
Helen Wills | Exercises in Behavioral Observation, SOC 498/598-001
Observation Notes, 10/09/12 
Time: 10:45am - 11:30am
Location: Regenstein Center for African Apes, Lincoln Park Zoo
Subject: The silverback troop

Assignment: Reflect on Unstructured vs. Structured
As I had not done an unstructured observation since the early weeks of the class - now just over a month ago - it 
took me some time to adjust to not having a given mission for the day. I took a bit of time to watch the gorillas and 
determine what to observe. I ended up choosing the question, “What do these gorillas pay attention to?”, with the 
objective of following their line of sight and posture to gauge what is of interest to them beyond eating and resting. 
It was a very specific mission I gave myself for the day, which in the end, I found it hard to follow. Instead, I found 
myself observing the actions of the whole troop, using the day to get to know them better on an individual level 
and determine who’s who.

Some observations
Kwan was exhibiting particularly aggressive behavior this day - slamming his fist against the wall and running 
around the habitat, running in and out of the interior space, walking with big, bold steps and a broad stance. So 
for this particular day, the attention and interest was on Kwan, either pointed at him or “away” from him. I found 
that the females’ attention was never fully away from him, as far as I could tell, but their eyes were not on him 
at all times. This made me question my original hypothesis or approach of following their line of sight in order to 
understand what was of interest to them - not always a direct correlation. 

Reflections 
My intended goal vs. unintended take-aways
After only four weeks of structured observations, I’m finding that unstructured was very difficult for me. I 
appreciate having some level of focus and what to look for in an observation. On the other hand, I liked not 
having the heatedness of continuous time-stamping. Even though I had chosen a mission for the day, it didn’t 
turn out to be one that either resonated with me or was relevant to what the gorillas were doing (either that day or 
behaviorally, in general). Once I let go of the fact that I didn’t know what I was looking for, I was able to just absorb 
the scene and get to know the gorillas more without the pointed assignment.

Regarding the topic I chose for myself, it was tough to do “interest.” These gorillas don’t do much, period. They 
don’t really play, and the troop has a very serious tone to it. This made me wonder, is that an effect of their gender 
or age? The presence of Kwan? It is such a stark contrast to the bachelor troop. I also recognize that it was 
particularly difficult for me to do observations on this day, and I might have been affected by my own distractions 
in pulling significant observations from the field. I was more jostled this week than usual by the visitors around me, 
wondering what my other classmates were doing, and all the many other things on my plate. I was reminded that 
it’s important to get in a good head space before entering the field - especially so when there is less structure and 
I need to depend on my senses to tell me what’s important to pay attention to.

Anxiety is our business
I think back to one of my very first take-aways from being at ID in my Foundation year: “Accept as normal the 
anxiety that comes from not knowing what to do” (Matthew Frederick, 101 Things I Learned in Architecture 
School). I found myself feeling anxious that I had to make something out of my observation, to find something 
particularly interesting or revealing from this opportunity. Perhaps unstructured observations peppered in with 
structured observations allows a lens to emerge naturally, whether it emerges or not on that particular day. I also 
felt more limited than usual on the amount of time we had on this day to do the unstructured observation - just 45 
minutes. It feels like unstructured observations should be allotted more time, at least an hour and a half or two 
hours to really “be there.”

Structured + Unstructured
The benefit of structured observation would be that you have an element to focus on right off the bat, and you 
can build out the skills for looking for just that element - a heightened awareness, or at least devoted attention. If 
I were to choose between structured and unstructured for a project, I would base it on the research timeline and 
build in time for each. It would be nice to see what would happen when going back and forth between the two - I 
would imagine the rigor of structured (which requires more post-analysis) would balance nicely with the open-
endedness of the unstructured (which requires more intuition in the moment).




