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On Structure, and Lack Thereof

Structure,  by  definition,  is  a  fundamental,  tangible  or  intangible  notion  referring  to  the 

recognition, observation, nature, and permanence of patterns and relationships of entities. In writing 

field notes, structure should create a permanence of patterns, allowing one to work more on the subjects 

of study, rather than how to study them. We have done several assignments with structure, and two 

assignments without. Structure has made the note-taking process much more factual and standardized 

for me, but creates artificial boundaries on the type of notes I will take.

My structured notes follow a pattern,  and allows me the scientific scrutiny needed to make 

concrete claims about behavior. Knowing, before I go into the field, that I would like to observe a body 

part, or spatial relations, or durations of behavior allows me to focus specifically on the framework I 

have created for myself. By observing the actions of only my single subject, I can have much more 

focused, detailed notes which can create greater insight into the patterns and behaviors observed. It also 

creates a very repeatable pattern that others can employ to try and glean similar results  in similar 

situations. Structure, however, restricts me to the framework that I start out with, if I truly respect the 

structure with which I began.

On the other hand, my unstructured notes provide me with creative freedom. When I do open 

observation, I record what I see as interesting, without regard to any sort of bounds or predisposition. I 

can quickly switch subjects, or even habitats, if I decide that I see nothing interesting, nothing worth 

writing down. This freedom creates notes that are a collection of interesting observations, which may, 

but are probably not, related. Each of these interesting observations can then be used as a framework 

for a future observation.

Both structured and unstructured observation have there benefits. Structure creates a much more 

detailed set of observations, that can create a deeper insight, but can be constricting. If a subject is very 



lethargic, but the rest of the habitat is active, one may be tempted to switch, but, if one switches, the 

notes are no longer structured. Unstructured notes, on the other hand, allow for creative freedom in 

what seems interesting, but this creative freedom can mean that the observer misses some of the most  

fundamental and interesting observations, even though they may seem useless at the time. If a subject is 

constantly lethargic every Tuesday at 11:00 AM, something interesting may be going on that is not  

readily apparent and should be investigated. For myself, a mixture of styles seems most appropriate. If 

I did not already have a framework to work in, or even if I did, I would do at least one free observation, 

to see what is interesting and what could be further examined. I would then take these general insights, 

and investigate them in a structured manner to see how and why the behavior I initially observed was 

happening. Both styles can be utilized readily by an observant field worker.




