	Observations

Observations can take place as part of an experiment (lab or field) but many observations take place in people’s natural environments. This means that psychologists can watch their participants going about their normal behaviour. 

	Types of Observations

	1. Overt

Participants are aware they are being observed. In other words, psychologists are open about the fact that they are doing an observation. 
	2. Covert 

Participants are unaware that they are being observed. Psychologists go ‘undercover’ to do their observations. 

	3. Participant

This is where the researcher actually takes part in the group of people who she or he is studying. 
	4. Non-Participant

The researcher would observe the group from a distance and not interfere with their activity. 

	We can combine these different dimensions of observations to create 4 different types. For example, participant covert observations.

	Evaluation of Observations

	Strengths
	Weakness

	· One strength of overt observations is that they are more ethical than covert observations because participants must have given consent to be observed and there is no deception taking place.

· Another strength of covert observations is that it will not be subject to demand characteristics. This is because people will behave more naturally as they do not know they are being observed. 

· An advantage of participant observation is that the researchers can actually experience a situation from the participants’ point of view, giving more realistic results.

· A strength of non-participant observations is that the research can be more objective (less likely to get involved emotionally) when standing back from the group being observed. When researchers are too involved with a group, they may become too subjective. 
	· One weakness of overt observations is that participants are likely to behave differently from normal if they know they are being watched. This is known as observer effect and can make results less valid. 
· A weakness of covert observations is that it can be difficult to record data accurately without being discovered. This is because researchers have to rely on their memories to record the data after their observations. This is a problem because we know that memory is fallible and open to manipulation which makes it unreliable. This is especially the case if the observation is a participant observation as well. 

· A weakness of non-participant observations is that it is easier for a researcher to miss details of an activity when they are separate from it rather than part of it. 

· A general weakness of observations is observer bias. This is the idea that researchers see what they want to see and interpret behaviours from their own perspective. One solution to this problem is to use more than one observer. This should give inter-observer reliability to any findings. 
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	Applying your Knowledge

	For each of the following aims, suggest what types of observations should be used and justify your answer. 

	Aim
	Type of Observation
	Justification

	A psychologist wants to investigate whether pre-school boys play more aggressively than pre-school girls. 


	
	

	A psychologist wants to investigate how much job satisfaction telesales employees get from their jobs. 


	
	

	A psychologist wants to investigate how organised football hooliganism is.


	
	

	A psychologist wants to investigate whether non-verbal communication differs in bus queues depending on the location of the bus stop.


	
	

	A psychologist wants to investigate how crowd behaviour at a music festival differs depending on how far spectators are from the stage. 


	
	


