prisoners must stand 
in line outside your cells and recite the rules until you remember 
all 17 of them. Prisoners must chant, “It’s a wonderful day, Mr. 
Correctional Officer.” Two prisoners who get out of line are put in the 
solitary confinement unit. After a bit, the prisoners in Cell 1 decide 
to resist: They barricade their cell door and call on the prisoners in 
other cells to join in their resistance. The guards respond by pulling 
the beds out from the other cells and spraying several of the inmates 
with a fire extinguisher. The guards succeed in enforcing control and 
become more authoritarian, while the prisoners become increasingly 
docile. Punishments are regularly meted out for infractions of rules 
and sometimes for seemingly no reason at all; punishments include 
doing push-ups, being stripped naked, having legs chained, and being 
repeatedly wakened during the night. If this were you, would you join 

in the resistance? How would you react to this deprivation of your liberty by these authoritarian guards? How would 
you respond, given that you signed a consent form allowing you to be subjected to this kind of treatment?

By the fifth day of the actual Stanford Prison Experiment, five student prisoners had to be released due to evident 
extreme stress (Zimbardo, 2008). On the sixth day, Philip Zimbardo terminated the experiment. A prisoner subse-
quently reported,

The way we were made to degrade ourselves really brought us down and that’s why we all sat docile towards 
the end of the experiment. (Haney et al., 1973, p. 88)

One guard later recounted his experience:

I was surprised at myself. . . . I made them call each other names and clean the toilets out with their bare 
hands. I practically considered the prisoners cattle, and I kept thinking: “I have to watch out for them in case 
they try something.” (Zimbardo, 2008)

Exhibit 3.2 gives some idea of the difference in how the prisoners and guards behaved. What is most striking about 
this result is that all the guards and prisoners had been screened before the study began to ensure that they were physi-
cally and mentally healthy. The roles of guard and prisoner had been assigned randomly, by the toss of a coin, so the 
two groups were very similar when the study began. Something about the situation appears to have led to the deteriora-
tion of the prisoners’ mental states and the different behavior of the guards. Being a guard or a prisoner, with rules and 
physical arrangements reinforcing distinctive roles, changed their behavior.

Exhibit 3.1 Prisoner in His Cell

Source: © The Lucifer Effect by Philip G. Zimbardo, PhD, Professor 
Emeritus, Stanford University.


