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Would you ban such experiments because of the potential for harm to subjects? Does the fact that Zimbardo’s and 
Milgram’s experiments seemed to yield significant insights into the effect of a social situation on human behavior—
insights that could be used to improve prisons or perhaps lessen the likelihood of another Holocaust—make any differ-
ence (Reynolds, 1979)? Do you believe that this benefit outweighs the foreseeable risks?

Obtain Informed Consent

The requirement of informed consent is also more difficult to define than it first appears. To be informed consent, 
it must be given by the persons who are competent to consent, can consent voluntarily, are fully informed about the 
research, and comprehend what they have been told (Reynolds, 1979). Still, even well-intentioned researchers may not 
foresee all the potential problems and may not point them out in advance to potential participants (Baumrind, 1985). 
In Zimbardo’s prison simulation study, all the participants signed consent forms, but they were not fully informed in 
advance about potential risks. The researchers themselves did not realize that the study participants would experience 
so much stress so quickly, that some prisoners would have to be released for severe negative reactions within the first 
few days, or that even those who were not severely stressed would soon be begging to be released from the mock prison. 
But on the other hand, are you concerned that real harm “could result from not doing research on destructive obedi-
ence” and other troubling human behavior (Miller, 1986, p. 138)?

Obtaining informed consent creates additional challenges for researchers. The language of the consent form 
must be clear and understandable to the research participants yet sufficiently long and detailed to explain what will 

actually happen in the research. Exhibit 3.6 and Exhibit 3.7 illustrate two different 
approaches to these trade-offs.

Consent Form A was approved by the University of Delaware IRB for in-depth 
interviews with former inmates about their experiences after release from prison. 
Consent Form B is the one used by Philip Zimbardo. It is brief and to the point, 

Informed consent  When a competent 
research participant voluntarily agrees to 
participate in a study

Exhibit 3.6 Consent Form A

INFORMED CONSENT

ROADS DIVERGE: LONG-TERM PATTERNS OF RELAPSE, RECIDIVISM, AND DESISTANCE FOR A RE-ENTRY COHORT 
(National Institute of Justice, 2008-IJ-CX-0017)

PURPOSE: You are one of approximately 300 people being asked to participate in a research project conducted by the 
Center for Drug and Alcohol Studies at the University of Delaware. You were part of the original study of offenders in Dela-
ware leaving prison in the 1990s, and we want to find out how things in your life have changed since that time. The overall 
purpose of this research is to help us understand what factors lead to changes in criminal activity and drug use over time.

PROCEDURES: If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to complete a survey, which will last approxi-
mately 60 to 90 minutes. We will ask you to provide us with some contact information so that we can locate you again if 
we are able to do another follow-up study in the future. You will be asked about your employment, family history, criminal 
involvement, health history, drug use, and how these have changed over time. We will use this information, as well as 
information that you have previously provided or which is publicly available. We will not ask you for the names of anyone, 
or the specific dates or specific places of any of your activities. The interviews will be tape-recorded, but you will not be 
identified by name on the tape. The tapes will be stored in a locked cabinet until they can be transcribed to an electronic 
word processor. After the tapes have been transcribed and checked for accuracy, they will be destroyed. Anonymous 
transcribed data will be kept indefinitely—no audio data will be kept.

RISKS: There are some risks to participating in this study. You may experience distress or discomfort when asked ques-
tions about your drug use, criminal history, and other experiences. Should this occur, you may choose not to answer such 
questions. If emotional distress occurs, our staff will make referrals to services you may need, including counseling and 
drug abuse treatment and support services.

The risk that confidentiality could be broken is a concern, but it is very unlikely to occur. You will not be identified on the 
audiotape of the interview. We request that you not mention names of other people or places, but if this happens, those 


