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may not feel at ease with a particular method of data collection (such as being inter-
viewed) or comfortable with expressing opinions in a questionnaire. Furthermore, people
with little education may respond differently to certain methods of data collection com-
pared to people with more educatjon.

Another important determinant of the quality of your data is the way the purpose
and relevance of the study are explained to potential respondents. Whatever method of
data collection is used, make sure that respondents clearly understand the purpose and
relevance of the study. This is particularly important when you use a questionnaire to
collect data, because in an interview situation you can answer a respondent’s questions
but in a questionnaire you will not have this opportunity.

In the following sections each method of data collection is discussed from the point of

| view of its applicability and suitability to a situation, and the problems and limitations
| associated with it.
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Figure 9.1 Methods of data collection
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Observation

Observation is one way to collect primary data. It is a purposeful, systematic and selec-
tive way of watching and listening to an interaction or phenomenon as it takes place,
There are many situations in which observation is the most appropriate method of data
collection; for example, when you want to learn about the interaction in a group, study
the dietary patterns of a population, ascertain the functions performed by a worker, or
study the behaviour or personality traits of an individual. [¢ is also appropriate in situa-
tions where full and/or accurate information cannot be elicited by questioning, because
respondents either are not co-operative or are unaware of the answers because it is dif-
ficult for them to detach themselves from the interaction. In summary, when you are
more interested in the behaviour than in the perceptions of individua Is, or when subjects
are 5o involved in the interaction that they are unable to provide objective information
about it, observation is the best approach to collecting the required information,

Types of observation

There are two types of observation:

1. participant observation;
2, Non-participant observation.
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Situations in which observations can be made

Observations can be made under two conditions:

1. natural;
2. controlled.

Observing a group without interfering in
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e -
its normal activities, is referred to
or it to

react to and observing the reaction is referred to as observation under controlled
conditions.

Recording of observations

There are many ways of recording observations. The selection of a method of recording
depends upon the purpose of the observation. The way an observation is recorded also
determines whether it is a quantitative or qualitative study. Narrative and descriptive
recording is mainly used in qualitative research, but if you are doing a quantitative study
you would record an observation in categorical form or on a numerical scale. Keep in
mind that each method of recording an observation has its advantages and disadvantages.
In narrative recording the researcher records a description of the interaction in his/her own
words. Such recording clearly falls in the domain of qualitative research. Usually, the
researcher makes brief notes while observing the interaction and then, soon after completing
the observation, makes detailed notes in narrative form. In addition, some researchers may
interpret the interaction and draw conclusions from it. The biggest advantage of narrative
recording is that it provides a deeper insight into the interaction. However, a disadvantage is
that an observer may be biased in his/her observation and, therefore, the interpretations and
conclusions drawn from the observation may also be biased. In addition, interpretations and
conclusions drawn are bound to be subjective, reflecting the researcher’s perspectives. Also, if
a researcher’s attention is on observing, s/he might forget to record an important piece of
interaction. Furthermore, in the process of recording, part of the interaction may be missed.
Hence, there is always the possibility of incomplete recording and/or observation. In addition,
when there are different observers the comparability of narrative recording can be a problem.
Some observers may sometimes prefer to develop a scale in order to rate various aspects
of the interaction or phenomenon. The recording is done on a scale developed by the
observer/researcher. A scale may be one-, two- or three-directional, depending upon the pur-
pose of the observation. For example, in the scale in Figure 9.2 — designed to record the nature
of the interaction within a group — there are three directions: positive, negative and neutral.
The main advantage of using scales in recording an observation is that you do not need to
spend time on taking detailed notes and can thus concentrate on observation. On the other
hand, one problem with using a scale is that it does not provide specific and in-depth informa-
tion about the interaction. In addition, it may suffer from any of the following errors:

* Unless the observer is extremely confident of his/her ability to assess an interaction, s/he may
tend to avoid the extreme positions on the scale, using mostly the central part. The error that this
tendency creates is called the error of central tendency.
Some observers may prefer certain sections of the scale in the same way that some teachers are
strict markers and others are not. When observers have a tendency to use a particular part of the
scale in recording an interaction, this phenomenon is known as the elevation effect.
Another type of error that may be introduced is when the way an observer rates an individual on
one aspect of the interaction influences the way s/he rates that individual on another aspect of the
interaction. Again something similar to this can happen in teaching when a teacher’s assessment of
the performance of a student in one subject may influence his/her rating of that student’s perfor-
mance in another. This type of effect is known as the halo effect.
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reading questions to respondents and recording their answers’.
(1997: 329), ‘an interview is a

phone may be used, in which a
ions from another person’.

According to Burns
verbal interchange, often face to face, though the tele-

n interviewer tries to elicit information, beliefs or opin-

When interviewing a respondent, as a researcher, you have the freedom to decide the
format and content of your questions, choose how to word them, decide how you want
to ask them and in what order. The process of asking questions can be either very
ible, where you as the interviewer have the freedom to think
tions as they come to your mind around the issue being investigated, or inflexible,
where you have to keep strictly to questions decided on beforehand — including their
wording, sequence and the manner in which they are asked. Interviews are classified into
different categories according to this degree of flexibility as in Figure 9.3.

flex-
about and formulate ques-

Unstructured interviews
The main strength

of an unstructured interview lies in having almost complete freedom in
terms of its structure, contents, question wording and order. You are free to ask whatever
you want, and in a format that is relevant to the situation. You also have complete freedom

in terms of the wording you use and the way you explain questions to your respondents.
You may formulate questions and raise issues on the s

pur of the moment, depending upon
what occurs to you in the context of the discussion.

Unstructured interviews are extremely useful in exploring intensively and extensively

and digging deeper into a situation, phenomenon, issue or problem. They provide varied
and in-depth information and are best suited to identifyi

their disadvantage lies in the high level of skills they
Unstructured interviews are prev
The difference is in how information

ng diversity and variety, However,
require in conducting them.

alent in both quantitative and qualitative research.
obtained through them in response to your questions
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- Contents - Contents
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and order and order

Figure 9.3 Types of interview
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