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TABLE 7.1 Participation and Acknowledgement in Observational Research

Approach Example Advantages and Disadvantages

Unacknowledged Roy’s (1959-1960) observations in Chance to get intimate information from

participant the raincoat factory workers, but researcher may change the
situation; poses ethical questions

Acknowledged Whyte's (1993) study of “street Ethically appropriate, but might have

participant corner society” been biased by friendships; potential for
reactivity

Unacknowledged Recording the behaviors of Limits reactivity problems, but poses ethical

observer people in a small town questions

Acknowledged Pomerantz, Ruble, Frey, & Greulich’s Researchers able to spend entire session

observer (1995) study of children’s social coding behaviors, but potential for

comparison reactivity because children knew they were

being watched
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When conducting naturalistic observation, scientists may be either acknowledged or unacknowledged and
may either participate in the ongoing activity or remain passive observers of the activity. The result is four
possible approaches to naturalistic research. Which approach is best for a given project must be determined
by the costs and benefits of each decision.

Another disadvantage of the unacknowledged participant approach is that
the activities of the observer may influence the process being observed. This
may happen, for instance, when an unacknowledged participant is asked by
the group to contribute to a group decision. Saying nothing would “blow
one’s cover,” but making substantive comments would change the nature
of the group itself. Often, the participant researcher will want to query the
people being observed in order to gain more information about why certain
behaviors are occurring. Although these questions can reveal the underlying
nature of the social setting, they may also alter the situation itself.

The Acknowledged Participant

In cases where the researcher feels that it is unethical or impossible to
hide his or her identity as a scientist, the acknowledged participant approach
can be used. Sociologist W. F. Whyte (1993) used this approach in his classic
sociological study of “street corner society.” Over a period of a year, Whyte
got to know the people in, and made extensive observations of, a neighbor-
hood in a New England town. He did not attempt to hide his identity. Rather,
he announced freely that he was a scientist and that he would be recording
the behavior of the individuals he observed. Sometimes this approach is nec-
essary, for instance, when the behavior the researcher wants to observe is
difficult to gain access to. To observe behavior in a corporate boardroom or
school classroom, the researcher may have to gain official permission, which
may require acknowledging the research to those being observed.
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