
UNIT 12 OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH 

When you have read the chapter, check your understand~ng by answering the following 
questions. 

I Why and how did Punch select th~s particular group of pol~ce officers t o  study? 

2 How d ~ d  he galn access to the group? 

3 What strategres drd he use t o  develop pos~trve relationshrps wrth the pol~ce officers? 

4 How d ~ d  h~s role In the group change over the course of the fieldwork? 

5 What ethical Issues do you thmk are ra~sed by Punch's research? 

6 Why d ~ d  Punch use part~c~pant observation as h~s maln research method? 

7 What other sources of data, apart from observat~on, d ~ d  he ut~l~ze? 

8 Do  you th~nk he succeeded In reaching 'the Inner real~ty of pol~ce work' (p 184)? 

You w~ l l  find my Ideas at the end of the unit 

Which observational approach is adopted in a particular research project depends 
on the nature of the problem or the issue being investigated, the theoretical and 
methodological sympath~es of the researcher, various practical considerations, and 
sometimes the stage which the research has reached 

To some extent, my division of the two approaches is rather artificial In practice, 
researchers often use a combination of approaches Sometimes research which 
adopts more-structured observation as its main method may begin with a period of 
less-structured observation This may form part of the pilot work, and can help the 
researchers identify the type of behaviour on which they wish to focus and enable 
them to become accustomed to the research setting It is also quite common for 
research which employs an ethnographic approach to util~ze more-structured 
observational methods at some stage This may happen when the researcher 
requlres quantitative data on particular forms of behaviour In my own research 
(Foster, 1990), for example, I was Interested, among other things, in teacher-pupil 
interaction in multi-ethnic classes I was concerned with whether teachers gave 
more of their time and attention to children from certam ethnic groups My overall 
approach to the research was ethnographic and my observations were generally 
less-structured, but in this case I felt the need for more quantitative data on specific 
aspects of teacher behaviour and so I used a structured observation system devel- 
oped by Brophy and Good (1970) This enabled me to count the number of differ- 
ent types of interaction that teachers had with students of different ethnlc groups 
(the details of this part of my research are contained in Foster, 1989) 

2 RELATIONSHIPS AND 
ROLES IN OBSERVATIONAL 
RESEARCH 

2.1 NEGOTIATING ACCESS 

Gaining access to settings in order to conduct observational research is a problem 
for both more-structured and less-structured observation Whichever observational 
technique is used, the researcher has to get to a physical position from which he 
or she can observe the behaviour of subjects, and this usually involves negotiating 
entry to a group, institut~on, community or social setting of some sort However, 
there are some differences between the two observatlonal approaches More- 
structured observation is more likely to involve access, sometimes by multlple and 
paid observers, for short periods to a relatively large number of settings For 
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example, in the ORACLE research (Galton et ~1,1980) there were nine researchers 
who observed 58 classes in nineteen different schools for three days each term In 
contrast, in ethnographic studies, where less-structured observation is the main 
method, often a lone researcher is concerned to gain access to a single or a small 
number of settings for a relatively long period of fieldwork Lacey (1970), for 
example, conducted fieldwork in one school, to which he gave the pseudonym 
'Hightown Grammar', over a three-year period These differences mean that some- 
times different strategies for gaining access need to be adopted 

The problem of access is of greatest significance early in research when the 
researcher is negotiating entry to the overall setting under consideration - a par- 
ticular school, factory, village, community, etc - in order to begin observation 
But, for ethnographic research in particular, it remains an issue throughout data 
collection as entry to sub-settings within the overall setting has to be continually 
negotiated, and sometimes renegotiated, as the research progresses 

A number of different strategies are used to gain access Which one is adopted 
depends, in the main, on the nature of the setting (or sub-setting) and what 
behaviour is to be observed. Settings (and sub-settings) vary in their openness to 
observation Public places and events such as streets, shopping centres, parks, 
football matches, some religious services or public meetings are relatively open 
and may pose few problems of access. Here usually no-one's permission is 
required to observe, an observer role can be taken relatively easily since it is com- 
mon for people in such situations to watch the behaviour of others, and the 
researcher can remain relatively unobtrusive The research of Marsh et a1 (19781, 
for example, on the behaviour of football crowds, was conducted in part by stand- 
ing on the terraces of Oxford United and observing crowd behaviour (whilst also 
watching the match!), and research by Lofland (1973), on 'waiting styles' in public 
places, was conducted by observing in bus depots and airports 

However, this does not mean that observation in public settings is always 
unproblematic Sometimes observation, or at least very close or obvious obser- 
vation, can be inappropriate This may be particularly the case in public settings 
where evasion of social interaction is the norm or where a person's presence in 
the setting is normally brief or transient Here the observer may have to adopt 
techniques to conceal his or her observation or justify 'hanging around', such as 
observing from behind a newspaper or pretending to be legitimately waiting It 
may also be difficult to observe behaviour of a private nature even though it takes 
place in a public setting Humphreys (1970), for example, observed male homo- 
sexual activity in public lavatories He had to justify his observation by adopting 
the role of 'watch queen' which meant he posed as a voyeur and acted as a look 
out for the men. 

Access to what are considered more private settings will generally prove more 
difficult than access to public ones One strategy here is to observe covertly 
Access to the setting is obtained by the researcher secretly taking on an estab- 
lished role in the group under study or using his or her existing role to conduct 
research secretly No formal permission to do the research is requested The 
researcher simply becomes, or already is, a participant member of the group, and 
he or she uses this position to observe the behaviour of other participants. One 
example of this type of research is a famous study by Festinger et a1 (1956) of an 
apocalyptic religious sect in which observers secretly joined the sect as new mem- 
bers Another is a study by Holdaway (1983) who took advantage of his position 
as a serving police sergeant to observe the occupational culture of fellow officers 

Covert research is most likely to be used when there is a strong possibility that 
access is unlikely to be gained using open methods This may be because groups 
fear the consequences of research, perhaps because they are involved in 
behaviour which could be considered deviant, or because they are hostile towards 
the idea of research itself (see, for example, Homan, 1980). In such cases it may 
be the only option if the research is to go ahead Sometimes, as Chambliss (1975) 
discovered in his study of organized crime in an American city, covert study may 
only be necessary for the initial period of the research Once relationships have 
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been established it may be possible for the researcher to become more open and 
honest about him- or herself and his or her purposes 

Covert observation is also used when reactivity is likely to be a problem if 
research 1s conducted openly For example, the Glasgow gang observed by Patrick 
(1973) would almost certainly have behaved very differently B they had known 
they were being researched However, covert research in certain circumstances is 
potentially dangerous When researching criminal groups, for example, if the 
researcher's 'cover is blown' there could be violent consequences If the 
researcher's real identity and purposes are discovered, at the very least it 1s likely 
that the research will be forced to end Doubts have also been widely expressed 
about the ethics of covert research 

Access in covert research is dependent on the researcher's ability to play an estab- 
lished role convincingly or at least to convince existing members that he or she is 
a genuine new entrant to the group This obviously depends in part on the 
researcher's physical characteristics, but also on his or her ability to use a variety 
of impression management techniques and to display cultural competence in the 
setting For example, in his study of Pentecostal church groups, Homan took an 
active part in worship and Bible study and used Pentecostal language and forms 
of greeting in order to present himself as a new member (Homan, 1980, see also 
Homan and Bulmer, 1982) However, he did not undergo baptism, as Pryce (1979) 
dld as part of hls research on Pentecostal groups in the Afro-Caribbean community 
of Bristol. 

Where observational research is conducted openly the researcher generally has to 
seek formal permission from subjects and/or those responsible for them in order 
to observe in the setting In the case of laboratory experiments, which generally 
involve more-structured observation, the researcher deliberately creates the set- 
ting, subjects, in agreeing to take part in the study, give their consent to obser- 
vation of their behaviour in that setting Subjects are recruited by a variety of 
methods - by advertising, word of mouth, offering inducements, etc - and 
researchers will usually explain the purposes of the research and the possible 
consequences of taking part Having said this, however, subjects have sometimes 
been deceived about the true nature of experiments and their potential effect. For 
example, in experiments on obedience to authority conducted by Milgram (1974), 
subjects were told that they were taking part in a scientific study of memory and 
learning. During the study they were duped into thinking that they were 
administering increasingly severe electric shocks to learners What was in fact 
being studied was the extent to which they would obey authority figures instruct- 
Ing them to admmster the shocks 

In the case of research in more natural settings - groups, institutions, organiza- 
tions, etc - the researcher has to negotiate access with a number of 'gatekeepers', 
perhaps at different levels of an institutional hierarchy (although, sometimes it is 
not always clear who the key gatekeepers are) Gatekeepers usually have positions 
of authority within the group or mstitution and can grant or withhold permission to 
conduct research in their particular sphere of authority They may also be the 
subjects of the research For example, if I wanted to gain access to a school in 
order to study teaching methods I would probably have first to seek the per- 
mission of local education authority (LEA) officers (if the school was LEA main- 
tained), school governors and the headteacher, and then, in order to gain access to 
sub-settings within the school, I would have to approach heads of department, 
teachers and perhaps students as well This would probably involve lengthy dis- 
cussion and negotiation, a process which can be a useful source of data on the 
polit~cal structure of the group and on the perspectives of key group members 

Gatekeepers will be concerned to protect their own interests and the interests of 
group members from any threat posed by the research Consequently, they may 
refuse access altogether, place limitations on the type of research which can be 
done, or try to manage the impression of individuals and the group that the 
researcher receives and documents (for discussion of this in the context of study- 
ing military elites see Spencer, 1973) The last of these strategies may involve 
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presenting individuals, or the group, to the researcher in a particular way, restrict- 
ing or influencing access to particular areas, times or events, and/or placing con- 
straints on what the researcher can publish. Gatekeepers may also try to use the 
research for their own purposes They may, for example, try to use research data 
to monitor the behaviour of particular individuals or sub-groups, or use published 
accounts to enhance the interests of the group Interestingly, the Royal Ulster Con- 
stabulary (RUC) police officers studied by Brewer (1991) used the research as an 
opportunity to air their grievances to senior staff 

ACTIVITY 3 
lmagne that you are a gatekeeper In a group or ~nst~tut~on w~th  wh~ch you are fam~l~ar 
You are approached by a researcher w~sh~ng to spend a number of weeks obserwng In 
your group or Inst~tut~on: 

What sort of quest~ons would you ask the researcher? 

How would you respond to h~s or her request and why would you respond In th~s 
way? 

Make a note of your answen before you cont~nue 

One of the factors which influences the response of gatekeepers to access 
requests is their preconceptions of research and researchers These derive from 
any previous experience of research they have had, or from the way research is 
presented to them by others or by the media Sometimes conceptions of research 
and researchers are negative and access may be denied This was Homan's (1980) 
perception of the Pentecostal church members he studied and was a key influence 
on his decision to conduct covert research On other occasions conceptions may 
be more positive and the researcher may be welcomed and given considerable 
assistance More commonly, the conceptions of gatekeepers consist of a murture of 
positive attitudes and scepticism, trust and suspicion 

In negotiating access, researchers try to influence the conceptions gatekeepers 
have of the research They adopt a number of techniques Sometimes they simply 
explain fully the purposes and nature of the research and the methods to be 
employed in the hope that the gatekeepers will be sufficiently interested and will- 
ing to allow the research to go ahead This was the approach adopted by Sten- 
house and his team who conducted research on library use in school surth forms 
(Stenhouse, 1984). They wrote to headteachers explaining the aims of the project 
and the research methods to be adopted, and offered to visit the school to discuss 
the research at greater length Most of the schools approached agreed to take part 
in the research. 

On occasions, however, the account of the research given may be selective or 
involve an element of deception As I explained earlier, part of my own research 
was concerned with whether teachers gave more attention in the classroom to 
students from certain ethnic groups (Foster, 1990) When negotiating access to 
classrooms for this part of the research, I did not tell the teachers that this was 
specifically what I was interested in because I thought that, if I did, they would 
make a conscious effort to distribute their attention equally I kept my explanation 
deliberately vague and said that I wanted to observe teaching methods and 
student behaviour 

Researchers are also concerned to influence how gatekeepers see them as people 
As a result, they use, consciously or unconsciously, many self-presentational tech- 
niques to convey an impression of themselves which will maximize their chances 
of gaining access They dress and conduct themselves in ways which give the 
impression that they will 'fit in' and that their presence is unlikely to cause 
offence, disruption or harm to subjects and that they can be trusted Delamont, for 
example, reflecting on her research in a Scottish girls' public school in the 1960s, 
describes how she 'always wore a conservative outfit and real leather gloves' 
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when meeting headteachers On the other hand, she wished to give a slightly 
different impression to the pupils and so wore a dress of 'mini-length to show the 
pupils I knew what the fashion was' (Ilelamont, 1984, p 25) 

Another technique used when negotiating access is to offer inducements to 
gatekeepers Researchers may, for example, emphasize the potential knowledge 
gains to the community as a whole or to the subjects themselves in comparison 
with the small amount of time or disruption that the research will requlre They 
may offer services in return for access and enter into bargains with gatekeepers 
For example, a number of researchers who have conducted ethnographic case 
studles in schools have taken on a part-tlme teaching load in part to facllitate 
access (see, for example, Burgess, 1983); and m my research (Foster, 1990) I 
offered to act as a 'consultant' to the school, which involved encouraging teachers 
to reflect on and improve aspects of their practice 

Researchers may also offer to protect the interests of subjects by guaranteeing the 
confidentiality of data, using pseudonyms, and/or stressing their commitment to 
established ethical principles (see, for example, Br~t~sh Sociological Association, 
1992) Sometimes gatekeepers are offered some control over the research - 
perhaps the opportunity to scrutinize, and maybe veto, plans and research tech- 
niques, or to control the use of data or the publication of a final report Walford 
and Miller (1991), who studied Kinghurst, a new City Technology College, offered 
the headteacher the opportunity to write an unedited 15,000-word section of the 
planned book to encourage her to give them access (see Walford, 1991, for a 
discussion of this) Collaboration with subjects is seen as highly desirable by some 
researchers (see, for example, Day, 1981) It is suggested that this not only facili- 
tates access, but also respects more fully the rights of subjects to be consulted and 
involved and means that the research is more likely to address their concerns and 
produce knowledge which they will find useful 

Another common strategy used in gaining access, especially in ethnographic 
research, is to use the assistance of a sponsor This is generally an established and 
trusted figure within the group or institution who can vouch for the researcher 
and reassure subjects about the purposes of the research and intentions of the 
researcher Sponsors can be very helpful in gaining access to groups or settings 
which might otherwise remain closed Taylor (1984), for example, used the assist- 
ance of John McVicar (an ex-professional criminal), whom he got to know while 
conducting research in Durham prtson, to gain access to the world of professional 
criminals Sponsors can also be useful guides to the structure, organization and 
norms of the group and can provide invaluable advice on the most appropriate 
ways of collecting data They can usefully act as informants, too, providmg 
another valuable source of observational data. Indeed, they may have access to 
areas which are closed to the researcher, and they may have useful background 
knowledge which can enable a better understanding of behaviour The most well- 
known researcher's sponsor, Doc In Whyte's study of Cornerville, performed all 
these roles (Whyte, 1981) Without Doc to show him around, introduce him, 
vouch for him, supply him with information and answer his questions, Whyte's 
research would probably have been impossible 

On the other hand, there are disadvantages in relying too heavily on a sponsor 
Access to certain individuals, sub-groups or sub-settings can be restricted by too 
close a relationship with a sponsor who is perceived by other subjects to be hos- 
tile to their interests Also, the research may be channelled in particular directions 
by the sponsor's contacts 

Researchers frequently rely upon personal contacts to find sponsors Indeed, 
research settlngs are often selected, and access facilitated, because researchers 
have some prior experience of, or contact with, the group or institution In such 
cases the researcher has already established some form of identity in the eyes of 
subjects and can capitalize on this when negotrating access Gillborn (1990), for 
example, researched the school he had attended as a pupll, and Cohen and Tay- 
lor's research in Durham prison came about because they were already involved 
in adult education work with long-term prisoners (Cohen and Taylor, 1972) 
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ACTIVITY 4 

Suppose you were interested In conducting research In the group or lnstrtutlon for whlch 
In Act~v~ty 3 you were a gatekeeper: 

What methods would you use to galn access? 

What problems would you antupate In galnlng access and how would you 
overcome them? 

Br~efly note down your answers before you cont~nue. 

2.2 DEVELOPING RELATIONSHIPS 

Researchers are not only interested in gaining physical access to particular set- 
tings, they are also concerned with observing behaviour which naturally occurs in 
those settings In other words, they desire access to behaviour which has been 
influenced as little as possible by the researcher's presence or the research pro- 
cess The latter form of reactivity is, of course, eliminated in covert research 
because subjects are not aware that they are being studied The former is not 
eliminated, however, because the researcher in his or her participant role may 
have an influence on behaviour For example, Festinger et a1 (1956), in joining 
the apocalyptic religious sect, tellmg the members fictitious stories about their 
'psychic experiences', and joining in group activities, inevitably reinforced the 
beliefs of the group they were studying 

Researchers who are conducting their work openly adopt a number of techniques 
to become unobtrusive in the setting and minimize reactivity. They often pay 
attention to their own physical position in the setting and to the positioning of any 
recording equipment they are using They also take care to dress and behave in 
ways which will allow them to blend into the setting - the alm being to reduce 
the extent to which subjects are conscious of their presence and of their obser- 
vation King i1984), for example, during his research in infant school classrooms, 
tried to avoid eye contact with the children and at one stage used the Wendy 
House as a 'convenlent "hide"' 

Ethnographers often spend considerable periods of time in the field so that sub- 
jects become accustomed to their presence They also make great efforts to build 
relationships of trust with subjects in order to facilitate access and reduce re- 
activity As with negotiation with gatekeepers, what is mvolved here is the nego- 
tiation of the researcher's identity with subjects. The researcher wishes to be seen 
as a certain type of person and will try to influence (sometimes consciously, but 
often unconsciously) the way he or she is perceived by controlling or manipulat- 
ing the information that the subject receives Subjects (like gatekeepers) will have 
certain preconceptions and developing perceptions of the researcher, both as a 
person and as a researcher 

11 I ACTIVITY 5 
Cons~der a group or lnstltutlon of wh~ch you are a member A stranger - a smartly 
dressed, mlddle-aged woman canylng a bnef case - enters the settmg. 

What ~dentlty(~es) would you attr~bute to her? 

If the stranger declares herself to be dolng research, what other lnterpretat~ons of her 
~dentlty sprlng to mmd? 

Make a note of your responses. 

Obviously, how you answer this will depend on your conceptions of the possible 
roles such a person could have in this particular setting and of the characteristics 
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you attribute to a middle-aged woman (smartly dressed and carrying a brief case) 
in such roles It will also depend on your conceptions of researchers generally 

This, in a sense, is the researcher's starting point She (or he) tries to build on, 
adjust or change these initd conceptions using types of impression management 
techniques similar to those I discussed earlier in connection with gatekeepers 

What impression the researcher tries to glve depends, of course, on the role he or 
she takes in the group If the research is covert then the researcher seeks to glve 
subjects the impression that he or she is indeed a real participant (perhaps initially 
a novice one) with the characteristics of such a person If the research is conduc- 
ted more openly then the researcher may wish to give the impression that he or 
she is what Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) term an 'acceptable marginal 
member'. 

This may involve dressmg in acceptable ways. This does not necessarily mean that 
clothes need to be identical to those worn by subjects Parker (1974), for example, 
in his research with 'down town' adolescent boys in Liverpool, adopted a style of 
dress - 'black shirt, black jeans, burgundy leather (jacket)' - which enabled hlm 
to blend in, but which did not copy exactly the boys' style 

It may also require behaving in ways which enable the researcher to fit into the 
group In Street Corner Soczety, for example, Whyte (1981) describes how he 
'learned to take part in the street corner discussions on baseball and sex' He also 
recounts a mistake he made when, after listening to a man's account of his illegal 
gambling activities, he suggested in discussion that the police had been 'paid off' 
The reaction of his subjects suggested that such a statement was unacceptable in 
public talk and Whyte felt 'very uncomfortable' for the rest of the evening 

The researcher may trade on existing experience, skills and knowledge in 
developing subjects' conceptions of his or her identity Pryce (1979), for example, 
utilized his identity as a Jamaican and his knowledge of Jamaican religious affairs 
to establish a rapport with h ~ s  subjects And In my own research (Foster, 1990) I 
frequently made use of my experience of teaching in a nearby school to convey 
the impress~on that I was knowledgeable about, and sympathetic to, the teachers' 
concerns - in a sense that I was one of them, rather than some sort of expert or 
critic. 

On reflection I also, generally unconsciously, presented myself as, for want of a 
better phrase, an ordinary, decent type of person - someone who was honest, 
approachable, friendly, sensitive and understanding I did thls by engaging in 
everyday, sociable conversations, openly discusslng aspects of my past and pres- 
ent llfe and exchanging day-to-day information This type of self-presentation is 
crucral in gaining acceptance Also important is how the researcher actually 
behaves One has to demonstrate one's trustworthiness, openness, reliability and 
so on since behaviour provides subjects with direct evidence of one's attributes 
Indeed, subjects may sometimes actually test the researcher out in these respects 

On occasions, the researcher may be more consciously selective in the self 
presented to subjects For example, he or she may play down or conceal certain 
aspects by disguising or failing to reveal personal views or political commitments 
Thls was the case in Fielding's (1982) research on the National Front He sup- 
pressed his disagreement with the ldeology of the organization and presented 
himself as an 'unconverted sympathiser' The researcher may also deliberately 
emphasize other aspects of self Hobbs (1988), for example, in his study of devi- 
ant entrepreneurship and police detective work in East London, cultivated a view 
of himself as 'entrepreneurial and sharp' and 'sexist and chauvinistic' tn order to 
blend in and become an insider (although, Interestingly, he drew the line at 
racism). What aspect of self the researcher chooses to reveal or emphasize may 
change during the course of the research, as his or her role changes and as 
relationships with subjects develop 

Offering services is another means by whlch researchers negotiate their identity 
Anthropologtsts have often provided simple medical and technical advlce in the 
pre-industrial communities they have studied In this way they have been able to 
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demonstrate their commitment to the group and avoid being seen as exploitative 
outsiders Similarly, ethnographers of institutions and groups in modern, industrial 
societies have given a whole range of services, such as assisting with teaching and 
extra-curricular activities in schools, glving legal advice to subjects in trouble with 
the law, serving as secretaries on committees, or merely lending a sympathetic ear 
In fact, the participant role taken by many ethnographers involves working with 
and therefore helping subjects in the course of their everyday activities (see, for 
example, the study by Punch, 1979, about which you read in Activity 2) This help 
is often crucial in building up relationships of trust and openness. 

There are, of course, limits to the identities the researcher can negotiate with sub- 
jects. Ascribed characteristics such as age, gender, 'race' and ethnicity limit the sort 
of person the researcher can become and also the sort of relationship that can be 
developed with subjects They may therefore restrict access to settings and to data 
But ascribed characteristics can also facllitate identities, relationships and access 
As a 40-year-old white male I would find it difficult to present myself as a young 
'rap' music enthusiast, or develop close peer-type relationships with school pupils, 
or directly access the world of radical feminists On the other hand, I might find it 
easier to present myself as a mature, professional person, to develop relationships 
with school teachers, or to access the world of white, male-dominated clubs In 
saying th~s, I do not mean to imply that the researcher must be of the same age, 
gender or 'race' as his or her subjects It is simply that sometimes age, gender, or 
'racial' characteristics can aid in the construction of certain types of identity and 
relationship And, as Hunt (1984) pointed out in her research on the police, it is 
possible to renegotiate identitles attributed on the basis of ascribed characteristics 
In her research, she was tnltially perceived by male officers as an 'untrustworthy 
feminine spy', but, by utilizing a variety of impression management strategies such 
as spending time on the pistol range, displaying a skill in judo, and 'acting crazy' 
(in other words taking unusual risks), she was able to negotiate a more acceptable 
and productive identity as 'street-woman-researcher' (See Warren, 1988, for a 
more general discussion of the influence of gender on relationships in the field) 

Think about your own ascnbed characteristics. In what ways would they l im~t and facilitate 
the identities, relationships and access you could negotiate In particular research sett~ngs? 

Note down your response before you continue. 

2.3 THE RESEARCHER'S ROLE 

The role taken by the researcher in the group or settmg under study varies accord- 
ing to the purposes of the research, the nature of the setting, the means of gaining 
access and the observational method employed His or her role is more likely to 
be that of detached, non-participant observer when the purpose of the research IS 

to collect data on specific observable behaviours using more-structured tech- 
niques, and it is more likely to be that of an involved participant when the pur- 
pose is the collection of ethnographic data using less-structured techniques This 
highlights one key dimension of the researcher's role - the extent of participation 
in the group or setting 

Junker (1960) and Gold (1958) suggest four types of role along this dimension 
These are illustrated in Figure 1. 

1 Z9e complete observer has no interaction with the subjects during data collec- 
tion In some psychological research, for example, subjects are observed through 
a one-way mirror and so do not come into direct contact with the observer This 
was the case in the early stages of a study by Corsaro (1981) which examined 
children's behaviour in a nursery school. Corsaro utilized a pre-existing obser- 
vation area in the school. (He later moved out into the main body of the school 
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of role is often used in more-structured observation in natural situations where the 
researcher(s) spends short periods of time observing behaviour in a relatively 
large number of settings For example, the team of researchers led by Rutter, who 
investigated the relative effectiveness of twelve comprehensive schools in London, 
conducted observations of all the lessons taken by one class in each school for 
one week (Rutter et a l ,  1979) The researchers made it clear that their role was to 
observe and tried to keep their interaction with pupils and teachers to a minimum 

This role is also sometimes used in ethnographic work. In such cases the nature of 
the researcher's identity may be more fully developed and negotiated, and the 
researcher may be more likely to construct roles which involve greater partici- 
pation, but the essential role is that of researcher Woods (1979), for example, in 
his study of a secondary school, thought of himself as an 'involved' rather than a 
participant observer He deliberately did not take an existing role in the school, 
although he did occasionally help out with lesson supervision and extra-curricular 
activities 

As with the complete observer role, one advantage of this strategy is that the 
researcher is more able to maintain his or her detachment from the subjects and 
take an outsider's view Participation in a researcher role also enables him or her 
to move about within the group to observe behaviour in different sub-settings 
Consequently, the researcher is able to get a fuller, more rounded picture of the 
group or institution It is also much easier to sample sub-settings, events, times, 
subjects, etc systematically and to develop and test theoretical propositions. 

The danger is that the researcher is viewed with suspicion by subjects He or she 
may be viewed as an inspector or critic, an Intruder or snoop As a result, subjects 
may change their behaviour in order to present themselves in a particular way to 
the researcher, and even react to him or her with hostility This is particularly 
likely if the researcher remains with the group for a period of time and fails to 
negotiate an acceptable identity, or if he or she does not conform to subjects' 
expectations 

ACTIVITY 7 
Thmk agaln about a group or lnst~tut~on of wh~ch you are a member How would people 
respond t o  the presence o f  an observer? Bnefly note down your answer. 

3 The pafizczpant as obseruer - this involves the researcher taking an estab- 
lished, or certainly a more participant, role in the group for the bulk of the 
research In a number of school case studies, for example, researchers have 
worked as part-time teachers As mentioned earlier, this was the case in Lacey's 
(1970) research in a grammar school He taught alongside the teachers in the 
schools whilst also acting as a researcher 

Often, taking a participant role facilitates access to the group or institution and to 
sub-settings within it Offering to assist subjects with their work in return for 
access may be part of the bargain that the researcher negotiates with them And 
working or living alongside people may help in building rapport and relationships 
of trust and openness which will help to reduce reactivity Indeed, it may be that, 
because the researcher is a participant, subjects forget that he or she is doing 
research and behave more 'naturally' as a result At times like this it might be said 
that the research becomes covert, although it is difficult to tell when this happens 

U ACTIVITY 8 

Follow~ng on from Act~v~ty 7, do you thmk your response to  an observer would be any 
d~fferent ~f the researcher was a part~c~pant observer? Note down what th~s response 
mght be before you cont~nue. 
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The other main advantage of this role 1s that the researcher is better able to see 
the social world from the point of view of his or her subjects Heaor she has to 
learn the culture in order to operate as far as possible as an insider, and gains 
access to information not available to outsiders In this way, the researcher is more 
likely to appreciate and understand the subjects' perspectives and the meanings 
which underpin their interaction In short, the researcher can put him- or herself 
in their shoes For th~s  reason this type of role 1s usually taken by researchers 
conducting ethnographic or less-structured observation. 

However, a major problem with taking a participant role is that it places restric- 
tions on the data that the researcher can collect Access to sub-settings within the 
group or institution may be prevented by rules and norms which apply to the 
partlcipant role As a participant, the researcher may be expected to behave in 
certain ways and may be seen by subjects as having particuh loyalties Pryce 
(1979), for example, found it difficult to move between different Afro-Caribbean 
religious congregations in Bristol once he had establlshed ties with one of them 

Developing and playing a significant role may also be very time consummg and 
mean that l~ttle tlme is available for recording and processing data It can some- 
times be stressful, too, when the expectations of the participant role are in conflict 
wlth those of the research role Lacey (1970), for example, describes the tension 
he felt between the role of teacher and that of researcher There is also the possi- 
bllity that the more the researcher participates the greater a hts or her influence 
on the group 

An associated problem is what is sometimes termed 'going native' In its extreme 
forms the researcher actually gives up the research and becomes a real member of 
the group This is rare A greater danger is of over-rapport with subjects or iden- 
tifying too closely with them The researcher loses his or her sense of detachment 
and adopts an over-sympathetic vlew of subjects. This may lead researchers to be 
selective in their observations and interpretations of behaviour so that they present 
a one-sided, and therefore inaccurate, account This problem is not confined to 
the partlcipant observer role Hammersley and Atkinson (1983, pp 98-9) argue that 
Willis (1977), who adopted more of an observer-as-participant role, erred in this 
way, but it becomes more likely the more involved the researcher is with subjects 

4 The complete particzpunt - here the researcher plays an established role in 
the group and is fully immersed in that participant role, but uses hls or her pos- 
ition to conduct research Sometimes the research may be covert There are two 
possibilities here. The researcher may secretly jom the group or institution as a 
new member - for example, the observers in the study by Festinger et al (1956) 
secretly joined a rel~gious sect, and those in Rosenhan's (1982) study posed as 
psychiatric hospital patients Alternatively, the researcher may already be a mem- 
ber and thus uses his or her establlshed position to conduct covert research - 
Holdaway (1983), for example, used his position as a serving p o k e  officer to 
research the occupational culture of fellow officers, and Davis (1959) took advan- 
tage of his job as a Chicago taxi driver to study the interaction between drivers 
and their customers 

The complete participant may also conduct research openly, however. This is the 
case in much practitioner research in education where teachers research aspects of 
their own practice or institution They work primarily as teachers, but engage in 
research with the aim of improving professional practice (see, for example, the 
case studies contained in Hustler et a l ,  1986, and Hopkins, 1985, for a more 
theoretical discussion see Elliott, 1991) Another example is research by Rubinstein 
(1973) on the police in Philadelphia After working as a police reporter, Rublnstein 
trained for a year as a p o k e  officer and then worked alongside a number of 
police units The officers he dlrectly worked with knew he was a researcher, 
although he concedes that this was not the case with those from other units or 
with members of the public 

Again, the advantage of the complete partlcipant role is that it facilitates access As 
I have already pointed out, covert research In a participant role may be the only 
way of gaining access to certain groups And where research is conducted openly 
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the researcher's established role and identity may ease access to sub-settings and 
individuals The approach also has the advantages of the insider role explained 
above, and, in the case of covert research, the particular advantage of reducing 
that reactivity which occurs as a result of the subjects knowing that they are being 
observed 

There are, however, limitations similar to those with the participant observer role 
The restrictions on data collection are, if anything, more severe as the researcher 
has to maintain his or her part~cipant role Sometimes the attention that has to be 
paid to playing the participant role means that the time and opportunities for data 
collection are limited. The danger of 'going native' may also be more serious, as 
will the potential for role conflict and strain on the researcher's sense of identity 
There is also a greater possibility that the researcher, as a full participant, will 
influence the people he or she is studying, or find his or her research is controlled 
by a superior. 

Having outlined these types of role, it should be emphasized that, in ethnographic 
work in particular, research roles usually change during the course of the 
research Sometimes, for example, the researcher takes on a participant role at 
some stage during the research He or she may move from a rather naive, 
detached observer role in the early stages of the research to a fuller, more partici- 
pant role in the later stages (see the example of Punch, 1979, mentioned earlier), 
or, as in Corsaro's (1981) research in a nursery school, from a complete observer 
behind a one-way screen to a participant observer, or, as in Lacey's (1970) 
research, from a participant role in the early stages to a research role later. 

Barker (1984), in her study of the Moonies, distinguishes between different types 
of activity in her research role In the initial stages she was a 'passive' observer, 
spending her time watching and listening She then became more 'interactive' and 
joined in conversations and discussions Although she was conducting research 
openly, she was sometimes taken by unacquainted Moonies to be a member of 
the sect during this phase In the final stage of the research she adopted a more 
'active' role in which she argued with sect members, asked awkward questions 
and played 'devil's advocate' Barker's work draws attention to the way different 
roles can be used to generate different types of data 

It is also the case that researchers take on multiple sub-roles which differ accord- 
ing to the sub-setting and the particular individuals with whom they interact 
Woods, for example, in his secondary school study, claims that he played at least 
five different roles He was a 'relief agency or counsellor' to puplls and sometimes 
staff, a 'secret agent' to the headteacher (a role he avoided playing), a person to 
be 'appealed to' or 'consulted' during 'power struggles', a 'substitute member of 
staff', and 'fellow-human' (Woods, 1979, pp 261-2). 

2.4 MANAGING MARGINALITY 

A major problem faced by researchers adopting a more ethnographic approach is 
that of balancing the insider and outsider aspects of their role - what has been 
termed 'managing marginality'. There are clear dangers of the researcher identify- 
ing too closely with subjects, allowing this to bias observations and interpret- 
ations, and thereby presenting a distorted picture. Over-rapport may also lead the 
researcher to concentrate on one particular sub-group or setting which may influ- 
ence his or her relationship with, and access to, other sub-groups or settings 
There are also advantages in adopting an outsider position. It enables the 
researcher to see subjects' behaviour in a relatively detached way with the fresh- 
ness of a stranger He or she may be able to see things which participants take for 
granted and will also be able to take a broader, more rounded view of the group 
which includes its various sub-groups or settings 

At the same time there are, of course, dangers in remaining too detached, too 
much an outsider If relationships of trust do not develop, subjects will remain 
hostile or suspicious and are therefore likely to behave differently It is unlikely 
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that they will talk openly about their experiences and views, or that the researcher 
will develop a knowledge and understanding of the social meanings that underpin 
group interaction and the perspectives of subjects As a result, the picture of the 
group they present may be based in large part on their own preconceptions. 

The researcher's aim must be to balance the insider and outsider roles and com- 
bine the advantages of both - in other words, to manage a marginal position uzs- 
a-vzs subjects. Being at one with the group and yet remaining apart, being a 
'friend' yet remaining a 'stranger', can be a difficult and sometimes stressful 
experience But, as Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) emphasize, it is essential for 
good ethnographic work 

2.5 ETHICAL ISSUES 

A number of ethical issues are raised by the relationships and roles developed in 
observational research One of the most significant of these concerns deception 
(see Bulmer, 1982) As I have pointed out, deception is a strategy sometimes used 
by researchers to gain access and develop relationships with subjects 

There are varying degrees of deception and the extent differs between and within 
studies. At one extreme there is covert research where the researcher takes on a 
role in the group, or uses his or her existing role, to conduct research secretly His 
or her real identity and purpose are concealed from all subjects (see, for example, 
Humphreys, 1970, Homan, 1980, Holdaway, 1983) Then there are studies where 
subjects (or some of them) are deceived about the researcher's identity and pur- 
pose for some of the time. Fielding's (1982) research on the National Front was of 
this type He conducted interviews openly as a researcher, but observed secretly 
as a potential new member at party meetings Pryce (1979) adopted a similar mlx 
of overt and covert research in his study of the Afro-Caribbean community in 
Bristol. There are also studies in which the subjects know they are being 
researched, but are deceived about the real nature of the research Many labora- 
tory experiments, such as those by Milgram (1974) which I described earlier, are 
of this kind. And, as I also mentioned, my account to subjects of part of my own 
research (Foster, 1990) was, shall we say, less than the whole truth 

At the other extreme, even in completely 'open' research there is often some 
deception The researcher may conceal certain aspects of his or her identity, or 
exaggerate (perhaps even fabricate) others, in order to influence favourably sub- 
jects' perceptions (see, for example, Hobbs, 1988). Selective self-presentation like 
this is characteristic of everyday life as we present ourselves and our purposes to 
others in what we consider are favourable ways (Goffman, 1959) The researcher 
may also deliberately cultivate what might be termed 'fake' relationships in order 
to obtain data Friendships, for example, may be developed primarily because 
they facilitate data collection and not because there is genuine feeling for the 
befriended person. As Bulmer (1982) points out, there is also the deception which 
occurs unintentionally or unavoidably when the researcher fails to tell everyone 
involved in the research that he or she is doing research It is often simply imprac- 
tical to inform everyone, and many people with whom the researcher comes into 
contact assume that he or she is an ordinary group member (see, for example, 
Punch, 1979) It is also often the case with ethnographic work that the researcher 
him- or herself is unsure about the focus of the research until well into the field- 
work and therefore cannot make clear to subjects exactly what the research is 
about 

Many researchers have grave concerns about the ethical acceptability of decep- 
tion, particularly when it involves covert research or gross misrepresentation of the 
purposes of the research Their concern, of course, derives from the value of 
honesty and the view that subjects should be fully informed about the nature of 
any research in which they are involved It also derives from a fear that subjects 
may be harmed by any deception - by, for example, feeling misled or taken 
advantage of - and that the prospects of future research may be damaged if 
people's perceptions of research are adversely affected 
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It 1s worth looking at what the Brltish Soclolog~cal Association Statement of Ethzcal 
Practzce has to say about covert research It recommends that 'as far as possible 
sociologlcal research should be based on the freely given informed consent of 
those studied', and that researchers have a responsiblllty to 'explain as fully as 
possible, and in terms meaningful to participants, what the research is about, who 
is undertaking and financing it, why ~t w being undertaken, and how a is to be 
disseminated' (British Sociological Association, 1992, p.1) However, it does not 
rule out the possibility of covert research 

There are serious ethical dangers in the use of covert research but cov- 
ert methods may avoid certaln problems For instance, difficulties arlse 
when research partlclpants change their behavlour because they know 
they are belng studied Researchers may also face problems when 
access to spheres of social llfe is closed to social scientists by powerful 
or secretive Interests However, covert methods vlolate the princ~ples of 
informed consent and may invade the privacy of those being studied. 
Partlcipant or non-participant observation in non-public spaces or 
experimental manipulation of research participants without their 
knowledge should be resorted to only where it 1s impossible to use 
other methods to obtaln essential data In such stud~es ~t is Important to 
safeguard the anonymity of research participants Ideally, where 
informed consent has not been obtained prior to the research it should 
be obtalned post hoc 

(Brltah Soclologlcal Assoclation, 1992, p 2) 

IL/ ACTIVITY 9 

Before you read on, thlnk about whether you agree wlth what has just been sald about 
covert research. Do  you thmk covert research IS ever justified? If so, to  what extent and 
under what c1rcurnstances7 And what about 'mllder' forms of deception - such as selec- 
tlve self-presentat~on, or 'fake' relatlonships7 

Make a note of your responses 

My view is that there are no cut-and-dried, easy answers to these questions I 
thlnk we have to try to balance In each case the potential value of the research 
findmgs agalnst the value of honesty and the ideal of informed consent As Ham- 
mersley (1991) polnts out, we must recognize that In everyday life we are often 
not totally truthful all of the time. There are circumstances in which we decelve 
others elther by falling to give them ~nformatlon, by glving partlal information, or 
even by glving false mformation We do this sometimes to enhance our own 
interests, and sometimes to protect the Interests of others It may be that there are 
occasions when it is appropriate to apply the value of honesty selectively both In 
everyday hfe and In research 

Another important ethical Issue raised by observatlonal research concerns prlvacy. 
People may feel that research intrudes into the~r 'prwate' lives, and makes public 
what is considered to be private This was a critlclsm made of the research by 
Humphreys (1970) on homosexual behaviour In a men's public lavatory (see Bul- 
mer, 1982). This research not only lnvolved observing behaviour, but also tracking 
down the men by uslng their car number plates and conducting follow-up Inter- 
views under the auspices of a wider survey on health Here, again, concern 
derives from the value of prlvacy in relation to certain sorts of behawour, and also 
from the possibility that subjects, and the prospects of future research, may be 
harmed by such intrusion One of the problems, of course, is that there are no 
clear dlvldlng lines, and there is no clear consensus about what 1s ‘private' and 
what w 'public' And, indeed, conceptions of publlc and private vary according to 
which lndivlduals are involved Again, there are no easy answers and we have to 
welgh up our commitment to the value of prlvacy, and to the rights of subjects, 
with the importance of the research findings. 



UNIT 12 OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH 

Ethical questions also arise when subjects are involved in deviant behaviour 
These questions are most difficult when the researcher adopts a participant role 
and may therefore be required to become involved in deviant activity in order to 
develop relationships with group members Hobbs, for example, in his study of 
East End entrepreneurship, appears to have flirted with organized crime 'I was 
willing to skirt the boundaries of criminality on several occasions', he explains, 
'and I considered it crucial to be willingly involved in "normal" business trans- 
actions, legal or otherwise' (Hobbs, 1988, p 7) But even when researchers are not 
active group members they may witness serious deviant behaviour and must 
decide where their loyalties lie Should they remain observers and protect the 
interests of their subjects, or should they try to prevent the deviant behaviour and 
the harm it may do to others, or should they perhaps even abandon their research 
and report offenders to the authorities on the grounds that their wider commit- 
ment is to society or to particular values' Again, complex judgements must be 
made in individual cases 

3 WHAT TO OBSERVE 

3.1 FOCUSING RESEARCH 

The behaviour the researcher chooses to observe and record will depend on the 
overall topic and research questions which are being investigated These will be 
determined by the researcher's theoretical and substantive interests In more- 
structured observation these ideas will produce categories of behaviour which will 
be specified in advance of fieldwork in the observation schedule, although some- 
times more-structured observation is preceded by a period of less-structured 
exploratory observation These pre-specified behavioural categories become the 
primary focus of observations 

In less-structured ethnographic observation the initial focus of the research is often 
less clear Researchers will probably begin fieldwork with certain theoretical and 
substantive questions in mind - what are sometimes termed 'foreshadowed prob- 
lems' They will also bring with them certain sensitizing concepts drawn from pre- 
vious research. Beynon (1985), for example, was interested in initral encounters 
between teachers and pupils in secondary schools and so his observations con- 
centrated on the beginning of the school year for a newly arrived pupil intake He 
also brought to the research certain concepts, such as teacher and pupil coping 
strategies, which had emerged from earlier work on teacher-pupil interactions 
But in less-structured observation ideas are frequently undeveloped and general, 
and researchers usually try to avoid a commitment to pre-existing theoretical 
categories The focus of initial observations is therefore wide, and the researcher is 
concerned like any new member to obtain a broad overview of, and basic infor- 
mation about, the group or institution under study In addition, he or she will 
probably record, in a relatively unselective way, any data which appear to be rel- 
evant or interesting. As research progresses, theoretical ideas develop in conjunc- 
tion with data collection More specific research questions, propositions and 
hypotheses emerge from an examination and analysis of initial data These then 
form the basis of, and provide the focus for, future data collection This gradual 
refinement of research questions and the concentration of observations on specific 
issues and areas is often referred to as 'progressive focusing' 

Research may focus on particular subjects or sub-settings within the overall set- 
ting, or it may focus on particular times, events, behaviours or social processes 
One strategy sometimes used in this process is theoretical sampling which you 
met in Unit 7 Here different cases - or subjects, sub-settings, times or events 
within a case - are selected for observation specifically to test and develop 
hypotheses. Observational instances are often chosen in such a way as to 
minimize or maximize differences which are thought to be theoretically important. 




