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Exercise 5: Reflection 
 
I had an illuminating experience observing the gorillas at the Lincoln Park Zoo last Tuesday, 
September 29th. It was the sixth session as part of my studies in behavioral observation. The 
first two were free-form observations without any prescribed structure or focus. The next two 
placed an emphasis on temporal mapping, and the fifth expanded on that temporal structure by 
adding a spatial dimension to track. This most recent observation, however, was a return to the 
beginning. I was not provided an agenda or any kind of structure, instead, I could pursue 
whatever topic using whatever structure I wanted to, even no structure at all. Given that the 
ultimate purpose of this exercise was to reflect on structured versus unstructured approaches, I 
chose to spend roughly half of my time in unstructured observations, and the second half with a 
similar note taking structure as before. What follows is my reflection, based on this most recent 
session as well as my experiences in class thus far.  
 
With each week, my assignments became more structured. This was not of my own volition, but 
the nature of the assignments. I was happy to take on the challenge, and they were challenging. 
As is often the case with structured approaches to most anything, they can require quite a bit of 
mental overhead before you internalize and make a habit out of them. That was the case for me 
as I was required to keep more diligent notes on time and space at regular intervals. 
 
Very little of the difficulty sprung from the actual structure of my notes—I am comfortable 
creating templates that help me organize my note-taking. For example, if I am tracking the 
spatial distances amongst a bachelor troop of gorillas relative to the alpha silverback, I could 
easily enough create four columns, one for each gorilla. I would write down the location of the 
alpha, and then record how many feet away each of the rest of the gorillas were. This structure 
took very little time to record or less time “heads down,” and consequently allowed for a lot more 
time spent in actual observation.  
 
However, I had not considered how I would report my findings when I decided on the template 
for structuring my notes. After the fact, I felt that spatial data would be best described visually as 
a map of the enclosure. I could translate my notes well enough into these maps, but the 
conversion would be prone to error and needlessly time-consuming. Looking back, I should’ve 
had the forethought to have maps of the enclosure and simply mark where each gorilla was. No 
estimation, no time spent writing the location. Looking forward, I expect that these decisions will 
come more naturally to me based on experiences like the challenges I faced here.  
 
Incidentally, I was speaking with a fellow student who had also decided on visual maps to report 
out findings. Both of us have the ambition to create hundreds of copies of a template map to aid 
us in the future. It’s a tactic that both of us were familiar with from school, but had not yet put in 
the time to do it. Now I see that it’s time well invested, and I hope to have a template within the 
next two weeks. 



 
During the second temporal mapping exercise, we were asked to take notes at regular intervals, 
and only at regular intervals. This was very challenging for me in two ways. The first was simply 
physical. I would invoke the stopwatch timer on my phone to keep track of the intervals, 
balancing it on my notebook so I could see the time. It almost slid off on several occasions. 
Looking at the clock was yet another distraction from time spent observing the gorillas 
themselves. My mind was so focused on keeping track of time and making sure my phone didn’t 
slide, that I had a hard time concentrating on the observations. 
 
The second challenge was in finding the interval most appropriate for my subject. I chose to 
observe one of the young gorillas for this exercise, and when I started they were very active. My 
interval of 10 seconds observation and 50 seconds writing gave me too much to soak in and not 
enough time to write. So I moved to 5 second observations and 55 seconds to record. This was 
better, until the subject began to slow down. My interval was no longer appropriate. In addition 
to juggling my timekeeping physically, I had to juggle it mentally. It was difficult to switch interval 
patterns quickly. I basically had to stop all observations. 
 
For these reasons, I remarked in my write-up of Temporal Mapping II how I would only want to 
use a strict interval structure in certain instances, and that it felt like more overhead than I would 
prefer. I experience similar challenges in the spatial exercise that followed. For much of my work 
as a design researcher, I anticipate my research questions to require more flexible workflows.  
 
When I went back to an unstructured approach, I was expecting freedom. What I didn’t expect 
was to feel as lost as I did. I didn’t know what to record or when, even when I decided on the 
prompt of, “Interactions between Patty and Nayembi.” Having just the week before explained 
how I would prefer more freedom, at this moment I didn’t know what to do with it. 
 
 It was true that I was able to capture some key insights that I may not have seen if I had a 
structured time interval. In one instance, I witnessed two bachelor gorillas playing “king of the 
log,” where one would be on top and the other would try to bring him down. But rather than 
getting on the log himself, he would retreat twenty or so feet away. Every time his troop mate 
would get on the log, he would try to get him off, yet make no attempt to get on himself. This 
was different than the human game of “king of the hill,” and even goes against what would 
intuitively seem like a common game amongst social mammals—secure the prized 
location/resource for oneself. I would not have been able to capture this behavior, I think, had I 
been heads down for the better part of a minute every minute. I don’t think a completely 
unstructured approach is the answer, but I need some more time to experiment in order to find 
out what approach would be best. 
 
I returned to a bit of structure with a new tool in my arsenal. I downloaded an app on my phone 
meant for “High Intensity Interval Training,” a program for running in intervals of sprints and 
cooldowns. It’s called Interval Timer, and it is splendid. I can save different intervals and switch 
between them in seconds. For example, I have a 5/25 for extremely high activity, 20/40, 30/90, 



and 60/120. I can easily make more if I wish. With headphones in, I get a ping with each interval 
switch, so I no longer need to balance my phone.  
 
I had a very pleasant time observing Nayembi with a 30:90 interval using Interval Timer. 
Tracking intervals was no longer on my mind or a physical challenge to balance, and I could 
change intervals within a matter of seconds. With these distractions out of the way, I was able to 
focus on my observations and recordings. The interval itself was one I had never tried before, in 
that both intervals were longer than I had previously experienced. This struck a nice balance 
between structured note-taking and journaled /narrative thoughts, a space where I now feel 
most comfortable. 
 
By minimizing the logistic / physical / mental distractions and with the right preparation, I much 
prefer a structured approach. The interval timer app has given me the flexibility to change my 
structure as I see fit, so I don’t feel overly constrained or flustered if I have to change the pacing. 
Unstructured observations would still be ideal in some circumstances; I can imagine a team 
observation where one researcher has structured notes with specific objectives while the other 
has a more nebulous task in observing context. Moving forward, I will try to make better 
decisions regarding my structure and the data I hope to capture, now that I feel free (less 
physically and mentally encumbered) to execute.  



 


