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OBSERVATION TECHNIQUES

LESSON OBJECTIVES
LEVEL
MEASURE

A.  Identify statements describing observation techniques 
Knowledge
Written

B.  Identify different observation method structure
Knowledge
Written

C.  Determine the advantages and disadvantages of observation
Comprehension
Written

D.  Determine observation assessment areas
Comprehension
Written

E.  Describe data under the observational record categories
Comprehension
Written

SUPPORT MATERIAL AND GUIDANCE

Lesson Focus

Gain understanding of observation techniques.  Be able to identify the purpose and role of observation, and the definition of observation techniques.  Be able to recall each of the observation methods available as well as the advantages and disadvantages of observation.  Comprehend each of the observation assessment areas and how documentation of the observational record.  Realize the importance of the climate of the command unit and how it impacts greatly upon the EO program.

Student Contributions

Take notes and ask questions to clarify information taught during the lecture.  With the Sandy Beach Evaluation package, demonstrate what occurs when observation takes place in an organizational setting.

Student Instructional Material

Notetaking Guide

Instructional Method

Lecture (1 Hr)

Sandy Beach Exercise (2 Hrs)
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NOTETAKING GUIDE
A. OBSERVATION TECHNIQUES

1. Purpose and Role of Observation Techniques

Observation of a unit during its usual daily activities, as well as a review of records, reports and information about the past of an organization gives an indication about influences, issues and difficulties in an organization that may be causing present and/or future problems.  It is concerned with the subsystems and processes of an organization.

2. Definition of Observation Techniques

The selection, provocation, recording, and encoding of a set of behaviors and settings concerning people “in situ” which is consistent with empirical aims.

3. Elements of Observation Techniques

a. Selection – Observers make choices about what behaviors to observe.

Example:  You observe behavior in the maintenance shop during duty hours.  It may differ from the same people interacting in the barracks or after-duty hours.

b. Provocation – Observers can make subtle changes in natural settings, which increase clarity but do not destroy the setting. 
Example: You walk into an organization of which you do not belong.  People see you and put on their best behavior in your presence.

c. Recording – Observational research consists of making extensive records of events, which at some later time are subject to analysis.

It is important that the term selective be joined to the word recording.  Even the most extensive record involves some editing.  Reduction of data is crucial.

d. Encoding – Encoding involves the simplification of records through ratings, categories, or frequency counts.

It requires you to take the written behavior that you recorded and reduce it.  Encoding is simply a standard code for observers, a “shorthand”, which enables a rapid observation.

e. Behaviors and Settings – Do the behaviors occur across settings?  Relevant phenomena usually occur in several places and can be detected from a variety of behaviors.  The observer who carefully chooses criteria of precision and validity can expect sizeable improvements in the outcomes.

Example:  If I’m in the field on a training exercise and all is going wrong; it’s raining, cold, just C-Rations, no shower, etc. -- I’m liable to be an unhappy person.  On the other hand, if I’m in my office; the sun is shining and the air conditioning is working, I’m probably a more pleasant person.  

f. “In Situ” – Observe where people are most comfortable, “their natural surroundings.”  Watch persons in situations where they spend most of their time or in situations that are familiar to them.

Example:  If you were to pull all the Junior NCOs into the Commander’s office and expect them to work under that circumstance, it would not be natural.  You should make the least amount of impact on the individuals being observed and their surroundings.

g. Empirical Aims – What are we going to measure?  Empirical aims refer to a theory, a hypothesis, or a description.
Observer must decide what he/she is going to measure, or what they are looking for; i.e., some observable behavior with relevance and definable parameters.

B. OBSERVATION METHOD STRUCTURE

1. Unstructured Observation

No specific directions regarding what should be observed, what should be recorded, or how.

2. Semi-structured Observation

Minimal structure, but recording is specified.

3. Structured Observation

Procedures direct what type of behavior will be observed and specify exactly how the observations will be recorded. 

C. ADVANTAGES/DISADVANTAGES OF OBSERVATION 

1. Advantages

a. Data about behavior itself, rather than reports of behavior.

b. Observation is a real-time data collecting device rather than a retrospective collection device.

c. Observation is a flexible method.

d. Removes source of bias from the respondent.

e. Reduces selective learning.

2. Disadvantages 

a. As observations move away from the more structured formats, interpretations and coding must be done in order to use the data.
b. Another problem that is often overlooked is that of sampling - Sampling over People, Time, Space, and Events.

c. Less structured observation also has a tremendous potential for observer bias.

d. The final disadvantage is privacy or, rather, a lack of privacy.

When all of these factors are added up effective observation becomes a potentially expensive proposition.

D. OBSERVATION ASSESSMENT AREAS

1. Areas That Could be Selected for Observation

a. Settings - Record location.

b. Activities - Personal activities; such as personal racism/sexism (off duty).

c. Communication  

(1) Verbal Communication - Should be noted for clues of quality of communication and content.

(2) Nonverbal Communication - Behaviors will supplement the verbal communication and provide a very good source of clues about the real message. 

(3) Symbolic Communication - Communication in which the message consists of symbols or objects that convey meaning to others.

2. Precautions When Recording Behaviors as an EO Observer

a. Effects of behavior on different groups.

b. Intimidating those under observation.

E. OBSERVATIONAL RECORD CATEGORIES

1. Overview of the Event

Brief summary of major activities, behaviors, and occurrences.

2. Detailed Observation

It is a detailed/specific record of what occurred during the observation period and is usually in chronological order.

3. Interpretation

The observer is free to make his/her conclusions as to what the observed behaviors mean.

4. Observer Feelings

Personal reactions or expressions of the observer to the events observed.

5. Attachments

Supporting documents that may prove or amplify the report.
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