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Reflecting on the value between structured and unstructured observation, the 
first thing that comes to mind is the vast difference between unstructured (not 
having any explicit agenda) and uninformed (not knowing what approaches 
or techniques are available for use), and how our structured exercises 
informed the latter.

A woman I worked with prior to school did a lot of organizational 
psychology work helping leaders to develop all sides of their personalities. 
If they were skeptical, she likened the process to playing the piano; if you’re 
going to play, you want to have all the keys available to you. Once they’re 
all available to you, then you can be selective and strategic about which 
you use and in what situations. This is the essence of my experience from 
our first unstructured observation, through our first round of skillbuilding 
exercises and finally my second unstructured observation. 

First unstructured observation
In my first unstructured exercise, what I saw in front of me was mostly body 
postures or bodies in relation to other gorillas or some other object, like how 
a gorilla sat in a hammock. Looking back at my notes, they actually seem 
like a completely appropriate way to record or understand an entirely new 
environment. The sketches provide some visual context and richness even 
though they are very rough, and the small blurbs of text that accompany 
them give nice snapshots of activity. 

The overall vantage point is a wide one which captures some possibly 
important basics like characteristics of the habitat, an overall impression 
of how certain unidentified gorillas related to each other in a particular 
moment, and things the gorillas don’t seem to care about much like throngs 
of children and birds.

While this was great for a first encounter, I imagine that further observation 
sessions with the same observation strategy would have started to yield 
less and less information that seemed new and interesting, or in any 
way important. A lot of the time, what the gorillas are doing is just not 
that exciting, and without a structured way to look at a lack of activity it 
can seem meaningless when in fact it’s probably quite meaningful and 
interesting when taken as part of a larger, well-documented data set. 

Second unstructured observation
In contrast, my second unstructured observation was quite different. I set 
out to just generally observe, but it was an odd day at the zoo. As I began 
my observation, I noted that Kwan was sitting up on top of room structure 
that protrudes from the back wall. This is the first time that I’ve observed him 
anywhere besides the ground level. To record this, I used a quickly sketched 
map of the space and tried to also jot down where the others were in 
relation to him. 

Page of field notes from first 
unstructured observation
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When he came down, he started to do something interesting. He sat 
right next to the gate on the north side of the structure, pushed something 
through the gate, and caught something small and round that was pushed 
out to him through a round opening in the gate (a grape!). He then 
walked around to the west side, sat for a bit, then returned to the north 
side of the structure carrying some tubes in his hands and mouth. 

As he did this, I recorded the route he was travelling back and forth. Then 
I started to count the duration of how long it was taking him to get there 
and how long he was staying at each position. Then I tried to count how 
many tubes he had picked up and pushed through the gate. Then I tried to 
count how many tubes versus pieces of bark he pushed through the gate, 
maybe hoping for extra grapes.

While the unstructuredness was helpful to be able to spot this phenomenon 
going on, the knowledge gained from our past structured assignments 
helped me to gather information in a way that could potentially be a lot 
more useful if this turned out to be an activity that is done on a regular 
basis. In other words, having “all the keys” to play afforded me a choice 
in how I could best capture this information.

Conclusion
What I’ve come around to is that structured and unstructured observation 
can both provide a big-picture view, but different kinds. An individual 
unstructured observation session is great for getting a zoomed out look at 
what is going on right now in front you, whereas an individual structured 
observation might provide you with only a very specific or zoomed-in 
look at what is going on right now in front of you. However, when taken 
together and analyzed, many unstructured observations might only tell 
you about what was going on at that exact moment and not much more. 
Structured observations, when taken together, can give you a very big 
picture, holistic view of your observation subjects that spans many facets 
of their lives and behaviors, and can probably even be used to predict 
future behaviors. 

In light of this, it seems that the choice of which method to use and when 
should take into consideration the scope of what you’re trying to learn, 
how much time you have for a particular session and how much time you 
have for your overall observation engagement. And of course, when it 
seems like nothing new and interesting is being discovered a change of 
perspective and technique might be in order!



 


