
Here is a sample of ten students’ responses to Exercise 5. 



Exercise 5 – Unstructured v. Structured Fieldwork 
 
Treat yourself to a completely unstructured observation session, with as little note-taking 
as you wish.  Afterwards, write the equivalent of a one-to-two page essay (or more, if you 
are enjoying the task) entitled, “The Value of Unstructured versus Structured 
Observation.”  Include how you feel while you are engaged in each type of session as 
well as your thoughts on what the value of each might be, relative to the other, for you, 
personally.  Think of this as the classic “compare and contrast” essay.   
 
If you want, feel free to use lists or any other forms to capture and quickly summarize 
your thinking (cartoons, memes, a word cloud, etc.) since this is by, for, and about you.   
The only point of this is essay is to give yourself another opportunity to reflect on 
fieldwork, methods, your process and what you’re getting out of these exercises.   
 
 
 



 



Note 
 
These short responses do not require separate introductions.  Each essay serves as an 
opportunity for readers to hear what others think about the relative merits and challenges 
of more structured and unstructured approaches to the field.  It should be an on-going 
conversation with one’s self but this is a chance to hear what others are thinking, too. 
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Structured vs. Unstructured Observation

In theory, the phenomenological experience of structured observation versus unstructured observation 

should not be all that different from one another. The fundamental sensory activities are the same: 

watching, listening, writing notes, shifting ones body to change the view, perceiving the presence of 

others. Yet, in practice over the last several weeks, I’ve found these two modes of observation present 

subtle but substantial differences in the experience of the observer.

Structured observation provides a pre-determined way to break up time, or space, or both into smaller 

chunks. By doing so it creates a kind of spatiotemporal script for the eyes and mind to follow — look 

‘here’ (at this gorilla, this foot, this stump, etc.) every X number of minutes, then write what you saw for 

Y minutes, repeat. If the structured observation is thematic as well it gives the observer license to select 

a focus and ignore extraneous information in the scene. These two types of structure — spatiotemporal 

and thematic — then lend themselves to recording multiple discrete observations that can be 

compared and contrasted. For example: five two-minute periods of Susie playing, three separate 

interactions between Kwan and Rollie, seven times a particular platform is occupied and then vacated.

Of course, the ‘filtering out’ that structured observation requires makes it  easy to miss important 

moments and interactions. I also found that it dulls my less relevant senses so that my brain only has to 

process one stream of information. For example, watching for bodily movement keeps my eyes open 

and alert but allows all sounds, even potentially relevant ones, to blend into background noise.

That said, I think I’m willing to sacrifice a few overlooked moments and subpar hearing for the sense of 

being in control that I get from more structured observations. During freeform observation, I find my 

eyes darting wildly around the scene, my ears straining to pick up sounds, my feet constantly moving to 

get a better position, my hand cramping as I attempt to capture as much a possible in writing. The 

tension between trying to ‘take it all in’ yet knowing I’ll need to create something meaningful when I sit 

down at my computer that evening, makes unstructured observations an anxiety-filled experience.

I much prefer to have some kind of structure, even if it’s just a general direction or loose time-

stamping, over none at all.  When the scene is one you can regularly return to (as opposed to a one-

time event where it’s desirable to collect any and all available data), I think structured observations 

yield better insights. Versus the rough sketches that come from unstructured observation, structure 

allows me to go deeper and get actual data — times, durations, activities, locations, interactions — that 

can be analyzed and abstracted into ideas that, hopefully, advance our understanding.




