Observations

0:01
Hello everyone, and welcome back to Creative Curiosity and Practise.

0:05
This is the first session that you've joined me.

0:07
My name is Alexia and I am the Insight, Evaluation and Learning Manager at Active Kent and Medway.

0:14
Today we're continuing our focus on core techniques.

0:18
In the last session, we looked at interviews and focus groups.

0:22
So if this is your first time joining us, but you'd like to catch up on the full series, they are available.

0:28
The recordings are available on the Active Canton Midway website.

0:33
So in the last session, as I said, we looked at interviews and focus groups and today we're going to be looking at observations.

0:40
Now observations is something that many of us already do every single day.

0:45
So you're probably sat there being like, how is this a credible and how is this a reliable research method?

0:53
And I'm going to show you today.

0:56
But in our day-to-day lives, we notice who comes into a space, who joins in, where people sit, what seems to work and where something feels more difficult.

1:08
And today is about making that noticing, making those observations more purposeful, more systematic.

1:14
We're talk going to talk with that in a little bit and most importantly, really useful for learning.

1:19
So we're going to look at the different types of observations, how to plan 1, how to take useful field notes, and importantly, how to avoid confusing what we might have seen with what we think that means.

1:33
As always, I want to begin with a quick little message.

1:38
You do not have to be a research expert to be participating in this series or listening in today.

1:46
You don't need to use complex language to do monitoring, evaluation, and learning Mel really well.

1:53
And you absolutely do not need to get this perfect.

1:57
What I would love for you to bring is a curiosity, A willingness to learn, to try something new and openness to change.

2:08
And I think that's what this whole series is all about.

2:11
It's really about how can we try something different than our, you know, sort of tried and trust tested method.

2:21
The things that we know that work, right?

2:23
We go and we'll chat with people, we'll go and do interviews or send out a survey.

2:30
This series is a is a sort of challenge to say what if we could get though that same kind of insight, but in a different way.

2:38
And so today, again, it's all about observation.

2:40
And observation is not about becoming an expert observer overnight.

2:45
It's really about slowing down enough to notice what's happening, recording it clearly, and then being really honest about what evidence can and cannot tell us.

2:56
So let's quickly place today's topic within the journey we've taken across the series so far.

3:03
We've began with curiosity.

3:05
And so the purpose of that was to lay the foundations and think about why monitoring evaluation matters, what we want to understand sort of and what we can learn from it truly beyond the obligatory exercises that we sometimes have to do.

3:25
We then looked at community based participatory action research and really that session was all about who should shape the work, whose knowledge needs to be included, do we know best, should someone else be involved?

3:42
She was really thinking about checking our own assumptions and what we think we know and really leveraging and leaning on the community that lives those experiences every day to actually be an active part of the monitoring, evaluation and learning.

3:59
And not just at the end, but from the beginning, from the design of how, how can we engage this community, what would work best, all of those kind of things.

4:11
Whereas we have a tendency to design, think of our question design, choose our method and then say, OK, now we're going to Co design and then we sort of come back to the place.

4:23
But that didn't work very well.

4:25
So it's actually my challenge is getting you to think about how can we actually include the relevant communities and groups or the per the people early on.

4:37
And then from there, we move to questions and you will constantly hear me come back to questions because questions are really a huge, a huge thing.

4:48
Those are our North Star, which we'll talk about again in a little bit.

4:51
And then we looked at design.

4:52
So you can't design and you can't choose a method until you have your question.

4:56
So step one, what are we trying to do?

4:59
Step 2, who do we need to be part of this?

5:02
Step three, your question and Step 4, design.

5:07
And so we looked at what approach is going to help us learn about that question.

5:11
What people need to be involved for?

5:14
Starting to think about demographics, locations, more like the logistics around the project.

5:20
And now we're building on our Mal toolkit by looking at those particular techniques.

5:25
So I sort of alternate between calling them core techniques.

5:28
Techniques or methods.

5:30
It all means the same thing and we can't really talk about our core techniques until again, we have a clear question, a thoughtful design, and now we're looking at the practical ways to actually generate rich and relevant insight.

5:46
So we're moving from what will help us to learn this well to in these core technique segment of the series, which particular technique is the right one or do we need to explore a combination of them to really explore our defined insight question?

6:10
And as I said before, you will hear me time and time again, return to session 3.

6:16
So if there's a session that you want to catch up on, it would probably be session 3 followed by 4.

6:23
But really, that is us talking about a good question.

6:30
And then session 4 is about a good design, and that's still our first step.

6:34
So while we're talking about techniques now, the techniques do not determine the quality of the insight.

6:42
There is no superior technique.

6:44
It is not.

6:44
Surveys are better than interviews or interviews are better than observations.

6:51
The value and the sort of quality of the data that we're bringing in and the insight that we're bringing in really depends on how purposefully it is designed and advanced and then executed and used.

7:04
So we can carry out an interview or run a focus group or attend an observation and actually still gather very little insight if we're not really clear about why we're doing it.

7:14
And a strong question and a strong design gives us that essential foundation, but then also chicken in the egg, it doesn't automatically produce strong insight.

7:24
Hence why we're now we have a strong question, we have a strong design and now we're going to upscale around the actual techniques.

7:32
And that's the point of this portion of the series.

7:38
And observation is no different from interviews or focus groups or anything like that.

7:44
And simply being in a room and watching what happens is not yet a method.

7:49
We need a focus by the end of today's session.

7:54
I would love for you to take away sort of knowledge and confidence about a few things.

8:01
One, recognising when observation might add value to an insight question.

8:06
Observation is one of those methods that can absolutely be used alone, independently and but also it presents really strong opportunity to supplement other methods, interviews, creative methods, even surveys, things like that.

8:31
So observation can both be a supplementary technique but also be used independently when done correctly.

8:40
The second is understanding the difference between participant, non participant, structured and unstructured observation.

8:46
So again, if you joined us for interviews, you would have heard this idea between around a structured and an unstructured interview.

8:56
Same holds true for observation, and I'm going to talk to you about it a little bit.

9:03
But it's that idea around.

9:05
There's lots of different choices that we can make when it comes to our design and our methods.

9:10
It's just being really clear about why we're making the choices that we're making.

9:13
And then truly, you can't go wrong at that point.

9:17
The third, we're going to talk about how to actually plan and execute an observation with a clear focus, sensible boundaries, and then talking about ethical safeguards, especially if you are entering a space and recording and you know, things to consider that keep people in that space safe.

9:37
4th, we're then going to talk about how to take descriptive field notes that are one, really, really valuable, but two, without immediately turning those notes into interpretation.

9:50
So if you are a journaler or a natural sort of observer of the world, we do have a tendency to see something.

10:00
This is how our brains work, right?

10:02
We have a tendency to see something, observe, and then automatically interpret, right?

10:11
We our brains need to make sense of what we're seeing.

10:16
And what observation is actually asking us to do is to sit in those observations a little longer before we start making interpretations.

10:25
Because if we make interpretations too early, we actually then skew our data.

10:30
We're then going to look at how reflection can help us explore patterns, contradictions, exclusions, and the influence of spaces and places.

10:41
And finally, we are going to consider some of the limitations of observation.

10:46
Like any method there are or limitations and challenges and some simple ways to make our evidence more trustworthy.

10:55
I'm sure you're sat there being like observations.

10:59
How can it be credible when it's just what myself or someone else is seeing?

11:05
But actually there is a way to do it through a processed and systematic way that observation data can be credible, reliable and trustworthy to help us inform strategic decisions, investment, spending, all that kind of stuff.

11:25
And there's quite a lot here, but the ideas do build on one another.

11:29
And as always, I will do my best to keep bringing us back to practical examples as we go along.

11:36
The core message for today reflects the core message from previous sessions.

11:42
As I said, you will hear me talk about questions time and time again, but the insight question remains our North Star.

11:50
In session three, we looked at how a good insight question guides the whole process, and that is absolutely true here.

11:59
Observations.

12:00
Part of me is only useful when we are clear about what it may help us notice.

12:06
If the question, for example, is about what an experience means to someone and the meaning they create around it, we will likely need to hear from that person.

12:16
So maybe that's an interview or something like that, because watching from the outside cannot give us direct access to the meaning that someone else has created about an experience in their lives.

12:27
But if our question is about how people enter a space, how an activity unfolds, how people interact, or whether the way something is delivered enables participation, observation in that case might be very helpful.

12:43
So methods should serve the insight question, and the insight question should not be rewritten simply because we've already decided we want to observe something.

12:53
So again, not every question is suited to the same methods.

12:59
So just keeping that in your mind as we go along.

13:04
So let's start with the most basic question.

13:07
Why might we use observation and what kind of insight could it give us?

13:14
When I use the word observation for the remainder of the session, what I mean is a systematic and a processed way of noticing, recording, reflecting on behaviour, interaction, routine, space, context, whatever our question asks of us as they unfold.

13:35
And the word systematic here is important because we all notice things, right?

13:40
Our brain is consistently and constantly taking in information, cataloguing it, and then trying to make sense of it really quickly on the spot.

13:50
But an observation for monitoring, evaluation, and learning goes a little bit further.

13:57
We decide what we're trying to understand ahead of time, and that's our insight question.

14:02
And then we pay attention in a really purposeful way.

14:04
We record what happened, and then finally we reflect on what we can reasonably conclude, which I mean by that observation again, doesn't necessarily give us what doesn't, unless you've discovered mind reading, and I have not learned that skill yet.

14:22
But until then, observation will not give us direct access to people's thoughts or motives.

14:29
So, for example, we might see somebody outside of a new fitness class or session, right?

14:38
We might see them near the doorway for several minutes.

14:41
Us as the observer could make note of where they stood.

14:46
Were they at the back of the room?

14:47
Were they like kind of just peeking in?

14:50
What happened around them?

14:51
Were other people coming and going and entering, putting their bags down, finding their mat, getting their spot in the class and and did anybody approach right.

15:00
Those are all things that, you know, we can observe when we're doing observation based research.

15:07
What we can't do is automatically say that that person felt nervous or unwelcome or unsure.

15:15
Those are possible interpretations, but they're not directly what we observed.

15:21
And so that's where we need to be really careful when taking up observation based research to avoid jumping to those interpretations very quickly and early on.

15:33
Observation shows us what we could see in a particular setting at a particular point in time.

15:41
So just keeping that in mind, there are 6 things that observation can help us notice.

15:49
And these are broad things for the time being.

15:53
There's many, many other things, but broadly the first is behaviour.

15:57
What do people do, right?

16:00
What are they doing?

16:02
Are they, are we in a gym setting?

16:06
Are there people running on a treadmill?

16:08
Others are lifting weights, Who's attracted to which type of activity, Right, That's the first behaviour.

16:15
What are people doing?

16:17
The second is interaction.

16:19
Who's connecting with who, who's speaking to who?

16:22
Who's starting a conversation, who's responding, who's trying to avoid interaction at all cost and whose contribution is noticed.

16:34
The third is space.

16:36
How does the setting help or hinder people?

16:41
So we could, if our question is, you know, exploring this type of stuff, is there accessibility routes and options?

16:51
Is there adaptations?

16:53
Is there equipment that can support somebody that needs modifications, adaptations or people with mobility challenges?

17:03
Is the space set up to help or hinder people?

17:06
Can people find the entrance?

17:07
Can they hear?

17:08
So if there is an instructor at the front, can they hear?

17:11
Can they see?

17:14
Is equipment easy to reach?

17:15
Is there somewhere to pause before joining in?

17:18
So that's the space, right?

17:21
The 4th is flow, how people arrive, how they move through the activity, how they leave, really the whole kind of experience of the activity of the setting, whatever it is.

17:37
And the 5th is inclusion, who participates, how they participate, and possibly are there different forms of participation.

17:46
And the 6th, and this one's really important, what appears to happen repeatedly over time.

17:53
So observation can help us do help us explore all of these things, some of these things or one or two.

18:00
Again, depending on what our question asks of us, we might not need to observe all of these things because it might not be relevant to our question.

18:11
But what I do want to really, really stress is number six, what appears to happen repeatedly over time.

18:20
Observation cannot be done once.

18:25
So with this core technique or this method, it's really reliant on a pattern of observation.

18:36
So we're going to have to return to a space multiple times in order to collect credible, trustworthy and reliable data.

18:49
Because if we go once and then we try and say, oh, we need to do this because I went one time and I watched, there's absolutely no credibility or trustworthiness there.

19:02
We are making an interpretation where you're making an assumption of something that we saw one time.

19:07
So observation and the whole method is reliant on observing patterns in a space.

19:20
So what can observation actually tell us?

19:22
I think I've said a lot of what it can't tell us, right?

19:23
It can't tell us about meaning or, you know, what people are thinking and their direct thoughts.

19:30
But it can help us explore what happens in practise.

19:34
Going back to what I just said, it can We can notice patterns of participation, patterns of how space resources are used, how people interact, and whether delivery unfolds in the way it was intended.

19:48
So imagine a session is designed as flexible and participant LED observation can help us look at where choice actually appears.

20:00
Who's offered a choice?

20:03
What happens when someone wants to participate differently?

20:06
How does the facilitator respond?

20:08
Do they have the skills and the knowledge to adapt or include the participant in a different way?

20:18
Those types of things.

20:20
The observation alone can't confirm why someone behaved in a certain way.

20:26
It cannot tell us what somebody believed or intended again, and it can't tell us whether one event represents what normally happens.

20:35
So again, that's why this repeated series needs to occur.

20:42
So you cannot just observe one setting one time.

20:48
It also tells us very little.

20:50
And this is one of the challenges of, of of observation.

20:54
It tells us very little about the people who are not there.

20:58
We can notice absence, but we can't explain absence by watching people that attended.

21:04
So we can make inferences, but we have to be very careful about those because we can't see that in front of us.

21:12
And This is why observation, again, it is very much effective and when done properly can be used as an independent method.

21:23
But it also is a fantastic resource to support other methods as well so that you get the perspectives from interviews, you get that meeting piece, you get then you can almost like check and challenge what people are saying to you and then behaviour, things like that.

21:39
So there's a few different ways that you can use this method.

21:42
I love it.

21:43
I think it's fantastic.

21:45
And yeah, we're going to start to talk about how you can actually action this method so really quickly here.

21:53
This brings us to the relationship between observations and interviews.

21:56
Just picking up on the my previous comments and interviews help us understand what people say.

22:03
So their experiences, meaning, and explanations and observations help us examine what people do, how interactions unfold, and how context shapes what's possible.

22:14
I really want to stress here that neither is automatically more truthful, more reliable, a better method.

22:22
There's no such thing.

22:23
They are answering just different parts of the question.

22:28
So for example, a facilitator in a fitness class might say that newcomers are welcomed informally.

22:37
When we go and actually observe, we might notice that regular participants are greeted by name, but a newcomer is kind of like waiting by the entrance.

22:48
It doesn't mean that the facilitator was necessarily dishonest in the interview.

22:51
For example, it may mean that the welcome process depends on the relationships and the routines that are obvious to regular participants, right?

23:00
They've been attending for a period of time.

23:03
They feel very comfortable going to that space.

23:05
They say hi to the facilitator.

23:07
The facilitator says hi back.

23:10
But less regular participants or someone entering for the first time are new to that process, and so the most useful learning often sits where different sources agree, and where they don't quite agree as well.

23:26
Pardon me.

23:28
Observation is especially useful when our insight question is about behaviour, interaction, space, flow or delivery.

23:37
It can help when people find it difficult to explain routines that feel really ordinary.

23:47
So, for example, we might do something every week and then we stop noticing the small steps involved.

23:57
Observation can be useful when we want to understand inclusion or exclusion in practise.

24:04
Who receives help without having to ask?

24:07
Who has to ask more than once again?

24:09
Who can see or hear the facilitator?

24:13
Who stays after for a chitchat and there's that social element to the space, whereas who leaves as soon as the activity is done and just wants to pack up and go home and was just really there for, you know, movement, physical activity, etcetera.

24:30
So these are things that observation are fantastic at helping us see.

24:37
It can also help us compare what was planned, what people report later and what was visible during delivery.

24:49
We're now going to look at the different types of observation and the choices involved in selecting a particular approach.

24:58
There are four different terms on this slide, participant, non participant, structured and unstructured.

25:04
But these are really asking or answering two different questions.

25:09
The first being, am I as the insight collector, insight gatherer?

25:16
Am I joining the activity or am I observing it from the outside?

25:22
So that gives us participant and non participant observation.

25:27
The second question is, have I decided specifically what I'm looking for or am I leaving more space for unexpected things to emerge?

25:37
And that gives us structured and unstructured, unstructured observation.

25:42
And these choices can absolutely be combined.

25:45
We can start with non participant unstructured observation, meaning it's our first time, we just want to go, we're going to just watch and observe.

25:56
And we really have no sort of expectations about what we are going to see.

26:03
We still have our insight question that has been determined again before we even entered the space.

26:10
So we still have some idea about what we want to learn from this particular project.

26:14
But we don't necessarily go in with as rigid as like a record sheet for example.

26:22
So we like I said, we could carry out a structured non participant observation.

26:32
So again, we're very clear, but we're not participating or we can absolutely take part of an activity and still be observing while we're in that space.

26:47
There is absolutely no prize for choosing the most complicated method for this.

26:52
The best approach is one that fits the insight question and the setting.

26:56
So if it would be really, really awkward for you to be sat at the back with a clipboard and that's going to change the whole dynamic and flow of that session or that group meeting regularly, then my advice is don't do that.

27:14
Because the idea of observation is that you want to not interfere on a space in a place as much as possible with your presence.

27:25
So if that means participating retains the flow of a space most effectively, then let's participate.

27:34
Or if there is space, or if it is quite normal to have observers, then you can absolutely do that.

27:44
So it's about thinking about your insight question again, but also being really critical about what the setting allows for.

27:51
So let's start with participant observation.

27:54
So in this, the observer, the insight gatherer, whoever actually takes part in the activity to some degree.

28:00
So it could be full participation, partial, you know, you can make those choices.

28:06
But this is really important because it can help to build contextual understanding because we actually ourselves as the observer experience some of the instructions, the routines and practical demands from within the setting, right?

28:19
We, we can observe and, and take note of what is happening in a space or a place, but we actually now have our own experiences of receiving again, let's say instructions from a group fitness instructor or again, if you remember, it's your first time entering a space, what does that feel like for a participant?

28:46
So actually now you do get some of that contextual understanding.

28:51
It can also help make informal interactions more visible because you're actually part of that space and it's sometimes builds rapport.

29:01
So if you become an active participant in a in a space, people then expect that you're going to be there and get really comfortable with you.

29:10
Which is why it's again really important for observation that we return to a setting multiple times because again, on our first time there, we're a new person to the class.

29:20
Let's say, even though we're participating, if you know, after class were sat there and then we're writing notes and things like that.

29:30
Just new people entering spaces and places change the dynamic.

29:34
So therefore it's going to require you to attend that space and place a few times, maybe more than a few times so that those informal interactions or the setting almost like returns to its homeostatic state.

29:52
But there is a trade off obviously with participant observation and that's that we cannot see, we cannot watch everything.

30:00
Our attention is naturally going to be divided between participating, responding to other people, remembering what needs to be recorded later.

30:12
And that's why there's trade-offs, which with each of these, if you are participating, detailed notes should be written immediately after rather than during the activity.

30:25
Again, during get a little awkward if you have to run off and keep making notes, but make sure you're doing it immediately after so you still can capture some of what you saw as in the moment as you possibly can.

30:38
The other important consideration here is transparency.

30:41
People should understand both our role and the purpose of the observation.

30:47
Participant observation doesn't mean quietly pretending to be, you know, just another participant while secretly gathering data.

30:55
As you can see, there's, you know, ethical challenges and issues with that.

30:59
But it means using participation deliberately and ethically as a way of understanding context.

31:04
So people should more or less know.

31:08
It doesn't have to be like this huge announcement all the time, but, you know, people should have an understanding that probably beyond a few weeks or potentially beyond a few weeks, you won't be in that setting anymore.

31:21
But you're coming in right now so that you can meet them, learn from them and sort of explore the space.

31:28
And that's really important that again, people understand our roles and that we're not, you know, quietly and secretly pretending just to be another member of the community in a class.

31:43
Now, in non participant observation, the observer, the inside gatherer again watches without joining the activity.

31:52
And this can give us a really clearview of interaction movement flow, especially in a busy setting.

32:00
It can also be easier to use a structured tool at this time because our attention is not split between joining in and recording all of our notes.

32:10
However, standing outside the activity does not make us completely objective.

32:16
We still chose where to stand, what to look at and what to write down.

32:20
And like I said before, our presence may also affect behaviour.

32:24
People will notice, you know, potentially A bystander or an observer and adjust their behaviour accordingly.

32:31
So non participant observation is not a neutral view.

32:38
It's simply a particular position within the setting.

32:41
And we still need to reflect on what that position allowed us to see, what it might have hidden and how many people may have responded to us being there.

32:50
Again, if we, you know, stood within the, you know, I'm just going to say fitness studio setting, we stood in that space.

33:01
What could we see from there that perhaps maybe we couldn't view from an observation window or if there was like a balcony or an observer point into that studio?

33:09
So, you know, different viewpoints are going to give us different things.

33:14
Structured observation is when we use a predefined sort of categories, prompts or a checklist.

33:23
And it's useful when the question is quite focused or when we want to compare different sessions or different times or different places in a really consistent way.

33:33
So we might record whether particular welcome practises occurred, and we might know how often different areas were used, the order in which something happened, or how long people waited at a particular stage.

33:46
Again, really this is super dependent on you know what your question is, but the benefit here is focus.

33:54
Different observers or different observations can pay attention to multiple things, but the data will then be easier to compare.

34:09
So also with this, you could have a number of people doing observation.

34:15
So maybe you have a team and each person takes a location.

34:20
It's a lot easier to bring that data back together because there was sort of a tool or a checklist rather than one person doing it and it was really reliant on, you know, their viewpoint or things like that.

34:34
Pardon me again, no pros or cons to having a single observer or sort of a team, but just something to consider.

34:42
And so as with anything, the limitation is that a checklist and can narrow our attention.

34:49
We might become so focused on, you know, checking those boxes that we miss context or an unexpected issue.

34:56
And so with it, even a structured observation, I personally would leave some room for open notes.

35:02
So maybe you have a checklist, but you also have like a reflection section or somewhere where you write down notes.

35:09
Something might happen in that space that matters, even though we didn't think to include it on the checklist in advance because we can't predict everything while we're in our planning stage.

35:20
So that would be my recommendation in using structured observation.

35:25
And finally, unstructured observation.

35:28
This might feel a little bit like a Where's Waldo situation, hence the graphic, and if you can find Waldo points to you.

35:37
But unstructured observation starts with a broader focus and uses more open field notes rather than that checklist process.

35:48
It's really useful when we're exploring an unfamiliar setting or we're not yet sure which processes and interactions matter most.

35:55
So we can begin with an unstructured observation.

36:00
Go back, sort of build up our checklist and then go back and do structured observation.

36:06
So it can work as like a tiered system as well, or we could solely do unstructured observation.

36:12
Again, the choice is yours as you're going through this process, but it's understanding the choices that you're making, either a participant or non participant, structured, unstructured, or a combination of them all.

36:24
And it's understanding why you've made those choices that you've made.

36:32
The benefit with unstructured observation is that unexpected issues or interactions can emerge and we can record sequences, relationships and contextual details that are not as easily captured in a fixed checklist.

36:52
But let me say this, unstructured does not mean we just write everything down, right?

36:57
Not everything is useful, not everything is important.

37:00
The colour of the walls in the space might be useful, might not be useful.

37:04
OK, that's on your question.

37:05
But we still need boundaries is what I'm trying to say.

37:10
What are we, what setting are we observing for?

37:12
How long Are we going to go for an hour?

37:13
Are we going for two hours?

37:16
Are we going for just the duration of class and not staying for or pre post any, you know, it's still defining those boundaries and then those are consistent along your observation point, but also keeping at the back of your mind always, always, always your Nora star.

37:34
What is the insight question that we are thinking about?

37:39
So without those boundaries we can end up with pages of description and really no clear way of connecting it.

37:46
Back to the insight question here, I just wanted to give a few examples and they are purely examples of how the question shapes the approach.

37:59
If we want to know how often different areas are used, perhaps a structured non participation, non participant, pardon me, observation might work well.

38:09
If we wanted to understand how a session feels and unfolds, might use a more open, either participant or non participant approach.

38:20
And I would still be really careful with the word word feels because again, observation cannot tell us directly how participants feel.

38:27
But what it can do is help us to describe an atmosphere, a sequence and visible conditions that surround the experience.

38:34
So again, we can't say it felt like this, but we can, you know, comment again on atmosphere and vibe, if you will, and you know, the the conditions or, you know, the elements of that space.

38:49
If we're looking at, you know, potentially how volunteers support newcomers, we could either do that as participant or non participant, really depends on our role.

39:03
Yeah, those are just a few examples there.

39:04
But what I really wanted to make clear is that the question determines what we need to make visible.

39:09
So you need to start with your insight question.

39:12
Once again, just like interviews, a question that I always get is how many observations do I need?

39:22
And my answer is the same as interviews.

39:24
In focus groups, there is no single number that guarantees quality.

39:30
So I want you to start thinking about the range of situations needed to answer that question.

39:36
Might delivery look different at a different time of the day, in another venue, with a different group or with a different facilitator?

39:46
One observation might be enough to again help us to create our our boundaries, or if we're going with a more structured approach, a like checklist.

40:01
But it is truly only one point in time and that one session might be unusual or not the norm.

40:13
So.

40:15
It's really important to repeat observation, and a variation matters.

40:20
Again, different times, different groups, different settings.

40:24
Make sure you observe in all of those different conditions.

40:28
One really useful question here is when you think about saturation.

40:33
So that is, do I have enough interviews, observations.

40:37
One really useful question is, would another observation in a different situation likely change my conclusion?

40:47
If the answer is yes, further observation absolutely needs to be done and whatever we decide, we should be transparent about what we did not observe.

40:58
So I will say I don't want you asking yourself this question after one observation or even 2.

41:04
It's really important to have a collection of them.

41:09
But once you hit that point of OK, I think, I think I know or think I have an understanding of what this is all about.

41:22
You know what the interactions here like again, depends on your insight question.

41:24
And that's when you ask yourself, OK, would another observation change my conclusion?

41:33
If no, you're done.

41:36
If yes, continue your observations.

41:39
We're now moving from choosing what type of observation to planning one in a way that's focused, ethical, and useful.

41:48
The first step is to return to the insight question.

41:52
What are we actually trying to understand then?

41:56
And there's a step by step right in front of you there.

41:59
So if you almost map this out as a series of steps in the notebook or wherever, you kind of work your way through this, this is your observation design process.

42:08
So go back to your insight question.

42:10
What are we trying to understand here?

42:13
Then you can define the setting, activity, people or interactions that are in scope.

42:20
So in scope, meaning it falls within the boundaries of that insight question.

42:28
Yeah, they're going to choose, is the observer going to participate or remain outside of the activity, a split and how, how are you going to differentiate when they participate, when they don't participate?

42:41
And is the observation going to be structured, open or somewhere in between the two?

42:48
You're then going to decide when and where the observation is going to take place and for how long.

42:53
And that's really important because that needs to be consistent.

42:56
You can't observe for 10 minutes one time and then an hour the next time and then 45 minutes the time after that.

43:02
So location and duration must sort of remain consistent.

43:08
And I say location consistency in the sense of if you pick three places that you kind of want to compare, make sure that those are the same three locations over your observation sort of plan.

43:27
Observing people, for example, for 15 minutes and people arrive only gives you like a piece of that as opposed to observing the whole question.

43:36
Like I just said, there's we miss bits and pieces depending on our duration.

43:43
So you want to keep your duration consistent and before, before, before, before you enter the setting.

43:51
So again, we haven't even entered the setting within which we want to observe yet.

43:58
Before entering the setting, you want to identify any ethical consent processes, privacy and safeguarding requirements.

44:07
So oftentimes, if we're observing youth, there will be, you know, DDS cheques and access to the space and coordination with sort of your gatekeepers, whether those be teachers or educators or youth group service providers.

44:26
Is there a consent process?

44:28
And that's both with, you know, adults and children, particularly if you're going to capture any images in that space, you know, photography, video, things like that.

44:41
So just make sure that those are all in place before you even enter the setting.

44:47
And then, like we talked about, you're gonna prepare an observation guide and decide how notes are going to be recorded, whether that's structured, unstructured, a mix of the two.

44:57
So this is where you plan your checklist if you're going with the structured route or you create prompts and guides for your open reflection because again, it's open and unstructured, but still has boundaries.

45:13
And then also you're going to agree how the observer is going to introduce their role.

45:18
So people in that space shouldn't again, have to guess why you know someone's watching them and writing notes to decide how you're going to enter and be part of that space, even in a non participant role.

45:36
And finally pilot the approach if possible.

45:38
So this is also where we could use our unstructured interviews or observations in a non participatory way.

45:51
But really it's up to you.

45:52
But if possible, if time allows, pilot the approach.

45:55
So Short Pilot often shows us if we're trying to record too much, if our categories need to be refined for going with the structured route, or if something important is missing.

46:10
So let's work through an example together.

46:12
So hypothetically, the insight question is how does the design and delivery of a community activity either enable or constrain people to feel welcome and take part?

46:26
These are parts of there are parts of that question, pardon me, that observation cannot answer directly feeling welcome.

46:35
That's an internal experience and we're going to need to hear from people about that.

46:39
However, observation can help us look at the conditions surrounding that experience.

46:47
We might focus on arrival, what happens when someone enters, Is it obvious where to go, is there, you know, signage for check in and registration and all that kind of stuff.

46:58
We might look at how people are welcome and the orientation, the use of space, choices of colours and images, what subliminal messages are happening or, you know, in the space, are there choices offered, adaptation, how do people interact and are there different forms of participation and also what happens when people leave.

47:24
So that's a lot to think about, but those are all things that we can genuinely include on either an unstructured or a structured observation moment.

47:37
And that turns this broad idea into a set of observable moments.

47:45
And what do I mean by that?

47:47
If you think about it, it almost splits the session into chunks or segments, right?

47:52
There's the arrival, and we can ask some questions within that.

47:57
Again, if we're going unstructured, we're going to write notes about what arrival kind of looks like.

48:01
If we're going structured and we have a bit more of a checklist tick box sort of thing, what things are we looking for that we can?

48:08
Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.

48:12
Then there's like the delivery and you know, are we exploring interactions or space use of space adaptations?

48:22
Again, depends on your insight question, but that's almost.

48:25
Then you think about the middle and then we look at the wrap up, the end, the cooldown, and what happens when people leave.

48:32
So that's what I mean by a set of observable moments.

48:35
So it allows us to chunk it out in a way so we're not just there observing with no sort of structure.

48:45
We're now going to look at 2 versions of what an observation, either checklist or unstructured, you know, prompts could look like.

48:58
So version one, we're going to start there super broadly.

49:04
We're asking who turns up, who participates?

49:09
Is it inclusive?

49:10
Is the facilitator welcoming?

49:11
Do people enjoy it?

49:13
And these are absolutely reasonable questions, right?

49:16
These are things that we want to know, but they're too broad or ask us to make a judgement as the observer, right?

49:23
What counts as inclusive?

49:26
Is that up to us to decide as we're in that setting, what visible behaviour proves that someone enjoyed the activities just because they smiled?

49:36
Or is it something else?

49:40
And is everybody participating in exactly the same way?

49:42
Exactly it?

49:44
Is everybody part of me participating in the same way, the outcome we actually want?

49:49
Who knows?

49:50
These questions in front of us here on version one also include assumptions, right?

49:56
And So what we might do is start looking for evidence within the session that support these assumption LED questions, which is not what we want to do, because then we're just finding data to try and support our our questions and what is on our observation sort of got.

50:19
And so without a plan of what to notice being really explicit here, two observations or even yourself, but in different settings could answer these questions using completely different standards, right, or make completely different judgments at two different observation points.

50:38
And so we need to move from broad labels to things that can actually be described.

50:43
And version 2 gives us that more focused vibe.

50:46
And for within this chart, it is written more in an unstructured kind of way for you to make open notes.

50:55
But we you could essentially do is change the what to notice section into really explicit checklist items, but just there wasn't enough room on the space to show it or on the slides to show it both ways.

51:12
So again, version 2 is a lot more focused of an observation guide.

51:16
Even though it's unstructured, this one in front of us here, it still has boundaries, right?

51:24
So for arrival, we're going to look at maybe how people enter, whether they pause, how they Orient themselves, what information.

51:31
And what you'll notice here, it's broken up into those observable moments.

51:37
Arrival, welcome space potentially, if that's relevant, that we might not need to observe space.

51:43
It's not part of our insight question interaction departure.

51:47
So it's just looking at the difference between these two.

51:54
So with a more focused and more intentional guide, we can now describe the evidence behind our interpretation rather than simply saying, Yep, the session was inclusive, right?

52:07
Well, what what does that mean?

52:08
Like we saw in the first one, whereas now over a series of observations, we can then compile that data, bring it together, and actually then offer a critical interpretation of what we saw because our data is now trustworthy and reliable and it's followed a process.

52:26
It's again that systematic observation, that process LED observation time over over a period of time.

52:38
Before we move on, I want to spend a little time on sort of ethics and safeguarding of it all.

52:44
Observations can sound really simple, right?

52:47
We turn up, we watch, we make notes, we go home.

52:51
But the moment we enter a setting, we become part of it.

52:55
And so before observing, clarify the purpose and the organisational basis for collecting the information.

53:04
It's really important.

53:06
This protects us as the observer, but also those that are in this space.

53:12
So if you've ever worked with me or if you haven't, I'm going to say it now.

53:16
Don't collect data you don't need.

53:18
One, you're just going to have too much data.

53:21
Two, that is part of having ethical considerations and safeguarding considerations.

53:28
As we're doing MEO work, we don't need everything.

53:34
And so just thinking about what we actually need and the purpose and the basis for collecting particular information before you actually go into the setting.

53:46
And also before you go into the setting, decide what participants need to know about you on your role, and then also what consent or permissions are appropriate and needed.

53:55
Again, we I spoke briefly about if you're entering like a youth setting, there's going to be particular safeguards in those areas that are different than in adult spaces.

54:09
And think in advance about private conversations or sensitive situations.

54:16
As you become, especially if you become a participant observer, you might become part of the space, build your own relationships there.

54:24
Just think about again, those private conversations that you're now having because you're a member, you're a participant in that space and whether if that person's really clear, again, they remain really clear about your role in it.

54:41
Just always make sure to clarify is like, hey, that was an amazing conversation and I really appreciate your inputs there.

54:47
Are you OK if I include that in some of my notes because you, you know, I'm observing this space or we're doing this like evaluation piece?

54:56
And if they say yes, absolutely.

54:59
But also respecting that, then that was a private conversation that you were Privy to because you're now a participant in that space and you've built that rapport.

55:07
So it's just having those considerations along the way.

55:11
And that I think it's easy to say observations are easy.

55:16
We go in, we observe, and we don't actually have to think about a lot of these of these things, but we absolutely do.

55:26
Afterwards, always make sure in your notes or during that you're not recording any sort of like personal or identifiable information.

55:37
If you want to use names, my recommendation is to use pseudonyms or alternative names in your notes and just keep a record somewhere safe.

55:49
Maybe it's like on a locked notes app on your phone of which pseudonym, which alternative name you're using for which person.

56:00
Just so that you know, heaven forbid your notebook ends up in the wrong hands or you just accidentally leave it in a changing room or things like that.

56:08
There aren't these identifiable notes there.

56:11
And my final point is something being visible meaning we can see it doesn't mean it's automatically ethical or useful for us to record.

56:21
So really you can't go wrong with this if you have considerations beforehand.

56:33
Good observation again is purposeful, proportionate and transparent.

56:37
It is not surveillance right?

56:40
We should only collect what's needed for the agreed insight question.

56:48
And again, our role should be understandable.

56:52
Observation should ultimately help us understand and improve.

56:57
It shouldn't be used to catch people out or make hidden judgments about their performance.

57:02
And this, it's just something to keep in mind, right?

57:06
And so transparency is really important, and just communicating really openly about why we're in a space, OK, now we're coming to the practical heart of observation, how to take field notes that remain useful.

57:24
The main thing to remember here is that we need to separate what we noticed from what we think we might have seen.

57:30
Like I said, really steer yourself away from jumping straight to that interpretive place.

57:36
We want to aim for descriptive field notes, and these capture concrete actions and sequences.

57:43
They might include words that we've heard where appropriate, movement through space, timing contexts, and try to avoid things that you didn't see because that's again an assumption or a judgement.

58:00
Reflective notes.

58:01
So those are descriptive field notes.

58:03
Reflective notes are different, right?

58:06
They capture your questions as the observer, any sort of early interpretations.

58:12
And you shouldn't really be doing this in your first session.

58:15
This should come after a few surprises.

58:18
What surprised me in the space contradictions, assumptions that you had potentially and any reactions to that.

58:25
And they can also hold alternative explanations for things or things that we want to explore next.

58:30
So reflective notes are awesome and you should absolutely have them to support your descriptive field notes.

58:40
I just want to make clear that interpretation is not a problem at all.

58:44
Monitoring, evaluation, and learning is interpretation, right?

58:48
It requires that analysis and that critical thinking.

58:51
The problem with interpretation within observation is when we write an interpretation as though it were something we directly observed.

59:02
So a really simple solution to this is in your notebook or wherever you're recording these notes, is to use separate columns or headings, one for description, one for reflection.

59:12
So that gives us a really clear evidence trail.

59:14
And when we return to those notes later, possibly at the end of data collection and now we're doing analysis, we can see what happened and how our thinking has developed over time.

59:26
This here is just a really simple structure of a field.

59:32
Note that you can use and the idea is that you keep it consistent again every single time.

59:39
I can't stress enough that the key to a observation based project is consistency and multiple doing multiple observations.

59:52
And so the consistency in this is that it follows a similar format each time.

59:59
And like as I said, that is true for both unstructured and structured field notes.

1:00:05
So just keeping that in mind of the the reliability and the credibility of observation based data is in its consistency.

1:00:21
We can also have field notes that are not very helpful at all.

1:00:26
And these are called thin and or rich field notes.

1:00:30
So if we look in the thin column there, people arrived late.

1:00:35
OK, great, it's quick.

1:00:36
We wrote it down.

1:00:37
But it doesn't tell us how many people, how late they were, what happened when they arrived or why the timing mattered at all.

1:00:45
A richer note, for example, might say four people entered up.

1:00:48
The activity began to pause at the doorway.

1:00:50
Look towards the sign in table.

1:00:54
Or you know, 2 just came in the back, sat down their stuff and just hopped in and joined the flow of the activity.

1:01:02
Whatever it is, those are more useful notes.

1:01:08
And rich doesn't mean long for the sake of being long.

1:01:12
It means including enough concrete detail for us to understand how our interpretation later was reached right with our ones.

1:01:20
Here, people arrived late, the room is inaccessible.

1:01:23
The facilitator was welcoming, doesn't really tell us much about the detail around that statement.

1:01:31
So the context that that, you know, made our brain write down something like the room was inaccessible.

1:01:42
Just very quickly here, it's just my encouragement to not jump from behaviour to motive.

1:01:48
What do I mean by that?

1:01:50
It's making an assumption of what people's motivations were, or making assumptions about why the why we're observing the behaviour that we're observing.

1:02:03
OK, for example, 2 newcomers remained at the door for several minutes.

1:02:09
One potential observation is that the arrival process didn't make the next step obvious.

1:02:15
But it's only one explanation, right?

1:02:16
Some people might have been waiting for somebody that might have been deciding where to sit, might have been finishing a conversation.

1:02:24
So the next step is not to choose the explanation that we like best.

1:02:28
The next step is really to check.

1:02:30
And this comes from both repeat attendance at observation locations, but it's also a great checkpoint.

1:02:40
We might ask participants about arrival again or observe another session or speak to the facilitator at the end to review the sign in and welcome process.

1:02:51
So it's just my encouragement to not jump from behaviour to motive because it would be really easy for us to to Note 2 newcomers remained at the door and for our brains to go, oh, they must be shy or uncomfortable or unsure of where they belong in this space, right?

1:03:10
So there's several other interpretations or there's several, several other part of me explanations behind the behaviour.

1:03:18
So just keeping that in mind as you are out doing observation based work, we're now going to look at our influence bias and some of the practical challenges that are going to affect quality and observation based work.

1:03:33
As I've already said, we are part of the method as the observer.

1:03:37
What we noticed is shaped by the question to the insight question, where we're positioned.

1:03:42
We already spoke about that also our experiences and our expectations.

1:03:49
2 people on our team can attend the same session and record very different things, right?

1:03:55
One might focus on the facilitator, another might notice movements through space, and somebody else might pay more attention to the relationships and the interactions in the room.

1:04:06
And that's where we want to talk about reflexivity.

1:04:08
And reflexivity is essentially reflection.

1:04:13
So it's making time to think about what are your assumptions, what's your connection to this insight question?

1:04:22
And do you have any lived experiences of your own that sort of inform your assumptions about what you are expecting to see in a space or not?

1:04:34
And that's really important to call out before, during and also after you are doing observation based research 'cause it's really important about bringing your potential influence to the forefront rather than sort of pretending that it disappears.

1:04:53
Because we are humans and we come with our own lived experiences and we can't take that out of our work.

1:05:00
So it's really helpful where possible to compare notes with another observer or work in tandem when we're doing observation based work or even if you are working independently, just check and challenge some of your field notes or your observations with a colleague that can maybe challenge you on some of these things.

1:05:26
And we're not trying to remove perspective completely when we do observation based work, but what we're trying to do is understand how perspective, and in this case, our perspective shaped the evidence because it absolutely plays a role, just like when we do interview based work.

1:05:43
As we near the end here, as always, want to talk about a few common challenges and most actually have quite practical responses.

1:05:53
So if you're trying to watch everything, which is one of the first challenges with observation based work, narrow the focus, decide what matters most and you can always build on that, right?

1:06:11
So my suggestion is be really pointed about what is the most important and then you can always layer on top of that as you become more skilled and more comfortable with this process.

1:06:28
But narrow the focus initially, right?

1:06:30
It's just going to help our brains to categorise and organise what we're taking in.

1:06:37
You're going to naturally find yourself writing judgement rather than description.

1:06:41
So try to return to concrete actions, words, sequence and context.

1:06:45
Make it very descriptive, right?

1:06:48
Offer no judgement, no sort of interpretation in that.

1:06:52
Just simply try to describe what you're seeing right as as plainly as you can.

1:07:00
That's the best way to do that.

1:07:03
And again, coupled with that, if you begin to assume motives, especially motives around behaviour participation, just make a note of it, right?

1:07:16
Leave it there for the time being and ask what other evidence would help you check it, because then those are things that you can then start to observe.

1:07:24
So that's why it's good again to have those reflective field notes as well.

1:07:33
Sometimes note taking disrupts participation again, especially once we become visible if we are a non participant observer.

1:07:45
Make brief notes if you can, or leave them until immediately after.

1:07:50
Don't leave it for several days and then rely on memory because you won't remember everything.

1:07:56
But that is just you have to be aware of the space and your influence on a space.

1:08:01
So obviously then with that one, your presence might change behaviour and that's OK.

1:08:07
Acknowledge that and that's where repeat observations are going to be very helpful.

1:08:13
Finally, don't allow one session to become truth about the whole programme.

1:08:19
Look for variation and be clear about the limits of what you observe.

1:08:25
I don't want to spend too much time here as I've already spoken about trustworthiness of our data and reliability of our data as we've been going along, but these are just some practical tips here to strengthen our trustworthiness.

1:08:42
The big one that I want to draw your attention to here is keep as clear records as you absolutely can, because this is your record of how your notes became findings, right?

1:09:01
Trustworthiness in observation based work doesn't come from claiming that our observation was perfectly objective, because there's no such thing.

1:09:09
We cannot be objective because we are human beings with their own experiences.

1:09:15
Trustworthiness and reliability of our data comes from being transparent.

1:09:19
I'm really honest about how we gathered the evidence, how we interpreted it, and where the limits sit.

1:09:26
So as long as we're being really honest about those things, our data can and should be treated as, you know, valuable and reliable.

1:09:36
Similarly, I've spoken about common pitfalls as we've gone along.

1:09:40
So please feel free to read these at your leisure.

1:09:44
And if you have any questions about them or comments, please feel free to reach out and connect with me.

1:09:50
But I've given context around a lot of them as we've been going along.

1:09:56
So finally, let's bring the main ideas together.

1:10:00
The first takeaway here is that the insight question remains.

1:10:03
Our North Star observation is particularly useful for understanding behaviour, interaction space, flow and context.

1:10:13
And different types of observation are going to generate different forms of evidence.

1:10:17
So we need to choose purposely, be really clear and be really intentional about your field notes.

1:10:28
These are, that's your data, right?

1:10:31
So treat it with the same care that you would treat survey data or interview data.

1:10:36
The more care you put into it, the more useful and the more sort of useful your field notes and your observation data is going to be.

1:10:48
Your next curiosity challenge is a 5 minute observation.

1:10:53
Super easy.

1:10:54
Choose a familiar, an appropriate public or work setting.

1:10:58
So maybe you have an ongoing project, or you just simply go out to your local park and you just want to flex your observation skills and muscles for 5 minutes.

1:11:14
Record only concrete actions, movement interactions and use of space.

1:11:20
OK.

1:11:21
And if you, if you really want to challenge yourself and go through the process, which I strongly encourage you to do, kind think of a question before you go into this space.

1:11:31
So if you're going to go into your local park, think about something concrete that you want to observe for your 5 minute observation, right?

1:11:42
We can then make really specific observations and notes.

1:11:51
Once we've essentially, like I said, created that insight question, then you're going to start practising your interpretations again.

1:12:01
We're cheating a little bit here.

1:12:02
I know this is only one five minute observation, but let's pretend we've done a number of them and we're going to create a separate section and we're going to start a note with one possible interpretation is and write 1 explanation.

1:12:21
But then what I want you to do off of that interpretation is create one more question that that interpretation brought up.

1:12:32
OK, the purpose is not to produce a finding in 5 minutes because that absolutely will not happen.

1:12:37
But the idea is to practise moving from noticing to describing and to describing very clearly.

1:12:43
So make your notes detailed and whatever, and then moving to interpreting, right?

1:12:51
What could this mean?

1:12:52
And what, what further questions does it bring up for me?

1:12:57
And that's the checking bit.

1:12:58
Because if you were to replicate this activity, you would go back into the park, undergo the same exercise, but then you're also going to remember those additional questions that came up for you and more things to observe and to notice in the next session.

1:13:16
I'm so, so, so excited for it.

1:13:19
But we are going to be exploring content analysis as our next core technique.

1:13:25
It is a favourite method of mine and I'm really excited to share that with you.

1:13:31
So if you haven't registered for the Autumn Winter series yet, please do.

1:13:36
I really hope you can join me at the end of the month for Content Analysis.

1:13:45
I love it.

1:13:46
It's one of my favourite and I'm really excited to share it with all of you.

1:13:50
And with that, I will say thank you for your attendance today.

1:13:53
Any questions, please feel free to e-mail me and I look forward to seeing you again on October 28th for Content Analysis.
