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Groups of four Ss were ordered by the E to respond in a simple reaction time 
(RT) task in a way which (allegedly) would lead to the delivery of painful shock 
to a human "victim." It was found that compliance with these orders declined 
under conditions where the victim was given the specific identity of the 
potential harmer. However, compliance was not directly influenced by whether 
or not the victim and potential harmer were in visual contact. 

Laboratory studies of aggression 
have tended to focus on an individual's 
willingness to harm another individual 
as a function of so me internal motive 
state such as anger or frustration. 
While of considerable scientific and 
social value, this approach neglects the 
fact that many acts of aggression are 
committed on command and in the 
apparent absence of either frustration 
or anger, e.g., as is often true under 
conditions of war. Some of the most 
notable research on this latter form of 
aggression has been reported by 
Milgram (1965). A major finding of 
the Milgram studies was that 
situational variables are of critical 
importance in determining the extent 
to which a S will comply with orders 
to aggress. Chief among these variables 
is the physical separation, or 
"psychological distance," between S 
and the "victim." Thus, a marked 
decline in S's compliance with 
instructions to harm was observed by 
Mi/gram when S was in the same room 
with the victim, enabling the two to 
directly view one another. 

The present study was designed to 
explicate further the 
aggression-suppressing effect of visual 
contact between the harmer and his 
victim. Two alternative explanations 
of this effect were examined. The first 
relates to the visual pain cues provided 
to the aggressor by the victim. The 
potential importance of such cues (and 
of the emphatic response to which 
they presumably give rise) in 
determining interpersonal 
aggressiveness has been suggested by 
Milgram (1965) and by Baron (1971). 
In support of this argument, Baron 
found that increases in the saliance of 
the facial pain cues emitted by the 
victim in study on aggression 
compliance led to declines in the 
magnitude of the harmer's aggressive 
response. A second possible 
explanation of the effect of visual 
contact relates to the fact that, in the 
Mi/gram study, not only could the 
aggressor see his victim, but also the 
victim could see the aggressor. Thus, 
the aggressor was specifically and 
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immediately identifiable by the victim 
as his harmer. The victim's ability to 
identify specifically his aggressor 
might, on the basis of prior social 
learning, heighten the aggressor's fear 
of retaliation and in this way lead to 
an inhibition of the aggressive response 
(Milgram, 1965; Bandura & Walters, 
1963). 

These two interpretations were 
evaluated comparatively in a social 
conflict situation composed of a 
"victim" and four Ss. Prior to each 
trial of the experiment, each S was 
informed that she was either a harmer 
or a saver. A trial was initiated by the 
onset of a stimulus light to which all 
Ss were instructed to respond quickly 
(Donder's type-a reaction). The Ss 
were instructed further that if the 
individual designated the harmer was 
fastest to respond on a given trial, the 
victim would receive a painful shock. 
If, however, a saver was faster, then no 
shock would be administered. The Ss 
were explicitly ordered to respond as 
quickly as possible on all trials 
regardless of whether they were a 
harmer or saver. The magnitude of the 
aggressive response for each S was 
defined in terms of the average 
difference in reaction time (RT) 
between trials on which she was 
designated as the harmer relative to 
those on which she was designated the 
saver. Thus, resistence to instructions 
to harm (suppression of the aggressive 
response) was indexed by increases in 
latency on harming trials. Conversely, 
compliance with instructions to harm 
was defined in terms of the degree of 
adherence to the instruction to 
respond as rapidly as possible on both 
saving and harming trials. 

DESIGN 
A randomized blocks design, which 

contained one between-S and two 
within-S variables, was used. The 
between-S variable involved whether 
or not the victim and Ss were visually 
accessible to one another (visual 
contact condition). One within-S 
variable involved whether or not the 
fastest S to respond on a given trial 
was objectively identified for the 

victim (feedback condition). The other 
within-S variable involved whether or 
not S was informed prior to a trial that 
she would be a harmer or a saver 
(response condition). Blocking was 
based on S's performance on a simple 
RT task administered about 1 week 
prior to the experimental session. 

SUBJECTS 
Thirty-two female undergraduates 

enrolled in introductory psychology at 
the University of South Florida 
participated in the experiment in 
exchange for course credit. 

APPARATUS 
The apparatus consisted of four 

Standard electric timers, four 
display-response panels, and a pair of 
finger electrodes connected to a 
simulated shock generator. Each 
display-response panel was located in 
one of four separate booths, all of 
which faced a single "victim" booth at 
a distance of approximately 4 ft. A 
display-response panel, visible only to 
the S seated directly in front of it, 
contained four features: (1) a 
rear-illuminated translucent plastic 
display board which provided 
information to S as to the conditions 
under which she would be responding, 
(2) four lights located below the 
display board which served to inform 
S as to wh ether she would be a harmer 
or a saver on a given trial, (3) a RT 
stimulus light, and (4) a RT response 
button. 

PROCEDURE 
The experiment was represented to 

the five individuals (four Ss and a 
confederate) appearing for each 
experimental session as an 
investigation of human judgment 
under conditions of stress. The person 
whose judgments were to be evaluated 
was to be chosen by a drawing of lots 
among the five people present. In fact, 
this drawing was prearranged so that 
the confederate was always selected as 
the judge. The confederate was seated 
in the victim booth, the four Ss were 
seated ac ross from her, and recorded 
instructions were presented. The 
instructions stated that the victim's 
task was to judge which of the four Ss 
was the fastest to respond on each trial 
of a simple RT task. The Ss were told 
that prior to each trial, one of them 
would be designated as "harmer" and 
the three others as "savers." These 
designations were communicated to Ss 
by means of the array of four lights 
located on each display-response panel 
below the translucent display board. 
When the light corresponding to a 
given S's position was illuminated, that 
S became the harmer. Otherwise, she 
was a saver. The Ss were told further 
that if the harmer was fastest to 
respond on the RT trial, the victim 
would receive a painful shock. 
Conversely, if a saver were fastest, 
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Table 1 
Arithmetic Mean Reaction Time (in Seconds) as a Function of Response Condition 
Visual Contact, and Hanner ldentification. The values appearing in parentheses are SOs. 

Visual Contact No Visual Contact 

Harmer 
Identified 

Saving Trials 
.237 

(.023) 

Harming Trials 
.532 

(.132) 

then no shock would be administered. 
It was further emphasized that 
regardless of whether one was 
designated as harmer or saver, she was 
to respond as quickly as possible on all 
trials. The stated rationale for using 
shock in this study was that the E 
specifically wished to investigate the 
effects of shock-induced stress on the 
victim 's judgmental accuracy. 

Following these general 
instructions, Ss received more specific 
information regarding the alleged 
objectives of the experiment. The 
precise nature of this information 
depended on wh ether a group was 
tested under conditions of visual 
contact or of no visual contact. 

Visual Contact Condition 
The Ss were informed that the 

victim's judgmental performance 
would be evaluated under two separate 
conditions of feedback. On objective 
feedback trials, a light corresponding 
to the fastest S would go on in the 
victim's booth .5 sec prior to the three 
remaining lights. Thus, when the 
victim was "shocked," she could 
identify her harmer objectively by 
simply observing which of the four S 
lights illuminated first. On no 
objective feedback trials, the victim 
was given no objective information as 
to the identity of the fastest S. The Ss 
were told that judgments would be 
evaluated under these two feedback 
conditions in order to deterrrune 
whether the victim's accuracy on 
no-feedback trials would be facilitated 
by information which would be 
obtained on feedback trials. Messages 
appearing on the translucent plastic 
display board informed Ss of the 
feedback condition under which the 
victim would be responding on each 
trial. 

No Visual Contact Condition 
The procedures, conditions of 

feedback, and instructions were 
identical to those under the visual 
contact condition except that a 
view-obstructing barner was placed 
between the victim and the Ss. Pilot 
work showed that this barrier, which 
prevented Ss from seeing the upper, 
but not the lower, half of the victim's 
body, did not impede S's ability to 
determine when the victim had been 
"shocked. " 
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Harmer Not Harmer Harmer Not 
Identified Identified Identified 

.233 .227 .215 
(.018) (.020) (.017) 

.314 .368 .317 
(.050) (.076) (.052) 

Each group of four Ss was tested in 
counterbalanced order on a total of six 
20-trial blocks, three blocks under 
each of the two feedback conditions. 
On 40% of the trials under each 
condition, all Ss received information 
that they were the harmer, i.e., Light 
No. 1 lighted on S No. l's panel, No. 2 
on S 2's panel, etc. The victim, 
following a sheet of instructions in 
front of her (but hidden from S's 
view), acted as if she had been shocked 
on 60% of the trials. Her response to 
alleged shock may best be described as 
a "startle" reaction. She jerked her 
hand up and jumped back slightiy in 
her chair. 

Each RT trial was initiated by a 
verbal "ready" signal given between .5 
and 1.5 sec be fore the onset of the RT 
stimulus light. After each trial, the 
victim pretended to record her 
judgment as to which S was fastest. 

Following completion of all trials, 
Ss were debriefed. The debriefing was 
designed to determine whether Ss bad 
discovered the true purpose of the 
experiment and to allay any concems 
Ss might have about shocking the 
victim. 

RESULTS 
The data from 4 of the 32 Ss were 

omitted in the analyses reported here 
because of procedural irregularities 
arising during testing. Table 1 shows 
the effect of the visual contact and 
feedback conditions on R T for 
harming vs saving trials. 

An analysis of variance performed 
on the data represented in the table 
indicated that the effects of harmer 
identification (F = 9.35, df = 1/24, 
P < .01), response condition (saving vs 
harming trials) (F = 13.59, df = 1/24, 
P < .01), and the interaction of these 
two variables (F = 9.99, df = 1/24, 
P < .01) were an statistically reliable. 
In addition, a significant second-order 
interaction was obtained among visual 
contact, harmer identification, and 
response condition (F = 5.78, 
df = 1/24, P < .05). AI!. can be seen in 
the table, latencies on harming trials 
were much Ion ger when Ss believed 
the victim knew the identity of the 
harmer. In addition, the longest 
harming RTs occurred when the victim 
not only could objectively identify her 
harmer, but also could see her. No 

differences occurred on saving trials as 
a function of these variables. 

The debriefing sessions disclosed 
that 6 of the 28 Ss had some 
suspicions regarding the true purpose 
of the study, bu t these suspicions were 
retrospective and the data from these 
individuals did not differ 
systematically from that of the 
remaining Ss. None of the Ss voiced 
recognition of the fact that they were 
all the harmer at the same time or that 
the victim was not, in fact, painfully 
shocked. 

DISCUSSION 
None of the undergraduate women 

volunteering to take part in this study 
in exchange for course extra credit 
refused to participate when the 
potentially harmful consequences of 
the experimental task were defined for 
them. Moreover, none of the Ss 
refused to continue after observing 
what they reportedly believed to be 
the victim's honest reactions to the 
apparent shock. However, there was a 
general tendency among these Ss to 
resist the harm instruction as 
evidenced by the fact that response 
latencies reliably increased between 
saving and harming trials under all 
conditions of the study. The 
magnitude of this increase was 
heightened under conditions of harmer 
iden tification, demonstrating that 
being specifically identified as the 
potential harmer by the intended 
victim significantly reduces 
compliance with the harm instruction. 
The effect of harmer identification 
was enhanced under conditions of 
visual contact. Since the availability of 
facial pain cues (Baron, 1971), per se, 
failed to inhibit the aggressive response 
under the conditions of this study, it is 
plausible that the Visual Contact by 
Harmer Identification interaction 
resulted from the fact that visual 
contact further heightened the loss of 
feit anonymity occurring when the 
victim knew the identity of the 
potential harmer. 

In conclusion, the results of this 
study suggest that compliance with 
orders to harm another individual is 
notably reduced when the harmer can 
be specifically identified by the victim. 
As proposed earlier (Bandura & 
Walters, 1963; Milgram, 1965), the 
inhibitory influences of harmer 
identification may have its origins in 
the harmer's social learning history . 
Tbat is, we may leam from prior social 
experience that aggressive activity 
against others is more apt to produce 
re tal i atory punishment in cases where 
the victim can identify us as the 
aggressor relative to cases where our 
aggression can be conducted with 
some measure of anonymity. 
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