Chapter 6: Structured Observation 
Structured Observation
· Survey Research:
· Data is ‘self-reported’ by respondent
· Structured Observation
· Researcher directly observes the behaviour of participants
· Two basic types:
· Natural Observation
· No manipulation of situation
· Just watch and record human behaviours in a ‘natural’ setting
· Field Experiment
· Manipulation of an independent variable and observe differences between groups or over time
· Also called ‘systematic observation’
· Explicit rules
· Like with surveys, Standardization key here
· Use of observation schedule (like interview schedule for surveys) 
· Who and especially what will be observed
· How observations will be recorded
· Pre-coded categories of behaviour
· Trained observers
· Simple coding with clear categories
· Not too much interpretation required for observers
· Incidents:
· Can count the incidents of a specific behaviour
· Ex. How many times did they text over the last hour?
· Can wait for some specific incident to happen and then see what behaviours crop up after
· Ex. How do shoppers respond when a clerk makes a blatantly racist remark
· Time and Timing
· Can be long or short periods of:
· Study: from hours to years
· Observation: from seconds to days and beyond
· Observation
· Continuous Monitoring
· Participants are observed for the entire study period
· Time Sampling
· Participants are observed at pre-selected times, either purposefully (choosing a specific time that is more susceptible to the purpose), or randomly
· Resulting data
· Capture behaviours only
· No direct data on:
· Attitudes/beliefs – they must be inferred
· Personal factual data – must be collected separately
· Like survey data
· Yields variables that can be used in statistical analysis
Unstructured Observation
· No formalized rules for observing and recording
· ‘narrative approach’: build a ‘story’ of explanation out of observations
· Ex. Participant Observation
· Researchers participating in the study themselves, become and ‘insider’
· By far most famous type of ‘UO’
· Often for an extended period
· Ex. White’s Street Corner Society (lecture 2)
Structured Observation
Is this method for you?
1. Is the topic sensitive or prone to social desirability bias?
· If yes, maybe SO is for you
· Ex. 
· Kids don’t admit to bullying on surveys, but we can see bullying if we watch kids in their normal environment
2. Can you actually observe the phenomena?
· Are you trying to observe sex, crime or other ‘hidden’ topic?
· Ex.
· May be able to observe shoplifting, but murder?
· May be able to observe flirting, but affairs?
3. Do you have a lot of time?
· Can be very time consuming
· Often requires making repeat observations over an extended period, across many different settings
4. Do you want to generalize your findings
· These studies are usually rather small scale and specific, external validity is often a problem
Advantages over Survey Research
· Major problem in Survey Research: Gap between stated and actual behaviour
· 1. Social desirability effect/threatening questions esp with sensitive questions
· Ex
· Children almost never admit to bullying when asked, only being bullied
· Acts of ethnic/religious/gender discrimination all understated
· 2. Problems of memory: esp everyday behaviours
· Ex
· How many texts do you send in a day?
· How many hours of television do you watch?
· Avoid these problems by not asking, just watching, counting, etc.
· 3. Problems of meaning
· Ex. From ‘asking questions’ lecture
· Do you regularly take sick days? Yes _ No _
· How many times a week do you exercise? __
· What is regularly? What is exercise?
· Not a problem with SO because researcher defines these terms and applies them
· SO can bridge the gap
· Often more reliable measures of events and behaviours
· Greater precision and accuracy regarding
· Duration and frequency of events and behaviours
· Time-ordering events and behaviours
Reliability
· Problems:
· Inter-observer reliability
· Do different observers view and code the same behaviours the same way?
· Intra-observer reliability
· Does an observer change the way they record behaviours over time or between participants?
· Context change – behaviours look different in different contexts
· Observer fatigue and lapses in attention
· N.B. same as inter and intra interviewer reliability
· How to test?
· Cohen’s kappa
· Measures level of agreement between observers or observations
· Range from 0 to 1
· 1 = perfect agreement, 0 = no agreement
Validity
· Measurement validity
· Same as with surveys, experiments etc.:
· Does this measure what you want to measure?
· Ex: what behaviours constitute racial discrimination on a playground?
· Using derogatory names?
· Social rudeness?
· Something more subtle?
· Is the schedule standardized and administered correctly each time?
· Unreliable measures can’t be valid
· Reactive effects
· People change their behaviour when they know they are being studied/tested
Reactive Effects
· Guinea Pig effect (Hawthorne effect):
· Classic example: Hawthorne Works (1924-32)
· Trying to test methods to increase productivity in American factories
· Test 1 increase lighting
· Greater productivity
· Test 2 decrease lighting
· Greater productivity
· Many other tests, with similar results
· Increased productivity ended with end of experiments
· Why? Participants/workers knew they were being tested and tried their best
· Specific Guinea pig effects
· 1. Role Selection
· People choose appropriate roles for themselves in most situations
· These can also be specific to the role of participant
· 2. Trying to help the researcher
· Guessing what the research is about, and trying to do what the observer would like
· Esp bad if there is more than on observer – may convey different clues, get different responses
· Only a problem if participants know:
· They are participating
· You are watching them
· 3. Researcher presence as a change agent
· Researcher changes the scenario just by being in it
· Even if nobody knows you are a researcher or that they are being studied
· You are taking someone else’s spot, they respond to you as a stranger, etc.
· You have to be invisible to avoid this problem
· SO almost cant avoid effect 3
· But can use unobtrusive (non-reactive) measures to avoid effect 1. And 2.
· Especially Covert observation
· Participants don’t know they are being watched
· Don’t know that they are part of a study
· Sounds like there might be some ethical issues here?
Covert Observation
· When is it ok?
· When behaviours are:
· Public
· Non-sensitive
· When participation is
· Harmless
· Not threat to privacy (anonymity/confidentiality is protected)
· When ‘potential gains outweigh potential risks’
· When there is ‘no other means of gaining the same information’
· Participant is a volunteer, and has a right to 
· Refuse to participate
· Give informed consent
· Must detail to participants what the research is about, its purpose, risks to participants and threats to privacy
· Obviously must violate this for CO!
· Fall-back ethically for CO
· Disclosure: must at least inform participants after the fact, and get permission to use data
· Not much consensus among researchers when CO is ok because of these issues
· Example Humphrey’s (1970) Tearoom Trade
· Watched men have sex in a public bathroom by pretending to be a ‘watch queen’
· Took the license plate numbers of the men
· Used his contacts to track them to their homes
· Confronted them at home and interviews them about their (very secret) activities
· In the end
· Invaded privacy (in multiple ways)
· Never gained informed consent to any part of study
· Never fully disclosed
· Most examples don’t seem this invasive, but still problematic
[bookmark: _GoBack]
