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The Stanford Prison experiment (SPE) is one of the most fam‐

ous, or indeed infamous, studies in the history of psychology.

The dramatic and horrifying result of the SPE have been used

to draw rather sweeping conclusions about human nature

and the psychology of evil. For example, the SPE supposedly

illustrates the power of an abusive situation to induce good

people to do evil things. In particular, Phil Zimbardo has ar‐

gued that the study shows that strong situational forces can

override individual differences in personality and moral val‐

ues so that the latter count for very little. Indeed he has even

claimed that virtually anybody at all who was put into a situ‐

ation where they had power over others, such as guards

have over prisoners, would act in a tyrannical and abusive
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Prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib has been compared to events at

Stanford

Wikimedia Commons

way. Furthermore, the results of the SPE have been applied

to prisoner abuse in Abu Ghraib. The fact that the SPE has

had the influence it has had is all the more remarkable con‐

sidering the obvious limitations of the study, such as its small

sample size and the ad hoc way in which the experiment was

conducted. Closer examination shows that the design of the

SPE did not provide an adequate test of the role of individual

differences in a simulated prison, and that no satisfactory ac‐

count of the individual differences in behaviour shown by

participants has been offered. Therefore, the popularly ac‐

cepted conclusion that the SPE shows that “situational power

triumphs over individual power in certain contexts”

(Zimbardo, 2007, p. x) is quite unfounded.

Dispositions vs. situations - opposed or complementary?

The details of the SPE are fairly well-known and are ex‐

plained in detail on Zimbardo’s website. Susan Krauss
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

Whitbourne also provides a nice accessible summary of the

study on her blog. When the study was first published, the

stated rationale was to critique the “dispositional hypothesis”

of why prison life is so deplorable (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo,

1973). Briefly, the “dispositional hypothesis” supposedly

blames the “nature” of the people who administer the prison

system (e.g. the guards) and the “nature” of the people who

populate it (the prisoners). That is, when guards act in a brutal

manner it is because they are brutal people. Alternatively,

prisoners are seen as naturally aggressive people unable to

control their impulses, and therefore repressive measures are

needed to control them. According to Haney et al., this dis‐

positional hypothesis has been invoked both by those who

defend the status quo (poor conditions in prisons are due to

evil prisoners) and by critics of the system (poor conditions in

prisons are due to sadistic guards). Supposedly, such

simplistic explanations draw attention away from the complex

social, economic, and political causes that really underlie this

deplorable situation, and which are too difficult to change

without radical social upheaval. A few years ago, a research

paper proposed that self-selection might have influenced the

outcomes of the SPE, because the sort of people who would

willingly volunteer for a study on prison life might have dis‐

tinctive personality traits that might predispose them to abus‐

ive behaviour (Carnahan & McFarland, 2007).
[1]

 Haney and

Zimbardo (2009) responded to this by attacking the influence

of what they call “persistent dispositionalism” in psychology –

“explaining context-driven socially problematic behavior in

largely individualistic, trait-based terms, no matter how much

evidence has been amassed to the contrary”.
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Take the

Personality Test

Open

The alternative hypothesis that Haney et al. present is a “situ‐

ationist” one, which is the claim that powerful and oppressive

social situational forces, such as occur in a prison, over-ride

individual differences in personality and moral values, and in‐

duce ordinary decent people to act in abhorrent ways. Haney

et al. (1973) attacked the idea that prisoner abuse is due to

“bad seeds” and alternatively suggested that the prison sys‐

tem consists instead of “bad soil” that can corrupt anyone.

More recently, Zimbardo has used the metaphor of “good

apples” placed into “a very bad barrel” to explain why appar‐

ently good people have done evil things.

Situations can reveal personality

Note the apparent dichotomy here. A person’s behaviour in a

situation such as a mock prison or even a real one is sup‐

posed to be due either to their internal dispositions or the ex‐

ternal features of the situation, but not both. I think this a false

dichotomy that has led to extreme and unfounded conclu‐

sions. Furthermore, it appears to be based on a straw man ar‐

gument. When Haney et al. (1973) originally discussed the

“dispositional hypothesis” they did not cite any references to

show that this is a real hypothesis taken seriously by any

GB
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genuine scholars. Perhaps certain naïve laypeople believe in

it, but whether actual social scientists and psychologists do is

not clear. Similarly, when Haney and Zimbardo (2009) attack

“persistent dispositionalism” they seem to invoke a decades-

old misconception that personality psychologists believe that

behaviour can be understood primarily as a function of a

person’s traits without serious consideration of the context of

the person’s behaviour. On the contrary, personality psycho‐

logists have long maintained that a person’s behaviour is a

function of both the features of the person and the features

of the situation, not just one or the other. That is, a personality

psychologist might argue that people generally make choices

about how to behave in order to meet their needs within the

constraints and opportunities inherent in particular situations.

[2]

Regarding the SPE in particular, the authors who argued that

self-selection could have influenced the SPE’s outcome re‐

sponded to Haney and Zimbardo’s criticism that they sup‐

posedly preferred “dispositionalist” explanations over situ‐

ational ones, by affirming that they did not at all deny that

features of the situation had a powerful influence on the be‐

haviour of the participants (McFarland & Carnahan, 2009).

What they were arguing was that traits might influence a

person’s decision to participate in such a situation in the first

place. Furthermore, they also argued that being in such a

situation with people with similar personality traits would tend

to amplify whatever tendencies one already had to be abus‐

ive. However, Zimbardo (2007) has argued for a more ex‐

treme situationist view, claiming that “a large body of evid‐

ence in social psychology supports the concept that situ‐

ational power triumphs over individual power in certain con‐

texts” and that bad situations can cause “good” people to do

GB
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“evil” things. However an alternative view of the power of

situations is that they provide opportunities that can reveal

rather than suppress individual differences (Krueger, 2008).

That is, put two different people with different desires in the

same situation, and they may respond in accordance with

their personal preferences, within whatever constraints are

imposed by the demands of the situation. Let’s examine the

actual findings of the SPE and see which view of situational

power finds more support.

What really went down at Stanford

The SPE study sample consisted of 21
[3]

 men who had been

selected from a large pool of 75 volunteers based on psycho‐

logical assessments to ensure their mental stability and lack

of criminal history. One day prior to the study these 21 were

assessed on ten different personality trait tests and then ran‐

domly assigned to the role of guard or prisoner – 11 to the

former, 10 to the latter. On the whole it seems, the guards

were pretty mean, and the prisoners became demoralised by

their situation, and five of the latter had such adverse psycho‐

logical reactions that they had to be released early. So far,

GB

https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cs_TViNqvZtStE7GdqMwPm7y0kA_PiaGhbbKa8rPyEcCNtwEQASC6yJkgYMmGgICIpIAQoAG_o4nPKMgBAeACAKgDAcgDCqoEpwNP0Eyonu45WRaMwRNo7p4xvEtx5Jn--duAp3AEadYeCqrwHFx_aC0OQXeLSWg8nzR2Pg-BlHTSfmOje9rSgBxkF2hBqfQAUFmR9mNH2auWDjkAv1w4iSefdoOiVE4Z5DbTrjj-69vSu-yx18Y7dub6Cc6NkRR3i9waqfgXxVKjWRdUxYQ7vlhL1vEd3FL-5S60diGn42tCH6h1CyugAvAVFzBCSXMhK6g7eQtaNRIly_3Id1dj8QWR4i9mvNFux4v6yebcmOfAeHFYdj4Fy-2Assou737HOMvwekufKf1LpdakZyGIQpmihEwb24yCFSA5K-RVYkAwM4gnbk-0lmulBRoEOlrrffLyGvVfZxS1oZR4IRqq8l4kjMPpIIcAn1ov_tEqGem4pJMsypcIxrdbL2ImINZY2-rngi1UfCt79LRIn5KUa3DwvWrLlcqyYbBmmjg4k3ry8J3dMvLms4M5o7kxM0kHvOicWk0Ns4s3V6hMj7kwkG_EgZCz29ekwinYSA8EQmYRRaZkNQInRwRKc4NuxYSHmZS5yoZwYrQZdElkJRVbAu3ABIL4mYW_BOAEAYgF8aCW6ESSBQ0IPhABGAHIAb-jic8okAYBoAYugAe_29muA4gHAZAHAqgHkKyxAqgH2baxAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAevvrECqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB-C9sQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQKoB_jCsQKoB_vCsQLYBwHSCCcIABACGB0yAQA6Dp_QgICAgASAwICAgKAoSL39wTpYruWmgo3chwOxCevBk6-gGArTgAoDmAsByAsBqg0CVVPIDQHiDRMI0b2ogo3chwMVsQ6KAx0bHg3y2BMMiBQC0BUBmBYB-BYBgBcBshcCGAGyGAkSArFpGC4iAQA&ae=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB&num=1&cid=CAQSQwDaQooLbKFq97FdCBNcP14wEiaPSjwvesSakwv5KiuU5O-aosDLRI9EaivFuqfMIm4ZsnyXWMI0cbPnQ3Ep6iOMhgMYAQ&sig=AOD64_2vo79v-ABwL4GlhCgbw9MdrypDng&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&rf=4&nb=0&adurl=https://mypersonality.net/quiz%3Fafid%3Dgdnmpd3%26gclid%3DCj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cs_TViNqvZtStE7GdqMwPm7y0kA_PiaGhbbKa8rPyEcCNtwEQASC6yJkgYMmGgICIpIAQoAG_o4nPKMgBAeACAKgDAcgDCqoEpwNP0Eyonu45WRaMwRNo7p4xvEtx5Jn--duAp3AEadYeCqrwHFx_aC0OQXeLSWg8nzR2Pg-BlHTSfmOje9rSgBxkF2hBqfQAUFmR9mNH2auWDjkAv1w4iSefdoOiVE4Z5DbTrjj-69vSu-yx18Y7dub6Cc6NkRR3i9waqfgXxVKjWRdUxYQ7vlhL1vEd3FL-5S60diGn42tCH6h1CyugAvAVFzBCSXMhK6g7eQtaNRIly_3Id1dj8QWR4i9mvNFux4v6yebcmOfAeHFYdj4Fy-2Assou737HOMvwekufKf1LpdakZyGIQpmihEwb24yCFSA5K-RVYkAwM4gnbk-0lmulBRoEOlrrffLyGvVfZxS1oZR4IRqq8l4kjMPpIIcAn1ov_tEqGem4pJMsypcIxrdbL2ImINZY2-rngi1UfCt79LRIn5KUa3DwvWrLlcqyYbBmmjg4k3ry8J3dMvLms4M5o7kxM0kHvOicWk0Ns4s3V6hMj7kwkG_EgZCz29ekwinYSA8EQmYRRaZkNQInRwRKc4NuxYSHmZS5yoZwYrQZdElkJRVbAu3ABIL4mYW_BOAEAYgF8aCW6ESSBQ0IPhABGAHIAb-jic8okAYBoAYugAe_29muA4gHAZAHAqgHkKyxAqgH2baxAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAevvrECqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB-C9sQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQKoB_jCsQKoB_vCsQLYBwHSCCcIABACGB0yAQA6Dp_QgICAgASAwICAgKAoSL39wTpYruWmgo3chwOxCevBk6-gGArTgAoDmAsByAsBqg0CVVPIDQHiDRMI0b2ogo3chwMVsQ6KAx0bHg3y2BMMiBQC0BUBmBYB-BYBgBcBshcCGAGyGAkSArFpGC4iAQA&ae=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB&num=1&cid=CAQSQwDaQooLbKFq97FdCBNcP14wEiaPSjwvesSakwv5KiuU5O-aosDLRI9EaivFuqfMIm4ZsnyXWMI0cbPnQ3Ep6iOMhgMYAQ&sig=AOD64_2vo79v-ABwL4GlhCgbw9MdrypDng&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&rf=4&nb=0&adurl=https://mypersonality.net/quiz%3Fafid%3Dgdnmpd3%26gclid%3DCj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cs_TViNqvZtStE7GdqMwPm7y0kA_PiaGhbbKa8rPyEcCNtwEQASC6yJkgYMmGgICIpIAQoAG_o4nPKMgBAeACAKgDAcgDCqoEpwNP0Eyonu45WRaMwRNo7p4xvEtx5Jn--duAp3AEadYeCqrwHFx_aC0OQXeLSWg8nzR2Pg-BlHTSfmOje9rSgBxkF2hBqfQAUFmR9mNH2auWDjkAv1w4iSefdoOiVE4Z5DbTrjj-69vSu-yx18Y7dub6Cc6NkRR3i9waqfgXxVKjWRdUxYQ7vlhL1vEd3FL-5S60diGn42tCH6h1CyugAvAVFzBCSXMhK6g7eQtaNRIly_3Id1dj8QWR4i9mvNFux4v6yebcmOfAeHFYdj4Fy-2Assou737HOMvwekufKf1LpdakZyGIQpmihEwb24yCFSA5K-RVYkAwM4gnbk-0lmulBRoEOlrrffLyGvVfZxS1oZR4IRqq8l4kjMPpIIcAn1ov_tEqGem4pJMsypcIxrdbL2ImINZY2-rngi1UfCt79LRIn5KUa3DwvWrLlcqyYbBmmjg4k3ry8J3dMvLms4M5o7kxM0kHvOicWk0Ns4s3V6hMj7kwkG_EgZCz29ekwinYSA8EQmYRRaZkNQInRwRKc4NuxYSHmZS5yoZwYrQZdElkJRVbAu3ABIL4mYW_BOAEAYgF8aCW6ESSBQ0IPhABGAHIAb-jic8okAYBoAYugAe_29muA4gHAZAHAqgHkKyxAqgH2baxAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAevvrECqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB-C9sQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQKoB_jCsQKoB_vCsQLYBwHSCCcIABACGB0yAQA6Dp_QgICAgASAwICAgKAoSL39wTpYruWmgo3chwOxCevBk6-gGArTgAoDmAsByAsBqg0CVVPIDQHiDRMI0b2ogo3chwMVsQ6KAx0bHg3y2BMMiBQC0BUBmBYB-BYBgBcBshcCGAGyGAkSArFpGC4iAQA&ae=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB&num=1&cid=CAQSQwDaQooLbKFq97FdCBNcP14wEiaPSjwvesSakwv5KiuU5O-aosDLRI9EaivFuqfMIm4ZsnyXWMI0cbPnQ3Ep6iOMhgMYAQ&sig=AOD64_2vo79v-ABwL4GlhCgbw9MdrypDng&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&rf=4&nb=19&adurl=https://mypersonality.net/quiz%3Fafid%3Dgdnmpd3%26gclid%3DCj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cs_TViNqvZtStE7GdqMwPm7y0kA_PiaGhbbKa8rPyEcCNtwEQASC6yJkgYMmGgICIpIAQoAG_o4nPKMgBAeACAKgDAcgDCqoEpwNP0Eyonu45WRaMwRNo7p4xvEtx5Jn--duAp3AEadYeCqrwHFx_aC0OQXeLSWg8nzR2Pg-BlHTSfmOje9rSgBxkF2hBqfQAUFmR9mNH2auWDjkAv1w4iSefdoOiVE4Z5DbTrjj-69vSu-yx18Y7dub6Cc6NkRR3i9waqfgXxVKjWRdUxYQ7vlhL1vEd3FL-5S60diGn42tCH6h1CyugAvAVFzBCSXMhK6g7eQtaNRIly_3Id1dj8QWR4i9mvNFux4v6yebcmOfAeHFYdj4Fy-2Assou737HOMvwekufKf1LpdakZyGIQpmihEwb24yCFSA5K-RVYkAwM4gnbk-0lmulBRoEOlrrffLyGvVfZxS1oZR4IRqq8l4kjMPpIIcAn1ov_tEqGem4pJMsypcIxrdbL2ImINZY2-rngi1UfCt79LRIn5KUa3DwvWrLlcqyYbBmmjg4k3ry8J3dMvLms4M5o7kxM0kHvOicWk0Ns4s3V6hMj7kwkG_EgZCz29ekwinYSA8EQmYRRaZkNQInRwRKc4NuxYSHmZS5yoZwYrQZdElkJRVbAu3ABIL4mYW_BOAEAYgF8aCW6ESSBQ0IPhABGAHIAb-jic8okAYBoAYugAe_29muA4gHAZAHAqgHkKyxAqgH2baxAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAevvrECqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB-C9sQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQKoB_jCsQKoB_vCsQLYBwHSCCcIABACGB0yAQA6Dp_QgICAgASAwICAgKAoSL39wTpYruWmgo3chwOxCevBk6-gGArTgAoDmAsByAsBqg0CVVPIDQHiDRMI0b2ogo3chwMVsQ6KAx0bHg3y2BMMiBQC0BUBmBYB-BYBgBcBshcCGAGyGAkSArFpGC4iAQA&ae=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB&num=1&cid=CAQSQwDaQooLbKFq97FdCBNcP14wEiaPSjwvesSakwv5KiuU5O-aosDLRI9EaivFuqfMIm4ZsnyXWMI0cbPnQ3Ep6iOMhgMYAQ&sig=AOD64_2vo79v-ABwL4GlhCgbw9MdrypDng&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&rf=4&nb=9&adurl=https://mypersonality.net/quiz%3Fafid%3Dgdnmpd3%26gclid%3DCj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cs_TViNqvZtStE7GdqMwPm7y0kA_PiaGhbbKa8rPyEcCNtwEQASC6yJkgYMmGgICIpIAQoAG_o4nPKMgBAeACAKgDAcgDCqoEpwNP0Eyonu45WRaMwRNo7p4xvEtx5Jn--duAp3AEadYeCqrwHFx_aC0OQXeLSWg8nzR2Pg-BlHTSfmOje9rSgBxkF2hBqfQAUFmR9mNH2auWDjkAv1w4iSefdoOiVE4Z5DbTrjj-69vSu-yx18Y7dub6Cc6NkRR3i9waqfgXxVKjWRdUxYQ7vlhL1vEd3FL-5S60diGn42tCH6h1CyugAvAVFzBCSXMhK6g7eQtaNRIly_3Id1dj8QWR4i9mvNFux4v6yebcmOfAeHFYdj4Fy-2Assou737HOMvwekufKf1LpdakZyGIQpmihEwb24yCFSA5K-RVYkAwM4gnbk-0lmulBRoEOlrrffLyGvVfZxS1oZR4IRqq8l4kjMPpIIcAn1ov_tEqGem4pJMsypcIxrdbL2ImINZY2-rngi1UfCt79LRIn5KUa3DwvWrLlcqyYbBmmjg4k3ry8J3dMvLms4M5o7kxM0kHvOicWk0Ns4s3V6hMj7kwkG_EgZCz29ekwinYSA8EQmYRRaZkNQInRwRKc4NuxYSHmZS5yoZwYrQZdElkJRVbAu3ABIL4mYW_BOAEAYgF8aCW6ESSBQ0IPhABGAHIAb-jic8okAYBoAYugAe_29muA4gHAZAHAqgHkKyxAqgH2baxAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB47OG6gHk9gbqAfulrECqAf-nrECqAevvrECqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB-C9sQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQKoB_jCsQKoB_vCsQLYBwHSCCcIABACGB0yAQA6Dp_QgICAgASAwICAgKAoSL39wTpYruWmgo3chwOxCevBk6-gGArTgAoDmAsByAsBqg0CVVPIDQHiDRMI0b2ogo3chwMVsQ6KAx0bHg3y2BMMiBQC0BUBmBYB-BYBgBcBshcCGAGyGAkSArFpGC4iAQA&ae=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB&num=1&cid=CAQSQwDaQooLbKFq97FdCBNcP14wEiaPSjwvesSakwv5KiuU5O-aosDLRI9EaivFuqfMIm4ZsnyXWMI0cbPnQ3Ep6iOMhgMYAQ&sig=AOD64_2vo79v-ABwL4GlhCgbw9MdrypDng&client=ca-pub-3406605080325507&rf=4&nb=8&adurl=https://mypersonality.net/quiz%3Fafid%3Dgdnmpd3%26gclid%3DCj0KCQjwzby1BhCQARIsAJ_0t5ND2ZM-iJcH4vCMj-Tb9bFtElbDV10aU4U3hT1pIN3UOtqLixxk9f8aAqMcEALw_wcB
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=AcuE4N5igh7iSH8Jej7LTKfDb5FPt8MRF47F-6rIem_Eitlvg8ul39aWrRwnf83gwvLQ92WsVRfTbGLLUbtJmi7CTN-M0E4xA4qT9XhF4YyKekd2_fNXbtQ6y_-GWNYH1O7U4gpSSE7OyS8tXRfosT3JsFXfWwrYrzOiFvP5roK2k0jpuOUuN81zN-UfawuF06gYqhQk4Al9iea_C0An2YEY-bbLpQvGEPBN5XzgN_RJe-gpNzXWi4ZEluzX3-IVUAjsdyt7NL8j7TZJlFB3SgYH7bJeqoeH-PNNdg6U5RGjQk4207IUiUWQr98VmWRVpTmkiC5JaABUPNIv0UdFSVlNNYMiFD2VL0ilJRVumUQFWBTkm3VKR8GtfN_4L1O60lNHM3VLFb1UAVJrEq6AkiLr_Lg7TcxRMi79YZ-WGMjTbUCJnk0M4NnVzD13A6H23Tri0uf_mqOrGvYUtmf-JkhS2Cj9_Qz7ze2J9qYk8T39PG56zYzgtLGU4WD1sjfj7-0q7bncBkY7ERMAnut0LzFEYSkHsphpZYypMeEBPBVZxqZJ3TUD5dkvQQyU9WRSCJ8LOCsz67tMOlpMNVAfegR2I-7PqeVDDqnWTJuTUaeDsIbhx7U424dHiMpNo6hkk7BrJqNmfIpWPsisyJPJtN7hJD8A1qf1b1YdYKv_gpnpFx8lD9dz-tXrNoQ4WqgavSNQ5y9DHRv-QAXfVgQXLrkiFJ_nemLcYAh_5bghJeheRl35oo9DGWoXXnHVPFPZlsBLpa2S6rp4Up847rhuYrxddyK6O-dWqd4vg9uGk_4y7wMw7UGcWlmStbMcuovfGTY-9TCsHuX8ZlLrlx2JJ8v3kJM8115qeQjsRxSzyw5K5gYnjuXqIQ9s_cS-NXmax-ssUdEMfOhLefopWrVLahVC83nV5Z3S4syarjZl4sO7YvZscAytwYntsUR775-2S8Dn82qpyggEBOVrupOyhu1H1fyNfF1vBBtnUMJDcUhUyl5ez5xUvCgH6YTZ9-aNkjLxMBgO-n6PBBaSf_VkqHGJkcCjKyfUhZzEhqWOLY2fyQmqQNNlw__MSzWraYOYKGp6vJjiFftY5ESLr7yemF4mUnnKvGok5KkYDOCDUjdDfxMV10y4ZOaOXNUj4VG7edWDceTOY-qyMHlecfMU2lukUSSEbSszUl_qT63cMD39vIkDdFyMXAkrHqVvjEW2f1PmVFQnHnXH1t8xTzqp2lvn62-eySZTD5bq640_YebBMv8YTbz9q6XiURcqJs55vrRG3Ubdqwsf7Tstv3Vi4JnS4C67m-QKe5KGb7dxNJC41CM3WFrc4L8lgI6eVIqziZ3CIbzYJDO-41IPE2hj9m2skwuUJXX3wTnqrufqlp2YqGH-oLdxlt-uZID69kH2vpavsUhoibd3yBu3-nq5IL6HNpU0p3LeOzwCW4tD5uf7jZHjVEeobmxIUHlY7Wlt8QWXLu7_mTjpiX3kgLFI9r_S_ef7P0UIFTuszTNHqRbhPoTEqIJ5HcTjjW_wCzGJblK9HCYgcG163bU_d7_bFfUAI4bM0EkqzDZycs_u_XJ4qLM8iC4_KZcLSQ-vfeUnXKAj3NCJXVsjqhJqYc2NC5Xx5uzxX-B2GcgFjh3PQfs-IkjaLCPxJRnwuEUyunFM2CVF5-qdJMcRNw803_yCyPnziBCbCEmvj5Cc17RFzX-T7ejQJgjL1yTeKyh_Pyj64uE69lDcuYecbr7vcamOGDvGF0BiX0ZUnmxFwPeZHtKHQtDnEdUro9_Se7JNlHgCc-WAb2UPqDRhMyMXE1yp6wkrP8eVjt48itzf5KcHzBQKFADuUNq6hLuV8y2MiEZBqOElnQWL1XJEId_tzdGf4nWVyYc4QTjbXGIRQfDswGVI_56qQN8vZtOhpWdm7bPyW2a56vj_0bxOesFCHk7kjw3GAvAxRY3c_-kHQKjokfGkyNLv6JyHSU-6LeByjT3hKaFcA4ZFrj_Eb6blRzWoWrd0-2grVanTssZTSBt2VhJQ3Nr2uq4aSTipc2zvqcEFtOQ3jIyR2zGydn_lpIfsjV_Kuu_EByqnltzQC-MYJMZztbcfkLnPa9looZqt4enxzQJjNdVIw-frpqa-z0VVfoSbdpqLl33Wnoz-9nqUCy2A6EyRrTlUBugaqnLTOdm-dGmKaWoumR-gA6qaj0vUHOH44vksoP1Vo31_O3mZZ_b3tku5Bg_07oT3R3D46-wjhHiG_mmsSfH3aDVBOfw_8dNdgyr45ZOCNxFeKyFcYSmCrDH4EIUHrM6FHb0NEg5XfwN3Ylf8RHoevH6l-69V2jFpAx5dHVxExv0johonLoo&opi=122715837
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=AcuE4N5igh7iSH8Jej7LTKfDb5FPt8MRF47F-6rIem_Eitlvg8ul39aWrRwnf83gwvLQ92WsVRfTbGLLUbtJmi7CTN-M0E4xA4qT9XhF4YyKekd2_fNXbtQ6y_-GWNYH1O7U4gpSSE7OyS8tXRfosT3JsFXfWwrYrzOiFvP5roK2k0jpuOUuN81zN-UfawuF06gYqhQk4Al9iea_C0An2YEY-bbLpQvGEPBN5XzgN_RJe-gpNzXWi4ZEluzX3-IVUAjsdyt7NL8j7TZJlFB3SgYH7bJeqoeH-PNNdg6U5RGjQk4207IUiUWQr98VmWRVpTmkiC5JaABUPNIv0UdFSVlNNYMiFD2VL0ilJRVumUQFWBTkm3VKR8GtfN_4L1O60lNHM3VLFb1UAVJrEq6AkiLr_Lg7TcxRMi79YZ-WGMjTbUCJnk0M4NnVzD13A6H23Tri0uf_mqOrGvYUtmf-JkhS2Cj9_Qz7ze2J9qYk8T39PG56zYzgtLGU4WD1sjfj7-0q7bncBkY7ERMAnut0LzFEYSkHsphpZYypMeEBPBVZxqZJ3TUD5dkvQQyU9WRSCJ8LOCsz67tMOlpMNVAfegR2I-7PqeVDDqnWTJuTUaeDsIbhx7U424dHiMpNo6hkk7BrJqNmfIpWPsisyJPJtN7hJD8A1qf1b1YdYKv_gpnpFx8lD9dz-tXrNoQ4WqgavSNQ5y9DHRv-QAXfVgQXLrkiFJ_nemLcYAh_5bghJeheRl35oo9DGWoXXnHVPFPZlsBLpa2S6rp4Up847rhuYrxddyK6O-dWqd4vg9uGk_4y7wMw7UGcWlmStbMcuovfGTY-9TCsHuX8ZlLrlx2JJ8v3kJM8115qeQjsRxSzyw5K5gYnjuXqIQ9s_cS-NXmax-ssUdEMfOhLefopWrVLahVC83nV5Z3S4syarjZl4sO7YvZscAytwYntsUR775-2S8Dn82qpyggEBOVrupOyhu1H1fyNfF1vBBtnUMJDcUhUyl5ez5xUvCgH6YTZ9-aNkjLxMBgO-n6PBBaSf_VkqHGJkcCjKyfUhZzEhqWOLY2fyQmqQNNlw__MSzWraYOYKGp6vJjiFftY5ESLr7yemF4mUnnKvGok5KkYDOCDUjdDfxMV10y4ZOaOXNUj4VG7edWDceTOY-qyMHlecfMU2lukUSSEbSszUl_qT63cMD39vIkDdFyMXAkrHqVvjEW2f1PmVFQnHnXH1t8xTzqp2lvn62-eySZTD5bq640_YebBMv8YTbz9q6XiURcqJs55vrRG3Ubdqwsf7Tstv3Vi4JnS4C67m-QKe5KGb7dxNJC41CM3WFrc4L8lgI6eVIqziZ3CIbzYJDO-41IPE2hj9m2skwuUJXX3wTnqrufqlp2YqGH-oLdxlt-uZID69kH2vpavsUhoibd3yBu3-nq5IL6HNpU0p3LeOzwCW4tD5uf7jZHjVEeobmxIUHlY7Wlt8QWXLu7_mTjpiX3kgLFI9r_S_ef7P0UIFTuszTNHqRbhPoTEqIJ5HcTjjW_wCzGJblK9HCYgcG163bU_d7_bFfUAI4bM0EkqzDZycs_u_XJ4qLM8iC4_KZcLSQ-vfeUnXKAj3NCJXVsjqhJqYc2NC5Xx5uzxX-B2GcgFjh3PQfs-IkjaLCPxJRnwuEUyunFM2CVF5-qdJMcRNw803_yCyPnziBCbCEmvj5Cc17RFzX-T7ejQJgjL1yTeKyh_Pyj64uE69lDcuYecbr7vcamOGDvGF0BiX0ZUnmxFwPeZHtKHQtDnEdUro9_Se7JNlHgCc-WAb2UPqDRhMyMXE1yp6wkrP8eVjt48itzf5KcHzBQKFADuUNq6hLuV8y2MiEZBqOElnQWL1XJEId_tzdGf4nWVyYc4QTjbXGIRQfDswGVI_56qQN8vZtOhpWdm7bPyW2a56vj_0bxOesFCHk7kjw3GAvAxRY3c_-kHQKjokfGkyNLv6JyHSU-6LeByjT3hKaFcA4ZFrj_Eb6blRzWoWrd0-2grVanTssZTSBt2VhJQ3Nr2uq4aSTipc2zvqcEFtOQ3jIyR2zGydn_lpIfsjV_Kuu_EByqnltzQC-MYJMZztbcfkLnPa9looZqt4enxzQJjNdVIw-frpqa-z0VVfoSbdpqLl33Wnoz-9nqUCy2A6EyRrTlUBugaqnLTOdm-dGmKaWoumR-gA6qaj0vUHOH44vksoP1Vo31_O3mZZ_b3tku5Bg_07oT3R3D46-wjhHiG_mmsSfH3aDVBOfw_8dNdgyr45ZOCNxFeKyFcYSmCrDH4EIUHrM6FHb0NEg5XfwN3Ylf8RHoevH6l-69V2jFpAx5dHVxExv0johonLoo&opi=122715837
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/experts/joachim-i-krueger-phd
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors?domain=content&cc=gb&cl=en


“Some guards were tough but fair (“played by the

rules”), some went far beyond their roles to engage

in creative cruelty and harassment, while a few

were passive and rarely instigated any coercive

control over the prisoners” (p. 81).

THE BASICS

What Is Personality?

Take our Agreeableness Test

Find counselling near me

sounds like a big win for the situationist account right?

Participants acted the way they did based on their situation‐

ally defined roles, so the situation had a strong influence on

their behaviour. However, I don’t think anyone is actually

denying that situations influence behaviour. Zimbardo’s claim

is that “situational power triumphs over individual power.” If

this was the case, then we would have expected there to

have been little or no variation in the way participants be‐

haved in their respective roles as prisoners or guards. Did

this really happen though?

According to the original report by Haney et al. there actually

were notable individual differences in how the prisoners and

guards behaved.

Apparently about a third of the guards (so about 3 or 4) were

actively cruel, while those described as “passive” by Haney

et al. have been described elsewhere as “good guards from

the prisoner’s point of view since they did them small favors

and were friendly”. Furthermore, although five prisoners
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broke down under the stress of being abused, the other five

were more resilient.

A role for personality traits after all?

The original report by Haney et al. does acknowledge that

personality traits could moderate the effect of social situ‐

ational variables, allaying or intensifying the latters’ effects.

That is, individual differences in participants could influence

how they respond to the perceived demands of their as‐

signed role. When discussing the limitations of their study

they even go so far as to admit that they could not ad‐

equately test whether a dispositional or a situational account

provides a better explanation of their results and state that

“We cannot say that personality differences do not have an

important effect on behavior in situations such as the one re‐

ported here.” They acknowledge that a stronger test would

involve comparing two conditions where participants were
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pre-selected for having more extreme personality traits. I sup‐

pose one way to do this would be to set up two mock prisons

for comparison, one featuring people selected for above-av‐

erage kindness and compassion, the other one populated

only with narcissists and psychopaths. If there were no differ‐

ences in the behaviour shown in the two conditions (!) this

would provide strong evidence that personality traits are not

an important influence on behaviour in such a situation.

However, they lacked the resources to perform such an ex‐

periment, which (hardly surprisingly) has not been done to

this day.

In their more recent article though, Haney and Zimbardo

(2009) summarily dismissed the role of individual differences,

arguing that the precautions and controls they used in their

original study were sufficient to lay to rest “any trait-based ex‐

planations of our findings.” Specifically, participants were as‐

sessed on a number of personality traits and found to score

within the normal range for the general population.

Additionally, guards and prisoners did not differ on any of

these traits. And finally, these personality measures did not

predict variations in behaviour within either the prisoner

group or the guard group. Supposedly, these precautions

should be enough to settle the matter for good.
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Personality Test

Open

Strong Situations and Weak Arguments

On its face, such an assertion that the results from a single

study of 21 people can permanently lay to rest “any” trait-

based explanations seems to me like a breathtakingly bold

dismissal that flies in the face of usual scientific practice.

Such a small single study like this would normally be con‐

sidered by most scientists just the beginning of enquiry into

the matter not the end of it. Haney and Zimbardo offer no ex‐

planation of why individual differences occurred in people

who were exposed to the same situation, yet claim that they

have enough evidence to dismiss “any” trait-based explana‐

tion at all based on their statistical analysis of 21 people. Let’s

examine the merits of their “precautions and controls.”

The first argument is that participants did not differ from the

general population on their personality traits, and were there‐

fore a fair sample of “normal” individuals. Eight of these

measures comprised the Comrey Personality scales.

According to a critique by McFarland and Carnahan (2009)

none of these traits have ever been linked to abusive and ag‐

gressive behaviour. If this is correct, they would have been of

no use in assessing whether the participants were “normal”
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with respect to their propensity to be abusive in a situation

where they held power over others. The other two traits

measured were authoritarianism and Machiavellianism (the

propensity to manipulate others for one’s own gain), which

would appear to be theoretically relevant to abusive beha‐

viour. The original report by Haney et al. is actually silent on

how their participants compared to the normal population on

these measures. For some reason that is not made clear, the

researchers used a non-standard scoring method for

Machiavellianism that makes comparisons with the general

population not possible. Carnahan and McFarland (2007)

pointed out that participants actually did score higher on au‐

thoritarianism than the general population and their scores

were actually comparable to those found in a study of actual

prisoners in San Quentin. Haney and Zimbardo argued that

the actual difference from the norm was fairly small, so

whether it was enough to contribute to the actual behaviour

of participants in their study was a moot point. Still, the matter

has hardly been “laid to rest.”

The second argument is that participants assigned to the

prisoner and guard roles did not differ significantly on their

personality traits. Apart from the minuscule sample size in‐

volved, which I will address shortly, I am tempted to respond

“So, what?” Prisoners and guards were effectively in two dif‐

ferent situations with differing opportunities and faced differ‐

ent challenges. For example, some of the guards disturbed

the prisoners’ sleep by banging on their cell doors. The pris‐

oners obviously did not have the opportunity to reciprocate

this treatment, because the guards went home at the end of

their shifts. So the prisoners could not engage in such abus‐

ive behaviour even if they had felt inclined to do so, because

the opportunity was simply not there. As I have argued
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earlier, personality theorists propose that individual differ‐

ences are relevant to how people respond to their circum‐

stances, not that individual differences somehow allow

people to transcend these circumstances and behave how‐

ever they feel like.

Haney and Zimbardo’s third argument is that the behaviour of

individuals within their respective roles of prisoner or guard

could not be predicted from their personality scores. They do

not deny that there were individual differences in behaviour,

just that they could not predict them. I think this is their weak‐

est argument of all. Remember that there were 11 guards and

10 prisoners. The guards’ behaviour in particular sorted them

into three distinct types – good guards, tough but fair, and

mean guards. So this means that in order to perform a statist‐

ical analysis we would have to compare three subgroups

consisting of 3 – 4 individuals to determine if there were sig‐

nificant differences in their personality traits. Statistically this

is laughable. A basic principle of statistics is that significant

differences between groups can only be detected if the

sample sizes are adequately large, and the sample sizes in

the SPE are so small as to be completely inadequate for the

purpose. Now, let’s say that I was a researcher who wanted

to test the hypothesis that individual differences in personal‐

ity traits could predict behaviour in an experimental situation

such as an in a mock prison. (Let’s also assume that I knew in

advance what personality traits were relevant to the out‐

comes concerned.) I could actually estimate in advance what

sort of sample size I would need in order to have a reason‐

able chance of finding a significant effect, if one existed.

Using a procedure known as power analysis, I can calculate

that if personality traits had a medium-sized effect on beha‐

viour (i.e. about average compared to most effects in psycho‐
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

logy) resulting in three different behavioural subgroups I

would need about 50 or so participants per subgroup (so 150

in total) to have an 80% chance of finding a statistically signi‐

ficant effect if one actually existed. Even if the effects of per‐

sonality were actually much larger than average, I would still

need about 22 participants per subgroup, so 66 in total.

Remember, that these numbers refer only to the number of

guards. Presumably we would need an equivalent number of

prisoners as well. This means that I could anticipate in ad‐

vance that I would need a sample of between 132 to 300 par‐

ticipants to have a reasonable chance of getting a significant

result. Therefore, I would look rather silly if I decided to settle

for a grand sample of 21 people because I know that this

number is simply not large enough to allow me to test my hy‐

pothesis in anything like a conclusive way. Therefore, I am led

to believe that the SPE was not actually designed to test the

hypothesis that personality traits would predict individual dif‐

ferences in behaviour.

In spite of these limitations, the original report on the SPE

does note a number of non-significant trends for personality

traits to predict behaviour. Specifically, prisoners who stayed

until the end of the study, compared to the five who left early,
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scored higher on extraversion, conformity, empathy, and au‐

thoritarianism (Haney, et al., 1973). A reasonable interpreta‐

tion of this finding is that personality traits deserve further in‐

vestigation with a larger sample to determine if the results

can be replicated. Yet in spite of this, Haney and Zimbardo

(2009) have argued that “any trait-based explanations” of

why participants behaved the way they did can be dismissed

without any further consideration. This hardly seems reason‐

able to me.

Conclusions - the Power of Choice

In summary, the purpose of the SPE was supposed to be to

demonstrate that powerful situational forces could over-ride

individual dispositions and choices, leading good people to

do bad things simply because of the role they found them‐

selves in. If this were true, then participants in the study

should have acted in a uniform way depending on their role.

However, this was not the case, participants acted like indi‐

viduals, showing that they still had the capacity to make

choices within the constraints of their situations. Furthermore,

the study was not even designed to provide a fair assess‐

ment of the influence of personality traits in such a situation

because the sample size was nowhere near large enough to

justify any definite conclusions. Far from demonstrating that

individual differences do not matter in how people behave in

a strong situation, the study’s results illustrate that even in un‐

deniably tough situations people still have the capacity to

make choices and that these choices matter. In fact, I would

even go so far as to argue that personal choices matter even

in real prisons, far more than Zimbardo might be willing to

give credit for.
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© Scott McGreal. Please do not reproduce without permis‐

sion. Brief excerpts may be quoted as long as a link to the ori‐

ginal article is provided.

Footnotes

[1]
 This blog post mentions some interesting results of this

study regarding self-selection.

[2]
 To be fair, Zimbardo has stated, for example on his blog,

that he believes that behaviour is a function of both individual

differences and situational factors. However, many of his pub‐

lished remarks indicate that he sees dispositional and situ‐

ational factors as competing with each other to explain beha‐

viour. Personality psychologists see this “competition” hypo‐

thesis as being based on a false dichotomy. See this blog

post by David Funder for example for an explanation of why

this dichotomy is not valid.

[3]
 The sample was originally 24. Two were asked to remain

on standby and one withdrew before the study began.

Image credit: Wikipedia

Follow up articles critiquing situationism that discuss the

SPE

Challenging the "Banality" of Evil and of Heroism, Part 1 and

Part 2. This pair of articles refutes Zimbardo's claim that

heroic and evil acts are equally "banal" outcomes of situ‐

ational factors and that qualities within a person are of no real

importance.
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Don’t blame Milgram by David Funder – debunks the popular

claim that Milgram’s obedience studies show that the “power

of the situation” overwhelms the “power of the person”.

Can Situations Be Strong Or Weak? By JesseMarczyk

The Lie of the Stanford Prison Experiment – repost of

exposé by Carlo Prescott, consultant on the SPE.

Challenging the Stanford Prison Experiment by Michael

Barker
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PERSONALITY 5 MIN READ

The Final Word
on Astrology and
Personality
The problem with "paranormal

determinism."

PERSONALITY 4 MIN READ

Who Advocates
Political
Violence?
A small minority of extremists

on both sides of the political

spectrum express willingness

to use violence to meet their

political ends.

BIAS 5 MIN READ

Do Fantasy Role-
Playing Games
Promote
Racism?
A new study examined if

playing Dungeons and

Dragons is associated with

greater racism.

SPIRITUALITY 4 MIN READ

Mysticism and
Spiritual
Intelligence:
Reality or
Fantasy?
Claiming that mystical

experiences are “spiritual” is

somewhat tautological and

does not offer much

substantive insight into their

nature.
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More from Psychology Today

PERSONALITY 5 MIN READ

Can I Have Both
Masculine and
Feminine Sides
to My
Personality?
It is normal to have both male

and female aspects to your

personality.

PERSONALITY 4 MIN READ

3 Reasons Many
Therapists Don’t
Like to Treat
Borderline
Personality
Disorder
Finding good treatment for

symptoms of BPD can be

challenging.

SELF TESTS 3 MIN

Machiavellianis
m Test
How Machiavellian are you?

PERSONALITY 5 MIN READ

Predicting
Infidelity from
Precise
Personality Sub-
Traits
New research looks at which

facets of personality go along

with cheating.
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PERSONALITY 6 MIN READ

Why Some
People See
Ghosts But
Others Never Do
Believing in paranormal

phenomena is a critical first

step in seeing ghosts or

having paranormal

encounters.

PERSONALITY 4 MIN READ

How Borderline
Personality
Disorder Can
Tear Families
Apart
People with borderline

personality disorder (BPD)

may engage in divisive

behaviors toward family

members, which affects

patterns of relating.

PERSONALITY 3 MIN READ

Comparing
Narcissistic and
Antisocial
Personality
Shared and unique features

of the two personality

disorders are investigated.

PERSONALITY 6 MIN READ

Evaluating the
Evidence for
Reincarnation
There are many cases of

young children who report

very specific details of an

apparent past life, which are

later verified.
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