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 If I had thought about comparing 
structured verses unstructured observation 
at the beginning of the course in August, I 
imagine I would have stressed the importance 
of unstructured observation. In my mind at the 
time, I believed that watching people, gorillas, 
behaviors, etc, with an open mind and no set 
goals (besides that of sponging it all up) would 
provide the most free, boundless, and interesting 
data. Now, however, with several weeks 
practice and insight into different approaches 
of observation, I completely disagree with my 
previous mindset. 
 I believe structured observation is more 
valuable than unstructured because without it, I 
would not feel as close to or as knowledgeable 
about gorilla behavior as I do now. Structured 
observation provided this ability through following 
unique frameworks for each assignment that 
allowed me to focus on the different animals, 
environments, behaviors, and relationships 
that I would not have paid attention to without 
the outline (or at least would not have analyzed 
from more than one perspective). I would have 
looked past the tiny details of which hand Mosi 
uses to eat lettuce most often, how Kawali looks 
jealously at Rollie for extended amounts of time 
if she’s eating and Kawali isn’t, or how Umande 
was always within 2’ of Mosi but is now nearly 
always physically touching Amare. Without focus 
on proxemics, how the gorillas use specific body 
parts, noting paths of travel and favorite spots 
in the habitat, I would not have been able to 
gain the full richness of behavior and depth of 
these animals and their actions. Looking at my 
first assignment, I think I would have continued 
to note everything, but lack the consideration 
for building upon it and looking past each 
individual to how they work as a unit and how the 
environment impacts everything they do.  
 I feel that structured observation provides 

a greater control of sampling and the ability 
to recognize more patterns over time. By 
building versions I and II of our assignments, 
vital information has percolated to the forefront 
in the behavioral analysis of the gorillas. For 
example, noting how far from each other the 
gorillas stay, how they act at different measures 
of separation, and then adding in duration, 
repetition, and sequence, I was able to formulate 
ideas of answering the why about their behavior. 
Though not scientifically proven, knowing that 
social distance for the troop is 5-7’ while for 
the bachelors it is more like 2-4’, I am able to 
formulate the hypothesis that age or sex seems 
to affect proxemics and interaction. 
 I think structured observation also 
gives a researcher the ability to form stronger 
generalizations and provides a resource to check 
the reliability and validity of their notes against. 
For instance, our last spacial-temporal mapping 
exercise helped me identify particulars about 
the troop’s habitat that I had perhaps noted 
before (i.e. Kwan stays mostly in the right-side 
glass corner), but it also helped me expand on 
earlier insights (i.e. that gorillas like comfort and 
make it for themselves with hay or blankets, and 
furthermore, that this helps mark their spot in 
the habitat). I was able to look back through my 
notes and see that it wasn’t a fluke that 4 of the 
5 females stay out of reach of Kwan and space 
themselves out almost evenly in the upper region 
of the habitat. This was actually a very normal 
behavior, noted over many observations, and is 
used as a way for the females to keep an eye on 
each other, stay out of Kwan’s way, and signal to 
one another if trouble arises.
 In sum, though I think it’s interesting to 
revert back to unstructured observation from 
time to time, I think the value of structured 
observation, now that I know what it is and what it 
can provide, cannot be matched. 



 


