Observation
Defined
Observation is a systematic data collection approach.  Researchers use all of their senses to examine people in natural settings or naturally occurring situations.
Observation of a field setting involves:
· prolonged engagement in a setting or social situation
· clearly expressed, self-conscious notations of how observing is done
· methodical and tactical improvisation in order to develop a full understanding of the setting of interest
· imparting attention in ways that is in some sense 'standardized'
· recording one's observations

Participant Observation
Some researchers draw a distinction between participant observation and observation.  This distinction is murky.  
Participant observation "combines participation in the lives of the people being studied with maintenance of a professional distance that allows adequate observation and recording of data" (Fetterman, 1998, pp. 34-35).
Participant observation underscores the person's role as participant in the social setting he or she observes.  The range of roles one may play as a participant observer have been describe by Gold (1958), Adler and Adler (1984) and others. 
Bernard (1998) suggests that participant observation must be learned in the field.  However, he identifies serveral skills associated with participant observation.  Click here for more.
For a more developed discussion of the distinction between observation and participant observation see Savage (2000) and for a discussion of participant observation as a methodology see Jorgensen (1989).

When might observation be used?
There are a variety of reasons for collecting observational data.  Some of these reasons include:
· When the nature of the research question to be answered is focused on answering a how- or what-type question
· When the topic is relatively unexplored and little is known to explain the behavior of people in a particular setting
· When understanding the meaning of a setting in a detailed way is valuable
· When it is important to study a phenomenon in its natural setting
· When self-report data (asking people what they do) is likely to be different from actual behavior (what people actually do). One example of this seen in the difference between self-reported versus observed preventive service delivery in health care settings.
· When implementing an intervention in a natural setting, observation may be used in conjunction with other quantitative data collection techniques.  Observational data can help researchers evaluate the fidelity of an intervention across settings and identify when 'stasis' has been achieved.  


Fieldnotes
Participant observers may use multiple methods to gather data.  One primary approach involves writing fieldnotes.  There are several guides for learning how to prepare fieldnotes.  
Researchers may be interested in creating or using a template to guide a researchers' observations.  
· Templates or observational coding sheets can be useful when data is collected by inexperienced observers
· Templates or observational coding sheets should only be developed after observation in the field that is not inhibited by such a template
· Theories and concepts can be driven by templates and result in focused data collection
· Templates can deflect attention from unnamed categories, unimagined and unanticipated activities that can be very important to understanding a phenomenon and a setting 
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