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In this article, the authors reflect on the lessons of their
Stanford Prison Experiment, some 25 years after con-
ducting it. They review the quarter century of change in
criminal justice and correctional policies that has tran-
spired since the Stanford Prison Experiment and then
develop a series of reform-oriented proposals drawn
JSfrom this and related studies on the power of social situa-
tions and institutional settings that can be applied to the
current crisis in American corrections.

wenty-five years ago, a group of psychologically

healthy, normal college students (and several pre-

sumably mentally sound experimenters) were tem-
porarily but dramatically transformed in the course of
six days spent in a prison-like environment, in research
that came to be known as the Stanford Prison Experiment
(SPE; Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973). The outcome
of our study was shocking and unexpected to us, our
professional colleagues, and the general public. Other-
wise emotionally strong college students who were ran-
domly assigned to be mock-prisoners suffered acute psy-
chological trauma and breakdowns. Some of the students
begged to be released from the intense pains of less than a
week of merely simulated imprisonment, whereas others
adapted by becoming blindly obedient to the unjust au-
thority of the guards. The guards, too—who also had
been carefully chosen on the basis of their normal—aver-
age scores on a variety of personality measures—quickly
internalized their randomly assigned role. Many of these
seemingly gentle and caring young men, some of whom
had described themselves as pacifists or Vietnam War
*“‘doves,” soon began mistreating their peers and were
indifferent to the obvious suffering that their actions pro-
duced. Several of them devised sadistically inventive
ways to harass and degrade the prisoners, and none of
the less actively cruel mock-guards ever intervened or
complained about the abuses they witnessed. Most of the
worst prisoner treatment came on the night shifts and
other occasions when the guards thought they could avoid
the surveillance and interference of the research team.
Our planned two-week experiment had to be aborted after
only six days because the experience dramatically and
painfully transformed most of the participants in ways
we did not anticipate, prepare for, or predict.

These shocking results attracted an enormous
amount of public and media attention and became the

focus of much academic writing and commentary. For
example, in addition to our own analyses of the outcome
of the study itself (e.g., Haney et al., 1973; Haney &
Zimbardo, 1977, Zimbardo, 1975; Zimbardo, Haney,
Banks, & Jaffe, 1974) and the various methodological
and ethical issues that it raised (e.g., Haney, 1976; Zim-
bardo, 1973), the SPE was hailed by former American
Psychological Association president George Miller
(1980) as an exemplar of the way in which psychological
research could and should be *‘given away’’ to the public
because its important lessons could be readily understood
and appreciated by nonprofessionals. On the 25th anni-
versary of this study, we reflect on its continuing message
for contemporary prison policy in light of the quarter
century of criminal justice history that has transpired
since we concluded the experiment.

When we conceived of the SPE, the discipline of
psychology was in the midst of what has been called a
‘‘situational revolution.”” Our study was one of the ‘‘host
of celebrated laboratory and field studies’’ that Ross and
Nisbett (1991) referred to as having demonstrated the
ways in which ‘‘the immediate social situation can over-
whelm in importance the type of individual differences
in personal traits or dispositions that people normally
think of as being determinative of social behavior’’ (p.
xiv). Along with much other research conducted over the
past two and one-half decades illustrating the enormous
power of situations, the SPE is often cited in textbooks
and journal articles as a demonstration of the way in
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which social contexts can influence, alter, shape, and
transform human behavior.

Our goal in conducting the SPE was to extend that
basic perspective—one emphasizing the potency of so-
cial situations—into a relatively unexplored area of so-
cial psychology. Specifically, our study represented an
experimental demonstration of the extraordinary power
of institutional environments to influence those who
passed through them. In contrast to the companion re-
search of Stanley Milgram (1974) that focused on indi-
vidual compliance in the face of an authority figure’s
increasingly extreme and unjust demands, the SPE exam-
ined the conformity pressures brought to bear on groups
of people functioning within the same institutional setting
(see Carr, 1995). Our ‘‘institution’’ rapidly developed
sufficient power to bend and twist human behavior in
ways that confounded expert predictions and violated the
expectations of those who created and participated in it.
And, because the unique design of the study allowed
us to minimize the role of personality or dispositional
variables, the SPE yielded especially clear psychological
insights about the nature and dynamics of social and
institutional control.

The behavior of prisoners and guards in our simu-
lated environment bore a remarkable similarity to pat-
terns found in actual prisons. As we wrote, ‘‘Despite the
fact that guards and prisoners were essentially free to
engage in any form of interaction . . . the characteristic
nature of their encounters tended to be negative, hostile,
affrontive and dehumanising’’ (Haney et al., 1973, p. 80).
Specifically, verbal interactions were pervaded by threats,
insults, and deindividuating references that were most
commonly directed by guards against prisoners. The en-
vironment we had fashioned in the basement haliway of
Stanford University’s Department of Psychology became

so real for the participants that it completely dominated
their day-to-day existence (e.g., 90% of prisoners’ in-
cell conversations focused on “‘prison’’-related topics),
dramatically affected their moods and emotional states
(e.g.. prisoners expressed three times as much negative
affect as did guards), and at least temporarily undermined
their sense of self (e.g., both groups expressed increas-
ingly more deprecating self-evaluations over time). Be-
haviorally, guards most often gave commands and en-
gaged in confrontive or aggressive acts toward prisoners,
whereas the prisoners initiated increasingly less behavior;
failed to support each other more often than not; nega-
tively evaluated each other in ways that were consistent
with the guards’ views of them; and as the experiment
progressed, more frequently expressed intentions to do
harm to others (even as they became increasingly more
docile and conforming to the whims of the guards). We
concluded,

The negative, anti-social reactions observed were not the prod-
uct of an environment created by combining a collection of
deviant personalities, but rather the result of an intrinsically
pathological situation which could distort and rechannel the
behaviour of essentially normal individuals. The abnormality
here resided in the psychological nature of the situation and
not in those who passed through it. (Haney et al., 1973, p. 90)

In much of the research and writing we have done
since then, the SPE has served as an inspiration and
intellectual platform from which to extend the conceptual
relevance of situational variables into two very different
domains. One of us examined the coercive power of legal
institutions in general and prisons in particular (e.g., Ha-
ney, 1993a, 1997b, 1997¢, 1997d, 1998; Haney & Lynch,
1997), as well as the importance of situational factors in
explaining and reducing crime (e.g., Haney, 1983, 1994,
1995, 1997a). The other of us explored the dimensions
of intrapsychic ‘‘psychological prisons’’ that constrict
human experience and undermine human potential (e.g.,
Brodt & Zimbardo, 1981; Zimbardo, 1977; Zimbardo,
Pilkonis, & Norwood, 1975) and the ways in which
‘‘mind-altering’’ social psychological dynamics can dis-
tort individual judgment and negatively influence behav-
ior (e.g., Zimbardo, 1979a; Zimbardo & Andersen, 1993).
Because the SPE was intended as a critical demonstration
of the negative effects of extreme institutional environ-
ments, much of the work that grew out of this original
study was change-oriented and explored the ways in
which social and legal institutions and practices might
be transformed to make them more responsive to humane
psychological imperatives (e.g., Haney, 1993b; Haney &
Pettigrew, 1986; Haney & Zimbardo, 1977; Zimbardo,
1975; Zimbardo et al., 1974).

In this article, we return to the core issue that guided
the original study (Haney et al., 1973)—the implications
of situational models of behavior for criminal justice
institutions. We use the SPE as a point of historical depar-
ture to briefly examine the ways in which policies con-
cerning crime and punishment have been transformed
over the intervening 25 years. We argue that a series of
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psychological insights derived from the SPE and related
studies, and the broad perspective that they advanced, still
can contribute to the resolution of many of the critical
problems that currently plague correctional policy in the
United States.

Crime and Punishment a Quarter
Century Ago

The story of how the nature and purpose of imprisonment
have been transformed over the past 25 years is very
different from the one that we once hoped and expected
we would be able to tell. At the time we conducted the
SPE—in 1971 —there was widespread concern about the
fairness and the efficacy of the criminal justice system.
Scholars, politicians, and members of the public won-
dered aloud whether prisons were too harsh, whether they
adequately rehabilitated prisoners, and whether there
were alternatives to incarceration that would better serve
correctional needs and interests. Many states were al-
ready alarmed about increased levels of overcrowding.
Indeed, in those days, prisons that operated at close to
90% of capacity were thought to be dangerously over-
crowded. It was widely understood by legislators and
penologists alike that under such conditions, program-
ming resources were stretched too thin, and prison ad-
ministrators were left with increasingly fewer degrees of
freedom with which to respond to interpersonal conflicts
and a range of other inmate problems.

Despite these concerns about overcrowding, there
was a functional moratorium on prison construction in
place in most parts of the country. Whatever else it repre-
sented, the moratorium reflected a genuine skepticism at
some of the very highest levels of government about the
viability of prison as a solution to the crime problem.

Indeed, the report of the National Advisory Commission
on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals (1973), pub-
lished at around the same time we published the results
of the SPE, concluded that prisons, juvenile reformato-
ries, and jails had achieved what it characterized as a
“*shocking record of failure’” (p. 597), suggested that
these institutions may have been responsible for creating
more crime than they prevented, and recommended that
the moratorium on prison construction last at least an-
other 10 years.

To be sure, there was a fiscal undercurrent to other-
wise humanitarian attempts to avoid the overuse of im-
prisonment. Prisons are expensive, and without clear evi-
dence that they worked very well, it was difficult to jus-
tify building and running more of them (cf. Scull, 1977).
But there was also a fair amount of genuine concern
among the general public about what was being done to
prisoners behind prison walls and what the long-term
effects would be (e.g., Mitford, 1973; Yee, 1973). The
SPE and its attendant publicity added to that skepticism,
but the real challenge came from other deeper currents
in the larger society.

The late 1960s saw the beginning of a prisoners’
rights movement that eventually raised the political con-
sciousness of large numbers of prisoners, some of whom
became effective spokespersons for their cause (e.g.,
American Friends Service Committee, -1971; Jackson,
1970; Smith, 1993). Widely publicized, tragic events in
several prisons in different parts of the country vividly
illustrated how prisoners could be badly mistreated by
prison authorities and underscored the potentially serious
drawbacks of relying on prisons as the centerpiece in a
national strategy of crime control. For example, just a
few weeks after the SPE was concluded, prisoners in
Attica, New York, held a number of correctional officers
hostage in a vain effort to secure more humane treatment.
Although national celebrities attempted to peaceably me-
diate the standoff, an armed assault to retake the prison
ended tragically with the deaths of many hostages and
prisoners. Subsequent revelations about the use of exces-
sive force and an official cover-up contributed to public
skepticism about prisons and doubts about the wisdom
and integrity of some of their administrators (e.g., Wicker,
1975).

Legal developments also helped to shape the prevail-
ing national Zeitgeist on crime and punishment. More
than a decade before we conducted the SPE, the U.S.
Supreme Court had defined the Eighth Amendment’s ban
on cruel and unusual punishment as one that drew its
meaning from what Chief Justice Warren called *‘the
evolving standards of decency that mark the progress of
a maturing society”’ (Trop v. Dulles, 1958, p. 101). It is
probably fair to say that most academics and other in-
formed citizens anticipated that these standards were
evolving and in such a way that the institution of
prison—as the major organ of state-sanctioned punish-
ment in American society—would be scrutinized care-
fully and honestly in an effort to apply contemporary
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humane views, including those that were emerging from
the discipline of psychology.

Psychologists Stanley Brodsky, Carl Clements, and
Raymond Fowler were engaged in just such a legal effort
to reform the Alabama prison system in the early 1970s
(Pugh v. Locke, 1976; Yackle, 1989). The optimism with
which Fowler (1976) wrote about the results of that litiga-
tion was characteristic of the time: ‘“The psactice of psy-
chology in the nation’s correctional systems, long a ne-
glected byway, could gain new significance and visibility
as a result [of the court’s ruling]”’ (p. 15). The same
sentiments prevailed.in a similar effort in which we par-
ticipated along with psychologist Thomas Hilliard (1976)
in litigation that was designed to improve conditions in
a special solitary confinement unit at San Quentin (Spain
v. Procunier, 1976). Along with other psychologists inter-
ested in correctional and legal reform, we were confident
that psychology and other social scientific disciplines
could be put to effective use in the creation and applica-
tion of evolving standards inside the nation’s prisons (see
Haney & Zimbardo, 1977).

And then, almost without warning, all of this critical
reappraisal and constructive optimism about humane
standards and alternatives to incarceration was replaced
with something else. The counterrevolution in crime and
punishment began slowly and imperceptibly at first and
then pushed forward with a consistency of direction and
effect that could not be overlooked. It moved so force-
fully and seemingly inexorably during the 1980s that it
resembled nothing so much as a runaway punishment
train, driven by political steam and fueled by media-
induced fears of crime. Now, many years after the SPE
and that early optimism about psychologically based
prison reform, our nation finds itself in the midst of
arguably the worst corrections crisis in U.S. history, with
every indication that it will get worse before it can possi-
bly get better. For the first time in the 200-year history
of imprisonment in the United States, there appear to be
no limits on the amount of prison pain the public is
willing to inflict in the name of crime control (cf. Haney,
1997b, 1998). Retired judge Lois Forer (1994), in her
denunciation of some of these recent trends, warned of
the dire consequences of what she called the ‘‘rage to
punish.”” But this rage has been indulged so completely
that it threatens to override any of the competing concerns
for humane justice that once served to make this system
more compassionate and fair. The United States has en-
tered what another commentator called the ‘‘mean sea-
son’’ of corrections, one in which penal philosophy
amounts to little more than devising ‘‘creative strategies
to make offenders suffer’’ (Cullen, 1995, p. 340).

The Radical Transformation
of “Corrections”

We briefly recount the series of wrenching transforma-
tions that laid the groundwork for the mean season of
corrections that the nation has now entered—the some
25 years of correctional policy that have transpired since
the SPE was conducted. Whatever the social and political

forces that caused these transformations, they collectively
altered the correctional landscape of the country. The
criminal justice system not only has become increasingly
harsh and punitive but also has obscured many of the
psychological insights on which the SPE and numerous
other empirical studies were based—insights about the
power of social situations and contexts to influence and
control behavior. Specifically, over a very short period of
time, the following series of transformations occurred to
radically change the shape and direction of corrections
in the United States.

The Death of Rehabilitation

A dramatic shift in correctional philosophy was pivotal
to the series of changes that followed. Almost overnight,
the concept that had served as the intellectual cornerstone
of corrections policy for nearly a century—rehabilita-
tion—was publicly and politically discredited. The coun-
try moved abruptly in the mid-1970s from a society that
justified putting people in prison on the basis of the belief
that their incarceration would somehow facilitate their
productive reentry into the free world to one that used
imprisonment merely to disable criminal offenders (*‘in-
capacitation’’) or to keep them far away from the rest of
society (‘‘containment’’). At a more philosophical level,
imprisonment was now said to further something called
“‘just desserts’’—locking people up for no other reason
than they deserved it and for no other purpose than to
punish them (e.g., von Hirsch, 1976). In fact, prison pun-
ishment soon came to be thought of as its own reward,
serving only the goal of inflicting pain.

Determinate Sentencing and the Politicizing of
Prison Pain

Almost simultaneously—and, in essence, as a conse-
quence of the abandonment of rehabilitation—many
states moved from indeterminate to determinate models
of prison sentencing. Because indeterminate sentencing
had been devised as a mechanism to allow for the release
of prisoners who were rehabilitated early—and the reten-
tion of those whose in-prison change took longer—it
simply did not fit with the new goals of incarceration.
This shift to determinate sentencing did have the intended
consequence of removing discretion from the hands of
prison administrators and even judges who, studies
showed, from time to time abused it (e.g., American
Friends Service Commitiee, 1971). However, it also had
the likely unintended consequence of bringing prison sen-
tencing into an openly political arena. Once largely the
province of presumably expert judicial decision makers,
prison administrators, or parole authorities who operated
largely out of the public view, prison sentencing had
remained relatively free from at least the most obvious
and explicit forms of political influence. They no longer
were. Moreover, determinate sentencing and the use of
rigid sentencing guidelines or ‘‘grids’’ undermined the
role of situation and context in the allocation of punish-
ment (cf. Freed, 1992).
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