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: l;ieldwork Strategies
- and Observation Methods

To Understand ‘.‘I-w Wowrld

And the children said unto Haleolm, “We want to understand the world. Tell
us, O Sage, what must we do to know the world?”

“Have you read the works of our great thinkers?"

"Yes, Master, every one of them as we were instructed.”

"And have you practiced diligently vour meditations so as to become One
with the infinity of the universe?”

"We have, Master, with devotion and discipline.”

"Have you studied the experiments, the surveys, and the mathematical mod-
els of the Sciences?”

“Beyond even the examinations, Master, we have studied in the innermost
chambers where the experiments and surveys are analyzed, and where the
mathematical models are developed and tested.”

“5till you are not satisfied? You would know more?”

“Yes, Master. We want to understand the werld.”

“Then, my children, vou must go out into the world. Live among the peoples
of the world as they live. Learn their langoage. Participate in their rituals and
routines, Taste of the world. Smell it. Watch and listen. Touch and be touched.
Write down what you see and hear, how they think and how you feel.

“Enter into the world. Observe and wonder. Experience and reflect. To under-
stand a world you must become part of that world while at the same time re-
maining separate, a part of and apart from.

“Go then, and return to tell me what you see and hear, what you learn, and
what you come to understand.”

—From Haleolm's Methodological Chronicle
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Folk Wisdom About Human Observation

QUALITATIVE DESIGINS AND DATA COLLECTION

' n the fields of observation, chance favors the prepared mind.

—Louis Pasteur (1822-1895)

I )eoplc' only see what they are prepared to see.

Every student who takes an introductory
psychology or sociology course learns that
human perception is highly selective. When
looking at the same scene or object, different
people will see different things. What people
"see” is highly dependent on their inter-
ests, biases, and backgrounds, Our culture
shapes what we see, our early childhood so-
cialization forms how we look at the world,
and our value systems tell us how to inter-
pretwhat passes before our eyes. How, then,
can one trust observational data?

In their classic guide for users of social
science research, Katzer, Cook, and Crouch
{1978} titled their chapter on observation
"Beeing Is Not Believing.” They open with
an oft-repeated story meant to demonstrate
the problem with observational data.

Ohnee al a sclentific meeting, a man suddenly
rushed into the midst of one of the sessions.
Another man with a revolver was chasing
him. They scuffled in plain view of the assemn-
bled researchers, a shot was fired, and they
rushed out. About twenty seconds had
elapsed, The chairperson of the session imme-
diately asked all present lo write down an ac-
count of what they had seen. The observers
did not know thal the ruckus had been
planned, rehearsed, and pholographed. Of the
farty reports lurned in, only one was less than
20 percent mistaken about the principal facts,
and most were more than 40 percent mistaken.
The event surely drew the undivided atten-
Hown of the observers, was in full view at close

~Ralph Waldo Emerson (18(3-1882)

range, and lasted only twenty seconds. But the
obzervers could not observe all that hap-
pened. Some readers chuckled because the ob-
servers were researchers, but similar experi-
ments have been reported numerous times,
They are alike for all kinds of people. (Katzer
et al. 1978;21-22)

Using this story to cast doubt on all vari-
eties of observational research manifests
two fundamental fallacies: (1) These re-
searchers were not frained as social science
observers, and (2) t]1ey were not prepal‘cd to
make observations at that particular mo-
ment. Scientific inquiry using observa-
tional methods requires disciplined train-
ing and rigorous preparation.

The fact that a person is equipped with
functioning senses does not make that per-
son a skilled observer, The fact that ordinary
persons experiencing any particular inci-
dent will highlight and report different
things does not mean that trained and pre-
pared abservers cannol report with accuracy,
authenticity, and reliability that same inci-
dent.

Training to become a skilled observer in-
cludes

® learning to pay attention, see what there
is to see, and hear what there is hear;

m practice in writing descriptively;
® acquiring discipline in recording field
notes;
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® knowing how to separate detail from
frivia to achieve the former without be-
ing overwhelmed by the latter;

B using rigorous methods to validate and
triangulate observations; and

m reporting the strengths and limitations
of one's own perspective, which requires
bothself-knowledge and self-disclosure.

Training observers can be particularly
challenging because so many people think
that they are "natural” observers and there-
fore have little to learn. Training to becomea
skilled observer is a no less rigorous process
than the fraining necessary to become a
skilled survey researcher or statistician. Peo-
ple don’t “naturally” know how to write
good survey items or analyze statistics—
and people don’t “naturally” know how to
do systematic research observations. All
forms of scientific inquiry require training
and practice.

Careful preparation for entering into
fieldwork is as important as disciplined
training. Though [have considerable experi-
ence doing observational feldwork, had 1
been present at the scientific meeting where
the shooting scene occurred my recorded
observations might not have been signifi-
cantly more accurate than those of my less
trained colleagues because [ would wot have
been prepared to observe whal occurred and,
lacking that preparation, would have been
seeing things through my ordinary eyes
rather than my scientific observer's eyes.

Preparation has mental, physical, intel-
lectual, and psychological dimensions. Pas-
teur said, “In the fields of observation,
chance favors the prepared mind.” Part of
Preparing the mind is learning how to con-
centrate during the observation. Observa-
tion, for me, involves enormous energy and
concentration. I have to “turn on” that con-
centration—*"turn on” my scientific eyes

and ears, my observational senses, A sclen-
tific observer cannot be expected to engage
in systematic observation on the spur of the
moment any more than a world-class boxer
can be expected to defend his title spontane-
ously on a street corner or an Olympic run-
ner can be asked to dash off at record speed
because someone suddenly thinks it would
be nice to test the runner’s time. Athletes,
artists, musicians, dancers, engineers, and
scientists require training and mental prepa-
ration to do their best. Experiments and sim-
ulations that document the inaccuracy of
spontaneous observations made by un-
trained and unprepared observers are no
more indicative of the potential quality of
observational methods than an amateur
community talent show is indicative of what
professional performers can do.

Two points are critical, then, in this intro-
ductory section. First, the folk wisdom about
observation being nothing more than selec-
tive perception is true in the ardinary course
of participating in day-to-day events. Sec-
ond, the skilled observer is able to improve
the accuracy, authenticity, and reliability of
observations through intensive training and
rigorous preparation. The remainder of this
chapter is devoted to helping evaluators and
researchers move their observations from
the level of ordinary looking to the rigor of
systematic seeing.

The Value of
Direct Observations

I'm often asked by students: “Isn’t inter-
viewing just as good as observation? Do you
really have to go see a program directly to
evaluate it? Can’t you find out all you need
to know by talking to people in the program
without going there and seeing it first-
hand?”

Ireply by relating my experience evaluat-
ing aleadership development program with

i
i
i
iy
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twocolleagues. As part of a formative evalu-
ation aimed at helping staff and funders
clarify and improve the program’s design
before undertaking a comprehensive fol-
low-up study for a summative evaluation,
we went through the program as participant
observers. After completing the six-day
leadership retreat, we met to compare expe-
riences, Our very first conclusion was that
we would never have understood the pro-
gram without personally experiencing it. Tt
bore little resemblance to our expectations,
what people had told us, or the official pro-
gram description. Had we designed the fol-
low-up study without having participated
in the program, we would have completely
missed the mark and asked inappropriate
questions. To absorb the program’s lan-
guage, understand nuances of meaning, ap-
preciate variations in participants’ experi-
ences, capture the importance of what
happened outside formal activities (during
breaks, over meals, in late-night gatherings
and parties), and feel the intensity of the re-
freal environment—nothing could have
substituted for direct experience with the
program. Indeed, what we observed and
experienced was thal participants were
changed as much or more by what hap-
pened outside the formal program structure
and activities as by anything that happened
through the planned curriculum and exer-
CIS5EE,

The first-order purposes of observational
data are to describe the setting that was ob-
served, the activities that took place in that
setting, the people who participated in those
activities, and the meanings of what was ob-
served from the perspectives of those ob-
served. The descriptions should be factual,
accurale, and thorough without being chut-
tered by irrelevant minutiae and trivia. The
quality of observational reports is judged by
the extent to which that observation permits

the reader to enter into and understand the
situation described. In this way, evaluation
users, for example, can come to understand
program activities and impacts through de-
tailed descriptive information about what
has occurred in a program and how the peo-
ple in the program have reacted to what has
occurred.,

Naturalistic observations take place in the
field. For ethnographers, the field is a cul-
tural setting. For qualitative organizational
development researchers, the field will bean
organization. For evaluators, the feld is the
program being studied. Many terms are
used for talking field-based observations in-
cuding participant observation, fieldwork,
qualitative observation, divect observation, and
field research, * All these terms refer to the cir-
cumstance of being in or around an on-going
social setting for the purpose of making a
qualitative analysis of that setting” { Lofland
1971:93),

Direct, personal contact with and obser-
vations of a setting have several advantages.
First, through direct observabons the in-
quirer is better able to understand and cap-
ture the context within which people inter-
act. Understanding context is essential to 4
holistic perspective.

Second, firsthand experience with a sel-
ting and the people in the setting allows ar'
inguirer to be open, discovery oriented, and
inductive because, by being on-site, the ob”
server has less need to rely on prior concep”
tualizations of the setting, whether those
prior conceptualizations are from writter
documents or verbal reports.

A third strength of observational field-
work is that the inquirer has the opporiunity
to see things that may routinely escape
awareness among the people in the setting’
For someone to provide informaltion in ar'
interview, he or she must be aware Eﬂﬂ‘UE]t
to report the desired information. Because
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all social systems involve routines, partici-
pants in those routines may take them so
much for granted that they cease to be aware
of important nuances that are apparent only
to an observer who has not become fully im-
mersed in those routines.

The participant observer can also dis-
cover things no one else has ever really paid
attention to. One of the highlights of the
leadership training program we experi-
enced was the final evening banquet at
which staff was roasted. For three nights,
after training ended, participants worked to
put together a program of jokes, songs, and
skits for the banquet. Staff were never
around for these preparations, which lasted
late into the night, but they had come to
count on this culminating event. Month after
month for two years each completely new
training group had organized a final ban-
quet event to both honor and make fun of
staff. Staff assumed that either prior partici-
Pants passed on this tradition or it was a nat-

ural result of the bonding among parkici-
pants. We learned that neither explanation
was true, What actually occurred was that,
unbeknownst to program staff, the dining
hostess for the hotel where participants
stayed initiated the roast. After the second
evening’s meal, when staff routinely de-
parted for a meeting, the hostess would tell
participants what was expected. She even
brought out a photo album of past ban-
quets and offered to supply joke books, cos-
tumes, music, or whatever. This 60-year-old
woman had begun playing what amounted
to a major staff role for one of the most im-
portant processes in the program—and the
staff didn’t know about it. We learned about
it by being there,

A fourth value of direct observation is the
chance to leamn things that people would be
unwilling to talk about in an interview. In-
terviewees may be unwilling to provide in-
formation on sensitive topics, especially to
strangers. A fifth advantage of fieldwork is

wehiran
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the opportunity to move beyond the selec
tive perceptions of others. Interviews pres-
ent the understandings of the people being
interviewed, Those understandings consti-
tute important, indeed critical, information.
Hewever, it is necessary for the inquirer to
keep in mind that interviewees are always
reporting  percephons—selective  percep-
tions. Field observers will also have selective
perceptions. By making their own percep-
tions part of the data—a matler of training,
discipline, and self-awareness—observers
can arrive at a more comprehensive view of
the setting being studied than if forced to
rely entirely on secondhand reports through
interviews.

Finally, getting close to the people in a set-
ting through firsthand experience permits
the inquirer to draw on personal knowledge
during the formal interpretation stage of
analysis. Retlection and introspection are
important parts of field research, The im
pressions and feelings of the observer be-
come part of the data to be used in attempt-
ing to understand a setting and the people
who inhabit it. The observer takes in infor-
maton and forms impressions that go be-
vord what can be fully recorded in even the
most detailed field notes.

Because [the abserver] sees and hears the peo-
ple he studies in many situatons of the kind
that normally occur tor them, rather than just
im an isolated and formal interview, he builds
an ever-growing fund of impressions, many
of them at the subliminal level, which give
him an extensive base for the interpretation
and amalvtic use of any particular datum. This
wealth of information and impression son-
sitizes him o subtleties which might pass
unrsaticed noan interviesw and forces him to
raise continually new and different questions,
which he brings to and tries to answer in

succeeding observations. (Becker and Geor
TYFL:F2Y

Observation-Based
Evaluation and Applied
Research in a Political World

The preceding review of the advantages
of fieldwork strikes me as fairly straightfor-
ward but a bit abstract. In a moment, we'll
consider the details of how ta do feldwork,
bt to inform that transition and reinforce
the importance of direct observation in the
real world, let me offer a perspective from
the world of children’s stories. Some of the
moast delightful, entertaining, and suspense-
ful fairy tales and fables concern tales of
kings who discard their royal robes to take
on the apparel of peasants so that they can
mave freely among their people to really un-
derstand what is happening in their king-
doms, Cur modern-day kings and political
figures are more likely to lake television
crews with them when they make excur-
sions amaong the people. They are unlikely to
g0 out secretly disg‘uised. moying !111':!115]1
the streets anonvmously, unless they're up
to mischief, 1 is left, then, to applied re-
searchers and evaluators to play out the fa-
ble, to take on the appropriale appearance
and mannerisms that will permat easy
movement among the people, sometimes se-
cretly, sometimes openly, but always with
the purpose of better understanding what
the world is really like, They are then able to
report those understandings to our mod-
ern-day version of kings so thal policy wis-
dom can be enhanced and programumatic de-

cisions enlightened. At least that's the
fantasy, Turning that fantasy inio realiby in-
volves a number of important decisions
aboul what kind of fieldwork to do: We tuin

now Lo those decisions.
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e shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.’

Observational research explores  the
world in many ways. Deciding which obser-
vational approaches are appropriate for
evaluation or action research involves dif-
furent criteria than those same decisions
made to undertake basic social scientific re-
search. These differences emerge from the
nature of applied research, the politics of
evaluation, the nature of confract funding in
most evaluations, and the accountability of
evaluators to information users, Thus, while
field methods have their origins in basic an-
thropulogical and sociological field meth-
ods, using these methods for pvaluation of-
ten requires adaptation, The sections that
fpllone will discuss both the similarities and
differences between evaluation field meth-
ods and basic research field methads.

Variations in Observer
Involvement: Participant
or Onlooker or Both?

The first and most fundamental distine-
tion that differentiates observational strate-
gies concerns the extent to which the ob-
server will be a participant in the setting
being studied. This involves more than a
simple choice between participation and
nonparticipation. The extent of participa-
tion is a continuum that varies from com-
plete immersion in the setting as full partici-
pant to complete separation from the setting
as spectator, with a great deal of variation

—T.5. Eliot (1888-1965)

along the continuum between these two end
points,

Nor is it simply a matter of deciding at the
beginning how much the observer will par-
ticipate. The extent of participation can
change over time. In some cases, the re-
searcher may begin the study as an onlooker
and gradually become a participant as field-
work progresses. The opposite can also oc-
cur. An evaluator might begin as a complete
participant to experience what it is like to be
initially immersed in the program and then
gradually withdraw participation over the
period of the study until finally taking the
role of pecasional observer from an onlooker
stance,

Full participant observation constitutes
an omnibus field strategy in thatit “simulta-
neously combines document analysis, inter-
viewing of respondents and informants, di-
rect participation and observation, and
introspection” (Denzin 1978h: 183). If, on the
other hand, an evaluator observes a pro-
gram as an onlooker, the processes of obser-
vation can be separated from interviewing.
[n participant observation, however, no
such separation exists. Typically, anthropo-
logical fieldworkers combine in their field
notes data from personal, eyewitness obser-
vation with information gained from infor-
mal, natural interviews and informants” de-
scriptions (Pelto and Pelto 1478:5). Thus, the
participant observer employs multiple and
overlapping data collection strategies: being

fully engaged in experiencing the setting
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{participation) while at the same time ob-
serving and talking with other participants
about whatever is happening,

In the leadership program I evaluated
through participant observation, I was a full
participant in all exercises and program ac-
tivities using the field of evaluation as my
leadership arena (since all participants had
tohave an arena of leadership as their focus).
As did other participants, I developed close
relationships with some people as the week
progressed, sharing meals and conversing
late into the night. [ sometimes took detailed
notes during activities if the activity permit-
ted (e.g., group discussion), while at other
times I waited until later to record notes
(e.g., after meals). If a situation suddenly be-
came emotional, for example during a small
group encounter, [ would cease to take notes
s0as to be fully present as well as to keep my
note taking from becoming a distraction.
Unlike other participants, | sat in on staff
meetings and knew how staff viewed what
was going or. Much of the time [ was fully
immersed in the program experience as a
participant, but I was also always aware of
my additional role as evaluation observer,

The extent to which it is possible for an
evaluator to become a participant in a pro-
gram will depend partly on the nature of the
program. In human service and education
programs that serve children, the evaluator
cannot participate as a child but may be able
lo participate as a volunteer, parent, or staff
member insuch a way as to develop the per-
spective of an insider in one of those adult
roles. Gender can create barriers to partici-
pant observation. Males can’t be partici-
pants in female-only programs (e.g., bat-
tered women's shelters). Females doing
fieldwork in nonliterate cultures may not be
permitted access to male-only councils and
ceremonies. Programs that serve special
populations may also involve natural limita-
tions on the extent to which the evaluator

QUALITATIVE DESIGNS AND DATA COLLECTION

can become a full participant, For example, a
researcher who is not chemically dependent _
will not be able to become a full participant, %
physically and psychologically, in a chemi-
cal dependency program, even though it
may be possible to participate in the pro-
gramasaclient. Such participation ina treat-
ment program can lead to important in-
sights and understanding about what it ig
like to be in the program; however, the eval-
uator must avoid the delusion that partici-
pation has been complete. This point is illus-
trated by an exchange between an inmate
and a student who was doing participant ob-
servation in a prison.

Inmate:  “What are you in here for, man?”

Student: "T'm here for a while to find out
what it's like to be in prison.”

fnmate: “What do you mean— ‘find out
what it's like’ 7

Evaluator: "I'm here so that T can experi-
ence prison from the inside instead of just

studying what it's like from out there.”

fnmate:
‘Experience from the inside . .

"You got to be jerkin’ me off, man,
7 Shit,
man, you can go home when you decide
you've had enough can’t you?”

Evaluator:  "Yeah.”

Inmate: "Then you ain't never gonna know
what it's like from the inside.”

Social, cultural, political, and interper-
sonal factors can limit the nature and degree
of participation in participant observation.
Forexample, if the participants in a program
all know each other intimately they may ob- .
ject to an outsider trying to become part of
their close circle. Where marked social class
differences exist between a sociologist and
people in a neighborhood, access will be
more difficult; likewise, when, as is often the

LS tan T Y
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case, anevaluator is well educated and mid-
dle class while welfare program clients are
sconomically disadvantaged and poorly ed-
pcated, the participants in the program may
object to any ruse of “full” participant obser-
vation. Program staff will sometimes object
to the additional burden of including an
evaluator in a program where resources are
limited and an additional participant would
ynbalance staff-client ratios. Thus, in evalu-
ation, the extent to which full participation is
poseible and desirable will depend on the
precise nature of the program, the political
context, and the nature of the evaluabon
questions being asked. Adult training pro-
grams, for example, may permit fairly easy
access for full participation by evaluators,
Offender treatment programs are much less
likely to be open to participant observation
as an evaluation method. Evaluators must
therefore be flexible, sensilive, and adaptive
in negotiating the precise degree of partici-
pation that is appropriate in any particular
observational study, especially where re-
porting Hmelines are constrained so entry
into the setting must be accomplished rela-
tively quickly. Social scientists who can take
along time to become integrated into the set-
ting under study have more options for
huller participant observation,

As these examples illustrate, full and
complete participation in a setting, what is
sometimes called “going native,” is fairly
rare, especially for a program evaluation.
Degree of participation and nature of obser-
vation vary along a wide continuum of
possibilities. The ideal in evaluation is to
design and negotiate that degree of partici-
pation that will yield the mosi meaningful
data about the program given the charac-
teristics of the participants, the nature of
staff-participant interactions, the socio-
political context of the program, and the in-
formation needs of intended evaluation

users, Likewise, in applied and basic re-

search, the purpose, scope, length, and set-
ting for the study will dictate the range and
types of participant observation thal are
possible,

One final caution: The researcher’s plans
and intentions regarding the degree of pro-
gram involvement to be experienced may
not be the way things actually turn out. Lang
and Lang (1960} report that two scientbific
participant observers wha were studying
audience behavior at a Billy Graham evan-
gelical crusade made their “decision for
Christ” and left their observer posts to walk
down the aisle and join Reverend Graham’s
campaign. Such are the occupational haz-
ards {or benefits, depending on your per-
spective) of real-world fieldwork,

Insider and Outsider Perspectives:
Emic Versus Etic Approaches

People who are insiders to a setting being
studied often have a view of the setting and
any findings about it quite different from that
of the outside researchers who are conducting
the study, (Bartunek and Louis 19946)

Ethnosemanticist Kenneth Pike [1954)
coined the terms emic and et to distinguish
classification systems reported by anthro-
pologists based on (1) the language and cate-
gories used by the people in the culbure stud-
ied, an emic approach, in contrast to (2)
categories created by anthropologists based
on their analysis of important cultural dis-
tinctions, an efic approach. Leading anthro-
pologists such as Franz Boas and Edward
Sapir argued that the only meaningful dis-
tinctions were those made by people within
a culture, that is, from the emic perspective.
However, as anthropologists turned to more
comparative studies, engaging in cross-cul-
tural analyses, distinctions that cut across
cultures had to be made based on the anthro-
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pologist’s analytical perspective, that is, an
etic perspective. The etic approach involved
“standing far enough away from or outside
of a particular culture to see its separate
events, primarily in relation to their similari-
ties and their differences, as compared to
events in other cultures” (Pike 1954:10). For
some years a debate raged in anthropology
about the relative merits of emic versus etic
perspectives (Pelto and Pelto 1978:55-60;
Headland, Pike, and Harris 1990), but, as of-
ten happens over time, both approaches
came to be understood as valuable, though
each contributes something different. Nev-
ertheless, tension between these perspec-
tives remains;

Today, despite or perhaps because of the new
recognition of cullural diversity, the lension
between universalistic and relativistic values
remains an unresolved conundrum for the
Western ethnographer. In practice, it becomes
this question: By which values are observa-
tions to be guided? The choices seem to be ei-
ther the values of the ethnographer or the
values of the observed—that is, in modern
parlance, glther the efic or the emic. . . . Herein
lies a deeper and more fundamental problem:
How is it possible to understand the other
when the other’s values are not one's own?
This problem arises to plague ethnography at
a ome when Western Christian values are no
longer a surety of truth and, hence, no lol 1ger
the benchmark from which self-confidently
valid observations can be made. (Vidich and
Lyman 2000:41)

Methodologically, the challenge is to do jus-
tice to both perspectives during and after
fieldwork and to be clear with one's self and
one’s audience how this tension is managed.

A participant observer shares as int-
mately as possible in the life and activities of
the setting under study in order to develop
an insider’s view of what is happening, the

emic perspective. This means that the partic-
ipant observer not only sees what js
happening but feels whatitislike tobea part
of the setting or program. Anthropologist
Hortense Powdermaker (1966) has de-
scribed the basic assumption undergirding
participant observation as follows: "To un-
derstand a society, the anthropologist has
traditionally immersed himself in it, learn-
ing, as far as possible, to think, see, feel and
sometimes act as a member of its culture and
at the same time as a trained anthropelogist
from another culture” (p. 9).

Experiencing the setting or program asan
insider accentuates the participant part of
participant observation. At the same Hme,
the inquirer remains aware of being an out-
sider. The challenge is to combine participa-
ton and observation so as to become capa-
ble of understanding the setting as an
insider while describing it to and for outsid-
ers,

Obkaining something of the understanding of
an insider is, for most researchers, anly a first
step. They expect, in time, to become capahble
of thinking and acting within the perspective
of two quite different groups, the one in which
they were reared and—to some degree—the
ongé they are studving, They will also, at times,
be able to assume a mental position peripheral
to both, a position from which they will be able
to perceive and, hopefully, deseribe those rela-
tonships, svstems and patterns of which an
inextricably involved insider is not likely to be
consciously aware. For what the social scien-
tist realizes is that while the outsider simply
does not know the meanings or the patterns,
the insider is so immersed that he may be
oblivious to the fact that patterns exist. -

What fieldworkers eventually produce out of
the tension developed by this ability to shift
their point of view depends upon theirsophis-
tication, ability, and training. Their task, inany

case, is to realize what they have experienced
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and learned and to communicate this in terms
that will ilumine. {Wax 1971:3)

Who Conducts the Inquiry?
Solo and Team Versus Participatory
and Collaborative Approaches

The ultimate in insider perspective
comes from  involving the insiders as
coresearchers through collaborative or par-
ticipatory research. Collaborative forms of
fieldwork, partcipatory action research,
and empowerment approaches to evalua-
tion have become sufficiently important and
widespread to make degree of collaboration a
dimension of design choice in qualitative in-
quiry. Participatory action research has a
long and distinguished history (Kemmis
and McTaggart 2000; Whyte 1989). Collabo-
rative principles of feminist inquiry include
connectedness and equality bebween re-
searchers and researched, participatory pro-
cesses that support consciousness-raising
and researcher reflexivity, and knowledge
generation that contributes to women's lib-
eration and emancipation {Olesen 2000;
Guerrero 1999%:15-22; Thompson 1992). In
evaluation, Cousins and Earl (1995) have acl-
vocated participatory and collaborative ap-
proaches to evaluation primarily to increase
use of findings. Empowerment evaluation,
often using qualitative methods (Petterman
200a; Fetterman, Kaftarian;, and Wanders-
man 1996), involves the use of evaluation
concepts and techniques to foster self-deter-
mination and help people help themselves
by learning to study and report on their own
Issues and concernis,

What these approaches have in common
15 a style of inquiry in which the researcher
or evaluator becomes a facilitator, collabora-
tor, and teacher in support of those engaging
in their own inquiry. While the findings
from such a participatory process may be

useful, a supplementary agenda iz often to
increase participants’ sense of being in con-
trol of, deliberative about, and reflective on
their own lives and situations. Chapter 4 dis-
cussed these approaches as examples of how
gualitative inquiry can be applied in sup-
port of organizational or program develop-
ment and community change.

Degrees of collaboration wvary along a
continuum, At one end is the solo field-
worker or a team of professionals; what
characterizes this end of the continuum is
that researchers completely control the -
quirv: At the other end are collaborations
with people in the setting being studied,
sometimes called “coresearchers”; they help
design the inguiry, collect data, and are in-
volved in analysis. Along the middle of the
continuum are various degrees of partial
and periodic (as opposed to continuous)
collaboration,

Owvert Versus Covert Observations

A traditional concern aboul the validity
and reliability of cobservational data has
been the effects of the observer on what is
abserved. People may behave quite differ-
ently when they know they are being ob-
served versus how they behave naturally
when they don't think they're being ob-
served. Thus, the argument goes, covert ob-
servations are more likely to capture what is
really happening than are overt observa-
tions where the people in the selting are
aware they are being studied,

Rescarchers have expressed a range of
opinians concemning the ethics and morality
of conducting covert research, what Mitchell
{1993:23-35) calls “the debate over secrecy.”
Ore end of the continuum is represented by
Edward Shils (1959), who absolutely op-
puscrd all forms of covert research including
“any observations of private behavior, how-
ever technically feasible, without the explicit
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and fully informed permission of the person
to be observed.” He argued that there
should be full disclosure of the purpose of
any research project and that even partici-
pant observation is “morally obnoxious . . .
manipulation” unless the observer makes
explicit his or her research questions at the
very beginning of the observation (Shils
1959, quoted in Webb et al. 1966:vi).

At the other end of the continuum is the
“investigative social research” of Jack
Douglas (1976). Douglas argued that con-
ventional anthropological field methods
have been based on a consensus view of so-
ciety that views people as basically coopera-
tive, helpful, and willing to have their points
of view understood and shared with the rest
of the world. In contrast, Douglas adopted a
conflict paradigm of society that led him to
believe that any and all covert methods of re-
search should be considered acceptable op-
tions in a search for truth,

The investigative paradigm is based on the as-
sumption that profound conflicts of interest,
values, feelings and actions pervade social
life. Tt is taken for granted that many of the
people one deals with, perhaps all people to
some extent, have good reason to hide from
others what they are doing and even 1o lie to
them. Instead of trusting people and expect-
Ing frustin return, one suspects others and ax-
pects others to suspect him. Conflict is the
reality of life: suspicion is the guiding princi-
ple....It'sawarofall and no ane 2ives anyone
anything for nothing, especially truth.

All competent adults are assumed to know
that there are at least four major problems ly-
ing in the way of getting at socal reality by
asking people what is going on and that these
problems must be dealt with if one is to avoid
being taken in, duped, deceived, used, puton,
fooled, suckered, made the patsy, left holding
the bag, fronted out and so on, These four
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problems are (1) misinformation, (2) evasions,
{3) lies, and (4} fronts, (Douglas 1976:55, 57)

Just as degree of participation in field-
work turned out to be a continuum of varia-
tions rather than an all-or-none proposition,
s0 too is the question of how explicit to be
about the purpoese of fieldwork. The extent
to which participants in a program under
study are informed that they are being ab-
served and are told the purpose of the re-
search has varied historically from full dis-
closure to no disclosure, with a great deal of
vartation along the middle of this contin-
uum (Junker 1960, Discipline-based ethics
statements (e.g., American Psychological
Association, American Sociological Associ-
ation) now generally condemn deceitful and
covert research. Likewise, institutional re-
view board (IRB} procedures for the protec-
tion of human subjects have severely con-
strained such methods. They now refuse to
approve protocols in which research partici-
pants are deceived about the purpose of a
study, as was commonly done in early psy-
chological research. One of the more infa-
mous examples was Stanley Milgram's New
Haven experiments aimed at studying
whether ordinary people would follow the
orders of someone in authority by having
these ordinary citizens administer what
they were told were behavior modification
electric shocks to help students learn, shocks
that appeared to the unsuspecting citizens to
go as high as 450 volts despite the screams
and protests heard from supposed students
on the other side of a wall. The real purpose
of the study, participants later learned, was
to replicate Nazi prison guard behavier
among ordinary American citizens (Mil-
gram 1974),

IRBs also refuse to approve research in
which people are observed and studied
without their knowledge or consent, as in
the infamous Tuskegee Fxperiment. For
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40 years, physicians and medical research-
prs, under the auspices of the U5, Fublic
Health Service, studied untreated syphilis
among Black men in and around the county
spat of Tuskegee, Alabama, without the in-
formed consent of the men studied, men
whose syphilis went untreated so that the
progress of the disease could be docu-
mented (Jones 1993). Other stories of abuse
and neglect by researchers doing covert
studies abound. In the late 1940s and early
19505, schoolboys at the Walter E. Fernald
Stale School in Massachusetts were rou-
tinely served breakfast cereal doused with
radioactive isotopes, without permission of
the boys or their guardians, for the disserta-
ton of a doctoral student in nutribonal bio-
chemistry. In the 1960s, the U.S. Army se-
cretly sprayed a  polentially hazardous
chemical from dewntown Minneapolis roof-
tops onto unsuspecting citizens o find out
how toxic materials might disperse during
binlogical warfare. Native American chil-
dren on the Standing Rock Sioux Reserva-
tion in the Dakotas were used to test an un-
approved and experimental hepatitis A
vaccine without the knowledge or approval
of their parents. In the 196(s and 1970s, sci-
entists tested skin treatments and -:irugh‘ on
prisoners in a Philadelphia county jail with-
out informing them of potential dangers,
Doctoral students frustrated by having
their fieldwork delayed while they await
IRB approval need to remember that they
are payving fer the sins of their research fore-
bears for whom deception and coverl obset-
vations were standard ways of doing their
work, Those most subject to abuse were of-
ten the most vulnerable in societv—chil-
dren, the poor, people of color, the sick, peo-
ple with little education, women and men
incarcerated in prisons and asylums, and
children m orphanages or state correctional
schools. Anthropological research was com-

missioned and used by colonial administra-
tors to maintain conbrol over indigenous
peoples. Protection of human subjects pro-
cedures are now an affirmation of our com-
mitment to treat all people with respect. And
that is as it should be. But the necessity for
such procedures comes out of a past littered
with scientific horrors for which those of us
engaging in research today may still owe
penince. At any rate, we need to lean aver
backward tobe sure that such history is truly
behind us—and that means being ever vigi-
lant in fully informing and protecting the
people whin honor us by agreeing to partici-
pate in our research, whether they be home-
less maothers (Connolly 2000) or corporate
exccubives (Cellins 2001},

However, not all research and evaluation
falls under IRE review, so the issue of what
type and how much disclosure to make re-
mains a matter of debate, especially where
the inguiry seeks to expose the inner work-
ings of cults and extremist groups, or those
whose power affects the public welfare, for
example, corporations, labor union boards,
political parties, and other groups with
wealth and /or power. Forexample, Maurice
Punch (1985, 1989, 1997, formerly of the
Nijenrode Business School in the Nether-
lands, has written about the challenges of
doing ethnographic studies of corruption in
bath private and public sector organiza-
Hons, notably the police.

One classic form of deception in field-
work involves pretending to share values
and beliefs in order to become part of the
group being studied. Sociologist Richard
Leo carefully disguised his liberal political
and social views, instead feigning conserva-
tive beliefs, to build trust with police and
thereby gain admission to inlerrogation
rooms (Allen 1997:32). Sociologist Leon
Festinger (1956) infiltrated a doomsday cult
by lying about his profession and pretend-
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ing to believe in the cult’s prophecies. Sociol-
ogist Laud Humphreys (1970) pretended to
be gay to gather data for his dissertation on
homosexual encounters in public parks. An-
thropologist Carolyn Ellis (1986) pretended
to be just visiting friends when she studied a
Chesapeake Bay fishing culture. Her nega-
tive portrayals made their way back to the
local people, many of whom were infuri-
ated. She later expressed remorse about her
deceptions (Allen 1997).

In traditional scholarly fieldwork, the de-
cision about the extent to which observa-
tions would be covert was made by re-
searchers balancing the search for truth
against their sense of professional ethics, In
evaluation research, the information users
for whom the evaluation is done have a
stake in what kind of methods are used, so
the evaluator alone cannot decide the extent
to which observations and evaluation pur-
poses will be fully disclosed. Rather, the
complexities of program evaluation mean
that there are several levels at which deci-
sions about the coverl-overt nature of evalu-
ation observations must be made. Some-
times only the funders of the program or of
the evaluation know the full extent and pur-
pose of observations. On occasion, program
staff may be informed that evaluators will be
participating in the program, but clients will
not be so informed. In other cases, a re-
searcher may reveal the purpose and nature
of program participation to fellow program
participants and ask for their cooperation in
keeping the evaluation secret from program
staff. On still other oceasions, a variety of
people intimately associated with the pro-
gram may be informed of the evaluation, but
public officials who are less closely associ-
ated with the program may be kept “in the
dark™ about the fact that observations are
under way. Sometimes the siluation be-
comes so complex that the evaluator may
lose track of who knows and who doesn’t
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know, and, of course, there are the classic sit-
uations where everyone involved knows
thata study is being done and who the eval-
vator is—but the evaluator doesnt know
that evervone else knows,

In undertaking participant observation of
the community leadership program men-
tioned earlier, my two evaluation colleagues
and [ agreed with the staff to downplay our
evaluation roles and describe ourselves as
“educational rtesearchers” interested in
studying the program, We didn’t want par-
ticipants to think that they were being evalu-
ated and therefore worry about our judg-
ments. Our focus was on evaluating the
program, not participants, but to avoid in-
creasing participant stress we simply at-
ternpted to finesse our evaluabon role by
calling ourselves educational researchers.

Our careful agreement on and rehearsal
of this point with the staff fell apart during
introductions (at the start of the six-day re-
treat) when the program director proceeded
to tell participants—for 10 minutes—that we
were fus! partcipants and they didn't have
to worry about our evaluating them. The
longer he went on reassuring the group that
they didn’thave to worry about us, the more
worried they got Sensing that they were
worried, he increased the intensity of his re-
assurances. While we continued to refer to
purselves as educational researchers, the
participants thereafter referred to us as eval-
uators. It took a day and a half to recover our
full participating roles as the participants
got to know us on a personal level as indi-
viduals.

Trying to protect the participants {(and the
evaluation) had backfired and made our en-
try into the group even more difficult than it
otherwise would have been. However, Lhis
experience sensitized us to what we subse-
quently observed to be a pattern in many
program situations and activities through-
out the week, and became a major finding b
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the evaluation: staff overprotection of and
condescending  attitudes toward partici-
pnn'lr.'-.

Based on this and other evaluation expe-
riences, | recommend full and complete dis-
closure. People are seldom really deceived
or reassured by false or partial explana-
tions—at least not for long. Trying to run a
ruse or scam is simply too risky and adds to
pvaluator stress while helding the possibil-
ity of undermining the evaluation if (and
usually when) the ruse becomes known
Program participants, over time, will tend to
judge evaluators first and foremost as peo-
511.;- not as evaluators.

The nature of the questions being studied
in any particular evaluation will have a pri-
mary effect on the decision about who will
be told that an evaluation is under way. In
formative evaluations where staff members
and/or program participants are anxious to
have information that will help them im-
prove their program, the quality of the data
gathered may be enhanced by overtly solic-
iting the cooperation of everyone associated
with the program. Indeed, the ultimate ac-
ceptance and usefulness of formative infor-
mation may depend on such prior disclo-
sure and agreement that a formative
evaluation is appropriate. On the one hand,
where program funders have reason to be-
heve that a program i5 corrupt, abusive, in-
competently administered, and/or highly
negative in impact on clients; it may be de-
cided that an external, covert evaluation is
necessary to find out what is really happen-
ing in the program. Under such conditions,
my preference for full disclosure may be nei-
ther prudent nor practical. On the other
hand, Whyte (1984) has argued that "in a
community setting, maintaining a covert
role is generally out of the question” (p. 31).

Finally, there is the related issue of condi-
dentiality. Those who advocate covert re-
search usually do so with the condition that

reports conceal names, locations, and other
identifying information so that the p:‘:np[t"
who have been observed will be protected
from harm or punitive action. Because the
basic researcher 15 interested in fruth rather
than action, it is easier to protect the identity
of informants or study settings when doing
scholarly research. In evaluation research,
howewver, while the identity of who said
what may be possible to keep secret, it is sel-
dom possible to conceal the identity of a pro-
gram, and doing so may undermine the util-
ity of the tindings.

Evaluators and decision makers will have
to resolve these issues in each case in accor-
dance with their own consciences, evalua-
tion purposes, political realities; and ethical
sensitivibies,

Variations in Duration
of Observations

Another important dimension  along
which observational studies vary is the
length of time devoted to data gathering, In
the anthropological traditbon of feld re-
search, a participant observer would expect
to spend six months at a minimum, and of-
ten years, living in the culture being ob-
served. The fieldwork of Napoleon f_.'hag—
non (1992) among the Yanomami Indians in
the rain forest at the borders of Venezuela
and Brazil spanned a quarter century, To de
velop a holistic view of an entire culture or
subculture takes a great deal of time, espe-
cially when, as in the case of Chagnon, he
was documenting changes in tribal life and
threats to the continued existence of these
once-isolated people. The effects of his
long-term involvement on the people he
studied became controversial (Geertz 2001;
Terney 2000a, 2000b), a matter we shall take
up later. The point here is that fieldwork in
basic and applied social science aims to un-
veil the interwoven complexities and funda-
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mental patterns of social life—actual, per-
ceived, constructed, and analyzed. Such
studies take a long time.

researcher  Alan Peshkin
offers a stellar example of a committed
fieldworker who lived for periods of Hme in
varied settings in order to study the intersec-
tions between schools and communities, He
did fieldwork in a Native American commu-
nity; in a high school ina stable, multiethnic
midsized city in California; in rural, east-
central [llinois; in a fundamentalist Chris-
tian school; and in a private, residential
school for elites (Peshkin 1986, 1997, 2000b).
To collect data, he and his wife Maryann
lived for at least a year in and with the com-
munity that he was studying. They shopped
locally, attended religious services, and de-
veloped close relationships with civic lead-
ers as well as teachers and students,

Edurational

In' contrast, evaluaton and action re-
search typically invelve much shorter dura-
Hons in keeping with their more modest
aims: generating useful information for ac-
lion, To be useful, evaluation findings must
be timely. Decision makers cannot wait for
years while hieldworkers sift through moun-
tains of feld notes. Many evaluations are
conducted under enormous pressures of
time and Hmited resources. Thus, the dura-
tion of observations will depend to a consid-
erable extent on the Hme and resources
available in relation o the information
needs and decision deadlines of primary
evaluation users. Later in this chapter we'll
include reflections from an evaluator about
what it was like being a part-time,
in-and-out observer of a program for eight
months, butonly present 6 hours a week out
of the program’s 40-hour week.

On the other hand, sustained and ongo-
ing evaluation research may provide annual
findings while, over years of study, accumu-
lating an archive of data that serves as a
source of more basic research into human

and organizational development. Such has
been the case with the extraordinary work of
Patricia Carini (1975, 1979) at the Prospect §
School in North Bennington, Vermont,

Working with the staff of the school to collect i
detailed case records on students of the k-
school, she established an archive with as

much as 12 years of detailed documentation EEEE-
about the learning histories of individual S "['
students and the nature of the scheol pro- AR

grams they experienced. Her data included
copies of the students” work (completed as-
signments, drawings, papers, projects),
classroom observations, teacher and parent
observations, and photographs. Any organi-
zation with an internal evaluation informa-
Hon system can look beyond quarterly and
annual reporting to building a knowledge
archive of data to document development
and change over years instead of just
months. Participant observations by those
who manage such systems can and should
be an integral part of this kind of knowl-
edge-building organizational data system
that spans years, even decades.

O the other end of the Hme continuum
are short-term studies that involve observa-
tions of a single segment of a program,
sametimes for only an hour or two. Evalua-
tions that include brief site visits to a number
of program locations may serve the purpose
of simply establishing the existence of cer-
tain levels of program operations at different
sites. Chapter | presented just such an obser-
vation of a single two-hour session of an
early childhood parent education program
in which mothers discussed their child-rear-
ing practices and fears. The site visit obser-
vations of some 20 such program sessions
throughout Minnesota were part of an in-
plementation evaluation that reported to the
state legislature how these innovative (at the
Hme) programs were operating in prm:tlie.‘-
Each site visit lasted no more than a day, of-
ten only a half day.
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Sometimes an enfire segment of a pro-
gram may be of sufficiently short duration
thal theevaluator can participate in the com-
plete program. The leadership retreat we ob-
served lasted 6 days, plus three 1-day fol
low-up sessions during the subsequent year,

The critical point is that the length of time
during which observations take place de-
pends on the purpose of the study and the
questions being asked, not some ideal about
what a typical participant observation must
necessarily involve, Field studies may be
massive efforts with a team of people partic-
ipating in multiple settings in order to do
comparisons over several years, At times,
then, and for certain studies, long-term
fieldwork 1s essential. At other times and for
other purposes, as in the case of short-term
formative evaluations, it can be helpful for
program staff to have an evaluator provide
feedback based on just one hour of onlooker
observation at a staff meeting, as [ have also
done,

My response to students who ask me how
long they have to observe a program todoa
good evaluation follows the line of thought
developed by Abraham Lincoln during one
of the Douglas-Lincoln debates. In an obvi-
ous reference to the difference in stature be-
tween Douglas and Lincoln, a heckler asked,
“Tell us, Mr. Lincoln, how long do vou think
a man’s legs ought to be?”

Lincoln replied, “Long enough to reach
the ground.”

Fieldwork should last long enough to get
the job done—to answer the research ques-
tions being asked and fulfill the purpose of
the study.

Variations in
Observational Focus

The preceding sections have discussed
how observations vary in the extent to

which the observer participates in the set-
ting being studied, the tension between
insider versus outsider perspectives, the ex-
tent to which the purpose of the study is
made explicit, and the duration of the obser-
vations. A major factor affecting each of
these other dimensions is the scope or focus
of the study or evaluation. The scope can be
broad, encompassing virtually all aspects of
the setting, or it can be narrow, involving a
look at only some small part of what is hap-
pening,

Farameswaran (2001) wanted to inter-
view youngwomen in India who read West-
ern romance nowels. Thus, her feldwork
had a very narrow focus, But to contextu-
alize what she learned from interviews, she
sought “active involvement in my infor-
mants’ lives beyond their romance reading,”
How did she do this?

[ ate snacks and lunch al eafes with groups of
women, went to the movies, dined with them
ab their homes, and accompanied them on
shopping trips. | joined women's routing cor.-
versations during break times and inter-
viewed informants at a range of everyday
sites, such as college grounds, homes, and res-
taurants. | visited used-book vendors, book-
stores, and lending libraries with several
readers and observed social interactions bie-
tween library owners and voung women. To
gain insight into the multidimensional rela-
tionship between women's romance reading
and their experiences with everyday social
discourse sbout romance reacers, [ inter-
viewed young women's parents, siblings,
teachers, bookstore managers, and owners of
the lending libraries they frequented. (p, 75)

The tradition of ethnographic fieldwork
has emphasized the importance of under-
standing whole cultural systems. The vari-
ous subsystems of a society are seen as inter-
dependent parts so that the economic
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system, the cultural system, the political sys-
tem, the kinship system, and other special-
ized subsystems could only be understood
in relation to each other. In reality, fieldwork
and observations have tended to focus on a
particular part of the society or culture be-
cause of specific investigator interests and
the need to allocate the most time to those
things that the researcher considered most
important. Thus, a particular study might
present an overview of a partcular culture
but then go on to report in greatest detail
about the religious system of that culture.
In evaluating programs, a broad range of
possible foci makes choosing a specific focus
challenging. One way of thinking about fo-
cus options involves distinguishing various
program processes sequentially: (1) pro-
cesses by which participants enter a pro-
gram (the outreach, recruitment, and intake
components); (2) processes of orientation to
and socialization into the program (the initi-
ation period); (3) the basic activities that
comprise program implementation over the
course of the program (the service delivery
system); and (4) the activities that go on
around program termination, including fol-
low-up activities and client impacts over
time. It would be possible to observe only
one of these program components, some
combination of components, or all of the
components together. Which parts of the

program and how many are studied will
clearly affect such issues as the extent to
which the observer is a participant, who will
know about the evaluation’s purpose, and
the duration of observations.

Chapter 5 discussed how decisions about
the focus and scope of a study involve
trade-offs between breadth and depth. The
very first trade-off comes in framing the re-
search questions to be studied. The problem
is to determine the extent to which itis desir-
able and useful to study one or a few ques-
tions in great depth or to study more ques-
tions but each in less depth. Moreover, in
emergent designs, the focus can change over
tme.

Dimensions Along Which
Fieldwork Varies: An Overview

We've examined five dimensions that can
be used to describe some of the primary
variations in fieldwork, Those dimensions,
discussed in the previous sections, are
graphically summarized in Exhibit 6.1.
These dimensions can be used to help design
observational studies and make decisions
about the parameters of fieldwork. They can
also be used to organize the methods section
of a report or dissertation in order to docu-
ment how research or evaluation fieldwork
actually unfolded,

5. What to Observe: A Sensitizing Framework

, keep six honest serving men.
They taught me all | knew:
Their names are What and Why and When
And How and Where and Who.?

—Rudyard Kipling
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1. Role of the observer

Full participant | 1
in the setting Part participant/part observer
2. Insider versus outsider perspective
Insider [emic) | |
perspective dominant Balance
3. Who conducts the inguiry
Solo researchers, R P =
teams of professionals Variations in collabaration
and participatory research
| 4, Disclosure of the observer's role fo others
| Owert: | = s |
Full disclosure Selective disclosure

5, Duration of observations and feldwork

Short, | —=— |

single ohservation Ongoing over time
| {e.g., 1 site, 1 hour)

6. Focus of observations

Onlooker observer
{spectator)

Dutsider (etic)
perspective dominant

Peopie in the
setting being studied

Covert:
No disclasure

Long-term,
multiple chservations
|e.q., months, years)

| MNarrow focus 1 Broad focus:
l Single element Evalving, emergent Haolistic view

NASA space scientist David Morrison fields never require the authors to state a
(1999) has noted that in astronomy, geology, ‘hypothesis’ in order to publish their re-
and planetary science, observation precedes sults” (p. 8).

theory generation “and the journals in these
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A recent example is the famous Hubble Space
Telescope Deep Field in which the telescope
obtained a single exposure of many days du-
ration of one small field in an unremarkable
partof the sky. The objective was to see fainter
and farther than ever before, and thus to find
out what the universe was like early in its his-
tary, Mo hypothesis was required—just the
unique oppartunily to look where no one had
ever looked before and see what nature herself
had to tell us.

In many other sciences the culture de-
mands that funding proposals and published
papers be written in terms of formulating and
lesting a hypothesis. But I wonder if this is re-
ally the way the scientific process works, ar is
this just an artificial structure imposed for the
sake of bradition. (Morrison 1999:8)

Part of the value of open-ended naturalis-
tic observations is the opportunity to see
what there is to see without the blinders of
hypotheses and other preconceptions. Pure
observation, As Morrison putil soelegantly,
just the unique opportunity to look where
no one has ever looked before and see what
the world has to show us.

That's the 1deal. However, it's not possi-
ble to observe everything, The human ob-
SEIVED I8 nob a movie camera, and even a
movie camera has to be pointed in the right
direction to capture what is happening. For
both the human observer and the camera
there must be focus. In feldwork, this focus
is provided by the study design and the na-
ture of the questions being asked. Onee in
the field, however, the observer must some-
how organize the complex stimuli experi-
enced so that observing that becornes and re-
mains manageable.

Experienced observers often use “sensi-
fizing concepts” to orient fieldwork. Quali-
tative sociologist and symbalic interaction-
ist Herbert Blumer (1954) is credited with
originating the idea of the sensitizing con-

cept as a guide to fieldwork with special at. :
tention to the words and meanings that are
prevalent among the people being studied.
More generally, however, “a sensitizin & con-
ceptis a slarting point in thinking about the
class of data of which the social researcher
has no definite idea and provides an initia]
guide to her research” (van den Hoonaard
1997:2). Sensitizing concepts in the social sci-
ences include loosely operationalized no-
Hons such as wviclim, stress, sbgma, and
learning organization that can provide some
initial direction to a study as a fieldworker
inquires into how the concept is given mean-
ing in a particular place or set of circum-
stances being studied (Schwandt 2001).

Rudyard Kipling's poem about his “six
honest serving men,” quoted above, consti-
tutes a fundamental and insightful sensitiz-
ing framework identifying the central ele-
ments of good description. In social science,
“group process” isa general sensitizing con-
cept as is the focus on outcomes in evalua-
ton.  Kinship, leadership, socialization,
power, and similar notions are sensitizing in
that they alert us to ways of organizing ob-
servations and making decisions about
what to record. Qualitative methodologist
Norman Denzin (1978a) has captured the es-
sence of how sensitizing concepts guide
fieldwork:

e observer moves fram sensing concepls
to the immediate world of social experience
and permits that world to shape and modify
his conceptual framework. In this wayv he
moves continually between the realm of more
general social theory and the worlds of native
people. Such an approach recognizes that so-
cial phenomena, while displaying regulari-
ties, vary 11}' tirne, space, and circumstance,
The observer, then, looks for repeatable regu-
larities, He uses ritual patterns of dress and

b{\d}'—t‘»pacing as indicators of self-image. He

tikes special languages, codes, and dialects #s
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indicators of group boundaries, He studies his
subject’s prized social objects as indicators of
prestige, digniby, and esteem hierarchies. He
studies moments of interrogation and deroga-
tion as indicators of socializabion strategies.
He attermpts to enter his subject’s closed world
of interaction so as to examine the character of

private versus p::l‘h-.' acts ._lr1d¢:|tl;:'tudl-*:c.{|"'.‘%|l

The notien of “sensitizing concepts” re-
minds us that observers do not enter the
field with a completely blank slate. While
the inductive nature of qualitative inguiry
emphasizes the importance of being open to
whatever one can learn, some Way of Orga-
nizing the complexity of experience is virtu-
ally a prerequisite for perception itself, Ex-
hibit 6.2 presents examples of common
sensitizing concepts for program evaluabion
and organizational studies. These common
program concepts and organizational di-
mensions constitute ways of breaking the
complexities of planned human interven-
tions inte distinguishable, manageable, and
observable elements. The examples in Ex-
hibit 6.2 are by no means exhaustive of eval-
uation and organizational sensitizing con-
cepts, but they illustrate oft-used ways of
arganizing an agenda for inquiry. These con-
cepis serve to guide initial observations as
the evaluator or organizational analyst
walches for incidents, interactions, and con-
versations that illuminate these sensitizing
concepts in a particular program setting or
organization. Highly experienced evalua-
tors and organizational consultants have in-
ternalized some kind of sensitizing frame-
work like this to the point where they would
not need to list these concepts in a formal
written design. Less experienced research
ers and dissertation students will usually

benefit from preparing a formal list of major
sensitizing concepts in the formal design
and then using those concepts to help orga-
nize and guide fieldwork, at least initially.

A note of caution about sensitizing con-
cepts: When they become part of popular
culture, they can lose much of their original
meaning. Philip Tuwaletstiwa, a Hopi geog-
rapher, relates the story of a tourist cruising
through MNabve American areas of the
Southwest. He overheard the tourist, “all
agog at half-heard tales about Hopi land,”
ask his wife, “Where are the power places?”

“Tell her that's where we plug-in TV,” he
said {guoted in Milius 1995:92),

Overused sensitizing concepts can be-
come desensitizing,

5 Sources of Data

Poet David Wagoner (1999) tells those ob-
serving the modern world and afraid of be-
ing lost to follow the advice Native Ameri-
can elders gave the young when they were
afraid of being lost in the forest:

Lost

Stand still, The trees ahead and bushes
beside you

Are not lost, Where you are is called
Here,

And you must trust it as a powerful
siranger,

Must ask permission to know it and
be knowrn.

The forest breathes. Listen. [t answers,

I have made this place around you.

If you leave it, you may come back
again, saying Here,

Ma bwo trees are the same to Raven.

Mo bwo branches are the same to Wren.

If what a tree or a bush does is lost on
VoL,

You are surely lost. Stand still. The
forest knows

Where you are. You must let it find
you.”




280 5§

QUALITATIVE DESIGNS AND DATA COLLECTION

EXHIBIT 6.2 Examples of Sensitizing Concepts - .

Program Evaluation

Context
Goals

Inputs
Recruitment
Intake

Implementation

Organizational Dimensions -

Mission/vision language

Centralization/decentralization of participation and decision making
External boundary relationships: Openjclosed
Routinness/nonroutinness of work, products, decisions

Leadership

Communication patterns

Processes Organizational culture
Output Hierarchy: Layered/fiat
Outcomes Autherity patterns
Products Formal/informal networks
Impacts

Rewards/punishments, Incentives/disincentives

Frogram theory

Logic model Degree of integration

Percejved
Assets
Barriers
Strengths
Weaknesses

Incentives

Disincentives

Competition/cooperation

Success and failure messagesfstories

|

The what and how of qualitative inquiry
are closely linked. Sources of data are de-
nved from inquiry questions. Knowing
what we want to illuminate helps us deter-
mine sources of data for that illumination.
The examples and illustrations that follow
derive from and build on the sensitizing
framework for program evaluation. Inter-
spersed with this presentation of sources of
evaluation data are examples of how to col-
lect observational data. These strategies ap-
ply to other inquiry settings, but to provide

coherent and in-depth illustrations, the ex-
amples that follow focus on program
evaluation

The Setting

Describing a setting, like a program set-
ting, begins with the physical environment
within which the program takes place. The
description of the program setting should be
sufficiently detailed to permit the reader o

A

;
des
sett
aski
des
vialy
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wah
pret
ones
info
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visualize that setting. In writing a program
descriptien, the observer, unlike the novel
ist, should aveid interpretive adjectives ex-
cept as they appear in quotes from partici-
pants  about  their  reactions  to and
]Iw.er:-ep.tjm'm of that environment. Such ad-
jectives as comfortalile, beautifid, drab, and
stimulating Interpret rather than describe
—and interpret vaguely at that, More purely
descriptive adjectives include
colors ("a rooem painted blue with a
blackboard at one end™),
space ("a H-foot-by-20-foot classroom
with windows on one side™), and
purpose (“a litrary, the walls lined with
books and tables in the center”)

Beginners can practice learmning to write
descriptively by sharing a description of a
setting observed with a couple ot peopleand
asking them if they can visualize the setting
described,  Another helpful exercise in-
volves lwo people obscrving the same envi-
ronmentand exchanging their descriplions,
watching in particular for the use of inter-
pretive adjectives instead of descriptive
omnes, Vivid descriplion provides sufficient
information that the reader does not have to
speculate at what is meant. For example,
sinply reporting “a crowded room” re-
quires interpretation. Contrast with this;

The meeting room bad a three-person couch
acToss one side, six chairs along the adjoining
witlls next to the couch, and three chairs along
the wall facing the couch, which included the
door. With 20 peaple in the room, all standing,
there was very little space between people.
Seviral participants were overtieard fo say,

“This room is really croneded.”

Such descriptive writing reguires atten-

tiom 1o detail and discipline to avoid vague,

mterpretive plirases. But such writing <an
also be dull. Mataphors and analogies can
enliven and enrich descriptions, helping
readers connect through  shared  under-
standings and giving them a better feel for
the environment being described. 1 once
evaluated a wilderness education program
that included Bme at the Grand Canvon. Ex-
hibit £.3 presents my feeble attempt o cap-
ture in words our first view of the Grand
Canyon, Noliwce the metaphors that run
through the description. OFf course, this is
one of those instances where a picture
world be worth a mountain of words, which
is why qualitative fieldwork increasinglv in-
cludes photography and videography, This
excerpl aims at uffﬁ'ring d sense u__r' the physical
eirvivonment move than it offers a literal de-
seription because unless one has been there
Or seen plctures, the land scape is outside or-
dinary experience.

I'he physical environment of & setting can
be important to what happens in that envi-
ranment. The way the walls look in rooms,
the amount of space available, how the
space is used, he nature of the lighting, how
p:-_'u[.rlu are organized in the space, and the
interpretive reactions of program partici-
pants to the physical setting can be imipor-
tant information about both program imple-
mentation and the effects of the program on
participants,

Acommon mistake among observersisto
take the physical environment for granted.
Thus, an evaluator may report that the pro-
gram took place in "a school.” The evaluator
may have a mental image of “school” that
matches what was chserved, but schoals
vary considerably in size, appearance, and
neighborhood setting. Even more so, the in-
leriors of schools vary considerably. The
same can be said for criminal justice settings,
health seltings, community mental health
programs, and any other human service ac-
tHivity,
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Example of Combining Description and Metaphor to
EXHIBIT 6.3 Provide a Sense of Place

Cantext for a Wilderness Program: First View From Brioht Angel Point at the Grand Canyon

We followed an asphalt path from the
lodge a quarter mile to Bright Angel Point, per-
haps the most popular tourist site at the Grand
Canyon because of its relatively easy accessi-
bility, With cameras aimed in all directions at
the spectacular panorama, in a sea of domes-
tic accents and foreign tongues, we waited our
turn at the sdge to behold the magnificent
rock temples of Ottoman Amphitheater: Deva,
Brahma, Zargaster and, in the distance, Thar,
Each rises g half mile above the undulating
grayness of the stark Tonto Platform defining
the eight-mile descent of Bright Angel Can-
won, a narrow slit hiding the inner gorge that
looks fike it had been drawn in black ink to
autline the base of the temples. Each begins as
sheer Redwall that forms a massive founda-

tion supporting a series of sloping sedimentary
rock terraces, the Supai. These sweeping ter-
races, spatted green with sparse desert vege-
tation, point upward like arrow feathers to a
white sandstone pedestal, the Coconine. A
dark red pinnacle of Hermit shale uniquely
crowns each temple. Eons of erosion have
seulpted dramatic variations in every aspect
saye one: their common geelogic history, |
studied ach separately, wanting to fix in my
mind the differences between them, but the
shared symmetry of strata melded them into 3
single, massive formation, a half mile high and
many miles around. Behind me | heard a par-
ticipant say softly to no one in particular, al-
most under her breath, "It's too awesome. |
feel overwhelmed.”

SOURCE; Adapted from Patton [193%a).

Churing site visits to early childhood edu-
cation programs, we found a close associa-
Hom between the attractiveness of the facility
(child-made decorations and colorful post-
ers on the walls, well-organized learning
materials, orderly teacher area) and other
program attributes (parent invelvement,
staff morale, clarity of the program’s goals
and theory of action). An attractive, well-or-
dered environment corresponded to an en-
gaging, well-ordered program. In observing
as well as conducting workshops, T have
noted how the arrangement of chairs affects
participation. It is typically much easier to
generate discussion when chairs are in a cir-
clerather than in lecture style. The dim light-
ing of many hotel conference rooms seems to
literally drain energy from people sitting in
those rooms for long periods of time. Physi-

cal environments clearly affect people and
prﬂgmms.

Variations in the settings for a wilderness
training program for which 1 served as par-
ticipant observer provide an interesting ex-
ample of how physical environments affecta
program. The explicit purpose of holding
the “field conferences” in the wilderness
was to remove people from their everyday
settings in largely urban environments sut-
rounded by human-made buildings and the
paraphernalia of modern industrial society:
Yet, wilderness environments are no more
uniform than the environments of human
service programs. During the yearlong pTG
gram, participants were exposed to four dit-
ferent wilderness environments: the au-
tumn forest in the Gila wilderness of New
Mexico; the rough terrain of Arizona's Kota
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Mountains in winter; the muddy, flooding
San Juan River in the canyon lands of Utah
during the spring; and among the magnifi-
cent rack formations of the Grand Canyon in
summer, a desert environment. One focus of
the evaluation, then, was to observe how
participants responded to the opportunities
and constraints presented by these different
enviroiuments: forest, mountains, Canyon-
lined river, and Grand Canyon desert.
In addition, weather and seasonal differ-

ences accentuated variations among these
enwvironments, Program  achvities were
clearly affected by the extent to which there
was rain, cold, wind, and shelter. In the pro-
gram's theory, weather uncertainties were
expected to be a natural part of the program,
offering natural challenges for the group to
deal with. But the program theory also
called for participants to engage deeply with
each other during evening group discus-
sions, During one 10-day winter field con-
ference that was anusually cold and wet,
participants were miserable, and it became
increasingly difficult to carry on group dis-
cussions, thus reducing considerably the

amount of group process time available and

rushing the interactons that did occur be-

cause of participants’ discomfort. Program

staff learned that they needed to anticipate

more clearly the possible variations in phys-

ical environments, plan for those variations,

and include the participants in that plannin &
s0as to increase their commitment to contin-

uing the process under difficult physical
conditions.

The Human,
Social Environment

Just as physical environments vary, so too
do social environments, The wavs in which
human beings interact create social-ecologi-
cal constellations that affect how partici-

pants behave toward each other in those en-
vironments. Rudolf Moos (1975) deseribed
the social-ecological view of pPrograms as
follows:

The social climate perspective assumes that
environments have unigue “personalities,”
just like people. Personality tests assess per-
sonality traits or needs and provide informa-
tion about the characteristic ways in which
peeple behave, Secial environments can be
similarly portrayed with a great deal of aceu-
racy and detail. Some people are more sup-
portive than others. Likewise, some social
environments are more supportive than oth-
ers. Some people feel a strong need to control
others. Similarly, some social environments
are extremely rigid, autocratic, and contral-
ling, Order, clarity, and structure are impor-
tant to many people. Correspondingly, many
social environments strongly emphasize ar-
der, clarity, and control, (p, 4)

In describing the social environment, the
observer looks for the ways in which people
organize themselves into groups and sub-
groups. Patterns and frequency of interac-
tions, the direction of communication pat-
terns  (from staff to participants and
participants to staff}, and changes in these
patterns tell us things about the social envi-
ronment. How people group together can be
illuminative and important. All-male versus
all-female groupings, male-female interac-
tions, and interactions among people with
different background characteristics, racial
identifies, and /or ages alert the observer to
patterns in the social ecology of the pro-
rarm.

Decision-making patterns can be a partic-
ularly important part of a program’s social
environment. Who makes decisions about
the activities that take place? To what extent
are decisions made openly, so that partici-
pants are aware of the decision-making pro-
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cess? How are decisions by staff communi-
cated to participants? Answers to these
questions are an important part of the de-
scription of a program’s decision environ-
ment.

An observer’s descriptions of a social en-
vironment will not necessarily be the same
as the perceptions of thal environment ex-
pressed by participants. Nor is it likely that
all participants will perceive the setting's
human climate in the same way. Atall times
it 15 critical that the observer record partici-
pants’ comments in quotation marks, indi-
cating the source—who said what?—so as to
keep perceptions of participants separate
trom the observer’s or evaluator’s own de-
scriptions and interpretations.

Historical Perspectives

Historical information can shed impor-
tanit light on the social environment, The his-
tory of a program, comimunity, or organiza-
Hon is an important part of the context for

research. Distinguished qualitative sociolo-
gist William Foote Whyte, sometimes called
the father of sociological field research, has
reflected on how he came to value historical

research as a critical part of his fieldwork.

When we began our Peruvian research pro-
gram, 1 viewed history as having little value
for understanding the current seene, | thoug
lwasonly being sympathetic to the interests of
our Peruvian tesearchers in sugpesting that
they gather historical data on each village for
the last 50 years.

Fortunately, the Peruvians refused to ac-
cept the 30-year limit and in some cases
probed up to 500 years in the history of vil-
lages or areas. Much of theze data on rural
communities would be of interest only to his-
torians. Hlowever, understanding the paradox
of the Mantaro Valley required us togoback lo
the conquest of Perw, and, in the Chancay Val-
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ley, we traced the beginnings of the differenti-
aticn of Huavopampa from Pacaros back
more than a century, (Whyte 1084:153)

Documenting and understanding  the
context of a program will require delving
into its history. How was the program cre-
ated and initially funded? Who were the
original people targeted for program ser-
vices, and how have target populations
changed over time? To what extenl and in
what ways have goals and intended out-
comes changed over time? What have staff-
ing patterns been over bme? How has the
program’s governance (board) been in-
volved at various stages in the program's
history? What crises has the program en-
dured? If the program is embedded withina
larger organizational context, what is the
history of that organization in relation to the
program? How has the larger political and
CCOnOMmic environment changed over Hme,
and how have those changes affected pro-
gram development? What are the stories
people tell about the program’s history?
These kinds of questions frame inquiry into
the program’s history to illuminate confext.

In the 1990s, 1 evaluated a “free high
school” that had been created during the
struggles and turmoil of the 1960s. Little
about the program’s current programming
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could be understoed outside the context of
its historical emergence. The schools image
of itself, its curriculum, and its policies had
been handed down and adapted from that
intense period of early development. Doing
fieldwork in the 1990s could only be done by
traversing the memories and legends of the
school’s historical emergence in the 1960s.

Planned Program
Implementation Activities
and Formal Interactions

Most evaluations focus at least some ob-
servations on planned program activities.
What goes on in the program? What do par-
ticipants and staff do? What is it liketo be a
participant? These are the kinds of questions
evaluators bring to the program setting to
document program implementation.

Build ebservations around activilies that
have a kind of unity about them: a begin-
ning, some middle point, and a closure
point—such things as a class session, a coun-
seling session, meal Hme in the residential
facility, a meeting of some kind, a home visit
ittan outreach program, a consultation, or a
registration procedure, Attending to se-
quence illustrates how the inquiry pro-
gresses over the course of an observation.
Initially, the observer will focus on how the
activity is intraduced or begun, Whao is pres-
entat the beginning? What exactly was said?
How did participants respond or react to
what was said?

These kinds of basic descriptive ques-
tions guide the evaluator throughout the full
sequence of observation. Who is involved?
What is being done and said by staff and par-
ticipants? How do they go about what they
do? Where do aclivities oceur? When do
things happen? What are the variations in
how participants engage in planned activi-
ties? How does it feel to be engaged in this
activity? (The observer records his or her
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own feelings as part of the observation.)
How do behaviors and feelings change over
the course of the activity?

Finally, the obscrver locks for closure
points. What are the signals that a particular
activity is being ended? Who is present at
that time? What is said? How do partici-
pants react to the ending of the activity?
How is the completion of this unit of activity
related to other program activities and fu-
ture plans?

Each unit of activity is observed and
treated as a self-contained event for the pur-
pose of managing feld notes. The observa-
Honof a single session of the early childhood
parenl education program presented in
Chapter 1 is an example. Each observed
event or actvity can be thought of as a
mini-case write-up of a discrete incident, ac-
Hvity, interaction, or event, During analysis,
one looks across these discrete units-of-
activity cases for patterns and themes, but
during the initial stages of fisldwork the ob-
server will be kept busy just trying to cap-
ture self-contained unils of activity without
worrying yet about looking for patterns
across activities.

Observing and documenting formal pro-
gram activities will constitute a central ele-
ment in Evaluaﬁng planned program imple-
mentation, but to fully understand a
program and its effects on participants, ob-
servations should not be restricted to formal,
planned activities. The next section dis-
cusses observation of the thingﬁ that go on
between and around formal, planned pro-
gram activities,

Informal Interactions
and Unplanned Activities

f observers put away their seeing and ob-
serving selves as soon as a planned, formal
activity ends, they will miss a great deal of
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data. Some programs build in “free” or un-
structured time between activities, with the
clear recognition that such periods provide
opportunities for participants to assimilate
what has occurred during formal program-
matic activities as well as to provide partici-
pants with necessary breathing space.
Rarely, if ever, can a program or institution
plan every moment of participants’ time,

During periods of informal interaction
and unplanned activity, it can be particu-
larly difficult to organize observations be-
cause people are likely to be milling around,
coming and going, moving in and out of
small groups, with some si Hing alone, some
writing, some seeking refreshments, and
otherwise engaging in a full range of what
may appear to be random behaviars, How,
then, can the evaluator observer collect data
during such a time?

This scenario illustrates beautifully the
importance of staying open to the data and
doing opportunity sampling. One can’t an-
ticipate all the things that might emerge dur-
ing unplanned program time, so the ob-
server watches, listens, and looks for
opportunities to deepen observations, re-
cording what people do, the nature of infor-
mal interactions {e.g., what subgroups are in
evidence), and, in particular, what people
are saying to each other. This last point is
particularly important. During periods of
unpianned activity, participants have the
greatest opportunity to exchange views and
to talk with each other about what they are
experiencing in the program. In some cases,
the evaluator will simply listen in on conver-
sations or there may be opportunities to con-
duct informal interviews, either with a sin-
gle participant in natural conversation or
with some small group of peaple, asking
normal, conversational questions:

20 what did vou think of what went an this

morning?

Was il clear to vou what they were trying to
et at?

What did you think of the session today?

How do you think what went on today fits
inlo this whole thing that we're involved in?

Such questioning should be done in an 2asy,
conversational manner so as not to be intru-
sive or so predictable that every time some-
one sees you coming they know what ques-
tions you're going to ask. “Get ready, here
comes the evaluator with another endless
sel of questions,” Also, when doeing infor-
mal, conversational Interviewing, be sure
that you are acting in accordance with ethi-
cal guidelines regarding informed consent
and confidentiality. (See the earlier discus-
sion in this chapter about overt versus co-
vert fieldwork.)

How something is said should be re-
corded along with what is said. At a mom-
ing break in the second day of a two-day
workshop, 1 joined the other men in the
restroom, As the men lined up to use the fa-
cilities, the first man to urinate said loudly,
“Here's what | think of this program.” As
each man finished he turned to the man be-
hind him and said, “Your turn to piss on the
program.” This spontaneous group reaction
spoke volumes more than answers to formal
mterview questions and provided much
greater depth of expression than checking
“very dissatisfied” on an evaluation ques-
tionnaire,

Everything that goes on in or around the
program is data. The fact that none of the
parlicipants talk about a session when il is
over is data. The fact that people immedi-
ately split in different directions when a ses-
sion is over is data. The fact that people talk
about personal interests and share gossip
that has nothing to do with the program is
data. In many programs, the most sig-
nificant participant learnings occur during
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unstructured time as a result of interactions
with other participants. To capture a holistic
view of the program, the evaluator observer
must stay alert to what happens during
these informal periods. While others are on
break, the observer is still working, Mo
breaks for the dedicated feld-worker! Well,
not really. You've got to pace yourself and
take care of yourself or your observations
will deterierate into mush; But vou get the
idea. You may be better off taking & break
during part of @ formal session time so you
can work (collect data) while others are on
break.

As happens in many programs, the par-
ticipants in the wilderness education pro-
gram 1 was observing fevaluating began
asking for more free, unstructured time
When we weren't hiking or doing camp
chores, a lot of time was spent in formal dis-
cussions and group activities, Participants
wanted more free ime to journal. Some sim-
ply wanted more time to reflect. Most of all,
they wanted more Hme [or informal interac-
tiens with other participants. [ respected the
privacy of one-to-one interactions when |
observed them and would never attempt to
eavesdrop, | would, however, watch For such
interactions and, judging bodyv language
and facial expressions, [ would speculate
when sericus interpersonal exchanges were
taking place, [ would then look [or natural
opporlunities to engage each of those partic-
ipants in conversational interviews, telling
them [ had noticed the intensity of their in-
teraction and inguiring whether they were
willing to share what had happened and
what significance they attached to the inter-
action. Most appreciated my role in docu-
menting the program's unfolding and its ef-
tects on parlicipants and were open to
sharing. [t was on the basis of those informal
interviews and observations that | provided
formative feedback to staff about the impor-
tance of free time and helped alleviate the

feeling among some staff members that they
had a responsibility to plan and account for
every moment during the program.

Participant observation necessarily com-
bines observing and informal interviewing,
Observers need to be disciplined about not
assuming they know the meaning to partici-
pants of what they observe without check-
ing with those participants. During one pe-
riod of unstructured time in the wilderness
program, following a fairly intensive group
activity in which a great deal of interper-
sonal sharing had taken place, [ decided to
pay particular attention to one of the older
men in the group who had resisted involve-
meni. Throughout the week he had taken
every available opportunity to make it
known that he was unimpressed with the
program and its potential for impact on him,
When the session ended, he mmedialely
walked over tohis backpack, pulled out his
writing materials, and went off to a quiet
spotwhere he could write. He conbinued
writing, completely absorbed, until dinner-
time an hour later, No one interrupted him.
Wilh his legs folded, his notebook in his lap,
and his head and shoulders bent over the
notebook, he gave off clear signals that he
was involved, concentrating and wnrking
on something to which he was giving a
great deal of effort,

Tsuspected as Twatched that he was vent-
ing his rage and dissatisfaction with the pro-
grami. [ tried to figure out how 1 might read
whal he had written. I was so inlrigued that |
momentarily even considered covert means
of getting my hands on his notebook, but
quickly dismissed such unethical invasion
of his privacy. Instead, [ looked for a natural
opportuniby to initiate a conversation abyoet
his writing. During the evening meal
around the campfire, | moved over nexl to
ham, made some small talk aboul the
weather, and then began the following con-
versation:
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“You know, in documenting experiences
people are having, I'm trying to track some
of the different things folks are doing: The
staff have encouraged people to keep jour-
nals and do writing, and | noticed that you
were writing fairly intensely before dinner.
[f you're willing to share, it would be helpiul
for me to know how you see the writing fit-
ting into your whole experience with the
program.”

He hesitated, moved his food abouf in his
bowl a little bit, and then said, “I'm not sure
about the program or how it fits in or any of
that, but I will tell you what T was writing. [
was writing .. . ," and he hesitated because
his voice cracked, “a letter to my teenage son
trying to tell him how I feel about him and
make contact with him aboul some things. |
don’t know if I'll give the letter to him. The

The Native Language of the Program
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letter may have been more for me than for
him. But the most important thing that's
been happening for me during this week is
the time to think about my family and how
important it is to me and | haven't been hay-
ing a very good relationship with my son. In
fact, it's been pretty shitty and so 1 wrote him
a letter. That's all,”

This short conversation revealed a very
different side of this man and an important
impact of the program on his personal and
family life. We had several more conversa-
tions along these lines, and he agreed tobea
case example of the family impacts of the
program. Until that time, impacts on family
had not even been among the expected or in-
tended outcomes of the program. It turned
out to be a major area of impact for a number
of participants,

I he lunatic, the lover, and the poet
Are of imagination all compact.
One sees more devils than vast hell can hold:
That is, the madman. The lover, all as frantic,
Sees Helen's beauty in a brow of Egypt.
T'he poet's eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,
Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven:
And as imagination bodies forth the forms of things unknown,
The poet’s pen turns them to shapes

And gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.

—William Shakespeare,

A Midsummer Night's Dream, Act V, scene |

As noted in Chapter 2, the Whorf hypoth-
esis (Schultz 1991 alerts us to the power of
language to shape our perceptions and ex-
periences. As an insurance investigator,
Benjamin Whorf was assigned to look into
explosions in warehouses. He discovered

that truck drivers were entering “empty”
warehouses smoking cigarettes and cigars.
The warchouses often contained invisible,
but highly flammable gases. He interviewed
truckers and found that they associated the
word emphy with Jarmiess and acted accord-
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ingly. Whorf's job, in Shakespeare’s terms,
was to turn the truckers’ perception of “airy
nothing” into the shape of possible danger.

Ananthropological axiom insists that one
cannot understand another culture without
understanding the language of the people in
that culture. Language organizes our world
for us by shaping what we see, perceive, and
pay attention to. The things for which peo-
ple have special words tell others what is im-
portant to that culture, Thus, as students
learn in introductory anthropology, Eski-
mos have many words for snow and Arabs
have many words for camel, Likewise, the
artist has many words for red and different
kinds of brushes.

Roderick Nash (1986), in his classic study
Wilderness and the American Mind, traces how
changing European American perceptions
of “wilderness” has affected at the deepest
levels our cultural, economic, and political
perspectives on deserls, forests, canyons;
and rivers. He traced the very idea of wilder-
ness to the eighth-century heroic epic char-
acter Beowulf, whose bravery was defined
by his courage in entering the wildeor—a
place of wild and dangerous beasts, dark
and foreboding forests, and untamed, pri-
mordial spirits, In the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion, wilderness came b0 connote a place of
uncontrolled evil that needed to be tamed
and civilized, while Eastern cultures and re-
ligions fostered love of wilderness rather
than fear. Nash credits the Enlightenment
with offering new ways of thinking about
wilderness—and new language to shape
that changed thinking,

Moving from the wilderness to the inte-
rior territory of organizations, agencies, and
programs, language still shapes experience
and is therefore an important focus during
fieldwork. Programs develop their own lan-
guage to describe the problems they deal
with in their work. Educators who work
with learning disabled students have a com-

plex system of language to distinguish dil-
ferent degrees and types of retardation, a
language that changes as cultural and politi-
cal sensitivities change. People in criminal
justice generate language for distinguishing
types of offenders or “perps” (perpetrators),
Fieldwork invalves learning the “native lan-
guage” of the setting or program being stud-
ied and attending to variations in connota-
Hons and situational use. The field notes and
reports of the observer should include the
exact language used by participants to com-
municate the flavor and meaning of “na-
tive” program language.

Language was especially important in the
wilderness education program | evaluated.
These were highly verbal people, well edu-
cated, reflective and articulate, who spent a
lot of program time in group discussions,
Program staff understood how words can
shape experiences. They wanted partici-
pants to view the timein the wilderness as a
professional development learning experi-
ence not a vacation, so staff called each week
in the wilderness a “field conference.” They
hoped participants would see the program
asa "conference” held in the “field.” Despite
the determined efforts of staff, however, the
participants never adopted this language.
Almost universally they referred to the
weeks in the wilderness as "trips.” During
the second “field conference” the staff capit-
ulated. Interestingly enough, that capitula-
tion coincided with negalive reactions by
participants to some logistical inadequacies,
unsuccesstul program activities, and bad
weather, all of which undercut the “confer-
ence” emphasis. Staff language reflected
that change.

Other language emerged that illuminated
participants’ experiences. One of the partici-
pants expressed the hope of “detoxifying” in
the wilderness. He viewed his return to his
everyday world as “poisonous retoxifica-
tion.” The group immediately adopted this
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language of detoxification and retoxis ication
to refer to “wilderness time” versus ordi-
nary “urban civilization time,” ultimately
shortening the words to defox and refox. This
language came to permeate the program’s
culture.

The discussions in the wilderness often
reflected the physical environment in which
program achivities took place. Participants
became skilled at creating analogies and
metaphors to contrast their urban work lives
with their wilderness experiences. After
backpacking all day, participants could be
heard talking about learning how to “pace
myself in my work,” or “shif tng the bur-
dens of responsibilities that [ ca Ty so that
the load is mare evenly balanced” (a refer-
ence to the experience of adjusting the
weight of the backpack). In the mountaing,
after rock climbing, participants referred to
“the danger in taking risks at work without
support” (a reference to the balay system of
climbing where someone supports  the
climber with a safety rope below). One dis-
cussion focused on how to “find toeholds
and handholds” to bring about change back
home, “to get on top of the steep wall of re-
sistance in my institution.” They even as-
signed numbers to degrees of back-home in-
stitutional resistance corresponding to the
numbers used to describe the de a2ree of diffi-
culty of various rock climbs, On the river,
participant language was filled with phrases

like “going with the flow,” “learning to mon-
itor professional development like vou read
and monitor the current,” and “trying to
find my way out of the eddies of life.”
Because of the power of language to
shape our perceptions and experiences,
most participants wanted to know the
names of the rock formations, winding can-
vons, and river rapids we encountered,
while others, following Desert Solitaire ay-
thor Edward Abbey (1968), set for them-
selves the goal of suppressing the human
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tendency to personify natural forms. Th us 8
began a sustained personal interest in how
names in the wilderness shaped our experi-
ences there (Patton and Patton 2001 ).

When I took my son into the Grand Can-
yon for a “coming of age” initiation experi-
ence (Patton 1999a), he reacted to the prob-
lem of finding words for that awesome S
environment by making up words, For ex-
ample, upon seeing the Canyon for the very
first time he whispered, “Bue dilden.” which
became our way of describing things too &8
beautiful and awesome for ordinary words,

Capturing the precise language of partici-
pants honors the emic tradition in anthro-
pology: recording participants’ own under-
standings of their experiences. Observers
must learn the language of participants in
the setting or program they are observing
in order to faithfully represent participants
in their own terms and be true to their
worldview,

Nonverbal Communication

Social and behavioral scientists have re- e
ported at length the importance of both ver- ]
bal and nonverbal communication in hu“3
man groups. While recording the language
of participants, the observer should also at:
tend to nonverbal forms of communication: _
Forexample, in educational settings nonver: 8
bal communication would include how stu-
dents get the attention of or otherwise ap- 4
proach instructors, such as waving theif’ 2
hands in the air. In group settings a grEﬂHL‘:. 1
deal of fidgeting and moving about may rés§
veal things about attention and involv ;
ment. How participants dress, express affecs§
tion, and sit together or apart are examplﬁ_
of nonverbal cues about social norms a_n_
patterns. _rp

Again, the wilderness program provid
informative examples, Hugging t:n‘ler,_ﬂﬂ‘j o
a nonverbal way of providing support 358
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of emotional distress or celebration,
b example, a way to recognize when some-
fic had overcome some particularly diffi-
! challenge, like making it up across a
e along a cliff face. But subgroups dif-
fid in amount of and comfort with hug-
pe, and different field conferences mani-
od different amounts of hugging. When
group felt disparate, separated, with
gple on their own “trips,” isolated from
eh other, little hugging occurred either in
s or around the group campfire. When
depth of connection was deeper, shoul-
er-to-shoulder contact around the cam P
, was common and group singing was
imore likely. Over time, it became possible to
fead the tenor of the group by observing the
Fimount and nature of physical contact par-
fEcipants were having with each other—and
firarticipants in groups with a lot of hugging
fand  connectedness reported noticeably
fgreater personal change.
b In evaluating an international develop-
tment project, | observed that the three host
'mmitry nationals (“locals”) had developed
2 subtle set of hand signals and gestures that
b the American staff never noticed. In meet-
‘ings, the host country nationals regularly
f communicated with each other and oper-
§ ated asa team using these nonverbal signals.
E Later, having gained their confidence, |
 asked the local staff members about the ges-
tures. They told me that the Americans had
insisted that each person participate as an
individual on an equal footing in staff meet-
ings and, to support an atmos phere of open-
- ness, the Americans asked them not to use
their own language during staff meetings,
£ But the locals wanted to operate as a unit to
L counter the power of the Americans, so they
developed subtle gestures to communicate
with each other since they were denied use
of their own language.
Parameswaran (2001 ) has described how
she relied on reading nonverbal cues to tell

how petential interviewees reacted to her
subject matter, the study of young middle-
class women in India who read Western ro-
mance novels. She had to depend on reading
body language to pick up hostility, disap-
proval, support, or openness because the
verbal formalities of some interactions of-
fered fewer cues than nonverbal reactions.
Among the young women, giggles, winks,
animated interactions, lowered eves, and
direct gaze became cues about how the field-
work was progressing,

A caution is in order here. Nonverbal be-
haviors are easily misinterpreted, especially
cross-culturally. Therefore, whenever possi-
ble and appropriate, ha ving observed what
dppear to be significant nonverbal behav-
1ors, some effort should be made to follow
up with those involved to find out directly
from them what the nonverbal behaviors re-
ally meant. I confirmed with other partici-
pants in the wilderness program the impor-
tance of hugging as a mechanism that they
themselves used to sense the tenor of the

;,2_;1‘(}111:1

Unobtrusive Observations

Being observed can make people self-
conscious and generate anxiety, especially
when the observations are part of an evalua-
tion. Regardless of how sensitively observa-
tions are made, the possibility alwavs exists
that people will behave differently under
conditions where an observation or evalua-
tion is taking place than they would if the ob-
Server were not present,

Evenwhen well-intentioned and cooperative,
the research subject’s knowledge that he is
participating in a scholarly search May Con-
found the investigator's data. , .. It is impaor-
tant to note early that the awareness of testing
need not, by itself, contaminate responses. [tis
a question of probabilities, but the probability
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of bias is high inany study in which a respon-
dent is aware of his subject status. (Webb et al.
1966:13)

Concern about reactions to being ob-
served has led some social scientists to rec-
ommend covert observations as dizscussed
earlier in this chapter. An alternative strat-
egy involves searching tor opportunities to
collect “unobtrusive measures” {(Webh et al.
1966), Unobtrusive measures are those
made without the knowledge of the people
being observed and without affecting what
is abserved.

Robert L. Wolf and Barbara L. Tymitz
(1978) included unobtrusive measures in
their naturalistic inguiry evaluation of the
Mational Museum of Natural History at the
Smithsonian Institution. They looked for
“wear spots” as indicators of use of particu-
lar exhibit arcas. They decided that wom
rugs would indicate the popularity of partic-
ular areas in the museum. The creative eval-
uator can learn a number of things about a
program by looking for physical clues.
Dasty equipment or files may indicate
things that are not used, Areas that are used
a great deal by children in a school will look
different—thal is, more worn—than areas
that are little used,

Ina week-long stall lraining program for
300 people, 1 asked the kitchen to systemati-
cally record how much coffee was con-
sumed in the moming, atternoon, and eve-
ning each day. Those sessions that | judged
lo be particularly boring had a correspond-
ingly higher level of coffee consumption.
Active and involving sessions showed less
coffee consumption, regardless of time of
day. (Participants could getup and getcoffee
whenever they wanted.)

In the wildemess program, the thickness
of notebooks called “learning logs"” became
an unobtrusive indicator of how engaged
participants were in self-reflectve journal-

ing. All participants were provided with
learning logs at the beginning of the first
field conference and were encouraged to use
therm for private reflections and journaling.
These [hree-ring binders contained almost
no paper when first given to participants.
Participants brought the learning logs back
each time they returned to the wilderness.
(The program involved four different trips
over the course of a year) The extent to
which paper had been added to the note-
books was one indicator of the extent to
which the logs were being used.

The personnel of the National Forest Ser-
vice and the Bureau of Land Management
havea kind of unobtrusive measure they use
in “evalualing” the wilderness habits of
groups thal go through an area such as the
San Juan River in Utah. The canyons along
the San Juan River arca very fragile environ-
ment, The regulations for use of that land are
essenfially “take only photographs, leave
orly footprints.” This means that all gar-
bage, including human waste and feces, are
to be carried out It takes several days to go
down he river. By observing the amount
and types of garbage groups carry out, one
can learn a great deal about the wilderness
habits of various groups and their compli-
ance with river regulations.

The creative observer, aware of the vari-
ety of things to be learned from studying
phvsical and social settings, will look for op-
portunities to incorporate unobtrusive mea-
sures into Aeldwork, thereby manifesting a
"sympathy toward multi-method inquiry,
triangulation, playfulness in data collection,
OuUECTOppINngs a5 measures, and alternatives
to self report” (Webb and Weick 1983:2110).

A particularly powerful example of un-
obtrusive fieldwork is Laura Palmer's (1988)
study of letters and remembrances left at the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington.
D.C., a work she called Sirapnel in the Heart.
For the unobtrusive part of her fisldwork,
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Palmer sampled items left at the memorial,
all of which are saved and warehoused by
the U5, government. She categorized and
analyzed types of items and the content of
messages, [n some cases, because of identi-
fying information contained in letters or in-
cluded with objects (photographs, baby
shoes, artwork), she was able, through in-
tensive investigative work, to locate the peo-
ple who left the materials and interview
them. Their stories, the intrusive part of her
study, combined with vivid descripons of
the objects that led her to them, offer dra-
matc and powerful insights into the effects
af the Vietnam War on the lives of survivors,
Inone sense, her analysis of letters, journals,
photos, and messages can be thought of as a
nontraditional and creative form of docu-
ment analysis, another important feldwork
strategy.

Documents

Records, documents, artifacts, and ar-
chives—what has traditionally been called
“material culture” in anthropology—consti-
tute a particularly rich source of information
about many organizations and programs.
Thus, archival strategies and techniques
constitute part of the repertoire of field re-
search and evaluation (Hill 1993). In con-
temporary society, all kinds of entities leave
a trail of paper and artifacts, a kind of spoor
that can be mined as part of fieldwork. Fam-
ilies keep photographs, children’s schoal-
work, letters, old Bibles with detailed gene-
alogies, bronzed baby shoes, and other
sentimental objects that can inform and en-
rich family case studies. People who commit
suicide leave behind suicide notes that can
reveal paltterns of despair in a society
(Wilkinson 1999). Gangs and others inscribe
public places with graffii. Organizations of
all kinds produce mountains of records,
both public and private. Indeed, an oft-

intriguing form of analysis involves com-
paring official statements found in public
documents (brochures, board minutes, an-
nual reports) with private memos and what
the evaluation observer actually hears or
spes occurring the program. Client files are
another rich source of case data to supple-
ment field observations and interviews. For
example, Vesneski and Kemp (2000) coded
and analyzed intake sheets and copies of
family plans produced during more than
100 “family conferences” involving the ex-
tended families of abused or neglected chil-
dren in child welfare decision making in the
state of Washington,

At the very beginning of an evaluation or
organizational fieldwork, access to poten-
tially important documents and records
should be negotiated, The ideal situation
would include access to all routine records
on clients, all correspondence from and ko
program staff, financial and budge!l records,
organizational rules, regulations, memo-
randa, charts, and any other official or unof-
ficial documents generated by or for the pro-
gram. These kinds of documents provide the
evaluator with informabtion about many
things that cannot be observed. They may
reveal things that have taken place before
the evaluation began. They may include pri-
vate interchanges to which the evaluator
would not otherwise be privy. They can re-
veal goals or decisions that might be other-
wise unknown to the evaluator.

In evaluating the mission fulfillment of a
major philanthropic foundation, T examined
10 years of annual reports. Each report was
professionally designed, elegantly printed,
and widely disseminated—and each report
stated a slightly different mission for the
foundation. It turned out that the president
of the foundation wrote an annual introduc-
tion and simply stated the mission from
memory. The publication designer routinely
lifted this “mission statement” from the
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president’s letter and highlighted it in bold
font at the beginning of the report, often on
the cover page. From year to yvear the focus
changed until, over the course of 10 years,
the stated tnission had changed dramati-
cally without official board action, approval,
or even awareness. Further investigation
through years of board minutes revealed
that, in fact, the board had never adopted a
mission statement at all, a matter of consid-
erable surprise to all involved

As this example shows, documents prove
valuable not only because of what can be
learned ditectly from them but also as stimu-
lus for paths of inquiry that can be pursued
only through direct observation and inter-
viewing. Aswith all information to which an
evaluator has access during observations,
the confidentiality of program records, par-
ticularly client records, must be respected
The extent to which actual references to and
quotations from program records and docu-
ments are included in a final report LEI_-'FI‘I"_‘T'II_'I_W
on whether the documents are considered
part of the public record and therefore able
tobe publicized without breach of confiden-
Liality, In scame cases, with permission and
proper safeguards to protect confidentiality,
some information from private documents
can be quoted directly and cited.

Program records can provide a behind-
the-scenes ook al program processes and
how they came into being. In the wilderness
program evaluation, program staff made
their files available to me. | discovered a
great deal of information not available to
other program participants: letters detailing
both conceptual and financial debates be-
tween the technical staff (who led the wil-
derness trips) and the project directors (wha
had responsibility for the overall manage-
ment of the pragram). Without knowledge
of those arguments it would have been im-
possible to fully understand the nature of
the interactions betweren field staff and exec-

utive staff in the project. Disagreements
about program finances constituted but one
arena of communication difficultes during
the program, including time in the wilder-
ness. Interviews with those invelved re-
vealed quite different perceptions of the na-
ture of the conflicts, their intensity, and their
potential for resolution. While participants
became aware of some arguments among
staff, for the most part they were unaware of
the origins of those conflicts and the extent
to which program implementation was
hampered by them.

My review of files also revealed the enor-
mous complexity of the logistics for the wil-
derness education program. Participants
(college deans, program directors, adminis-
trators)were picked up at the airportin vans
and driven to the wilderness location where
the field conference would take place. Par-
ticipants were supplied with all the gear nec-
essary for surviving in the wilderness. Prior
to each Held trip, staff had many telephone
and written exchanges with individual par-
ticipants about particular needs and fears:.
Letters from participants, especially those
new Lo the wilderness, showed how litlle
they understood about what they were get-
ting into. (One seasoned administrator and
hard-core smoker inquired, with reference
to the first 10-day hike in the heart of the Gila
wilderness, "Will there be a place ta buy cig-
arettes along the way?" Talk about being
clueless! But by the end of the vear of field
trips, he had given up smoking. His letter of
inquiry alerted me to the importance of this
pre-post observation,

Without having looked over this corre-
spondence, I would have missed the extent
to which preparation for the one-week expe-
riences in the wilderness consumed the Gme
and energy of program staff. The intensity of
work involved before the field conferences
helped explain the behavior of staff once the

field trips got under way. 5o much had gone
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into the preparations, virtually none of
which was appreciated by or known to pro-
gram participants, that program staff would
sometimes experience a psychological let-
down effect and have difficulty energizing
themselves for the actual wilderness experi-
ENCE,

Learning to use, study, and understand
documents and files is part of the repertoire
of skills needed for qualitative inquiry. For
an extended discussion of the interpretation
af documents and material culture, see
Hodder (2000).

Observing What
Does Not Happen

The preceding sections have described
the things one can chserve in a setting or
program. Observing activities, interactions,
what people say, what they do, and the na-
ture of the physical setting is important in &
comprehensive approach to Aeldwork. But
what about chserving what does not hap-
pen?

The potential absurdity of speculating
about what does not occur is illustrated by a
Sufi story. During a plague of locusts, the
wise-Teol Mulla MNasrudin, always looking
on the bright side, went from village to vil-
lage encouraging people by observing how
fortunate they were that elephants had no
wings, "You people don't realize how lucky
yvou are, Imagine what life would be like
with elephants flying overhead. These lo-
custs are nothing.”

To observe that elephants have no wings
isindeed data. Moreover, elephants have no
fins, claws, feathers, or branches. Clearly,
once one ventures into the area of observ-
ing what does not happen, there are a near-
infinite number of things one could point
out, The “absence of occurrence” list could
become huge. It is therefore with some cau-
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tion that | include among the tasks of the ob-
server that of noting what does not occur.

If social science theory, program goals,
implementation designs, and/or proposals
suggest that certain things ought to happen
or are expected to happen, then it is appro-
priate for the observer or evaluator to note
that those things did not happen. If a com-
munity where water is scarce shows no evi-
dence of conflict over water rights, an an-
thropologist could be expected to report and
explain this absence of community conflict.
If a school program is supposed to, accord-
ing to its funding mandate and goals, pro-
vide children with opportunities to explore
the community and no such explorations
occur, it 15 altogether appropriate for the
evaluator to note said implementation fail-
ure. If the evaluator reported only what oc-
curred, a question might be left in the mind
of the reader about whether the other activi-
ties had occurred but had simply not been
observed. Likewise, if a criminal justice pro-
gram is supposed to provide one-to-one
counseling to juveniles and no such counsel-
ing takes place, it is entirely appropriate for
the evaluator to note the absence of coun-
seling.

[n observing early childhood programs,
the absence of children’s art on the walls in
one center stood out. Indeed, the absence of
any colorful posters or art of any kind stood
out because all other centers” walls were
covered with colorful displays. When 1
pointed this out, embarrassed staff members
explained that they had setin motion a plan-
ning process for decorating the walls that
had become bogged down and they had just
neglected to get back to the issue because,
they realized, they got gotten used to the
way things were,

Thus, it can be appropriate to note that
something did not occur when the ob-
server’s basic knowledge of and experience
with the phenomenon suggests that the ab-
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sence of some particular activity or factor is
noteworthy. This clearly calls for judgment,
commaon sense, and experience. As eminent
qualitative methodologist Bob Stake (1995)
has asserted:

Ome of the principal qualifications of qualita-
bve researchers is experience. Added to the
experience of ordinary looking and thinking,
the experience of the qualitative researcher is
ong of knowing what leads to significant un-
derstanding, recognizing good sources of
data, and consciously and unconsciously test
ing out the veracity of their eves and robust-
ness of their interpretations. It requires
sensitivity and skepticism. Much of this meth-
odological knowledge and personality come
from hard work under the eritical examination
of colleagues and mentors. (pp. 49-50)

Making informed judgments about the
significance of nonoccurrences can be
among the most important contributions an
evaluator can make because such feedback
can provide program staff members or other
evaluation users with information that they
may not have thought to request. Moreover,
they may lack the requisite experience or
awareness to have noticed the absence of
that which the evaluator observes. For ex-
ample, the absence of staff conflict is typi-
cally noteworthy because staff conflict is
common. Similarly, absence of conflict be-
tween administrative levels (local, state, and
tederal) would be noteworthy because such
conflict is, in my experience, virtually uni-
versal

In many such cases, the observation
about what did not occur is simply a restate-
ment, in the opposite, of what did occur.
That restatement, however, will attract at-
tention in a way that the initial observation
might not. For example, if one were observ-
inga program being conducted ina multira-
cial community, it is possible that program

QUALITATIVE DESIGNS AND DATA COLLECTION

goals would include statements about thal
necessity of staff being sensitive to the par}
ticular needs, interests, and cultural pat=y
terns of minorities, but there may not bel
specific mention of the desired racial com
position of program staff, If, then, the eval=y
uator observes that the staff of the pros
gram consists entirely of Caucasians, it s/
appropriate to report that the staff is alll
White, that is, no people of color are
among the program staff, the importance
of which derives from the location and na:=
ture of the program.

Observations of staff interaction and!
decision-making processes also provide
opportunities for evaluators tonote things =
that do not happen. If, over time, the ob-
server notes that program planning pro-3
cesses never include participants’ input in
any systematic or direct way, it may well
be appropriate for the evaluator to point;
out the absence of such input based on ex-
periences indicating the significance o
participant input in the planning pro=8
cesses of other programs, !

My evaluation of the wilderness educa- =8
tion program included observations about
a number of things that did not occur. Nog
seripus injuries occurred at any of the s
field conferences in the wilderness—im=3
portant information for someone thinking I
about the possible risks involved in such ai§
program. No parlicipant refused to shoul-$
der his or her share of the work that had to8
be done in order for the group to live and®
work together in the wilderness. This ob=§
servation emerged from discussions with i
technical field staff who often worked -_
with juveniles in wildermness sethng J
where uneven sharing of cooking, clean:g
ing, and related responsibilities often i'f"'].
to major group conflicts. The fact that thess

groups | observed never had to deal “'jdr

one or two people not helping out Was
worth noting,
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Perhaps the most important observation
ahout what did not happen came from ob-
serving staff meeltings. Over time, I noticed a
pattern in which staff held meetings to make
decisions about important issues, but no
such decisions were made, Staff sometimes
thought that a decision had been made, but
closure was not brought to the decision-
making process and no responsibility for
follew-up was assigned, Many subsequent
implementation failures and staff contlicls
could be traced to ambiguities and differ-
ences of opinion that were left unresolved at
staft meetings. By hearing me describe both
whal was and was not ocourring, staff be-
came muore explicit and effective in making
decisions, Reporting what did happen in
staff meetings was important, butitwas also
extremely important to observe what did
not happen.

Nested and Layered Case
Studies During Fieldwork

A case study 1s expected to catch the complex-
ity of a single case. The single leaf, even a sin-
gle fouthpick, has unique complexities—but
rarely will we care enough to submit it o case
sludy, We study a case when it itself is of very
special interest. We lonk tor the detail of inter-
action with its comtext, Case study is the sty
of the particularity and complexity of a single
case, coming o understand its activity within
important circumstances. (Slake 1995:xi0)

Months of fleldwork may resulf in a sin-
gle case study thatl describes a village, com-
munity; n {'1ghl'.-f.'.nrl"|m:-d_. arganization, or pro-
gramy, Mowever, that single case study is
likely to be made up of many smaller
cases—the stories of specific individuals,
families, organizational units, and other
groups, Critical incidents and case studies of
specific bounded activities, like a celebra-

tion, mayv also be presented within the
larger case. The qualitative analysis pro-
cess typically centers on presentation of
specific cases and thematic analysis across
cases. Knowing this, fieldwork can be or-
ganized around nested and lavered case
studies, which means that some form of
nested case .l-;mnpfiug muast nocur

Let me brietly review the centrality of
case sludies as a qualitative inguiry strat-
egv. Chapter 1 opened by citing a number
influential  books
based on case studies, for example, In
Search of Excellence: Lessans From Americg's
Best-Run Companies by Peters and Water-
man {1982), Angels Browne's important
book When Battered Wemen Kl (19873, and
Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot's six detailed
case sludies in Hespect {2000:13), Chapter 2

of well-known and

presented the construction of winigue case
studies a= a major strategic theme of quali-
tative inguiry. Chapter 3 reviewed theoret-
ical perspectives that are inductively case
based, Chapter 4 reviewed at some length
the importance in qualitative evaluation of
capturing and reporting (ndividualized out-
comes based on case shadies of how partici-
pants in programs change during a pro-
gram and whether they maintain those
changes afterward, To illustrate this point,
in the wilderness education program our
evaluation team constructed case studics
of participants using multiple sources of
data from fieldwork; (1) background data
gathered through interviews about partic-
ipants’ situabions and perspectives upon
entering the year of field conferences; (2)
observations of their experiences during
field conterences; (3) informal and conver-
sational interviews with them during the
wildernoss trips; (4) quotations from for-
mal group interviews (focus groups) held
at various Hmes during the teips; {5) ex-
cerpts trom their journals and other per-
sonal writings when they were willing to
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share those with us, as they often were; and
(6 fellow-up telephone interviews with par-
Heipants after each field trip and after the en-
tire program was completed to track the im-
pact of the program on individuals over
time.

Let me pause at this point and note sume
confusion in the qualitative literature about
terminology.  For  example, sociologists
Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin (1993 ask:

Buk 15 the case study a method? O is it an ap-
proach?. .. Case studiesemplov various meth-
ods, These can include interviews, paricipant
ooservation, and field studies, Their goals are
o reconstrict and analyee a case from a socio-
logicat perspective. 1t would thus be maore ap-
propriate to define the case study as an
approach, although the term crse method sug-

gests that it is indeed a method, (p. 1)

Whalever term or phrase is used, case stud-
ies depend on clearly defining the object of
study, that is, the case. But this too is com-
plos

When more than one object of study or
unit of analysis is included in feldwork,
case studies may be layered and nested
within the overall, primary case approach,
William Foote Whyte's (1943} classic shudy
Street Corner Socicty has long been recog-
nized as an exemplar of the single-commu-
nity (N =1) case study (e.g., Yin 1985 cven
though his study of “Comerville” includes
the stories [case studies) of several individ-
ual lower-incoms vouth, some of whom
were striving to escape the neighborhood.

The wilderness program illustrales how
vase studies often are layered and nested.
The three-vear wilderness program const-
tuted the overall, one might say miscro, case
study. The final evaluation report presented
conclusions aboul the processes and out-
comes of the overall program, a case exam-
ple of a three-year wilderness education ini-

fative: As Exhibit 6.4 (p: 300) shows, how-
cver, within that overall evaluation case
study were nested individual case studies
documenting individual experiences and
outcemes; case sludies of each vearlong
eroup cohort; and case studies of each sepa-
rate field conference, tor example, the 10
davs in the Gila wilderness or the 10 days in
the Kofa Mountains, Shicing through the
fieldwork and analysis in other ways were
case studies of particular Incidents, for ex-
amyple, the emolional catharsis experienced
by one participant when she finally man-
aged to overcome her lerror and rappel
doveria cliff face, the whole group watching
and u rging her on, a process that took some
45 tense minutes. (ther mani-cases consisled
of different units of analysis, A full day's
hike could be a case, as could running a spe-
cific dangerous rapid on the San Juan River.
Each evening discussion constiluled a case
such that that over the three years, we had
notes on over 80 discussions of various kinds.
Staff meetings made for a different unit of
analysis and therefore a different series of
case studies, Thus, extended fieldwork can
and lypically does involve many mini- or
micro-rase studies of various units of analy-
sis {individuals, groups, specific activities,
specific perods of lime, critical incidents),
all of which together make up the overall
case study, in this example, the final evalua-
tion of the wilderness education prograit
Chapter 5 discusses al length various units
of analysis and sampling strategies [or case
studies {see especially Exhibit 3.5 [p- 231 ] on
units of analysis and Exhibit 5.6 [pp. 2435
244] on purposeful sampling strategies)
Fieldwork, then, can be thought of as en-

caging in a series of multilayered and nested
case studies;, often with intersecting and
overlapping units of analysis. One final case
study deserves consideration—the observ:
er's experiences and reactions. We turn 10

that row.
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Observing Oneself

=1

hysician, heal thyself,
Observer, observe thyself

In the second chapter, [ identified voice
and perspective, or reflexivity, as one of the
central sirategic themes of contemporary,
postmodern qualitative inguiry. The term
reflexivity has entered the qualitative lexicon
.(-,_; a way of emphasizing the importance of
sell-awareness, political /cultural conscious-
ness, and ownership of one's perspective.
Reflexivity reminds the qualitative inquirer
to ohserve herself or himself so as to be at-
tenitive to and conscious of the cullural, po-
liical, social, linguistic, and ideological ori-
gins of her or his own perspective and voice
as well as—and often in contrast to—the
perspectives and voices of those she or he
obzerves and talks to during fieldwork, Re-
tlexivity calls for self-reflection, indeed, crit-
ical self-reflection and seli-knowledge, and
awillingness to consider how who one is af-
fects what one is able to observe, hear, and
understand in the field and as an observer
and analyst. The observer, therefore, d uring
feldwork, must abserve self as well as ath-
ers, and inferactions of self with others.

Once again, for continuity, 1 cite Para-
meswaran (2001}, who has written a won-
dertully self-reflective account of her ex-
perience returning to her native India to do
fieldwork as a feminist scholar after being
educated in United States.

Because my parents were fairly liberal com-
pared to many of my friends’ parents, | grew
up with a little more awarsness than many
middle- and upper-class Indians of the differ-
ences between my life and that of the vast ma-
jority of Indians, Although [ questioned some
Testrictions that were specific to women of my

—Halecolm

class, [ did not have the language to engage in
A systemalic femninist critique of patriarchy o¢
nationalism. Feminism far me had beon unfor-
tunately constructed as an illness that struck
highly Westernized imtellectisl Indian wom-
en who were oul of tonich with reality, .., [1]t
was my dislocation from India to the relatively
radicalized contest of the United States that
prompted my political development as a femi-
nist and a woman of colar, (p, 7a)

Given this background and the contro-
versial focus of her fieldwork (reading of
Western romance novels by voung Indian
women), she identified reflective questions
to guide her reflexive inquiry during and af-
ter fieldwork:

Henae do k'il'l‘_'i]'li.}? roley ﬁs‘-_\;jgl‘u:ﬂ o mative schnl-
ars shape social interactions in the leld? Hew
can commibments o sisterhood make it dith-
cultfor feministethnographers to achieve crit-
ical distance and discuss female informants’
prejudiced views? (p. 78)

Her personal inquiry into these questions,
reflecting on her own fieldwork experiences
(Parameswaran 2001), is a model of reflex-
ivity:

Many vear ago, Indian philosopher J.
Krishnamurt (1964) commented on the
challenges of self-knowledge. Although his
reflections were directed to the importance
of lifelong learning rather than to being re-
flexive in fieldwork, his ruminations offer a
larger context for thinking about how ta ab-
serve oneself, a context bevond concern
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Nested, Layered, and Overlapping Mini-Case
Studies During Fieldwork: Example From the
Wilderness Education Program Evaluation

EXHIBIT 6.4

The wilderness education program evaluation illustrates how case studies often are lavered and
nested. Evaluation of the three-year wilderness program constituted the overall macro case
study. Nested and layered within that overall evaluation were various mini-cases of overtap-
ping and intersecting units of analysis that helped organize and frame fieldwork.

Macro Case Study: Final Evaluation Study of the Three=Year Program
Fossible nested, layered, and overlapping mini-case studies
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about methodological authenticity, though
his advice applies to that as well,

Self-knowledpe comes when you observe
yourself in your relationship with your fel-
low-students and your teachers, with all the
people around you; it comes when you ob-
serve the manner of another, his gestures, the
way he wears his clothes, the way he talks, his
contempt or lattery and your response; it comes
when you watch evervthing in you and about
you and see yourself as you see your face in
the mirror, MNow, if you can ook into the
mirror of relationship exactly as you look into
the ordinary mirror, then there is no end la
self-knowledge. [tislike entering a fathomless
aciean which has no shore. . .. if you can just
observe what you are and maove with ik, then
you will find that it is possible to go infinitely
far. Then there is no end to the journey, and
that is the mystery, the beauty of il (Krishna-
murt 1964:50-51; emphasis added)

| realize that Krishnamurti's phrase
“There is no end to the jourmey” may strike
terror in the hearts of graduate students
reading this in preparation for dissertation
ficldwork or evaluators facing a report
deadline. But, remember, he's taking about
lifelong learning, of which the dissertation
or a specific evaluation report is but one
phase. Justas most dissertations and evalua-
tions are reasonably expected to contribute
ncremental knowledge rather than make
major breakthroughs, so too the self-knowl-
edge of reflexive fieldwork is but one phase
in a lifelong journey toward self-knowl-
edge—but it's an important phase and a
commitment of growing significance as re-
flexivity has emerged as a central theme in
qualitative inquiry.

The point here, which we shall take up in
greater depth in the chapters onanalysis and
credibility, is that the observer must ulti-

mately deal with issues of authenticity, reac-
tivity, and how the observational process
may have affected what was observed as
well ag how the background and predispo-
sitions of the observer may have con-
strained whal was observed and under-
stood. Each of these areas of methodological
inquiry depends on some degree of critical
reflexivity.

Sources of Data Reviewed

This lengthy review of options in what to
observe and sources of data for evaluation
fieldwork began with the suggestion that a
sensthizing framework canbe useful as a tool to
guide fieldwork, The list of data sources
we've reviewed can be used to stimulate
thinking about evaluation fieldwork pos-
sibilities, Other phenomena and other ob-
servational arenas would have different
sensitizing frameworks or concepts. The fol-
lowing summarizes the observation and in-
quiry lopics we've reviewed for evaluation:

B Description of the program setting/
physical environment

B Description of the social environment
® Capturing historical perspectives

B Describing planned program implemen-
falion activites and structured interac-
tions

B Dbserving informal interactions and un-
planned activities

® Recording participants’ special program
language

B Observing nonverbal communication
B Watching for unobtrusive indicators

® Analyzing documents, files, records,
and artifacts
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Commenting on notable nonoccurrences
{what does not happen)

Constructing nested and layered case
studies during fieldwork for intersecting
and overlapping units of analysis

Observing oneself: Reflexivity

Documenting individualized and com-
mon outcomes (Chapter 4)

Creativity in Fieldwork

Neo checklist can be relied on to guide all
aspects of fieldwork. A participant ohserver
must constantly make judgments about
what is worth noting. Because it is impossi-
ble to observe everything, some process of
selection is necessary. Flans made during
design should be revised as appropriate
when important new opportunities and
sources of data become available. That's
where flexibility and creativity help. Cre-
ativity can be learned and practiced (Patton
1987a), Creative fieldwork means using ev-
ery part of oneself to experience and under-
stand what is happening. Creative insights
come from being directly involved in the set-
ting being studied.

| shall return to the issue of creativity in
considering the interpretation of field notes
later in this chapter and again in the analysis
chapter. For the moment, itis sufficient to ac-
knowledge the centrality of creativity in nat-
uralistic inquiry and to concur with Virginia
Woolf:

Odd how the creative power at once brings the
whole universe to order. . . . | mark Henry
James' sentence; observe perpetually. Observe
the oncome of age. Observe greed. Observe
my own despondency. By that means it be-
comes serviceable. (quoted in Partnow 1978
185)

QUALITATIVE DESIGNS AND DATA COLLECTION

5. Doing Fieldwork: The
Data-Gathering Process

The purpose of the research has been clari- [§
fied. The primary research questions have
been focused, Qualitative methods using
ohservations have been selected as one of
the appropriate methods of data gathering,
It is time to enter the field. Now begins the
arduous task of taking field notes.

Field MNotes

Many options exist for taking field notes.
Variations include the writing materials
used, the time and place for recording field 3
notes, the symbols developed by observers 2
as their own method of shorthand, and how &
field notes are stored. No universal prescrip- 8
tions about the mechanics of and procedures b
for taking field notes are possible because
different settings lend themselves to differ- '._
ent ways of proceeding and the precise orga- =8
nization of fieldwork is very much a matter
of personal style and individual work hab- 8
its, What is not optional is the taking of 5
field notes. I

Aside from getting along in the setting,__f__.
the fundamental work of the observer is the /8
taking of field notes. Field notes are “the i
most important determinant of later bring; #8
ing off a qualitative analysis. Field notes pro- S8
vide the observer’s raison d'étre. If ... not @
doing them, [the observer] mightas well not
be in the setting” (Lofland 1971:102). :

Field notes contain the description off
what has been observed. They should con=ig
tain everything that the abserver believes toMg
be worth noting. Don't trust anything to f
ture recall. At the moment one is v.-r'al-i.ngitl ;
very tempting, because the situation 15 still
fresh, to believe that the details or particula
elements of the situation can be recalle
later. If it’s important as part of your cOfg

T
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sciousness as an observer, if it's information
that has helped you understand the context,
the setting, and what went on, then as soon
as possible thal information should be cap-
tured in the fAeld notes.

First and [oremost, field notes are de-
scriptive. They should be dated and should
record such basic information as where the
observation look place, who was present,
what the physical setling was like, what so-
cial interactions oecurred, and what actvi-
ties took place. Field notes contain the de-
scriptive information that will permit you to
return to an observation later d uring analy-
sis and, eventually, permit the reader of the
study’s findings to experience the activity
observed through your report.

The passages in Exhibit 6.5 on the next
Page illustrate different kinds of descriptive
field notes. On the left side are vague and
overgeneralized field notes. On the right
side are more detailed and concrete field
notes from the same observation.

These examples illustrate the problem of
using general terms to describe specific ac-

tions and conditions. Words such as poor, an-
ger, and uneasy are insufficiently descriptive.
Such interpretive words conceal what actu-
ally went on rather than reveal the details of
the situation. Such terms have little meaning
for a person present for the observation,
Moreover, the use of such terms in field
notes, without the accompanving detailed
description, means that the fieldworker has
fallen into the bad habit of primarily record-
ing interpretations rather than description.
Particularly revealing are terms that can
make sense only in comparison to some-
thing else. The phrase “poorly dressed” re-
quires some frame of reference about what
constifutes “sood dress.” No skill is more
critical in feldwork than learning to be de-
scriptive, concrete, and detailed,

Field notes also contain what people say.
Direct quotations, or as near as possible re-
call of direct quotations, should be captured
during fieldwork, recording what was said
during observed activities as well as re-
sponses garnered during interviews, both
formal and conversational, Quotations pro-
vide the “emic perspective” discussed ear-
lier—the insider ‘s perspective—which “is at
the heart of most ethnographic research”
{Fetterman 1989:30),

Field notes also contain the observer's
own feelings, reaclions to the experience,
and reflections about the personal meaning
and significance of what has been observed.
Don’t deceive yourself into thinking that
such feelings can be conjured up again sim-
ply by reading the descriptions of what took
place. Feelings and reactions should be re-
corded at the time they are experienced,
while you are in the field. Both the nature
and intensity of feelings should be recorded.
In qualitative inquiry, the observer’s own
experiences are part of the data. Part of the
purpose of being in a setting and getting
close to the people in the setting is to permit
vou lo experience what it is like to be in that
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EXHIBIT 6.5 Fieldnotes Comparisons B

Viague ond
vergeneralized Notes

Oetailed and Concrete Nates

1. The new client was
uneasy wailing for
her intake interview.

1.

At first the new client sat very stiffly an the chair next to the
receptionist's desk. She picked up a magazine and let the pages
flutter through her fingers very quickly without really looking at
any of the pages. She set the magazine down, looked at her watch,
pulled her skirt down, picked up the magazine again, set it back
down, took out a cigarette and [it it. She watched the receptionist
out of the corner of her ¢ye and glanced at the twa or three other

P

haostile toward the
staff person.

3. The next student 3.
who came in to take
the test was very
poorly dressed.

people waiting in the room, Her eyes maoved from peopie to the
magazine to the cigarette to the people to the mapazine in rapid
succession, but avoided eye contact. When her name was finally
called, she jumped fike she was startled,

. The client was quite 2. When Judy, the senior staff member, tald the client that she could
not just do whatever she wanted ta da; the client began to yell,
sereaming that Judy couldn't couldr't control her life, accused
Judy of being on a "power trip," and said that she'd "like to beat
the shit out of her" then told her to "go to hell.” The client shook
her fist in Judy's face and stomped out of the room, leaving Judy
standing there with her mauth open, looking amazed.

The next student who came into the room waore clothes quite
different from the three previous students, The ather students had
hair carefully combed, claothes clean, pressed, and in good condition
with colors coordinated. This new student wore soiled pants with

a tear in one knee and 2 threadbare seat. His flannel shirt was
wrinkled with one tail tucked into the pants and the other tail
nanging oul. His hair was disheveled and his hands looked [iked
he'd been playing in the engine of a car.

setting. [f what it is like for you, the ohserver
or participant observer, is not recorded in
your field notes, then much of the purpose
for being there is lost.

Finally, field notes include your insights,
interpretalions, beginning analyses, and
working hypotheses about what is happen-
ing in the setling and what it means, While
yvou should approach fieldwork with a disci-
plined intention not to impose preconcep-
Hons and early judgments on the phenome-
non  being experienced and observed,
nevertheless, as an cbserver you don't be-

come & mechanical recording machine on
entering the field. Insights, ideas, inspira-
tions—and ves, judgments, too—will occur
while making observations and recording
field notes. It"s not that you sit down early on
and begin the analysis and, if you're an eval-
uator, make judgments. Rather, it's in the na-
ture of our intellects that ideas about the
meaning, causes, and significance of what
we experience find their way into our
minds. These insights and inspirations be-
come part of the data of fieldwork and
should be recorded in context in field notes.
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| like to set off field interpretations with
brackets. Others use parentheses, asterisks,
or some other symbol to distinguish inter-
pretations from description. The point is
that interpretations should be understood to
be just that, interpretations, and labeled as
such. Field-based insights are sufficiently
precious that you need not ignore them in
the hopes that, if really important, they will
return later.

Field notes, then, contain the ongoing
data that are being collected. They consist of
descriptions of what is being experienced
and observed, quotations from the people
observed, the observer’s feelings and reac-
tons to what is observed, and field-gener-
atedinsights and interpretations. Field notes
are the fundamental database for construct-
ing case studies and carrying out thematic
cross-case analysis in qualitative research.

Procedurally Speaking

When field notes are written will depend
on the kind of observations being done and
the nature of your participation in the set-
ting being studied. In an evaluation of a par-
ent education program, [ was mtroduced to
the parents by the staff facilitator and ex-
plained the purpose of the evaluation and
asstred the parents that no one would be
identified. | then openly took extensive notes
without participating in the discussions. Im-
mediately following those sessions, I would
go back over my notes to fill in details and be
sure what [ had recorded made sense. By
way of contrast, in the wilderness education
program 1 was a full participant engaged
in full days of hiking, rock climbing, and
rafting /kayaking. 1 was sufficiently ex-
hausted by the end of each day that | seldom
stayed awake making field notes by flash-
light while others slept. Rather, each night |
jotted down basic notes that T could expand
during the time that others were writing in

their journals, but some of the expansion
had to be completed after the weeklong field
conference. In evaluating a leadership train-
ing program as a participant observer, the
staff facilitator privately asked me not to
take notes during group discussions be-
cause it made him nervous, even though
most other participants were taking notes.

The extent to which notes are openly re-

corded during the activities being abserved
is a function of the observer’s role and pur-
pose, as well as the stage of participant ob-
servation. If the observer or evaluator is
openly identified as a short-term, external,
nonparticipant observer, participants may
expect him or her to write down what is go-
ing on. If, on the other hand, one is engaged
in longer-term participant observation, the
early part of the process may be devoted to
establishing the participant observer role
with emphasis on participation so that open
taking of notes is deferred until the field-
worker's role has been firmly established
within the group. At that point, it is often
possible to openly take field notes since, it is
hoped, the observer is better known to the
group and has established some degree of
trustand rapport.

The wildemess program evaluation in-
volved three 10-day trips (“field confer-
ences”) with participants at different times
during the year, During the first field confer-
ence, | never took notes openly. The only
time [ wrote was when others were also writ-
ing. During the second field conference, [ be-
gan to openly record observations when dis-
cussions were going on if taking notes did
not interfere with my participation. By the
third week, | felt Tcould take notes whenever
I wanted to and I had no indication from
anyone that they even paid attention to the
fact that I was taking notes. By that time |
had established myself as a participant, and
my participant role was more primary than
my evaluator role,

SR Tl R et iy o e T ————_
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The point here is that evaluator observers
must be strategic about taking field notes,
timing their writing and recording insuch a
way that they are able to get their work done
without unduly affecting either their partici-
pation or their observations. Given those
constraints, the basic rule of thumb is to
write promptly, to complete field notes as
soon and as often as physically and pro-
grammatically possible,

writing field notes is rigorous and de-
manding work, Lofland (1971) has de-
seribed this rigor quite forcefully:

Let me not deceive the reader. The writing of
field notes takes personal discipline and fime,
It is all too easy to put off actually writing
notes for a given day and to skip one or more
davs. For the actual writing of the notes may
tuke as long or longer than did the observa-
tion! Indeed, a reazonable rule of thumb here
iz to expect and plan to spend as much time
writing notes as one spent in observing, This
is, of course, not invariant . . . but one point is
inescapable. All the fun of actually being oul
and about monkeying around in some setting
must also be met by cloistered rigor in com-
mitting to paper—and therefore to future use-
fulness—what has taken place, (p. 104)

5 Observations, Interviews,
and Documentation:
Bringing Together
Multiple Perspectives

Fieldwaork is more than a single method or
technique. For example, evaluation field-
work means that the evaluator is on-site
{(where the program is happening) observ-
ing, talking with people, and going through
program records. Multiple sources of infor-
mation are sought and used because no sin-
gle source of information can be trusted to
provide a comprehensive perspective on

the program. By using a combination of ob-
servations, interviewing, and document
analysis, the feldworker 15 able to use dif-
ferent data sources to validate and cross-
check findings. Each type and souwrce of data
has strengths and weaknesses, Using a com-
bination of data types—triangulation, a re-
curring theme in this book— increases va-
lidity as the strengths of one approach can
compensate for the weaknesses of another
approach (Marshall and TRossman 1952
79-111).

Limitations of observations include the
possibility that the observer may affect the
situation being observed in unknown ways,
program staff and participants may behave
in some atypical fashion when they know
they are being observed, and the selective
perception of the observer may distort the
data. Observations are also limited in focus-
ing only on external behaviors—the ob-
server cannot see what is happening inzide
people. Moreover, observational data are of-
ten constrained by the limited sample of ac-
tivities actually observed. Researchers and
evaluators need other data sources to Hnd
out the extent to which observed activities
are typical or atypical.

Interview data limitations include possi-
bly distorted responses due to personal bias,
anger, anxiety, politics, and simple lack of
awareness since interviews can be greatly af-
fected by the emotional state of the inter-
viewee at the time of the interview. Inter-
view data are also subject lo recall error
reactivity of the interviewee to the inter-
viewer, and self-serving responses,

Observations provide a check on what is
reported in interviews; interviews, on the
other hand, permit the observer to go be-
yond external behavior to explore feelings
and thoughts.

Documents and records also have limita-
tions, They may be incomplete orinaccurate.
Client files maintamed by programs are no-
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toriously variable in guality and complete-
ness, with great detail in some cases and vir-
tually nothing in others. Document analysis,
however, provides a behind-the-scenes look
at the program that may not be directly ob-
servable and about which the interviewer
might not ask appropriate questions with-
put the leads provided through documents.

By using a variety of sources and re-
spurces, the evaluator observer can build on
the strengths of each type of data collection
while minimizing the weaknesses of any
single approach. This mixed methods, trian-
__gu];ai.ed approach to fieldwork is based on
:jragmn{"ﬁsm (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1995)
and is illustrated in my attempt to under-
stand some of the problems involved in staff
communication during the wilderness edu-
cation evaluation. | mentioned this example
earlier, but I'd like to expand it here,

Az noted, two kinds of staff worked in the
program: (1} those who had overall manage-
ment and administrative responsibility and
(2) the technical staff, who had responsibil-
ity for wilderness skills training, field logis-
tics, and safety. The technical staff had exten-
sive experience leading wilderness irips, but
they also were skilled at facilitating group
processes. During the trips, the lines of re-
sponsibility between technical staff and ad-
ministrative staff were often blurred and, on
occasion, these ambiguities gave rise to con-
flicts. I observed the emergence of conflict
early on the first trip but lacked context for
knowing what was behind these differences.
Through interviews and casual conversa-
tions during fieldwork, I learned that all of
the staff, both administrative and technical,
had known each other prior to the program.
Indeed, the program administrative direc-
tors had been the college professors of the
technical staff while the latter were still un-
dergraduate students. However, the techni-
cal staff had introduced the directors to the

wilderness as an environment for experien-
tial education. Each of the staff members
described in interviews his or her percep-
tions of how these former relationships af-
fected the field operations of the program,
including difficulties in communication that
had emerged during planning sessions prior
to the actual field conferences. Some of those
conflicts were documented in letters and
memos. Reading their files and correspon-
dence gave me a deeper understanding of
the different assumptions and values of var-
ious staff members. But the documentation
would not have made sense without the in-
terviews, and the focus of the interviews
came from the field observations. Taken to-
gether, these diverse sources of informa-
tion and data gave me a complete picture of
staff relationships. Working back and forth

among individual staff members and group

staff meetings, [ was able to use this informa-

tion to assist staff members in their efforts to

improve their communication during the fi-

nal field conference, All three sources of in-

formation proved critical to my understand-
ing of the situation, and that understanding
enhanced my effectiveness in providing
feedback as a formative evaluator.

The Technology of
Fieldwork and Observation

The classic image of the anthropological
fieldworker is of someone huddled in an Af-
tican hut writing voluminously by lantern.
Contemporary researchers, however, have
available to them a number of technological
mnnovations that, when used judiciously, can
make fieldwork more efficient and compre-
hensive. First and foremost is the battery-
operated tape recorder or dictaphone. For
some people, myself included, dictating
field notes saves a great deal of time while

i R ST
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increasing the comprehensiveness of the re-
port. Learning to dictate takes practice, ef-
fort, and critical review of early attempts.
Tape recorders must be used judiciously so
as not to become obtrusive and inhibit pro-
gram processes or participant responses. A
tape recorder is much more useful for re-
cording field notes in private than it is as an
instrument to be carried about at all times,
available to put a quick end to any conversa-
Hon into which the observer enters,

Fortable computers have emerged as a
fieldwork tool that can facilitate writing
tield notes. Cameras have become standard
accessories in fieldwork. Photographs can
help in recalling things that have happened
as well as vividly capturing the setting for
others. Digital photography and advances
in printing and photocopying now make it
possible to economically reproduce photo-
graphs in research and evaluation reports.

In the wilderness education evaluation, |
officially became the group photographer,
making photographs available to all of the
participants. This helped legitimize taking
photographs and reduced the extent to
which other people felt it necessary to carry
their own cameras at all imes, particularly
at times whern it was possible that the equip-
ment might be damaged. Looking at photo-
graphs during analysis helped me recall the
details of cerfain activities that I had not
fully recorded in my written notes. | relied
heavily on photographs to add details to de-
scriptions of places where critical events oc-
curred in the Grand Canyon inthiation story [
wrote about coming of age in modern soci-
ety (Patton 199%a),

Video photography is another technolog-
ical innovation that has become readily ac-
cessible and common enough that it can
sometimes be used unobtrusively. For exam-
ple, in a formative evaluation of a staff train-
ing program lused videotapes to provide vi-

sual feedback to staff. Videotaping class-
rooms, training sessions, therapeutic inter-
actions, and a host of other observational
targets can somelimes be less intrusive than
a note-taking evaluator. We had great suc-
cess taking videos of mothers and children
playing together in early childhood educa-
tion centers. Of course, use of such equip-
ment must be negotiated with program staff
and participants, but the creative and judi-
cious use of technology can greatly increase
the quality of field observations and the util-
ity of the observational record to others.
Moreover, comfort with tape recorders and
video cameras has made it increasingly pos-

sible to use such technology without undue
intrusion when observing programs where
professionals are the participants. In addi-
tion, sometimes videotapes originally done
for research or evaluation can subsequently
be used for future training, program devel-
opment, and public relations, making the
costs more manageable because of added
uses and benefits. Evaluators leam to bal-
ance costs against benefits and look for mul-
tiple uses of more expensive techniques
where there iz a need to make judicious deci-
sions about reducing expenses,

Visual technology can add an important
dimension to fieldwork if the observer
knows how to use such technology and uses
it well—for there is much to learn bevond
how to click the camera or turn on the video
recorder, especially about integrating and
analyzing visual data within a larger field-
work context (Ball and Smith 1992). More-
over, a downside to visual technology has
emerged, since it is now possible to not only
capture images on film and video but also
change and edit those images in ways that
distort. In his extensive review of “visual
methods” in qualitative inguiry, Douglas
Harper (2000) concludes that “now that ""1.’
ages can be created and/or changed digh
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tally, the connection between image and
‘truth’ has been forever severed” (p. 721).
This means thatissues of credibility apply to
using and reporting visual data as they do to
other kinds of data.

Perhaps the ultimate in observer technol-
ogy for fieldwork is the Stenomask, a
sound-shielded microphone atlached to a
portable tape recorder that is wormn on a
shoulder strap. The handle of the Stenomask
microphone  switch. The
Stenomask allows the observer to talk into
the recorder while an activity is occurring
without people in the area being able to hear
the dictation. Its use is limited to external,
onlooker nbservations, as the following pas-
sage makes clear,

contains  the

Two procedures precede any data taking, The
first is orientation of the subject and as many
other persons in the environment as are likely
to be present during observations. . ., During
this phase, the observer goes into the habitat
and behaves exactly as he or she will during
the actual recording. They wear the Steno-
miask, follow the subject about and run the
machine, taking mock records, The purpose of
theseactivities is exactly what is implied in the
fitle, lo adapt the subject and others in the en-
viromment to the presence of the observer and
ter reduce the effects of that presence to as near
zero as possible, The cardinal rule of the ob-
server during this time is to be completely
nonresponding, [t has been demonstrated
overand over again that if the obsoerver contin-
ues to resist all social stimuli from the subject
and athers {and some will occur despite the
most careful orientation) by simply keeping
the mask in place, looking busily at work and
remaining nonrespond- ing, both subjects and
others soon cease emitting stimuli to the ob-
server and come to truly accept him or her asa
Present and sometimes mobile but completely
nonresponding part of the environment, per-

haps somewhat like a rolling chair. (Scott and
Eklund 1979:9-11),

The imagery of a fieldworker following a
subject around through a day wearing a
Stenomask offers a stark contrast to that of
the traditional anthropologist doing partici-
pant observation and trying covertly to
write notes during informal field inter-
views. Taking field notes can be nearly as in-
trusive as wearing a Stenomask, as illus-
trated in the fieldwork of anthropologist
Carlos Castaneda. In the passage below,
Castaneda (1973) reports on his negotiations
with Don Juan to become his Native Indian
key informant on sorcery and indigenous
drugs. The young anthropologist records
that Don Juan “looked at me piercingly.”

"What are you doing in your pocket?” he
asked, frowning. “Are you playing with your
whanger?"”

He was referring to my taking notes on a
minute pad inside the enormous pockets of
my windbreaker.

When 1 told him what 1 was doing he
laughed heartily,

I zaid that [ did not want to disturb him by
writing in front of him.

“If you want to write, write,” he said. *You
don’t disturb me.” (pp. 21-22)

Whether one uses modem technology to
support fieldwork or simply writes down
what is occurring, some method of keeping
track of what is observed must be estab-
lished, In addition, the nafure of the record-
ing system must be worked out in accor-
dance with the participant observer’s role,
the purpose of the study, and consideration
of how the data-gathering process will affect
the activities and persons being observed.
Many of these issues and procedures must
be worked out during the initial phase {en-
try period) of fieldwork.
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5. Stages of Fieldwork

Thus far, fieldwork has been described as if
it were a single, integrated experience, Cer-
tainly, when fieldwork goes well it flows
with a certain continuity, but it is useful to
look at the evolution of fieldwork through
identifiable stages. Three stages are most of-
ten discussed in the participant observation
literature: the entry stage, the routinization
of data-gathering period, and the closing
stage. The following sections explore each
of these stages, again using evaluative re-
search as the primary example.

Entry Into the Field

The writings of anthropologists some-
times present a picture of the early period of
fieldwork that reminds me of the character
in Franz Kafka's haunting novel The Castle,
Kafka's character is a wandering stranger,
k., with nomore identity than that initial, He
doesn't beleng anywhere, but when he ar-
rives at the castle he wants to become part of
that world. His efforts to make contact with
the faceless authorities who run the castle
lead to frustration and anxiety. He can’t
quite figure out what is going on, can’t break
through their vagueness and impersonal na-
ture. He doubts himself; then he gets angry
at the way he is treated; then he feels guilty,
blaming himself for his inability to break
through the ambiguous procedures for en-
try. Yet, he remains determined to make
sense out of the incomprehensible regula-
tHons of the castle. He is convinced that, after
all, where there are rules—and he does find
that there are tules—they must fit together
somehow, have some meaning, and mani-
fest some underlying logic. There must be
some way to make contact, to satisfy the
needs of the authorities, to find some pattern
of behavior that will permit him to be ac-

cepted. If only he could figure out what to
do, if only he could understand the rules,
then he would happily do what he was sup-
posed to do. Such are the trials of entry into
the field.

Entry into the field for evaluation re-
search involves two separate parts: (1) nego-
tiation with gatekeepers, whoever they may
be, about the nature of the fieldwork to be
done and (2} actual physical entry into the
field setting to begin collecting data. These
two parts are closely related, for the negotia-
tions with gatekeepers will establish the
rules and conditions for how one goes about
plaving the role of observer and how that
rofle is defined for the people being ob-
served. In traditional scholarly fieldwork for
the purpose of basic or applied research, the
investigator unilaterally decides how best to
conduct the fieldwork. In evaluation stud-
ies, the evaluator will need to take into ac-
count the perspectives and interests of the
primary intended users of the evaluation, In
cither case, interactions with those who con-
trol entry into the field are primarily strate-
gic, figuring out how to gain entry while pre-
serving the integrity of the study and the
investigator's interests. The degree of diffi-
culty invelved varies depending on the pur-
pose of the fieldwork and the expected or
real degroe of resistance (o the study. Where
the field researcher expects cooperation,
gaining entry may be largely a matter of es-
tablishing trust and rapport. At the other
end of the continuum are those research set-
tings where considerable resistance, ever
hostility, is expected, in which case gaining
entry becomes a matter of "infiltrating the
setting” (Douglas 1976:167). And sometimes
entry is simply denied. A doctoral student
had negoliations for entry end abruptly ina
school district where she had developed
pood relationships with school personnel
and negotiations appeared to be going well.
She later learned that she was denied entry

|.
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far into the negotiation process because of
community oppositon. The local commu-
nity had had a very bad experience with a
university researcher more than 20 years
parhier and still viewed all research with
great suspicion.

A major difference between the entry pro-
cess in anthropological or sociological re-
search and the entry process for evaluation
research is the extent to which Aeldworkers
are free to make up whatever story they
want to about the purpose of the study. In
schiolarly research, the investigators repre-
sent only themselves and so they are rela-
tively free to say whatever they want to say
about why they are doing the research
guided by the ethics of their discipline with
regard to informed consent. The usual
cross-cultural explanation is some variation
of “I'm here because T would like to under-
stand you better and learn about vour way
of life because the people from my culture
would like to know more about vou.” While
anthropoelogists admil that such an explana-
tion almost never makes sense to indigenous
peoples in other cultures, it remains a main-
stay initial explanation untl mutual reci-
procities can be established with enough lo-
cal people for the observation process to
become established and accepted in its own
right

Evaluators and action researchers, how-
ever, are not just doing Aeldwork out af per-
sonal or professional interest, They are do-
ing the fieldwork for some decision makers
and information users who may be cither
known or unknown ta the people being
studied. It becomes critical, then, that evalu-
ators, their funders, and evaluation users
give careful thought to how the fieldwork is
going to be presented.

Because the word evaluation has such neg-
ative connotations for many people, having
had negative experiences being evaluated,
for example, at school or work, it may beap-

propriate to consider some other term to de-
scribe the fieldwork. In our onlooker,
nonparticipatory observations for an imple-
mentation study of early childhood pro-
grams in Minnesota, we described our role
to local program participants and staff as fol-
lows:

We're here to be the eyes and ears for state leg-
islators. They can’t get around and visit all the
programs throughout the state; so they've
asked us to come out and describe for them
what you're doing. That way they can better
understand the programs they have funded
We're nol here to make any judgments about
whether vour particular programs ts good or
bad. We anejust here to be the eves and ears for
the legistature so that thew can see how the leg-
islation they've passed has turned into real
programs. This is yvour chance to inform them
and give them vour point of view,

Other settings lend themselves to other
terms that are less threatening than evaluator,
Sometimes a fieldwork project can be de-
scribed as documentation. Another term ['ve
heard used by community-based evaluators
is process historian, In the wilderness educa-
Hon program I was a full participant ob-
server, and staff described my role to partici-
pants as "keeper of the community record,”
making it clear that [ was nol there to evalu-
ate individual participants. The staff of the
project explained that they had asked me to
join the project because they wanted some-
one who did not have direct ego involve-
ment in the success or outcomes of the pro-
gram to observe and describe what went on,
both because they were too busy running the
program to keep detailed notes about what
occurred and because they were too in-
volved with what happened to be able to
look at things dispassionately, We had
agreed from the beginning that the commu-
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nity record I produced would be accessible
to participants as well as staff.

In none of these cases did changing the
language automatically make the entry pro-
cess smooth and easy. Earlier in this chapter,
| described our attempt to be viewed as “ed-
ucational researchers” in evaluating a com-
munity leadership program. Everyone fig-
ured out almost immediately that we were
really evaluators— and that’s what partici-
pants called us. Regardless of the story told
or the terms used, the entry period of field-
work is likely to remain “the first and most
uncomfortable stage of field work” (Wax
1971:15). Itis a time when the observer is get-
ting used to the new setting, and the people
in that setting are getting used to the ob-
server. Johnson (1975) suggests that there
are two reasons why the entry stage is both
so important and so difficult:

Firat, the achievement of successful entree iz a
precondition for doing the research. Put sim-
ply, no entree, no research. . ., [Plublished re-
ports of researchers’ entree experiences
describe seemingly unlimited contingencies
which may be encountered, ranging from be-
ing gleefully accepted to being thrown out on
one's ear, But there is a more subtle reason
why the matter of one’s entrance to a research
setting is seen as s0 important. This concerns
the relationship bebween the inidal entree to
the setting and the validity of the data that is
subsequently collected. The conditions under
which an initial entree is negotiated may have
important consequences for how the regsearch
is socially defined by the members of the set-
ting. These social definitions will have a bear-
ing on the extent to which the members trust a
social researcher, and the existence of relatons
of trust between an observer and the members
of a setting is essential to the production of an
objective report, one which retains the integ-
rity of the actor's perspective and its sodal
context, (pp 50-51)

While the observer must learn how to be-
have in the new setting, the people in that
setting are deciding how to behave toward
the observer. Mutual trust, respect, and co-
operation are dependent on the emergence
of an exchange relationship, or reciprocity
{Jorgensen 1989:71; Gallucci and Perugini
2000), in which the observer obtains data
and the people being observed find some
thing that makes their cooperation worth-
while, whether that something is a feeling of
importance from being observed, useful
teedback, pleasure from interactions with
the observer, or assistance in some task. This
rectprocity model of gaining entry assumes
that some reason can be found for partici-
pants to cooperate in the research and that
some kind of mutual exchange can occur.

Infiltration lies at the opposite end of the
continuum from a negolated, reciprocily
model of entry. Many feld settings are not
open to observation based on cooperation.
Douglas (1976:167-71) has described a num-
ber of infiltration strategies, including
"worming one’s way in,
bar to pry them open for our observations,”
showing enough “saintly submissiveness”
to make members guilty enough to provide
help, or playing the role of a “spineless
boob” who could never possibly hurt the
people being observed. He has also sug-

R
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gested using various ploys of misdirection
where the researcher diverts people's atten-
Hon away from the real purpose of the study.
There is also the “phased-entrée tactic” by
which the researcher who is refused entrée
to one group begins by studying another
group until it becomes possible to get into
the group that is the real focus of the re-
searcher’s attention, for example, begin by
observing children in a school when what
you really want to observe are teachers or
administrators

Often the best approach for gaining
entrée is the “known sponsor approach.”




Freldwoork Strateeies and Obseroation Methods 15 3]
g I

When Erm]_‘.llﬂjp'ing this tactic, observers use
the legitimacy and credibility of another
person to establish their own legitimacy and
credibility, forexample, the director of an or-
ganization for an organizational study, a lo-
cal leader, elected official, or village chieftain
for a community study, OF course, it's im-
portant to make sure thal the known spon-
sorisindeed a source of |cgilin‘1ac_‘y and cred-
ibility. Some prier assessment must be made
of the extent to which that PeErson can pro-
vide halo feelings that will be positive and
I1e]];~.j'|_:]. For Examplu, inanevaluation, using
a program administrator or funders as a
knowwn SpOnsor may increase suspicion and
distrust among program participants and
stafl

The initial period of fieldwork can be
frustrating and give rise to self-doubt. The
fieldworker may lie awake at night worry-
ing about some mistake, some faux pas,
made during the day. There may be fimes of
embarrassment, feeling foolish, of question-
ing the whole purpese of the project, and
even feelings of paranoia, The fact that one is
trained in social science does not mean that
one is immune to all the normal pains of
learning in new situations, On the other
hiand, the initial period of fieldwork can also
be an exhilarating time, a period of rapid
new |earning, when the senses are height-
ened by exposure to new stimuli, and a time
of testing one's social, intellectual, emo-
tional, and physical capabilities. The entry
stage of fieldwork magnifies both the joys
and the pains of doing fieldwork.

Evaluators can reduce the “stick-out-
like-a-sore-thumb syndrome” by beginning
their observations and participationn in a
program at the same time that participants
are beginning the program. In traditional
fieldwork, anthropologists cannot become
children again and experience the same so-
cialization into the culture that children ex-
pericnee. Evaluators, however, can often ox-

perience the same socialization process that
regular participants experience by becom-
ing part of the initiation process and timing
their observations to coincide with the be-
ginning of a program. Such timing makes
the evaluator one among a number of nov-
ices and substantially reduces the disparity
between the evaluator's knowledge and the
knowledge of other participants.

Beginning the program with other partic-
ipants, however, does not assure the evalua-
tor of equal status, Some participants may be
suspicious that real difficulties experienced
by the evaluator as a novice participant are
rhony—that the evaluator is play-acting,
only pretending to have difficulty. On the
first day of my participation in the wilder-
ness education program, we had our first
backpacking experience, The staff leader be-
gan by explaining that “vour backpack is
your friend.” I managed to both pack and
adjust my “friend"” incorrectly. Asa result, as
soon as we hil the trail, 1 found that the belt
around my waist holding the backpack an
my hips was so tight that my friend was
making my legs tall asleep. Lhad to stop sev-
eral limes to adjust the pack. Because of
these delays and other difficulties T was hav-
ing with the weight and carriage of the pack,
[ ended up as the last participant along the
trail. The next morning when the group was
deciding who should carry the map and
walk at the front of the group to learn map
reading, one of the participants immediately
volunteered my name. “Let Patton do it
That way he can’t hang back at the end of the
group to observe the rest of us.” No amount
of protest from me seemed to convince the
participants that | had ended up behind
them all because I was having trouble hiking
(working out my “friendship” with my
backpack). They were convinced Lhad taken
that position as a strategic place from which
to evaluate what was happening, [tis well to
remember, then, that regardless of the na-
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ture of the fieldwork, during the entry stage
more than at any other time, the observer is
also the observed,

What You Say and What You Do

Fieldworkers’ actions speak louder than
their words, Researchers necessarily plan
stralegies to present themselves and their
function, but participant reactions to state-
ments about the researcher s role are quickly
superseded by judgments based on how the
person actually behaves,

The relative importance of words versus
deeds in establishing credibility is partly a
function of the length of time the ohserver
expects to be in a setting. For some direct on-
looker observations, the fieldworker may be
present in a particular program for only a
few hours or a day. The entry problem in
such cases is quite different from the situa-
tion where the observer expects to be partici-
pating in the program over some longer pe-
riod of time, as anthropologist Rosalie Wax
has noted;

Allfield workers are concerned about explain-
ing their presence and their work Lo a host of
people. “How shall | introduce myself?” they
wonder, or, “what shall T say [ am doing?” 1f
the field worker plans to doa very rapid and
efficient survey, questions like these are ex-
tremely important. The manner in which an
interviewer introduces himseli, the precise
words he uses, may mean the difference bes
tween a fivst-rate joband a failure. .. . Butif the
field worker expects Lo eNgage in some variety
of participant shservalion, to develop and
maintain long-term !'C‘||_l|'iL1nEh]'pS, to do a
study that involves the enlargement of his
own understanding, the best thing he can dois
relax and remember that most sensible people
da not believe whal a stranger tells them. In
the long run, his host wil judge anc trust him,

not because of what he says about himself or

about his research, but by the style inwhich he
lives and acts, by the way in which he treats
them. In a somewhat shorter run, they will ac-

__ _cept or tolerate him because some relative,

friend, or person they respect has recom-

mended him to them, (Wax 1971:365)

William Foote Whyte (1984:37-63) has ex-
tracted and summarized entry strategies
used in a number of groundbreaking socia-
logical studies, including the Lynds’ study
of Middletown, W. Lloyd Warner's study of
Yankee City, Burleigh Gardner’s fieldwork
in the deep South, Elliot Liebow's hanging
around Tally's Corner, Elijah Anderson's
fieldwork in a Black neighborhood, Ruth
Horowitz's study of a Chicano neighbor-
hood, Robert Cole’s work in Japan, and
Whyte's own experiences in Cornerville.
They each had to adapt their entry strategy
to the local setting and they all ended up
changing what they had planned to do as
they learned from the initial responses to
their efforts to gain acceptance. These exam-
ples from those who paved for way for mad-
ern fieldworkers demonstrate the frpor-
tance of careful attention to entry and the
variety of approaches that are possible. The
next seclion presents a concrete example
from an evaluation by Jovee Keller,

AN ENTRY CASE EXAMPLE;
I'HE PART-TIME OBSERVER

Introduction. The preoipus seckion contrasted Hie
enitry challenges for the ona-shot onlooker chserver
wdth those of the lang-term participant abserver,
but a great deal of middle ground exists betiocen
these extremes. In [his section, Joyce Keller, a senior
staff member of the Minnespta Ceiler for Social
Researchat the time, describes her entry r'rrl‘.:J_,f'.".:"f.'J'-
wirk as q parl-time ahseroper? Because limilations
af time and resowrces gre contmmi in eoaluation,
many sitwakions call for a part-time observen,
,I'i.-&.lfu"a' reflections iptrere sone of the special ety
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B oblens assoctated with this “now you're here,

B o o 're gone” role
‘Ome word can describe my role, at least
Bitially, in a recent evaluation assignment:
piguous. I was to be neither a participant
erver nor an outsider coming in for a
Bf but intensive stint. I was to allocate ap-
imately six hours a week for seven
nths to observing the team development
a group of 23 professionals in an educa-
8l setting, At first, the ambiguity was
- ely on my side: What, really, was [ to do?
e team, too busy in the beginning with de-
ihing their own roles, had little time to con-
sder mine. Later on, as | became accus-
qed to my task, the team’s curiosity about

i function began to grow,
#8Tn their eyes, | served no useful purpose
t they could see. | was in the way a great
Btal of the fime inhibiting their private con-
fsations. On the other hand, they: ap-
ared to be concerned about what I was
inking, Some of them—most of them— be-
to be friendly, to greet me as [ came in, to
nment when 1 missed a team meeting,.
By came to see me as | saw myself: neither
Bdlly part of the group nor a separate, re-

I. ved force,
E(Observing their interaction perhaps six
trs a week out of their 40-hour work week
iously meant that | missed a great deal. |
led to develop a sense of when to be
ent, to choose among group meetings,
group meetings; and activities when all
members were to come together. At the
e time, | was working on other contracts
ch limited the amount of adjustable time
able. “Flexible” was the way | came to
ne my weekly schedule; others, not as
table, would probably have defined it
ishifty.”

W\ hazard that | encountered as [ filled my
Iguous, flexible role was that [ soon dis-
red I was not high on the priority list to

be notified in the event of schedule changes.
I'would have firmly in mind that a subgroup
was to meet on Tuesday at 10:00 a.m. ina cer-
tain place. 1 would arrive to find no one
there. Later, | would discover that on Mon-
day the meeting had been changed to
Wednesday afternoon and no one had been
delegated to tell me. At no time did 1 seri-
ously feel that the changes were planned to
exclude me; on the contrary, the members’
contrition about their oversight seemed
quite genuine. They had simply forgotten
me.

Another area of sudden change that
caused me difficulty was in policy and pro-
cedure. What had seemed to be firm com-
mitments on ways to proceed or tasks to be
tackled were being ignored. [ came to realize
that while a certain amount of this instability
was inherent in the program itself, other
shifts in direction were outgrowths of plan-
ning sessions [ had not attended or had not
heard the results from after they had oc-
curred. Therefore, keeping current became
for me a high-priority activity. Not to do so
would have added to my feeling of ambigu-
ity: Also, if [ had not operated with a certain
degree of self-confidence, I would have felt
somehow at fault for coming to a meeting at
the wrong time or place or assuming thata
certain decision, which the team had previ-
ously made, was still valid.

I began my observation of this team in its
formative stage. Had 1 begun after the team
was well established, my difficulties would
have been greater. Nevertheless, many of
the team members were already well ac-
quainted with each other; all had been em-
ployees of the same school district over a pe-
riod of time, They were much better versed
in what they had come together to accom-
plish than I, whose only orientation was
reading the proposal which, upon accep-
tance, had brought them together. [ found
also that the proposal and the way they
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planned to proceed were, in actuality, far
from identical.

With my observer role by continue over
many months, [ realized that [ must main-
tain the difficult position of being impartial,
| could not be thought of by the team mem-
bers as being closely aligned with their lead-
ers, norcould Lexpect the leaders to talk can-
didly and openiy with me if they believed
that | would repeat their confidences to the
group members: Reluctantly, for 1 discow-
eredd several team members with whom
friendships could easily have developed, 1
declined invitations to social activities out-
side of working hours,

When | met with the group for the first
time, [ directed most of my energies to
matching names and faces. | would be tak-
Iy nokes at most of the sessions and it was
essential that | could record not only what
weas said bub who said it At the first session
evervone, including me, wore a name lag,
But within a rew days, they were all well ac-
quainted and had discarded theirname tags:
| was the only one still fumbling for names.
While being able to oreel caclh member by
NAITS Was i'|'I'|'|-."|:"|rt¢'l|":'§J S0 WELS k]'lﬂ"'r‘t".ﬂ'ljl'_, ST
lhing about cach one's background. Coffes
breaks allowed me to droulate among the
group and carry on short conversations with
as many as possible to ley to fix in my mind
who they were and where they came from,
which provided insights into why they be-
haved in the group as they did.

Team members at firsi expressed a certain
amount of enthusiasm for minutes to be
taken of their meetings. This enthusiasm
was short-lived, for willing volunteers to
serve as secretary did not emerge. [ was dis-
appointed, for, had minutes been kept of the
mestinegs and had | been able to rely on re-
ceiving copies, T would have concentrated
solely on observing the interactions and
would net have had to keep track of what

they were interacting about. [ noted (and ia-
nored) a few passing suggestions thal
since 1 was obviously taking notes mavbe |
could. . ..

[ took copious notes before [ began to de-
velop a sense of what was or was not impor-
tant to record. When [ relased more and
aimed for the tone of the meeting my under-
standing of the group increased. | had (o re-
alize that, as a part-fime observer, it was m-
possible for me to understand all of what
was said, My decision frequently was to lel
this portion of the meeting pass or to jot
down a reminder to myvself to ask clarifving
questions later,

Side-stepping sensitive questions from
baoth leaders and team members had to he
developed into a fine art, As [ became more
finely tuned to the interactions, and most be-
came aware that Lwas, [ was frequently que-
ried as 1o my perceptionsof a particularindi-
vidual o situation. On one nccasion, | found
a team member jumping into an elevator fo
ride two floors with me in a direction he
didn't want to go so that he could ask me pri-
vately what I thought of another team miem-
ber. My response was, "1 think she's a very
interesting person,” or something equally
innocuous, and received from him a highly
raised evebrow, since the woman in ques-
Hon had just behaved in a very peculiar
manner al the meeting we had both just at-
tencled,

In-depth interviews with each team
member began in the fourth month of my
nbservation and was the mechanism which
filled in many of the gaps in my understand-
ing. The timing was perfect: | had gained
enough familiarily with both personnel and
project by thal hme so that Fwas knowledge-

able, they had come to trust me, and they
still cared deeply about the project. (This
caring diminished for some as the project
vear drew to a close without any real hopes




Fieldwork Strategies and Observation Methods 15 317

sfunding for a second year.) My inter-
design was intentionally simple and
ended. What 1 wanted most was for
1 to talk about their experiences in terms
trengths and weaknesses.
g amount of new information dimin-
d throughout the six weeks or so that
required to interview all team members.
own performance unquestionably di-
nished too as the weeks went on. It was
cult to be animated and interesting as |
ed the same questions over and over, de-
ed strategies with which to probe, and re-
rded perceptions and incidents which 1
g heard many times before.
Nevertheless, the interviews appear in
Btrospect to have been a necessary tool of
part-time observer. Bit by bit team mem-
filled in holes in my information and
repeated references to particular situa-

;:iutinizatiun of Fieldwork:
The Dynamics of the Second Stage

tions and conditions reinforced for me what
were sometimes at best only vague percep-
tions. Team members who appeared to be
passive and quiet when [ saw them at group
meetings were often referred to by their
team members as hard-working and cre-
ative when they were out in the field. The in-
terviews also helped me become aware of
misconceptions on my part caused by seging
only part of the picture, due to time con-
straints.

The experience was a new one for me, tha
of part-time observer. Quite frankly, this
mode of evaluation probably will never be a
favorite one. On the other hand, it provided
a picture that no “snap-shot” evaluation
method could have accomplished as interac-
tions changed over time and in a situation
where the full participant observer role was
clearly not appropriate.

What did you learn in your readings today?” asked Master Halcolm.
“We learned that a journey of a thousand miles begins with the first

step,” replied the léarners,

“Ah, yes, the importance of beginnings,” smiled Halcolm
“Yet, | am puzzled,” said a learner. “Yesterday I read that there are a

thousand beginnings for every ending.”

“Ah, yes, the importance of seeing a thing through to the end,” affirmed

Halcolm.

“But which is more important, to begin or end?” =
“Two great self-deceptions are asserted by the world's self-congratulators:
that the hardest and most important step is the first and that the greatest and

most resplendent step is the last,

“While every journey must have a first and last step, my experience is that
what ultimately determines the nature and enduring value of the journey are
the steps in between. Each step has its own value and importance. Be present
for the whole journey, learners that you are. Be present for the whole journey.”

—Halcolm
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During the second stage, after the
fieldworker has established a role and pur-
pose, the focus moves to high-quality data
gathering and opportunistic investigation
following emergent possibilities and build-
ing on what is observed and learned each
step along the way. The observer, no longer
caught up in adjustments to the newness of
the field setting, begins to really see what is
going on instead of just looking around. As
Florence Nightingale said, "Merely looking
at the sick is not observing.”

Describing the second stage as “rou-
tinization of fieldwork” probably overstates
the case, In emergent designs and ever-
deepening inquiry, the human tendency to-
ward routines yields to the ups and downs
of new discoveries, fresh insights, sudden
doubts, and ever-present questioning of
others—and often of self. Discipline is
needed to maintain high-quality, up-to-date
field notes. Openness and perseverance are
needed to keep exploring, looking deeper,
diverging broader, and focusing narrower,
always going where the inguiry and data
take you, Fieldwork is intellectually chal-
lenging at mes, mind-numbingly dull at
times, and for many, an emotional roller
coaster. Appendix 9.1 at the end of Chap-
ter 9, “A Documenter s Perspective,” offers
the reflections of a participant observer con-
ducting a school evaluation and grappling
with changes in fieldwork over time.

One of the things that can happen in the
course of fieldwork is the emergence of a
strong feeling of connection with the people
being studied. As you come to understand
the behaviors, ideals, anxieties, and feelings
of other people, you may find yourself iden-
tifying with their lives, their hopes, and their
pain. This sense of identification and con-
nection can be a natural and logical conse-
quence of having established relationships
of rapport, trust, and mutuality. For me, that

QUALITATIVE DESIGNG AND DATA COLLECTION

awakening identification involves some re-
alization of how much [ have in common
with these people whose world | have been
permitted to enter. At times during field-
work I feel a great separation from the pec-
ple I'm observing, then at other times I feel a
strong sense of our commaon humanity. For a
fieldworker to identify, however briefly,
with the people in a setting or for an evalua-
tor to identify with the clients in a program
can be a startling experience because social
science observers are often quite separated
from those they study by education, experi-
ence, confidence, and income. Such differ-
ences sometimes make the world of pro-
grams as exotic to evaluators as nonliterate
cultures are exotic to anthropologists.

There come times, then, when a field-
worker must deal with his or her own feel-
ings about and perspectives on the people
being observed. Part of the sorting-out pro-
cess of fieldwork is establishing an under-
standing of the relationship between the
observed and the observer. When that hap-
pens, and as it happens, the person involved
in fieldwork may be no less startled than Jo-
seph Conrad’s infamous character Marlowe
in Heart of Darkness, Marlowe had followed
Kurtz, the European ivory trader, up the
deep river into the Congo where Kurtz had
established himself as a mangod to the tribal
people there. He used his position to acquire
ivory, but to maintain his position he had to
perform the indigenous rituals of human
sacrifice and cannibalism. Marlowe, deeply
enmeshed in the racism of his culture and
time, was initially horrified by the darkness
of the jungle and its peoples, but as he
watched the rituals of those seeming sav-
ages, he found an emergent identification
with them and even entertained the suspi-
cion that they were nof inhuman. He became
aware of a linkage between himself and
them:
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a distinction between those who are paid for
their responsibilities in the program (staff)
and those who are primarily recipients of
what the program has to offer (participants).
Sociologically, it makes sense that staff and
participants would be differentiated, creat-
ing a distance that can evolve into conflict or
distrust. Participants will often view the
evaluator as no different from the staff or ad-
ministration, or even the funding sources
—virtually any group except the partici-
pants. If the evaluator observer is attempt-
ing to experience the program as a partici-
pant, special effort will be required make
participation real and meaningful and to
become accepted, even trusted, by other
participants, On the other hand, staff and
administrators may be suspicious of the
evaluator's relationships with funders or
board members,

The peint is not to be naive about the tan-
gled web of relationships the par! icipant ob-
server will experience and to be thoughtful
about how feldwork, data quality, and the
overall inquiry are affected by these connec-
tions and interrelationships, all of which
have to be negotiated.

Lotland (1971) has suggested that partici-
pant observers can reduce suspicion and
fear about a study by becoming openly
aligned with a single broad grouping within
a setting while remaining aloof from that
grouping’s own internal disputes,

Thus, known observers of medical schools
have aligned themselves only with the medi-
cal students, rather than atlempting to partici-
pate  extensively with both faculty and
students. In mental hospitals, known obsery-
ers have confined themselves largely to men-
tal patients and restricted their participation
with staff. To attempt to participate with both,
extensively and simultanecusly, would prob-

ably have generated suspicion about the ob-
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servers among people on both sides of thoge
ferces. (pp. 96-97)

In contrast to Lofland's advice, in evaly-
ating the wilderness education program |
found myself moving back and forth be-
tween a full participant role, where | was
identified primarily as a participant, and a
full staff role, where L was identified primar-
ily with those who carried responsibility for
directing the program. During the first field
conference, T took on the role of full partici-
pant and made as visible as possible my alle-
giance to fellow participants while main-
taining distance from the staff. Over time,
however, as my personal relaionships with
the staff increased, | became more and more
aligned with the staff. This coincided with a
change of emphasis in the evaluation itself,
with the earlier part of the fieldwork being
directed at describing the participant experi-
ence and the latter part of the feldwork be-
ing aimed at describing the workings of the
staff and providing formative feedback.

However, | was always aware of a ten-
sion, both within myself and within the
group at |.:|q.15_~, about the exlent to which |
was a participant or a staff member. | Found
that as my observational skills became in-
creasingly valued by the program staff [ had
to mare consciously and actively resist their
desire to have me take on a more active and
explicit staff role. They also made occasional
attempts {0 use me as an infarmer, trying to
seduce me into conversations aboul particu-
lar participants. The ambiguities of my role
were never fully resolved, | suspect that
such ambiguities were inherent in the situa-
tion and are to be expected in many evalua-
tion fieldwork experiences.

Managing field relationships involves a
different set of dynamics when the inquiry is
collaborative or participatory. Under such
designs, where the researcher involves oth-
ers in the setting in fieldwork, a great deal of
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B vork consists of facilitating the interac-
with co-inquirers, supporting their
collection efforts, ongoing training in
ration and interviewing, managing in-

ion of field notes among different par-

nt researchers, and monitoring data
Sty and consistency. These collaborative
i gement responsibilities will reduce the
b ary researcher’s own tme for field-
dhd will affect how others in the set-

. those who aren’t participatory or col-
rative researchers, view the inquiry and
ieldwork director, if that is the role taken

B some cases, management of the collab-
Stive inguiry effort is done by one of the
Sticipants and the trained fieldworker

Bves primarily as a skills and process

Siner and consultant to the group. Clarity
Bt these roles and divisions of labor can
Ble or break collaborative, participatory
tms of inquiry, Having shared values
sout collaboration does not guarantee ac-
y pulling it off. Collaborative inquiry is
fallenging work, often frustrating, but
Blicn it works, the findings will carry the ad-
fional credibility of collaborative triangu-
sion, and the results tend to be rewarding
@irall involved, with enduring insights and
inquiry skills for those involved.

v Informants

 One of the mainstays of much fieldwork
ithe use of key informants as sources of in-
wrmation about what the observer has not
e cannot experience, as well as sources of
planation for events the observer has actu-
v witnessed. Key informants are people
o are particularly knowledgeable about
e inquiry setting and articulate about their
nwlu_-d_s;e—pi'ﬂp]l: whose insights can
grove particularly useful in helping an ob-
‘er understand what is happening and

ty. Selecting key informants must be done
grefully to avoid arousing hostility or an-

tagonisms among those who may resent or
distrust the special relationships between
the tieldworker and the key informant. In-
deed, how—and how much—to make visi-
ble this relationship involves stra tegic think-
ing about how others will react and how
their reactions will affect the inquiry. There's
no formal announcement that the “position”
of key informant is open, or that it's been
filled; the key informant is simply that per-
son or those persons with whom the re-
searcher or evaluator is likely to spend con-
siderable time.

Key informants must be trained or devel-
oped in their role, not in a formal sense, but
because they will be more valuable if they
understand the purpose and focus of the in-
quiry, the issues and questions under inves-
tigation, and the kinds of information that
are needed and most valuable Anthropolo-
gists Pelto and Pelto (1978) made this point
in reflecting on their own feldwork:

We noticed that humans differ in their will-
ingness as well as their capabilities for ver-
bally expressing cultural information. Conse-
quently, the anthropologist usually finds that
only a small number of individuals in any
community are good key informants. Some of
the capabilities of key informants are system-
atically developed by the field workers, as
they train the informants to conceptualize cul-
tural data in the frame of reference employed
by anthropologists, . The key informant
gradually learns the rules of behavior in a
role vis-i-vis the interviewer-anthropologist.

(p. 72)

The danger in cultivating and using key
informants is that the researcher comes to
rely on them too much and loses sight of the
fact that their perspectives are necessarily
limited, selective, and biased. Data from in-
formants represent percephions, not truths.
Information obtained from key informants

— i
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should be clearly specified as such in the
field notes so that the researcher’s observa-
tions and those of the informants do not be-
come confounded. This may seem like an
obvious point, and it is, but over weeks and
months of fieldwerk it can become difficult
to decipher what information came from
what sources unless the fieldworker has a
routine system for documenting sources
and uses that system with great discipline,
thoroughness, and care.

Key informants can be particularly help-
ful in learning about subgroups to which the
observer does not or cannot have direct ae-
cess. During the second vear of the wilder-
ness education program, one informal
group, mostly women, dubbed themselves
the “turtles” to set themselves apart from
participants, mostly men, whe had more ex-
perience in the wilderness and wanted to
hike at a fast pace, climb the highest peaks,
ar otherwise demonstrate their prowess—a
group they called somewhat disparagingly
the “truckers” (trucks being unwelcome in
the wilderness). Having had a full vear of
wilderness experiences the first year of the
program, | didn’t qualify to become an inti-
mate part of the turtles. [ therefore estab-
lished an informant r¢-|a1lic|1'|.51'|.i|_1 with aone of

Bringing Fieldwork to a Close

the turtles, who willingly kept me informed
about the details of what went on in that
group. Without that key informant relation-
ship, I would have missed some very impor-
tant information about the kinds of experi-
ences the turtle participants were having
and the significance of the project to them.
While being part of any setting necessar-
ily involves personal cheices about social re-
lationships and political choices about group
alliances, the emphasis on making strategic
decisions in the field should not be inter-
preled as suggesting that the conduct of
qualitative research in naturalistic settings is
an ever-exciting game of chess in which
players and pieces are manipulated to ac-
complish some ultimate goal. Fleldwork cer-
tainly invelves times of both exhilaration
and frustration, but the dominant motifs in
fieldwork are hard work, long hours to bath
do observations and keep up-to-date with
field notes, enormous discipline, attention
to details, and concentration on the mun-
dane and day-to-day. The routinization of
fieldwork is a time of concentrated effort
and immersion in gathering data. Alas, let
the truth be told: The gathering of field
data invalves very little glory and an abun-
dance of nose-to-the-grindstone drudgery.

W ell, I've gotten to the end of the subject—of the page—of your
patience and my time.

—Alice B. Toklas in a letter to Elizabeth Hansen, 1949

In traditional scholarly feldwork within
anthropology and sociology, it can be diffi-
cult to predict how long fieldwork will last.
The major determinant of the length of the
fieldwork 1s the investigator’s own re-
sources, interests, and needs. Evaluation
and action research typically have quite spe-

cific reporting deadlines, stated in a con-
tract, that affect the length of and resources
available for fieldwork, and the intended
uses of evaluative findings.

In the previous secton, we looked at the
many complex relationships that get formed
during fieldwork, relalionships with key in-




Fieldwork Strategies and Oiseroation Methods B 323

ants, hosts, and sponsors in the setting
helped with entrée and may have sup-
ad ongoing fieldwork, helping solve
blems and smooth over difficulties. In
flaborative research, relationships with
earchers will have deepened. In any ex-
ed involvement within a setting, friend
and alliances are formed. As fieldwork
to an end, an exit or disengagement
Stegy is needed. While a great deal of at-
on has traditionally been paid to enter-
he field, much less attention has been
to the disengagement process, what
g (1980) has called the “neglected prob-
n participant observation research,”
e side of the coin is L‘J]Sﬂ.‘]'L_L’,ﬂgE[I1|:[‘Ii.
ther side is reentry back to one’s life af-
ctended Feldwork or an all-consuming
ject, When I wentto do graduate research
fanzania, our team received a lot of sup-
it and preparation for entry, much of it
d at avoiding culture shock. But when
greturned home, we were given no prepa-
i for what it would be like to return
erica’s highly commercial, materialis-
d fast-moving culture aiter months in
fbrarian, community-oriented, slower-
Ming environment. The culture shock hit
g home, not going to Africa.
terpersonal, cross-cultural, disengage-
it and reentry issues all deserve atten-
s fieldwork comes to a close. Relation-
with people change and evolve from
iy, through the middle days, and into the
POf fieldwork. So does the fieldworker’s
itonship with the data and engagement
e inquiry process. That changed en-
giment in the inquiry process is what I
1o tocus on here.

'ou near completion of data gather-
aving become fairly knowledgeable
the setting being observed, more and
attention can be shifted to fine-tuning
onfirming observed patterns. Possible

etations of and explanations for what

was observed show up more in the feld
notes. Some of these explanations have been
offered by others; some occur directly to the
observer. In short, analysis and interpreta-
tion will have begun even before the ob-
server has left the field.

Chapter 9 discusses analysis strategies at
length. At this point, [ simply want to recog-
nize the fact that data gathering and analysis
flow together in feldwork, for there is usu-
ally no definite, fully anticipated point at
which data collection stops and analysis be-
gins, Une process flows into the other. As the
observer gains confidence in the quality and
meaningfulness of the data, sophisticated
about the setting under study, and aware
that the end draws near, additional data col-
lection becomes increasingly selective and
strategic.

As fieldwork draws to a close, the re-
searcher is increasingly concerned with veri-
fication of already-collected data and less
concerned with generating new inquiry
leads. While in naturalistic inquiry one
avoids imposing preconceived analytical
categories on the data, as fieldwork comes to
an end, experience with the setting will usu-
ally have led to thinking about prominent
themes and dimensions that organize what
has been experienced and observed. These
emergent ideas, themes, concepts, and di-
mensions—generated inductively through
fieldwork—can also now be deepened, fur-
ther examined, and verified during the clo-
sure period in the field.

Guba (1978) has described fieldwork as
moving back and forth between the discov-
ery mode and the verification mode like a
wave. The ebb and flow of research involves
moving in and out of periods when the in-
vestigator is open to new inputs, generative
data, and opportunistic sampling to periods
when the investigator is testing out hunches,
fine-tuning conceptualization, sifting ideas,
and verifying explanations,
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When fieldwork has gone well the ob-
server grows increasingly confident that
things make sense and begins to believe in
the data. Glaser and Strauss (1967), com-
menting on grounded theory as an outcome
of fieldwork, have described the feelings
that the traditional field observer has as
fieldwork moves to a close, data-based pat-
terns have emerged, and the whole takes
shape:

The conlinual intermeshing of data calleclion
and analysis has direct bearing on how the re-
search is broughl to a close, When the re-
searcher s convineed that his conceptual
tramewaork forms a systemalic theary, that it is
a reasonably accurate statement of the matter
studied, that it is couched in a form possibie
for others o use in stud ying a similar area, and
that he can publish his results with confi

dence, then he has neared the end of his re-
search. ..,

Why does the rezearcher trust what he
knows? . . They are his perceptions, his per-
sonal experiences, and his own hard-won
analyses. A fizld worker knows that he knows,
not only becatse he has been in the feld and
because he has carefully discovered and -
erated hypotheses, but also because “in his
bones” he feels the worth of his final analysis,
He has been living with partial analyses for
many months, testing them each step of the
way, unfil he has built this theory, What 15
more, if he has participaled in the social life of
is subject, then he has been living by his anat -
yases, testing them not only by observation and
interview butalso by daiiy living. (pp. 224-25)

This representation of bringing a
grounded theory inquiry to a close repre-
sents the scholarly inquiry ideal. In the
“contracted deliverables” world of program
evaluation, with limited time and resources,
and reporting schedules that may not permit
as much fieldwork as is desirable, the evalu-

ator may have to bring the fieldwork to a
close before that state of real confidence has
fully emerged. Nevertheless, | find that
there is a kind of Parkinson's law in field-
work: As time runs out, the investigator
feels more and more the pressure of making
sense put of things, and some form of order
does indeed begin to emerge from the obser-
vations. This is a ime to celebrate emergent
understandings even while retaining the
critical eye of the skeptic, especially useful
in questioning one's own confident conclu-
S10TS.

Evaluation Feedback

Inn doing fieldwork for program evalua-
tion, in contrast to theory-oriented scholarly
field research, the evaluator observer must
be concerned about providing feedback,
making judgments, and generating recom-
mendations. Thus, as the fieldwork draws to
aclose, the evaluator observer must begin to
consider what feedback is to be given to
whom and how,

Giving feedback can be part of the verifi-
cation process in fieldwork, My own prefer-
erice is to provide the participants and staff
with descriptions and analysis, verbally and
informally, and to include their reactions as
part of the data. Part of the reciprocity of
fieldwork can be an agrecment to provide
participants with descriptive information
about whal has been observed. | find that
participants and staff are hungry for suchin-
formation and fascinated by it. T also find
that 1 learn a greal deal from their reactions
to my descriptions and analyses. Of course,
it's neither possible nor wise to report every-
thing one has observed. Moreover, the infor-
mal feedback that occurs at or near the end
of fieldwork will be different from the find-
ings that are reported formally based on the
more systematic and rigorous analysis thal

must go on once the evalualor leaves the
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1d. But that formal, systematic analysis
il take more fime, so while one is still in
e field it is possible to share at least some
findings and to learn from the reactions of
Hinse who hear those findings.
B Timing feedback in formative evalua-
ns can be challenging. When the purpose
Bt offer recommendations to improve the
)ETAMm, the program staff will usually be
tvious to get that information "ASAP" (as
Elion as possible). The evaluator observer

Fhay even feel pressured to report findings
iz ma.ulel‘., before having confidence in
j e patterns that seem to be emerging. [ ex-

i rienced this problem throughout the eval-
ﬂm;:.n of the wilderness education program.
uring the first year, we met with the staft at
bihie end of each field conference program
e three 10-day held conferences were
' _'F'ma_.ﬂ] out over a year) to discuss whal we
fiad observed and to share interpretations
bout those observations, At the very first
feedback session, the staff reaction was, "1
wish vou'd told us that in the middle of the
eek, when we could have done something
Eabout it. Why'd vou hold back? We could
fhave used what you've learned to change
fthe program right then and there.”
| tried to explain that the implications of
Swhat [ observed had only become clear to
B e an hour or bwo before our meeting when
my coevaluator and [ had sat down with our
field notes, looked them over, and discussed
f their significance together. Despite this ex-
lanation, which struck me as altogether
¢ reasonable and persuasive and struck the
‘it:'lft as altogether disingenuous, from that
i moment forth a lingering distrust hung over
fithe evaluatbon as staff perindically joked
& bout when we ‘d get around to telling them
B what we'd learned next time. Throughout
_ ﬂ'i':.'lhn“(“nearkmth['pmrf‘d the issue of Hm-
ng feedback surfaced several times a year.
—“15 they came increasingly to value our feed-
back, they wanted it to come earlier and ear-

lier during each field conference. During the
second field conference in the second year,
when a number of factors had combined to
make the program quite different from what
the staff had hoped for, the end-of-the-con-
ference evaluation feedback session gener-
ated an unusual amount of frustration from
the staff because my analyses of what had
happened had not been shared earlier
Again, 1 found some distrust of my insis-
tence that those interpretations had
emerged later rather than sooner as the pat

terns became clear to me,

Evaluators who provide formative feed-
back on an engoing basis need to be consci-
entious in resisting pressures to share find-
ings and interpretations before they have
confidence about what they have observed
and sorted out important patterns—not cer-
tainty, but at least some degree of confi-
dence, The evaluator is caughtin a dilemma;
Reporting patterns before they are clearly
established may lead program staff to inter-
vene inappropriately; withholding feedback
too long may mean that dysfunctional pat
terns become so entrenched that they are dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to change,

Mo ideal balance has everemerged for me
between continuing observations and pro-
viding feedback. Timing feedback is a mat-
ter of judgment and strategy, and it depends
on the nature of the evaluator’s relationship
with program staff and the nature of the
feedback, especially the balance between
what statf will perceive as negative and pos-
itive feedback. When in doubt, and where
the relationship between the evaluator and
program staff has not stabilized into one of
long-term trust, 1 counsel evaluator observ-
ers to err on the side of less feedback rather
than more. As often happens in social rela-
tionships, negative feedback that was wrong
is long remembered and often recounted.
On the other hand, it may be a measure of
the success of the feedback that program
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staff so fully adopt it that they make il their
own and cease to credit the insights of the
evaluator,

Once feedback is given, the role of the
evaluator changes, Those to whom the feed-
back was presented are likely to become
much more conscious of how their behavior
and language are being observed. Thus,
added to the usual effect of the fieldworker
on the setting being cbserved, this feedback
dimension of fieldwork increases the impact
of the evaluator observer on the setting in
which he or she is involved.

Though this problem of reactivity Is ac-
centuated in evaluation, it exists in any ob-
servational inquiry, As the researcher pre-
pares to leave the field, and people react to
that imminent departure, the impact of the
researcher’s presence on the setting may be-
come visible in new ways. Because those ef-
fects have been of such major concern to
people who engage in naturalistic inquiry,
the final section in this chapter considers this
question of how Ihe observer affects what is
abserved.

5 The Observer and
What Is Observed:
Unity and Separation

The guestion of how the observer alfects
what is observed has natural as well as so-
cial science dimensions. The Heisenberg
uncertainty principle states that the instru-
ments used to measure velocity and posi-
tion of an electron alter the accuracy of mea-
surement, When the scientist measures the
pasition of an electron, its wvelocity is
changed, and when velocity is measured, it
becomes difficult to capture precisely the
electron’s position, The process of observ-
ing affects what is observed. These are real
effects, not just errors of perception or mea-
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surement. The physical world can be altered
by the intrusion of the observer. How much
more, then, are social worlds changed by the
intrusion of fieldworkers?

The effects of observation vary depend-
ing on the nature of the observation, the type
of setting being studied, the personality and
procedures of the observer, and a host of un-
anticipated conditions. Nor is it simply in
fieldwork involving naturalistic inguiry that
scientific observers affect whal is observed.,
Experimentalists, survey researchers, cosl-
benefit analysts, and psychologists who ad-
minister standardized tests all affect the sit-
uations inko which they intfroduce data col-
lection procedures, The issue is not whether
or not such effecls occur; rather, the 1ssue is
how to monitor those effects and take them
into consideration when interpreting data,

A strength of naturalistic inguiry is that
the observer is sufficiently a part of the situa-
tion to be able to understand personally
what is happening. Fieldworkers are called
on to inquire into and be reflective about
how their inguiry intrudes and how those
intrusions atfect findings. But that's not al-
ways easy. Consider the case of anthropole-
gist Mapoleon Chagnoen, whe did fieldwork
for a quarter century among the isclated and
primitive Yanomami Indians who lived
deep in the rain forest at the borders of
Venezuela and Brazil, He studied mortality
rates by dispensing steel goods, including
axes, as a way of persuading people to give
him the names of their dead relatives invia-
lalion of tribal taboos. Brian Ferguson, an-
other anthropologist knowledgeable about
the Yanomami, believes thal Chagn.:rn"s
fieldwork destabilized relationships among
villages, promoted warfare, and introduced
disease. Chagon denies these charges but
acknowledges extracting tribal secrets by
giving informants gifts like beads and
fishhooks, capitalizing on animosities be-
tween individuals, and bribing children for
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eation when their elders were not
B4 He gave away machetes in ex-
o for blood samples for his genealogi-
dies. The long-term effects of his field-
have become a matter of spirited
and controversy within anthropol-
gertz 2001; Tierney 2000a, 2000b).
the other end of the intrusion contin-
& we find those qualitative designs
: “intrusions” are intentionally de-
fod because the gqualitative inquiry is
ed as an intended form of degired inter-
on. This is the case, for example, with
Sborative and participatory forms of in-
v in which those people in the setting
ecome coresearchers are expected to
fected by participation in the inquiry.
hrocesses of participation and collabo-
i can be designed and facilitated to
Gan im pact on participants and collabo-
5 quite beyond whatever findings they
fpenerate by working together, In the
55 of participating in an evaluation,
ficipants are exposed to and have the op-
EELnity to learn the logic of research and
fliscipline of data-based reasoning,. Skills
quired in problem identification, crite-
ecification, and data collection, analy-
d interpretation. Acquisition of re-
et skills and ways of thinking can have a
W ©-term impact than the use of findings
a particular evaluation study. This
ing from the process” as an outcome
fiirticipatory and collaborative inquiry
B Tiences is called process use in contrast to
fiies use (Patton 19974 Chapter 5, 1998,

iile it is not possible to know precisely
ollaboration will affect coresearchers
Iy anticipate how an observer will af-

e setting observer, both cases illustrate
d tobe thoughtful about the intercon-
s between observers and observed. It
sible, however, when designing the
¥ and making decisions about the ob-

server’s degree of participation in the
setting, the visibility and openness of field-
work, and the duration of fieldwork (see Ex-
hibit 6.1 earlier in this chapter) to anticipate
certain of the situations that may arise and to
establish strategies for how those situations
will be handled. For example, I have been in-
volved as a participant observer- evaluator
in a number of professional development
programs where participants were expected
to exercise increasing control over the curric-
ulum as the program evolved, Had I fully
participated in such participatory decision
making, I could have influenced the direc-
tion of the program. Anticipating that prob-
lem and reviewing the implications with
program staff, in each case [ decided not to
participate actively in participant-led deci-
sion making to the full extent I might have
had Inot been involved in the role of evalua-
tor observer. The participatory and PIMPOW-
ering philosophy of these programs called
for each participant to articulate interests
and help make happen those things that he
or she wanted to have happen. In my role as
evaluator observer, T had to reduce the ex-
tent to which I acted out that philosophy so
as to limit my impact on the direction of the
group. | aimed my involvement at a level
where I would not appear withdrawn from
the process, yet at the same time attempted
to minimize my influence, especially where
the group was divided on priorities.
Another example comes from evaluation
of a community leadership program men-
tioned previously in this chapter. As a
three-person team of participant observers,
we participated fully in small-group leader-
ship exercises. When the groups in which we
participated were using concepts inappro-
priately or doing the exercise wrong, we
went along with what participants said and
did without making corrections. Had we re-
ally been only participants—and not partici-
pant evaluators—we would have offered
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corrections and solutions. Thus, our roles
made us more passive than we tended natu-
rally to be in order not to dominate the small
groups. We had anticipated this possibility
in the design stage prior to fieldwork and
had agreed on this strategy at that time.

The role and impact of the evaluator ob-
server can change over the course of feld-
work. Early in the wilderness program, [
kept a low profile during participant-led
planning discussions. Later in the program,
particularly during the final field conference
of the second year, 1 bécame more engaged
in discussions about the future direction of
thie project.

Reporting on the relationship between
the observer and the observed, then, and the
ways in which the observer may have af-
fected the phenomenon observed becomes
part of the methodological discussion in
published fieldwork reports and evaluation
studies. In that methodological discussion
(or the methods cha pter of a dissertation),
the observer presents data about the effects
of fieldwork on the sel ting and people
therein and also the observer’s perspective
on what has occurred, As Patricia Carini
(1975) has explained, such a discussion ac-
knowledges that findings inevi tably are in-
fluenced by the observer's point of view
during naturalistic inquiry:

The observer has a point of view thatis central
to the datum and it is in the articulation—in
the revelation of his point of view—that the
datum of inquiry is assumed to emerge. In of
fect the observer is here construed as one mo-
ment of the datum and as such the fabric of his
thought is inextricably woven into the datum
as he is assumed to be constituent of its mean-
ing. From this assumption it is possible to con-
sider the relationship of the observer to the
phenomenon under inquiry. Relatedness can
be stated in many ways: opposition, identity,

proximity, interpenetration, isalation, to name
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orly a few. All imply that the way in which a
persan construes his relationship to the phe-
nomenal world is a function of his point of piew
about it. That is, relationship is not a given nor
anabsolute, but depends upon a personal per-
spective. It is also true that perspective can
shift, the only necessity of a person’s human-
ity being that he takes some stance in relation-
ship to the events about him. (pp. §-3)

Carini is here articu lating the interde-
pendence between the observer and what
iz observed. Prior to data collectiom, the
fieldworker plans and strategizes about the
hoped-for and expected nature of that inter-
dependence. But things don’t always unfold
as planned, so observers must make some
effort to observe themselves observing—
and record the effects of their observations
on the people observed and, no less impor-
tant, reflect on changes they've experienced
from having been in the setting, This means
being able to balance observation with re-
flection and manage the tension between en-
gagement and detachment.

Bruyn (1966}, in his classic work on par-
ticipant observation, articulated a basic
premise of participant observation: the “role
of the participant observer requires both
detachment and personal involvement”
{p. 14). To be sure, there is both tension and
ambiguity in this premise. How it plays out
In any given situation will depend on both
the observer and the phenomenon being ob-
served,

Thus, we may observe at the outset that while
the traditional rale of the scientist is that of 2
neutral observer who remains unmoved, un-
changed, and untouched in his examination of
phenomena, the role of the participant ob- 8
server requires sharing the sentiments of peor
ple in social situations; as a consequence he 3
himselfis changed as wallasch anging tosome S8

degree the situation in which he is a particts
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.. The effects are reciprocal for observer
bserved, The participant observer seeks,
e one hand, to take advantage of the
: pes dueto his presence in the group by re-
Hing these changes as part of his study, and
i other hand, to reduce the changes to a
gmum by the manner in which he enters
'.thu: life of the group. (Bruyn 1966:14)
;3t11c*.r oneis engaged in participant ob-
on or onlooker observation, what
s in the setting being observed will,
s gxtent, be dependent on the role as-
i by the observer. Likewise, the nature
afin collected will, to some extent, be
dent on the role and perspective of the
rer. And just as the presence of the ob-
can affect people observed, so too the
er can be affected.

ersonal
erience of Fieldwork

!
1.intt=.r:-u.=rt':{;ln of social science proce-
ithindividual capabilities and situa-
variation is what makes fieldwork a
personal experience, At the end of
ok Doing Fieldwork, Rosalie Wax (1971)
ed on how fieldwork changed her:

lleague has suggested that I reflect on the
8t to which [ was changed as a person by
i field work. [ reflected and the result as-
sned me. For what [ realized was that Lhad
been greatly changed by the things I suf-
enjoyed or endured; nor was | greatly
ged by the things I did (though they
gthened my confidence in myself), What
2d me irrevocably and beyond repair
the things learned. More specifically,
trevocable changes involved replacing
Wical or ideological assumptions with the
&t (though often painful) facts of the situ-
ip. 363)

Fieldwork is not for everyone. Some, like
Henry James, will find that “innocent and
infinite are the pleasures of observation,”
Others will find observational research any'-
thing but pleasurable. Some students have
described their experiences to me as tedious,
frightening, boring, and “a waste of time,”
while others have experienced challenge,
exhilaration, personal learning, and intellec-
tual insight. More than once the same stu-
dent has experienced both the tedium and
the exhilaration, the fright and the growth,
the boredom and the insight. Whatever the
adjectives used to describe any particular in-
dividual’s fieldwork, of this much we are as-
sured: The experience of observing provides
the observer with both experience and ob-
servations, the interconnection being ce-
mented by reflection. No less an authority
than William Shakespeare gives us this as-
surance.

Armado:  “"How hast thou purchased this
experience?”

Moth: "By my penny of observation.”

—Love's Labour's Lost

A Part of and Apart
From the World Observed

The personal, perspective-dependent na-
ture of observations can be understood as
both a strength and a weakness, a strength
in that personal involvement permits first-
hand experience and understanding, and a
weakness in that personal involvement in-
troduces selective perception. In the deep
engagement of naturalistic inquiry lies both
its risks and its benefits. Reflection on that
engagement, from inside and outside the
phenomenon of interest, crowns fieldwork
with reflexivity and makes the observer the

TR
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observed—even if only by oneself. So we re-
peat Halcolm's refrain that opened this
chapter:

Go outinto the world, Live among the peoples
of the world as they live. Learn their language.
Participate in their rituals and routines. Taste
of the world. Smell it. Watch and listen. Touch
and be touched, Write dovwn what you see and
hear, how they think and how you feel.

Enter into the world, Observe and wonder.
Experience and reflect. To understand a world
you must become part of that world while at
the same fime remaining separate, a part of
and apart from,

Go then, and return to tell what you see
and hear, what you learn; and what vou come
tor understand.

5 Summary Guidelines
for Fieldwork

A reader who came to this chapter looking
tor specific fieldwork rules and clear proce-
dures would surely be disappointed.
Looking back over this chapter, the major
theme seems to be, What you do depends
on the situation, the nature of the inquiry,

the characteristics of the setting, and the
skills, interests, needs, and point of view
that you, as observer, bring to your engage-
ment. Yet, the conduct of observational re-
search is not withoul direclion. Exhibit 6.6
offers a modest list of 10 guidelines for field-
work (not, please notice, commandments,
just guidelines) by way of reviewing some
of the major issues discussed in this chapler.
Bevond these seemingly simple but decep-
tively complex prescriptions, the point re-
mains that what you do depends on a great
number of situational variables, your own
capabilities, and careful judgment informed
by the strategic themes for qualitative in-
quiry presented in the first chapter {(Exhibit
2.1).

Having considered the guidelines and
strategic themes for naturalistic field-based
research, and after the situational con-
straints on and variations in the conduct of
fieldwork have been properly mcclgﬂi?fd
and taken into account in the design, there
remains only the core commibment of guali-
tative inquiry Lo reaffirm. That core commit-
ment was articulated by Nobel laureate
Nicholas Tinbergen in his 1975 acceptance
speech for the Nobel Prize in physiology
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: ';;:HIBIT 6.6 Summary Guidelines for Fieldwork

JDes:gn the fieldwork to be clear about the role of the observer [degree of participation):
the tension between insider (emic) and outsider (etic) perspectives; degree and nature
| of collaboration with coresearchers; disclosure and explanation of the ghserver's role to
- others; duration of observations {short vs. long); and focus of observation [narrow vs.
- kroad). (See Exhibit £.1.)
B Be descriptive in taking field notes. Strive for thick, deep, and rich description.

& Stay open. Gather a variety of information from different perspectives. Be opportunistic
~ in following leads and sampling purposefully to deepen understanding. Allow the design
L to emerge flexibly as new understandings open up new paths of inguiry.

W (ross-validate and triangulate by gathering different kinds of data: observations,
L interviews, documents, artifacts, recordings, and photographs. Use multiple and mixed
methods.

® |Jse guotations; represent people in their own terms. Capture participants’ views of their
cexperiences in their own words,

i Select key informants wisely and use them carefully. Draw on the wisdom of their
informed perspectives, but keep in mind that their perspectives are selective,

Be aware of and strateqgic about the different stages of fieldwork.

a. Build trust and rapport at the entry stage. Remember that the observer is also being
observed and evaluated
Attend to relationships throughout fieldwark and the ways in which relationships
change over the course of fieldwork, including refationships with hosts, sponsors within
the setting, and coresearchers in coliaborative and participatory research.
Stay alert and disciplined during the mare routine, middle phase of fieldwark.
Focus an pulling together a useful synthesis as fieldwork draws to a close. Move
from generating possibilities to verifying emergent patterns and confirming themes.
Be disciplined and conscientious in taking detailed feld notes at all stages of
fietdwark.
In evaluations and action research, provide formative feedback as part of the
verification process of fieldwork. Time that feedback carefully. Observe its impact.

+ Be as involved as possible in experiencing the setting as fully as is appropriate and
manageable while maintaining an analytical perspective grounded in the purpose of
the fieldwork,

i Separate description from interpretation and judgment.

0. Be reflective and reflexive. Include in your field notes and reports your own experiences,
thoughts, and feelings: Consider and report how your observations may have affectad
the observed as well as how you may have been affected by what and how you've

& participated and observed, Ponder and report the origins and implications of your own
perspective.
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Constructivist Rashomon heaven: Multiple and diverse perspectives

and medicine: “watching and wondering.”
Tinbergen explained that it was by wa tching
and wondering that he had, despite being
neither a physiologist nor a medical doctor,
discovered what turned out to be a major
breakthrough in our understanding of au-
tism. His observations revealed that the ma-
jor clinical research on autism did not hold
up outside clinical settings. His “watching
and wondering” allowed him to see that
normal individuals, those not clinically la-
beled as autistic, exhibited under a variety of
circumstances all of the behaviors deseribed
as autistic in clinical research. He also noted
that children diagnosed as autistic re-
sponded in nonautistic ways outside the
clinical setting. By observing people in a va-
riety of settings and watching a full range of

behaviors, he was able to make a major med-
ical and scientific contribution. His research
methodology: “watching and wondering.”

5 Notes

1. Excerpt from “Little Gidding” in the Four
Quartets by T. 5. Eliot. Copyright 1942 by T. 5.
Eliot; renewed 1970 by Esme Valerie Eliot. Re-
printed by permission of Harcourt, Inc,

2. Excerpt from *The Elephant's Child,” from
Just 5o Stories, by Rudyard Kipling, Used by per-
mission of A. P. Watt Ltd. on behalf of The Na-
tional Trust for Places of Historical Interest or
Matural Beauty. Original publication 1902,

3. From Traveling Light: Collected and New
Poems, Copyright © 1999 by David Wagoner
Used with permission of the University of llinois
Press.

4. Used with permission of Joyee Keller.




