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Unit 541: Psychological Investigations

Observation
Name: ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….………
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	You should be able to:
	

	1. Be able to explain the difference between observation as a technique and as a research method.
	

	2. Identify the six types of observation: naturalistic, controlled, participant, non-participant, overt, covert.
	

	3. Describe the strengths and weaknesses of the six types of observation.
	

	4. Understand the difference between a structured and unstructured observation.
	

	5. Know the purpose of a behaviour checklist and how to make one.
	

	6. Describe the strengths and weaknesses of structured and unstructured observations.
	

	7. Define and describe the difference between time and event sampling.
	

	8. Describe the strengths and weaknesses of time and event sampling.
	

	10. Given a stimulus question:

a) Identify the target population and choose a sampling method

b) Write a Procedure, Brief, Standardised Instructions and Debrief

c) Consider and control for ethical principles during the data collection

d) Collect data

e) Record the raw data

f) Conclude what you have found out

g) Evaluate the observation
	

	h) 
	

	i) 
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Introduction

Observations often form the starting point for any research in psychology; e.g. we need to observe that people forget things before we can study forgetting!

Confusion sometimes arises between observation as a technique to gather data and the observational method. When observational techniques are used they are used to gather data for another research method, for example in Bandura’s famous ‘Bobo doll’ experiments, he observed the behaviour of children after they had seen a film of an adult abusing a ‘Bobo doll’ and observed the behaviour of children who had not. He carried out an experiment as there was an IV but used observational techniques to collect his data. When the observational method is used there is no such manipulation of a variable the behaviour is simply observed and recorded.


To do:

Are the following observational studies or studies using observational techniques?

1. A student observes how often parents talk to their children in a supermarket.

2. A trainee teacher joins various classes as a student to observe different teaching styles.

3. The speed at which woodlice run away from red or blue light is observed.

4. The types of play shown by three-year-old children in a nursery is observed.

5. The behaviour of people on a train is compared when woman appears to faint or a man appears to faint.

Types of observation


There are different types of observational methods, depending on where the behaviour is observed and how the observer behaves.


To do:

Complete the table below to define some different types of observation, along with strengths and weaknesses of them.

	Observation: type and definition
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Naturalistic


	
	

	Controlled


	
	


	Non-participant


	
	

	Participant


	
	

	Covert


	
	

	Overt


	
	


Unstructured and structured observation


Whatever type of observation carried out, a decision has to be made as to how the observations the researcher sees are recorded. The next activity will help you to consider the difference between an unstructured and structured observation as well as their relative strengths and weaknesses.


To do:

1. Begin by thinking of a topic that someone could talk about for one minute; write it down on a scrap of paper. Fold up the scrap of paper and place it in a hat with those from the rest of your class. Your teacher will now ask for two volunteers, in turn each person will choose a scrap of paper from the hat and talk for one minute on that subject. The rest of the class should make a note of any behaviours that they make below.

2. Report your ideas to the rest of the class so that together you can produce a behaviour checklist to record future observations. Record the checklist in the table below.

	Behaviour
	Person 1
	Person 2

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


3. Your teacher will now ask you to record your observations in the table, of two more volunteers when speaking about a topic they have chosen from the hat. Complete your behaviour checklist with ticks or crosses as they speak.

4. Which observation was a structured observation and which was an unstructured observation?

5. Now complete the table below.

	Observation: type and definition
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Structured


	
	

	Unstructured


	
	


6. Observational research like all other research aims to be objective and rigorous; however, when conducting an observation it is important to be watchful for observer bias. Suggest some strategies as to how this can be avoided.

Time and event sampling


An observer needs to decide when and how often to make observations. They may be made continuously; however, this is not usually possible as there would be too much to record. Therefore observers use a method of systematic recording. There are several, including event sampling and time sampling.


To do:

Complete the spider diagrams below, to include a definition of each method and their strengths and weaknesses. You could use different coloured pens for strengths and weaknesses.



Carrying out an observation


Stimulus

	



To do:

1. In either a small group or with a partner consider how you could investigate the above. Think about:

· A suitable location for the observation

· The kind of observation to be carried out

· Whether it will be a structured / unstructured observation

· If it’s a structured observation, the behaviours you will record

· Whether you will carry out event sampling or time sampling

· The ethics

Be prepared to share your ideas with the rest of the class.

2. Now complete the following:

	Alternative hypothesis:



	Null hypothesis:



	Target population:




	Sampling method:

Advantages of choice (must relate to this observation – be specific):

Disadvantages of choice (must relate to this observation – be specific):



	Procedure (what you will actually do – step-by-step):



	Brief:




	Standardised Instructions:



	Debrief:




	Ethical principles and how they are controlled:




3. Now go record your observations. Record your data on lined paper and then neatly in a table on the next page.

Raw data

4. What can you conclude from your findings? 

5. The last stage is to evaluate what you have done and the results you have obtained. Discuss with your partner the points below; be ready to share your ideas with the rest of the class.

· Generalisability

· Reliability

· Validity

· Ethics

· Demand characteristics

· Issues with the procedure

· Issues with the data

6. Now complete the table over the next two pages.

	Generalisability
	

	Reliability
	

	Validity
	


	Ethics
	

	Demand characteristics
	

	Issues with

procedure
	

	Issues with

data
	






















































































Time sampling





Event sampling
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