BS2016:  Qualitative Research Methods

Observation and Participant Observation

Observation

This technique is principally used in social psychological studies (e.g. of school classrooms, classic Milgram experiments)

Perceptions 
depend very much upon the mental maps or the mind-


set of the observer.  

Observation schedules
This can be mitigated by an 
observation 




schedule in which it is determined, in 





advance, which particular behaviour patterns are 



to receive scrutiny

What is to be observed?

· Overt



Observable and measurable

· Obvious



Minimum of interpretation

· Context independent  
Context should not intrude too readily

· Relevant


Evident indicators of the 






phenomenon under investigation

· Complete


Cover all possibilities

· Precise



Limit to ambiguities

· Easy to record

By being regularly occurring

Sampling issues
are important : issues of both time and place can have important affects upon the type of data collected.

Advantages

Direct data collection

Systematic and rigorous

Efficient

Pre-coded data

Reliable

Disadvantages

Looks at behaviour and not intentions

Oversimplifies complex situations

Contextual information could have a bearing

Naturalness of the setting may be threatened by an observer

Participant Observation

Social anthropological roots
derived from British colonial history in 





which there was a large number of ‘pre-





industrial’ (now developing) societies to be 




studied.

Complete participant
role may lose the capacity to observe

Participant-as-observer
forms relationships etc. but does not 





disguise intention to record

Observer-as-participant
maintains only superficial contacts

Complete observer

stands back and ‘eavesdrops’ on the 





proceedings

Stages of participant observation

1. Entering the field

needs a key informant

2. Conduct in the field

should be non-threatening and non-




judgmental

3. Recording of data

note-taking is still the most common

4. Triangulation


of both observers and of method

5. Data analysis


proceeds alongside data gathering

6. Leaving the field

means breaking attachments, 





confidences

Ethical concerns

Participants may not be in a position to give informed consent
Confidential material may fall into the hands of researchers

Potential to damage to social relationships after leaving the field

Possibilities of illegal or irregular behaviour

Physical dangers cannot be discounted

Advantages

Basic equipment

is ‘the self’

Non-interference

obtains the naturalness of the setting

Insights


gains rich insights

Ecological validity
gets data ‘in the round’

Holistic


takes a ‘top-down’ view

Subjects views

get incorporated into the analysis

Dramatic situations
can reveal or lay bare the nature of social 




interactions which are normally left uncovered 




(family quarrels?)
Disadvantages

Access

may be difficult

Commitment
Demanding

Danger

may be legally, physically, social psychologically risky

Reliability

Is often open to doubt

Representativeness of the data
May be suspect

Deception

May be present

Who gets studied ?

· Often it is groups such as the deviant, the bizarre (e.g. religious groups who believe that the end of the world is about to happen)

· Runs the danger of being ‘voyeuristic’

· The rich and powerful are not typically observed

Sustained participant observation may not be possible but it is also possible to seize moments of ‘micro’ participant observation.

Combination of roles is a successful strategy (e.g. official role of minute-keeper, participant observer role as analyst)
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