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In terms of drawbacks, there was some concern that people who had been deceived might 
be embarrassed when hearing about it during debriefing. Students saw both sides of the 
ledger, that is, what could be learned from such research but also the potential costs. In 
the view of Allan Kimmel (2011), “‘No deception’ is an admirable but unattainable goal”  
(p. 583) because full disclosure is not reasonable given how that might change partici-
pants’ responses. Kimmel suggested that researchers use pretesting to determine what lev-
els of deception are truly necessary and pointed to the use of virtual reality as a technology 
that might help to avoid the use of deception in research.

  Try This Now

Find an article through PsycINFO that involves deception. Think of a 
way the research could have been accomplished without deception.

Alternatives to Deception: Role Playing and Simulation

Among the alternatives to deception are role playing and simulation. In role playing, 
researchers typically ask participants to behave as if they were actually in a given situa-
tion. A simulation is a representation of a real situation; Zimbardo’s prison study (Haney  
et al., 1973; mentioned earlier in the chapter) was a simulation. Today, given technology, 
simulations are often computer generated (e.g., through virtual reality). On balance, the 
research has suggested that role playing does not reproduce the same outcomes as emerge 
under conditions of deception.

A more promising approach is simulation, and immersive reality in particular, which 
has been embraced by several researchers (e.g., Blascovich et al., 2002; Slater et al., 2006). 
In 2010, Michaël Dambrun and Elise Vatiné (2010) reexamined Milgram’s (1963, 1974) 
obedience to authority research using an immersive video environment technology. In 
their approach, participants watched an actor (who had been filmed and faked the behav-
iors and cries of someone who had been shocked) on a computer screen. Participants knew 
the “victim” was an actor and the shocks weren’t real. The manipulated variables of interest 
were the visibility of the victim (either seen; or hidden, like Milgram’s approach) and the 
ethnicity of the victim (either French or North African). This immersive approach worked 
in producing results mirroring Milgram’s original research (in the hidden condition). The 
authors viewed immersive technology as a viable tool for examining “extreme social behav-
iors” in the absence of deception; this technology further allows the researcher to replicate 
the research easily (Dambrun & Vatiné, 2010, p. 772). In addition, from the point of view 
expressed in this book, we might view the approach as one that integrates high ecological 
validity (the realism) with high generalizability (control).

Role playing: 
playing a role as 
if you are in the 
actual situation.

Simulation: 
representation, 
often computer-
generated, of a 
real situation; 
considered an 
alternative to 
deception. 


