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In spite of the ethical standard of disclosure and informed consent by subjects, deception is an essential part of 
many experimental designs. As a result, contentious debate continues about the interpretation of this standard. 
Experimental evaluation of social programs also poses ethical dilemmas because they require researchers to withhold 
possibly beneficial treatment from some of the subjects solely on the basis of chance (Boruch, 1997). In this section, we 
will give special attention to the problems of deception and the distribution of benefits in experimental research.

Deception

Deception is used in social experiments to create more “realistic” treatments, often within the confines of a laboratory. 
You learned in Chapter 3 about Stanley Milgram’s (1965) use of deception in his classic study of obedience to author-
ity. Volunteers were recruited for what they were told was a study of the learning process, not a study of obedience to 
authority. The experimenter told the volunteers that they were administering electric shocks to a “student” in the next 
room, when there were actually neither students nor shocks. Subjects seemed to believe the deception.

Whether or not you believe that you could be deceived in this way, you are not likely to be invited to partici-
pate in an experiment such as Milgram’s. Current federal regulations preclude deception in research that might 
trigger such upsetting feelings. However, deception is still routine in many college laboratories. The question that  
must always be answered is, “Is there sufficient justification to allow the use of deception?” David Willer and  
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