OBSERVATION

Much of what we want to know about the world around us can be found out by asking people, but remember
1/3 to 1/2 of what people say about their behaviour is inaccurate.

So we need to observe what they actually do as well.        Some of the advantages of observation include:
· assessment of actual rather than reported behaviour

· safety (if discreet no physical danger or   

      embarrassment)

· repeatability (so you can re-check findings)

· non-disruptive (you don't disturb others and they don't react to you with untypical behaviour)

· no special permission needed

· cheap, easy and quick (with practice)

However, observation is not a neutral activity. To some extent we see what we are conditioned to see. We need first to be clear about what we are observing and why. Depending on what we are looking for we will choose different methods of observation and recording, but all 
of these methods boil down to one simple principle: be specific.
Simple Observation
Types of traces include:

· Exterior physical signs and documents

· Expressive movement

· Physical location

Space between people, total space

· Language behaviour

· Time duration

Of target behaviour

· Personal interaction

Exchange of goods and services, network analysis

Stage 1
Capturing the setting

· Sort out what counts amongst all the available impressions. 
· Remember and describe all the important features of the site 
· Relate them to what you have learned already and what you will learn in the future
· You will need a pocket notebook and a pencil

· Stick to concrete descriptions and simple measures such as counting
General description

You will want to describe the physical characteristics of the site such as general layout. Over the course of your visit you should be able to draw a rough mud map of the site in your notebook. If you take photographs make careful note of what each photograph depicts and any relevant details such as time of day and what was left out of the photograph.

Material Culture
People's interaction with articles of material culture (hard stuff) can tell us a lot about the world. Shopping bags and their contents are interesting indicators of socio-economic status, attitudes to health, family preferences. Who carries the bags tells you about relations between people. In the schoolyard there can be lots of competition over who has the "coolest" stuff and children's innovative use of found articles can be very revealing. 
· Be very precise about what it is you are looking at – Careful description

· Preliminary analysis - such as describing stages in the interaction between person and thing. 
· Beware of making assumptions - describe what you actually see in concrete terms. 
· Rough sketches in your notebook may help record the situation.

What people say

There are two main types of information that can be gleaned by listening:

· Factual information

· Attitudes and values

Tone of voice, gesture and body language are informative so careful description of these is necessary.

Stage 2
Describing events within the setting

Having described the setting, you now need to capture the target behaviours. 
4 kinds of sampling;
· ad libitum (impressionistic and non-systematic) good for one-off (rule-breaking) behaviour, pilot studies, problems of bias and reliability

· focal select group/person and record their behaviour over given period 

· scan at regular intervals look for presence/absence of target behaviour

· behaviour/selective focus on behaviour, who does it and when

Stage 3
Observer effects
A good researcher also continually checks their own behaviour for bias, assumption and habituation. You will not be able to eliminate any of the observer effects but making them conscious means they can be allowed for in analysis if necessary. After each period of observation, or at regular intervals during sustained periods, you should aim to stop and reflect on the scene. One way to check for observer effects and to analyse them once identified is with the SAID protocol: Situation, Affect, Interpretation, Decision.

(1) Situation: what actually happened (note we are identifying situations rather than just events)

(2) Affect: incorporating your feelings and intuitions is important

(3) Interpretation: what did you learn?

(4) Decision: what will you do as a result?
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How big is it/parts of it?	estimate distances, is it part of something bigger?


Which way is north?


Experience of the site	how big/noisy/dirty did it feel? Be specific. If it was smelly, what did it smell of? Colours? Heat?


Level of activity	can you see people moving about? How many, how often? Are they moving fast or slowly?


Equipment	you may want to sketch some relevant equipment or detail of the setting











Choice of words is often significant


Count words or word types. 


Measure frequency - especially for comparative purposes. 


Describe the setting








Continuous or intermittent?


Instantaneous – record every ten minutes or so


One zero – all behaviour in last 10 minutes


Need to record frequency


Periodic – as suits situation


Problems of imperfect recall








be specific


Describe - be detailed and specific


Count - by estimation, counting, use of scales


Time - frequency and duration.












