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Abstract 
Observational research is an underused technique that involves the direct observation of 
people in a natural setting or in surroundings that closely resemble a natural situation. This 
differentiates it from survey research which may be completed in almost any location. 
Observational techniques can be an effective method for collecting behavioural data and for 
validating information we obtain from individual surveys. It measures behaviour directly, 
rather than reports of behaviour or intentions. Thus, observational research is a direct 
approach to collecting data, as contrasted to a survey where people are asked what they do or 
would do in different situations, and we assume that they reported actual behaviours. In our 
studies we use observational research for many purposes including designing better surveys 
by knowing what choices need to be put on the questionnaire. Additionally, we use “casual 
observation” to assist us in developing a “formal” observation process where the observer will 
know what types of behaviours to watch for and how they should be recorded. In addition, 
behavioural research also allows for the flexibility of recording things that were seen but were 
not expected. Examples of using observational research in recent studies such as watching for 
specific food safety behaviours as people prepared a meat dish in their own kitchen and 
research where observational data was used to validate diet surveys will be presented. The 
reliability of the observations can be increased by training observers, practicing recording 
observations and reaching agreement between the observers during the training.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Consumer research is conducted to obtain many types of information including preference, 
liking, attitudinal, and behavioural information.  Behavioural information, such as what 
people eat, how they store or prepare food, how they use particularly products, and other 
types of data often are collected with surveys.   

Research methods, such as surveys, that rely on self-reported data are valuable in many 
situations.  However, for behavioural data, self-reported information may be biased and show 
incorrect information because there can be a substantial difference between what people say 
they do and what they actually do.  In addition, people forget what they do, people tend to 
answer with what is considered appropriate, and people tend to say what they think the 
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interviewer would like to hear (Herzog, 1996).  Because self-reported data essentially are 
second hand information and relevant behaviour is not being observed directly by the 
researcher, the accuracy of the data may be questionable (Herzog, 1996; Pike & Agnew, 
1991). 

Taylor-Powell and Steele (1996) state that direct observation is a valuable and underused 
technique for collecting data.  In addition, those authors point out that observational data can 
take various forms from simple check-lists and counting to complex anthropological and 
sociological methods.  Moskowitz, Beckley, and Resurreccion (2006) suggested that 
observational research is the most common form of research in many fields, but it only 
recently has become popular in food and product research.  Lee and Broderick (2007) state 
that technology can revolutionise observational research through such techniques as video, 
internet, tracking, and neuroimaging.   

2. OBJECTIVES OF OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH 
Observational research can be used to achieve many objectives. It can be used to:  

� Understand what the product or service means in the lives of consumers 
� Learn how a product actually is used 
� Uncover in-use motivations 
� Uncover unmet needs 
� Understand selection and purchase behaviour 
� Document real benefits in-use 
� Understand the category 
� Assess actions in various situations 

Observational research is the careful, planned, systematic watching, with attention to detail, of 
various types of phenomena in order to learn new facts or test theories. Notice that this 
definition is, in fact, virtually identical to that of any type of research.   

3. OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH ADVANTAGES 
Direct observation methodology has two potential advantages over self-report and anecdotal 
methods: observation captures actual behaviour and behaviour is captured in context 
(Gittelsohn et al., 1997). Redmond and Griffith (2003) suggest, “Observational studies 
provide a more realistic indication of the food hygiene practices actually used in domestic 
food preparation.” Thus, direct observation research is believed to yield valid and reliable 
information upon which to base educational efforts, or decisions regarding acceptance of new 
items. 

Observational data are best used when you need direct information to determine who people 
are, what people actually are doing, when trying to understand on-going behaviour or process 
such as how people prepare certain types of foods or interact with various product types, 
when physical evidence needs to be observed such as how products turned out when they 
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were made or how much food people left on the plate, and when other types of data collection 
are incapable of capturing the data needed such as eating patterns or shopping behaviour 
(Taylor-Powell & Steele, 1996). 

Observational data is essential when people cannot accurately give information. Chambers, 
Godwin, and Vecchio (2000) and Godwin and Chambers (2003) noted in studies of dietary 
intake that people cannot estimate what never went into memory in the first place. Thus, in 
those situations, alternative methods, including observational research, may be necessary to 
track how much people actually eat. 

Similarly, in a recent study on food storage habits that we conducted (unpublished data), we 
asked people what the temperature was in their home refrigerator. More than half the 
respondents had no idea what the temperature was and another fourth of the respondents 
indicated they were guessing. In addition, many people did not have a thermometer in their 
refrigerator so even asking them to check the temperature would be impossible. To obtain that 
type of information, in home observation, where thermometers can be placed in the 
refrigerator and temperatures tracked is necessary. 

4. EXAMPLES OF STUDIES CONDUCTED USING OBSERVATIONAL 
RESEARCH 
Anderson et al. (2004) assessed food-handling practices during food preparation in the home 
and compared them with Fight-BAC recommendations. Before conducting a similar study at 
Tennessee State University (Godwin, Chen, & Kilonzo-Nthenge, 2009), we used 
observational research during the preliminary phases of the study to assist with development 
of structured check sheets for use during the actual research project. 

The accuracy with which people report what and how much they eat during dietary recalls 
was investigated by Godwin, Chambers, and Cleveland (2004) in a study comparing recall to 
actual consumption. In general, people were able to recall the foods they ate, but they did not 
do as well estimating how much they ate.  In fact, some people gave estimates that were off 
by more than 50%.  In that case, observational data showed that the methods used for portion 
size estimation of food were inadequate and needed further development. 

Shopping behaviour was examined by Sinha and Uniyal (2005). Those authors found that 
observational data provided some similar segmentation of shoppers as did attitudinal or 
psychographic surveys, but additional segments were noted in the observational research.  
They suggested that this type of research could augment other methods and could provide 
needed practical information that could be used by retailers. 

5. COLLECTION OF OBSERVATIONAL DATA 
Observational data can take many forms including information about the people, the physical 
environment, ways of functioning, timing, amounts, behaviours, and reactions among other 
things. Some of these types of data may be able to be measured quantitatively such as 
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temperatures in refrigerators, amounts of food eaten, numbers of people or objects, or time in 
shopping. Other information may need to be measured semi-quantitatively, such as 
approximate ages of people, relative time people spend in lines or eating a particular food on 
a plate, and estimates of amounts eaten.  Still other information is qualitative in nature 
including observations of people's reactions to products or services, ways in which people do 
things, or clarity of explanations. 

A key aspect of observational research is the requirement that the measurement be observable.  
While this seems like an obvious aspect, the number of studies that indicate observation of 
attitudes or liking is surprising. While it is possible to make inferences about those aspects 
they generally are not observed phenomena. For example, a researcher decides that asking 
about liking is too direct and instead decides to watch people as they eat at a buffet. Based on 
eating patterns of various people at the buffet, the researcher concludes that green salad is a 
well liked food. Unfortunately, the researcher fails to consider other explanations for why 
salad was selected so frequently (habits, customs, health aspects, other options at the buffet). 
The researcher infers liking when, in fact, many people selected the salad not because they 
liked it, but because it was not disliked and they chose it for other reasons. 

6. ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH OBSERVATION 
Observational research is not without problems. As with any type of research, a clear 
objective is essential. Knowing the information that is needed and careful planning together 
that information is essential. Observation is only as good as the consumers that you target to 
observe and the behaviours or other targeted information that is noted. Selecting the wrong set 
of consumers has the same problems as with any consumer research, a lack of ability to 
project the results to a larger population. Observing the wrong things results in the same 
issues as asking the wrong questions in a survey, and results in the inability to meet the 
objectives of the study. 

Unfortunately, biases are a well-known possibility in observational research and have resulted 
in it sometimes being treated as unreliable. Grimes and Shulz (2002) state that “selection bias, 
information bias, and confounding are present to some degree in all observational research.” 
However, those authors go on to state that such biases can be overcome and may have little 
effect on the information gathered. Considering they were discussing medical research, where 
the potential for incorrect information truly can be a matter of life and death, the idea that bias 
is not a reason for eliminating observational research from the repertory of research 
techniques is an important concept. 

Biases often are thought to be personal, that is to say noting behaviours through a screen 
based on personal beliefs; perception vs. reality, where the behaviour is observed to be one 
thing when, in fact, it is another; or objective vs. subjective, where interpretation (e.g. motives 
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for purchasing) is necessary to the observation. All of those biases are potentially real, but can 
be reduced with training. 

A commonly forgotten aspect of direct observation is the time required to observe the 
phenomenon.  Godwin et al. (2007) reported on the direct observation of food storage habits 
for ready to eat foods in 210 respondent homes. To collect the observational data, five 
researchers spent more than 1000 hours in travel and interview time, in addition to the time 
required to analyse the large volume of data. A survey of 210 people would require much less 
time, but would not result in the same quality of data.  

Myllyluoma and Buck (2009) found that there was excellent inter-observer reliability when 
single quantitative variables had to be assessed, but there was less reliability when noting 
“multiple complex features” or when semi-quantitative estimates were reported. This may 
suggest that observers should attempt to track fewer details or that more training of observers 
is important. 

7. TRAINING OF OBSERVERS 
Careful and thorough training of the observer(s) is critical for the success of observational 
research; however it can also introduce bias into the observations if not designed correctly. 
Explaining the purpose of the research, and taking the observer through the issues that need to 
be explored during the observation are critical components of the training process. Taylor-
Powell and Steele (1996) state that training and practice are essential for standardisation of 
observation. Further, they suggest that observers must be trained to look for the same 
information, record data similarly, and use similar vocabulary and meanings. Training in 
observation and the use of field notes can help observers become more consistent within 
themselves and among other observers. The development and use of checklists or other 
simplified observational data collection tools can help to standardise observation, but the 
overuse of such systems can result in losing the spontaneous, unique information that can be 
provided by observational research. 

8. ANALYSING AND INTERPRETING DATA 
Although recognised as a valid method for obtaining data, the interpretation of the data must 
be completed with some caution. Other than the obvious potential biases of people knowing 
they are being watched, it is essential that the analysis of the data used unbiased procedures 
whether those analyses are qualitative or qualitative. 

Myllyluoma and Buck (2009) used various estimates of inter-reliability depending on the data 
that was collected. Scarsellone (1998) suggested that typical reliability estimates were 
inadequate and proposed using generalisability theory as an appropriate framework for 
evaluation. 
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9. CONCLUSIONS 
Observational research provides an alternative to surveys and other types of consumer 
research that can enhance the information we gather about products and services.  In some 
cases observational research is the only way to collect valid data. Because observational 
research is subject to potential biases it is essential that training be provided to those who will 
collect the data and that the analysis and interpretation of the data be considered carefully. 
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