Observations (pg 152-155)
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Non-experimental methods
Like with the correlations we looked at recently, observations are a non experimental method of investigation. This means that there is no manipulation of variables, and so observations are not technically classed as experiments. A researcher will simply observe behaviour, and look for patterns. Like all non-experimental methods, in an observation we cannot draw cause and effect relationships.  Observations are used in psychological research in one of two ways, a method or a technique.
Observations as a research technique: This is when observations are used as part of another research method such as a lab study or a field study. Nearly all research in psychology involves some aspect of observation. For example, how did Milgram use observations in his lab study?
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Which other studies have we looked at where participants’ behaviour was also observed? _____________________ ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Think back to PY1. There was one study in particular where observational techniques were used as a way to operationalise the DV: ________________________________________________________

This means that when evaluating any study which uses observational techniques, you can use many of the evaluation points that apply to observational research.

Observational research 
This is where the entire study is an observation. In this handout we will be focusing on this use of observations. 
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For example, going to a playground an observing the behaviour of children. In this example, maybe the researcher is looking to see how many incidents of aggressive behaviour are shown by the children. They might simply observe the children in a playground, and record how many aggressive acts are demonstrated. There is no manipulation of variables, and no conditions. The experimenter has not controlled the environment and the children do not know that they are in a study.

Depending on the method of observation used (see below) the researcher may collect qualitative data, quantitative data or both types. 
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Types of observation

There are different sub-types of observation. 

An observation can be

· Naturalistic or controlled 
· Structured or unstructured
· Participant or non-participant
· Overt or covert

These can be combined in many different ways, to create many varieties of observation.  For example, you could have a naturalistic, structured, non-participant, covert observation. 
For the following, work in pairs. Person 1 answers the questions on this sheet, while person 2 records person 1’s facial expressions on the next sheet. When person 1 has finished, swap roles. 
Naturalistic or controlled?
· In a naturalistic observation, behaviour is studied in a natural situation where everything has been left as it normally is. 
· In a controlled observation, some variables are controlled by the researcher, reducing the naturalness of the behaviour being studied. Participants are likely to know that they are being observed and are the study may take place in a lab.
Participant or non-participant? (pg 153)
· A participant observation is __________________________________________________________________ _________________________________________________________________________________________
In a participant observation, it may be difficult for the observer to record everything as they have to wait for an opportune moment to write down their observations. However, they may gain a deeper insight into behaviour.

· A non- participant observation is _____________________________________________________________ _________________________________________________________________________________________

In a non-participant observation, it is easier to record data and the observer can remain unbiased.
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Overt or covert? (pg 153)
· _________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

· ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Structured or unstructured?
· In an unstructured observation, the researcher will record all relevant behaviour but has no system. This is because the behaviour that is being studied may be unpredictable. An unstructured observation may be the first step in an investigation, and the results may be used to create a coding system for further structured observations. The majority of the data collected in an unstructured observation will therefore be ________________________________.
· A structured observation is when the researcher has a system that is used to record behaviour. He will use a coding system (see below) to tally the number of times a behaviour occurs, and he will also use various sampling procedures (again, see below) to decide what to observe and when.
· Coding system: A coding system is when behaviour is operationalised by being broken into different categories. For example, when observing infant behaviour a coding system might contain items like __________________________________________________________________________
·  Sampling procedures:  in a continuous observation, the observer should record every instance of the behaviour being studied. However, in practicality, there would be too much data to record, so therefore there needs to be a systematic method of sampling. 
· Event sampling: counting each time a particular behaviour is observed
· Time sampling: recording data at particular intervals. For example, what is an individual doing every 30 seconds?
An example of a coding system
The Facial Action Coding System (FACS) is used for observing facial expressions. Using the FACS, tally each time your partner shows a particular facial movement. 

	1
	Inner Brow Raiser
	
	26
	Jaw Drop
	

	2
	Outer Brow Raiser
	
	27
	Mouth Stretch
	

	4
	Brow Lowerer
	
	28
	Lip Suck
	

	5
	Upper Lid Raiser
	
	41
	Lid droop
	

	6
	Cheek Raiser
	
	42
	Slit
	

	7
	Lid Tightener
	
	43
	Eyes Closed
	

	9
	Nose Wrinkler
	
	44
	Eyebrow Gatherer
	

	10
	Upper Lip Raiser
	
	45
	Blink
	

	11
	Nasolabial Deepener
	
	46
	Wink
	

	12
	Lip Corner Puller
	
	51
	Head Turn Left
	

	13
	Sharp Lip Puller
	
	52
	Head Turn Right
	

	14
	Dimpler
	
	53
	Head Up
	

	15
	Lip Corner Depressor
	
	54
	Head Down
	

	16
	Lower Lip Depressor
	
	55
	Head Tilt Left
	

	17
	Chin Raiser
	
	56
	Head Tilt Right
	

	18
	Lip Pucker
	
	57
	Head Forward
	

	20
	Lip Stretcher
	
	58
	Head Back
	

	22
	Lip Funneler
	
	61
	Eyes turn left
	

	23
	Lip Tightener
	
	62
	Eyes turn right
	

	24
	Lip Pressor
	
	63
	Eyes up
	

	25
	Lips Part
	
	64
	Eyes down
	


What difficulties did you encounter when making your observations?
[image: image7.bmp]
How did you feel when you were being observed? Did you behave any differently?

Evaluation of Observations
Validity of observations
· Observations tend to have ___________ ecological validity, as they involve more natural behaviours. Ecological validity is especially high in ________________,  ________________ observations where the participants are unaware that they are being observed.

· What people say they do is often different from what they actually do. Therefore, observations may be more ______________ than questionnaires for example. 

· However, ecological validity may be lowered in ________________ observations, as they do not take place in a natural environment. Also, ______________ observations where the participants know that they are being observed can lead to ______________ behaviour from the participants, as can participant observations where the person doing the observing may directly affect the behaviour of those being observed. 
· Another issue is that depending upon the people being observed, there may be a ___________________, meaning that the sample is not ______________________ of all people, and the results may not be generalisable. 
· A major issue with observations is the validity of the ______________________ used. For example, some observations might belong in one or more category, or some behaviour may not be codeable, and so are not recorded.

· Validity is also affected by the ______________________ of the observer. If the observer has an idea about what he expects to happen, he may record only that data which fits with his theory. This is known as __________________________. For example, a researcher who thinks that boys are more aggressive than girls may over record instances of the boys behaving aggressively and under record when girls are aggressive. 
· Often, there is little or no control of __________________________________, meaning that something unknown could account for the participant’s behaviour.

Reliability of observations


· Often, observations can be difficult to __________________, as they take place at a specific place and time.
· However, reliability can be _________________ using inter-observer reliability.


Dealing with validity in observations
· A researcher can assess the validity of his observations by conducting further observations in different settings with varied people so that the results can be more generalisable. 
· By using more than one observer, observer bias can be reduced. 

· Observer bias can also be reduced by using a double blind technique, where the person doing the observing does not know the aims of the study.

· The validity of a coding system can be assessed through content, construct, concurrent and predictive methods (see handout on “Validity and Reliability” for a full explanation of these various terms)
Dealing with reliability in observations
· In observational research, the issue is that any observations should be consistent. If they are consistent, we would expect two observers to produce exactly the same observations. The extent to which any two or more observers agree is called inter-observer reliability. This is calculated by correlating the observations of two or more observers. Generally, if there is more than 80% agreement between the observers, the data has inter-observer reliability.
· Reliability can also be increased by training the observers in the use of a coding system through practice. 

What ethical issues can be raised by the use of observations?

Homework tasks
1: The school wants to know what kind of study behaviour the library is being used for. To investigate this they install CCTV cameras in the library to video the students during study breaks and at lunchtime. The researcher watches the TV screens and marks down behaviour on a pre-set coding scheme every time he sees a behaviour.

Delete as appropriate (This is not an exam style question)
This experiment is naturalistic/controlled, structured/unstructured, participant/non-participant, and overt/covert. [4]
The following are exam style questions. 

(a) Identify one advantage and one disadvantage of using an observation in this study. [3]

(b) Identify one issue of reliability in this research, and describe how you could deal with it. [3]

(c) Identify one issue of validity in this research, and describe how you could deal with it. [3]
(e) Discuss one ethical issue that may arise in this research. [3]
Example 
The following is an example to show you how to answer these types of research method questions.

2: A researcher wants to observe the aggression levels of players during a college under 18’s rugby match. To investigate this, the researcher disguised himself as a rugby player and played for one of the sides while observing the aggressive interactions during the match. During breaks in play, at half time and following the match the investigator tallied the number of aggressive events on a pre-made checklist. 

This experiment is naturalistic/controlled, structured/unstructured, participant/non-participant, and overt/covert. [4]

(a) Identify one advantage and one disadvantage of using an observation in this study. [3]

An advantage of using an observation in this study is that the behaviour shown by the rugby players is likely to be more valid, as they are unaware that they are in a study. Therefore there is no risk that they would act more or less aggressive due to the effect of being observed. A disadvantage is that as the observer is also a participant in the rugby game, he may inadvertently alter the behaviour of the players, leading to reduced or increased aggression.
(b) Identify one issue of reliability in this research, and describe how you could deal with it. [3]

One issue of reliability is that the researcher is the only person who is recording the observations. Therefore there is no way to ascertain how reliable his data is as another observer may have recorded different aggressive behaviour than him. To overcome this, a second, non-participant observer could be at the side of the rugby pitch making their own observations of aggressive behaviour. The two sets of observations could then be assessed for inter-observer reliability. 
(c) Identify one issue of validity in this research, and describe how you could deal with it. [3]

One issue of validity is that the coding system that the investigator is using to record the aggressive behaviour may not actually be a valid measure of aggression. He may actually be measuring physical fitness, or competence at rugby for example. To check for content validity, the investigator could show his coding scheme to a panel of experts on aggression, who may suggest improvements. 
(e) Discuss one ethical issue that may arise in this research. [3]

An ethical issue in this research is that as this is a covert observation the participants are unaware that they are in a study. They do not know that their aggressive behaviour is being observed. This raises important ethical issues as they therefore have not given fully informed consent, neither have they got the right to withdraw from the study. To overcome this, the researcher could debrief them at the end of the match and gain retrospective consent. 
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