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Exercises in Behavioral Observation 
The value of unstructured versus structured observation

Student: Karolina Kohler
Date of Report: October 4, 2014
Exercise # 5: Unstructured Observation

Observation session
Date: October 2, 2014
Duration: 11.00 am — 12.30 am
Location: Bachelor habitat,  
Regenstein Center for African Apes

Over the last weeks, I engaged in a 
variety of methods for observational 
research. Most of the methods for 
taking and capturing were struc-
tured around the concepts of time, 
space, or both. Examples are: 
Interval research, temporal or spatial 
mapping. (The methods can be 
combined with each other to create 
even more painstaking and detailed 
data.) This rigorous approach 
contrasts highly with unstructured 
observation—which I engaged in last 
week—and my previous experience 
in doing field research.

The structured approach
An approach structured around 
concepts that are interesting for 
your project really helps to stay 
focused on the session’s and the 
project’s goal. 
While planning an observation 
session, designing for a structured 
approach forces you to think about 
what data might be useful in order 
to reach the goal.
When taken thoroughly and true to 
the chosen method, the structured 
approach delivers very solid and 
coherent data. This type of data is a 
great basis for good visualizations, 
that might lead to insights that 
would not have been possible 
without it. So, for example, analyz-
ing data of my first try of doing 

interval research and creating a tem-
poral map, the patterns in duration 
of Azizi’s resting over time helped 
me to make conclusions about his 
state of alertness.
Being a designer, collecting more 
quantifiable data is pretty unusual 
and therefore is a nice supplement 
to my methods toolkit.

The things that were mentioned as 
positive things above, quickly can 
turn into negative aspects of the 
approach when the goal of the 
project is not given or well defined 
yet. So, for example, in planning for 
the observation, the researcher has 
to know exactly what question he or 
she wants to get answered and what 
kind of data would be useful to get 
in order to answer this question. 
This is very hard to know at the 
beginning of a project.
During the session, the narrow focus 
by nature lets you only see what you 
are looking for. The researcher 
might miss surprising and insightful 
moments that happen outside of his 
strict focus.
Also, the rigorous data taking based 
on predefined benchmarks feels like 
racing against time and is very 
exhausting. One hour of this kind of 
research is enough to make me feel 
like I need a nap urgently.

Fig 1: Using a structured lens  

leads to structured data.
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The unstructured approach
In my last observation session taking 
an unstructured approach, I was 
trying to see what happens if I don’t 
take notes at all. Without the note-
book and a stopwatch in between, 
the gorillas felt closer. Just being in 
the space and seeing what happens 
made me feel very relaxed and this 
observation method felt more 
natural. It’s like sitting in a park and 
observing people with the mind 
wandering. 
I realized that the few photos I took 
during the unstructured observation 
were much better than the ones I 
took when I felt the pressure of time 
passing. 
Also, the atmosphere without 
pressure finally gave me time to 
learn the gorillas’ names and to 
distinguish them. And really, I now 
am able to point at one of the 
bachelors and say ‘This must be 
Mosi because he has these very 
interesting eyes and a redder fur.’ 
Before, I only could categorize them 
by ‘Azizi’ and ‘not Azizi’ because he 
is the only silverback in the habitat.

It is hard to say, though, if my 
learning curve would be constantly 

that steep when I am only doing 
unstructured observation. 
Also, during an unstructured ses-
sion, you might end up with lots of 
incoherent data that is really hard to 
analyze since if you pay attention to 
whatever awakes your interest, that 
might be something else every 
minute.

When to use which approach
In my opinion, both unstructured 
and structured observation have 
their advantages and disadvantages. 
Judging from my experience with 
both of them, I think that the un-
structured method is great to build 
context and broaden the point of 
view. I would use it when the scope 
of the project is not defined yet, or, 
later, when I am stuck or when the 
relevance of the chosen focus needs 
to be revisited. 
The structured approach is very 
useful to get detailed data when the 
project already has a specific focus. 
I also imagine it to work great in the 
prototyping phase. The painstaking 
data will be a great tool to evaluate 
if a product, website, or even 
service concept works.

Fig 2: Using an unstructured lens  

leads contextual data.
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Fig 3: The unstructured and the structured  

approach can inform and enrich each other.

adds new opportunities

helps to understand

open mindset focused mindset

Both approaches as a team
When you use an unstructured 
data-taking method, you get un-
structured and divergent data. When 
you use a structured method, you 
get structured and convergent data. 
Really, the method you use, is what 
you get.
I’d suggest that in the design pro-
cess, both methods should be used, 
since it requires open-ended and 
divergent, as well as structured and 
convergent thinking. Sometimes, 
you have to create a mess and go 
with your guts in order to innovate, 
but sometimes you have to be 
disciplined to make sense of that 
and to be able to verify. 
The methods also have  benefits for 
each other. An unstructured method 
can open up new opportunities that 
can be pursued and deepened in a 
structured session. The structured 
method on the other hand, can help 
to understand the mess that an 
unstructured session generates.


