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I must start by admitting that this class has been my first opportunity to do structured field 
research and I still have long ways to go. Nonetheless this experience has been extremely 
instructive and I would like to share some of my impressions from doing structured and 
unstructured field observation, their advantages and disadvantages and my own personal 
impressions while trying to conduct both of them.

Structured field research brings a level of rigor that I had previously not imagined in conducting 
field work in design research and I am personally excited about it’s potential in my professional 
practice. One of the reasons I had decided to come to ID was to gain the ability to substantiate 
my design decisions, and too often I have found that design research gets reduced to conducting 
interviews leaving on the table an incredible amount of data. I think structured observation opens 
up a new dimension of analysis and it is particularly relevant and interesting for me as a designer 
because it can help us overcome the perennial articulation problem. People will often not 
speak about the things that they take for granted and I appreciate the different perspective that 
structured observation can provide to help overcome this issue. I have also found myself being 
able to discover insights and patterns from my structured field data that I do not know how I else I 
would’ve been able to uncover without the methodical approach to data collection. 

On the downside though I have found that structured data gathering is a very demanding process 
and I often doubt my capacity to truly capture the activity around me, because structure data can 
sometimes feel dry. Doing structured observation is also quite stressing because there is too much 
data to be captured and I can only accomplish so much by writing. Additionally when doing this 
kind of work I find myself constantly worrying about losing “the moment of action” while jotting 
down some data and having my focus inevitably shift. I am sure that with practice I can get better 
but I still worry of missing out on important insights especially by setting out intervals that are not 
appropriate to the context.

This brings me to the virtues of unstructured observation, I found that this type of observation 
can better adapt to the ever varying context of the field. Following set intervals can be very 
stressing because these intervals might not have anything to do with the natural rhythms of 
the individuals that are being observed. This was especially apparent for me when I was doing 
the second space mapping exercise. In the moments when things were quiet in the habitat my 
intervals were working marvels, I was able to note down all the data that I needed to collect and 
even augmented it with side notes of the different individuals activities. But when something 
big was going on and all six individuals were moving around it was very difficult to keep track of 
them all while maintaining my intervals. In that context I think that unstructured observation 
can be a good way of dipping your toes into the water, a starting point in trying to understand the 
specificities of a particular area of interest and how things relate to each other. But once there is a 
clear unit of focus I think that structured observation will provide richer data because methodical 
collection has a better analytical potential. 

Overall though I think that both approaches have virtues and downsides, the key lies in finding 
when it is appropriate or desirable to use each and how to mix both approaches to get the most 
reliable and complete data.




