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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. 



UNIT 12 OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH 

By minimizing the differences it is possible to clarify the detailed characteristics of 
a theoretical category. And by maximizing the differences the researcher will be 
able to establish the range of a particular set of categories So, for example, if I 
were interested in how teaching style was affected by the number of pupils with 
behavioural problems in a class, I could look at teaching in classes with a large 
and small number of such pupils and at teaching in classes with similar numbers 
of such pupils. In this way I could attempt to identify the differences in teaching 
style which seemed to be the result of differences in the numbers of behavioural 
problems 

Theoretical sampling also influences how many observations the researcher 
should make. Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggest that data are collected on a par- 
ticular theoretical category until it is 'saturated' - that is, until nothing new is 
being learned about that category 

3.2 REPRESENTATIVE SAMPLING 

Observational research also often involves representative sampling of different 
types within the case that is being studied. It is rarely possible for the researcher 
to observe every subject, sub-setting, event or instance of behaviour in which he 
or she is interested, and even if it were possible it would not be necessary or 
desirable to do so. What observational researchers generally do (like researchers 
using survey/interview methods) is select samples and base their analysis and con- 
clusions on data from these samples. Observing a sample is obviously much less 
time consuming and, as a result, it is possible to collect more detailed and accu- 
rate data. But, as with surveys, there is a danger of error arising from unrepresent- 
ative sampling. If the subjects, settings, events, or behaviour sampled and 
observed are unrepresentative of the general population of subjects, settings, 
events, or behaviour with which the researcher is concerned, then it will not be 
legitimate to generalize from the sample. 

In more-structured observation, and sometimes in the early stages of an ethno- 
graphic study, researchers are concerned to select representative samples of peo- 
ple, places, times, behaviours or events within a case so that they can make 
generalizations to the relevant population or establish general patterns in the set- 
ting they are studying Some form of random or systematic sampling is often used. 
This may involve selecting a random or systematic sample of subjects to observe 
So if I were interested in studying middle-managers in an industrial organization I 
might select a random sample from this population to observe. It may also involve 
observing behaviour at a random or systematic sample of times For example, if I 
were studying a hospital or hospital ward I might select a random sample of days 
or times of the day (including the night shift) to observe. I would at least ensure 
that I did not conduct all my observations on the same days and at the same 
times Where an institution is organized around a periodic cycle of time - as are 
schools and colleges with their academic years - it would also be important to 
spread my observations across the organizational cycle. There are obvious dangers 
of unrepresentativeness if observations are concentrated at particular times of the 
cycle, unless, of course, it is these particular times in which the researcher is most 
interested, as in Beynon's (1985) research which focused on initial encounters 
between teachers and pupils In such cases these events or times become the 
population from which samples are selected 

Time (or point) sampling is frequently used in more-structured observation. Here 
the researcher records and categorizes the behaviour which is observed at regular 
timed intervals In the ORACLE project (Galton et a l ,  1980), for example, teacher 
and pupil behaviour were each observed and coded at 25-second intervals. The 
behaviour occurring at such times was then held to be representative of behaviour 
in general in the classrooms studied (although, as I indicated in my response to 
Activity 1, I have my doubts about the validity of this) 

Where the researcher has pre-existing knowledge about the heterogeneity of an 
organization, he or she may also select random or systematic samples of places or 
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sub-settings within the overall setting In a study of a school, for instance, a 
researcher might select a sample of departments or corridors to observe He or 
she might also select samples of particular events or behaviours In a school the 
researcher might try to observe, say, a random sample of assemblies, department 
meetings, lesson openings, or demonstrations in science lessons However, it may 
be difficult to specify and identify events or behaviours in advance so that they 
can be sampled. In this case ethnographic researchers sometimes sample from the 
descriptions of behaviour contained in their field notes There are, of course, 
dangers with such a strategy because the behaviours recorded in field notes may 
be an unrepresentative sample of all such behaviours. 

Having said all this, in ethnographic research in particular the selection of what to 
observe is often not done on a random or systematic basis Accurate sampling 
frames may not be available in advance and access to particular subjects, sub- 
settings, times and events may be difficult or impossible to obtain Pragmatic con- 
siderations in the selection of observations often loom large What the researcher 
actually selects to observe may very much depend on the opportunities that arise, 
the role he or she takes within the group and the relationships which have been 
developed with subjects Often observation depends on the co-operation of sub- 
jects or gatekeepers and the researcher has to concentrate on those who are will- 
ing to co-operate One strategy that is sometimes used is 'snowball sampling' 
Here one observed subject passes the researcher on to another, vouching for him 
or her and acting as a sponsor The advantage of this strategy is that sponsorship 
encourages co-operation and therefore facilitates access, but, of course, the limi- 
tation is that the snowball sample may be unrepresentative 

4 RECORDING OBSERVATIONS 
One of the greatest differences between more-structured and less-structured 
observation is the way observations are recorded 

4.1 MORE-STRUCTURED OBSERVATION 

As the alm of more-structured observation is to produce quantitative data on 
specific categories of observable behaviour, the nature of the categories and the 
procedures for allocating instances of behaviour to them must be clearly specified 
before data collection These form the basis of an observation schedule in terms of 
which the researcher can code his or her observations 

The nature of categories and procedures obviously vanes according to the aims of 
the research and the particular behaviour to be observed. At a very simple level, a 
researcher may be interested in a dichotomous variable such as whether a person 
is or is not talking However, it is more usual for researchers to be concerned with 
several, more complex, multiple-category variables - as was the case in the 
ORACLE research you looked at earlier. 

Paul Croll (1986) provides an interesting discussion of the process of defining vari- 
ables, observational categories and procedures for allocatmg behaviour to 
categories in research on teachers' questions. 

[This] example arises from a research interest in the use of questioning 
by teachers Initially, this interest could be operationalized into a 
dichotomous variable of the simple form 

TEACHER IS ASKING A QUESTION 

TEACHER IS NOT ASKING A QUESTION 


