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1. BACKGROUND
Participant observation is a qualitative evaluation study tool in which the evaluator enters a local group in order to gain understanding of the internal structure of the society. Participant observation provides the researcher with access to different types of information that may not be easily accessible to outsiders. 
2. GOAL
The goal of participant observation is to gain a deep understanding and familiarity with a certain group of individuals, their values, beliefs, and way of life. Data obtained through participant observation serve as a check against participants’ subjective reporting of what they believe and do. Participant observation is also useful for gaining an understanding of the physical, social, cultural, and economic contexts in which study participants live; the relationships among and between people, contexts, ideas, norms, and events; and people’s behaviours and activities – what they do, how frequently, and with whom.
3. ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES
Advantages
· It provides information directly to the evaluator, thereby reducing the dependency on someone else.
· Produces rich qualitative data which shows picture of how people really live. Researcher can see for themselves.
· Allows for insight into contexts, relationships, behaviour.
· Can provide information previously unknown to researchers that is crucial for project design, data collection, and interpretation of other data.
· It is a discovery oriented and flexible process.
Disadvantages
· It can be time consuming and biased sometimes.
· Presence of an outsider may lead to changed behaviour of the locals, which can cause errors in data collection
· It generates a vast amount of data.
· Active involvement in the group can cause the researcher to lose objectivity and may lead to bias.
· It can take a long time for the group to accept the researcher as a member and become comfortable with him or her.
· It’s difficult to participate, observe, and take notes at the same time.
· Documentation relies on memory, personal discipline, and diligence of researcher
4. WHEN TO USE PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION
· This method is used to create a better understanding of the locals, their social and cultural norms etc.
· It is used to add validity to our monitoring efforts and helps us to verify if people are doing something different from what they say that they do.
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5. ROLE OF FACILITATORS
Defining Responsibilities
· Researchers conducting participant observation need to be prepared and willing to adapt to a variety of uncontrolled situations and settings.
· Observing people as they engage in activities that would probably occur in much the same way if you were not present
· Engaging to some extent in the activities taking place, either in order to better understand the local perspective or so as not to call attention to yourself
· Interacting with people socially outside of a controlled research environment, such as at a bar, public meeting place, bus depot, religious gathering, or market – if casual conversation gives way to more substantive discussion of the research topic, you would need to disclose your identity, affiliation, and purpose.

6. ETHICAL GUIDELINES
Disclosing information about participant
Normal activities should not be disturbed. You should never be secretive or deliberately misleading about the research project or your role in it. If someone asks directly what you are doing, always provide a truthful response. Be open, polite, and cognizant of your position as a guest or outsider
Maintaining Confidentiality
As with all qualitative methods, researchers involved in participant observation must make a personal commitment to protect the identities of the people they observe or with whom they interact, even if informally. Maintaining confidentiality means ensuring that particular individuals can never be linked to the data they provide. This means that you must not record identifying information such as names and addresses of people you meet during participant observation.
Informed Consents
It is not necessary to obtain formal informed consent for participant observation. They are not required to talk to you and that there will be no repercussions if they do not.
7. Steps to Conduct Participant Observation
Deciding Initial Research
· To do some initial research to learn about the domain, the users, and their activities. 
· Look at any previous research that others have done on the topic. This will help you to determine where to focus your research. 
Deciding Objective of the Study
· Clearly determine the goals of the research and the questions that you want to answer. 
· Clearly determine the groups, the people and the activities that you want to observe.

7.3 Deciding Location of Observation

· To go where people in the study population often go in their daily lives, and if appropriate, engage in the activity of interest. A key informant could tell you where those places are.
· Participant observation may be done individually, in pairs, and in teams – whichever arrangement is most appropriate for covering the locations and topics at issue. Factors often considered in determining the appropriate arrangement include the age, gender, physical appearance, ethnicity, personality, and linguistic abilities of different data collectors. The objective should be to gather data in the least obtrusive and most efficient manner possible.
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· The best time to schedule participant observation sessions depends on what, whom, and where you need to observe. You may need to set up specific times based on when the particular activity takes place. There might be specific times of day when an activity usually occurs, as at bars or public parks. It may also be important to observe the same population in several different locations and at different times.
7. Deciding the Number of Observers
· To conduct participant observation either alone or with two or more other observers. 
· If each observer participates in a different group, data will have greater reliability. 
· Observing only one group doesn’t reveal whether characteristics, behaviours, actions, and situations are unique to that group or common across groups. 
· One observer is also more susceptible to bias and the subjective interpretation of data. Combining data from multiple observers helps to overcome such difficulties. 
7. Duration for each Observation
· The specific duration of participant observation depends on the setting, activity, and population of interest. For example, the researcher might spend an hour, an afternoon, or a series of afternoons in a particular setting
7. Identifying Key informants
· Key informants with personal connections to the study population can be invaluable. They may not be appropriate study participants themselves but may be willing to serve as liaisons to the community
· Researchers often find such individuals at a field site by chance. You might identify as a key informant someone toward whom other people seem to migrate
7. Documentation and Data Analysis
7.8.1.		Documentation
· Documentation of participant observation data consists of field notes recorded in field notebooks. These data are records of what you experienced, what you learned through interaction with other people, and what you observed. What you should note depends on your research questions, but in general, some things to capture are
· the people
· social behavior
· frequency of actions
· duration of actions
· body language
· interactions between people
· tools and artifacts that participants use
· environmental factors
· Audio and video recordings of participant observation are generally not permissible in applied public health or international development research activities because of ethical requirements for obtaining informed consent.
		       7.8.2.	Utility of Field Notes
As soon as possible after collecting participant observation data, you should expand whatever notes you were able to make into a descriptive narrative, alternatively, rather than expanding your notes, you might be asked to share your notes with other members of the research team to produce a joint product, such as an ethnographic map of an area.
           7.8.3. Sharing data with research team
Team meetings typically take place throughout data collection but are more frequent at the beginning of a project. At such meetings, be prepared to discuss what you have seen, raise questions about the meaning or implications of your observations, and suggest how your observations might be followed up in interviews, focus groups, or in further observation. Also, discuss any logistical or security concerns that emerge.
7.8.4.	Expanding Notes
Scheduling time to expand your notes, preferably within 24 hours from the time field notes are made. A good technique for expanding your notes is to write a narrative describing what happened and what you learned about the study population and setting. Write down questions about participant responses that need further consideration or follow-up, issues to pursue, new information, etc. Finally, Review the expanded notes and add any final comments.
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Participant Observation as a Data Collection Method

Barbara B. Kawulich

Abstract: Observation, particularly participant observation, has been used in a variety of disciplines as a tool for collecting
data about people, processes, and cutures in qualitative research. This paper provides a look at various defiitions of
participant observation, the history of it use, the purposes for which it is used, the stances of the observer, and when, what,
and how to observe. Information on keeping field notes and viriting them up is also discussed, along with some exercises for
teaching observation techniques to researchers-in-training.
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What to observe during participant observation

Category

Includes

Researchers should note

Appearance

Clothing, age, gender,
physical appearance

‘Anything that might indicate membership in
groups or i sub-populations of interest to the
study, such as profession,socal status,
socioeconomic class,religion, or ethnicity

Verbal behavior and
interactions

Who speaks to whom and
for how long; who intiates
interaction; anguages or
dialects spoken; tone of

Gender,age, ethnicity, and profession of speakers;
dynamics of interaction

Physical behavior and
gestures

‘What people do, who does
what, who interacts with
whom, whois not
interacting

How people use thei bodies and voices to
communicate different emotions; what individuals
behaviors indicate about their feelings toward one.
anothertheir social rank, or their profession

Personal space

How close people stand to
one another

‘What individualspreferences concerning personal
space suggest about ther relationships

Human waffic

People who enter leave,and
spend time at the
observation site

‘Where people enter and exit how long they sta;
whothey are (ethicity,age, gender) whether
they are alone or accompanied; number of people.

People who stand out

Identification of people who.
eceive a ot of attention
from others

The characterisics of these individuals;what
differentiates them from others;whether people
consult them o they approach other people;
whether they seem to be strangers or well known
by others present





