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Participant Observation: Thoughts on Crossing Boundaries and Maintaining a Reflexive Practice

Prior knowledge and bias are always present in the field and they can shape the outcome of any interaction, which can potentially skew data.  Additionally, the line between practitioner and researcher can be easily blurred when the subject area of research is also the subject of professional expertise of the researcher.  In the case of working in a museum setting, this can mean influencing the visitor experience of the public, affecting the staff dynamics of the museum or shaping the relationships with community partners.  When this happens, and it will, it is important to do two things: 1) mitigate the impact of bias by employing a consistent reflexive practice which is developed and thought through prior to engaging in the field, and 2) write yourself and your bias into the work.

While researching in the field I had the opportunity to participate in a collaborative public program with the Black Cultural Archives and the British Museum.  The day-long event presented me with many opportunities to shift between the role of researcher and program facilitator.  Throughout the process it was necessary to be reflexive, both in the moment and later when I was writing up my field notes and subsequent papers.  This paper is a snapshot of reflexive practice in my experience and it is my hope that it will provide a starting point for a dialog about bias, interpretation and reflexivity.

As I was reading Art Worlds by Howard S. Becker (1982) I kept waiting for an ‘ah-ha’ moment.  And I kept reading, and I kept waiting for my moment of enlightenment.  As I read I thought “yes, that is exactly how it works”, “of course that is how it is done”, and “is there any other way it could be carried out?  Oh, duh”.  And then the big Ah Ha hit me: I realized that the reason I thought Becker’s descriptions of the processes and conventions in art worlds were so obvious, was because I was so entrenched in the art world practices he was describing, they were like second nature to me.  Becker described the relationships between the agents involved in artistic pursuits, and I had been in many of those positions at various times – artist, curator, writer, editor, museum administrator, collector, audience member – and in each situation it was necessary for me to contribute specific material, knowledge and expertise, while concurrently exercising an understanding of my role within the larger group, or art world.  Each of those positions held a specific perspective on and relationship to the other actors within the group; in order to be successful in a certain role it was necessary to understand how they all worked together.  The state of being ingrained in art world practices, coupled with my (new) role of researcher, presents a constant duality of thought and action out in the field; and it leads me to ponder the line between participant/observer in my research and methods.    When I have my researchers hat on I am outside of the art world, but through my knowledge and experience I am in the middle of it at the same time.  I strive to be unbiased, to take in situations as they happen without judgment and leave the analysis, and action, for later.  However, this is easier said than done.
We never really begin our research with as a blank canvas, we always come from a perspective of knowledge or opinion or expertise.  All of these things bring bias from the outset, our very areas of interest and research represent bias – we choose to do what we do, we aren’t told what to do.  How can we leave our opinions, our personalities and our concerns at the door when we conduct our research?  Or should we even endeavor to do so?  In engaging in participant observation, especially in an action research setting, where the practitioner is working closely (is practically embedded) with the group under observation, how is the issue of bias, which is closely related to ethics and ethical research practices, in conjunction with reflexivity, reliability  and validity, best addressed while in the field and during analysis?

As Michael Quinn Patton describes, in Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods (1990), the advantages of participant observation include: 1) direct contact which provides understanding essential to a holistic perspective; 2) an inductive approach; 3) “the opportunity to see things that may routinely escape conscious awareness among participants and staff”; 4) allowing for additional learning that may otherwise be missed in the formal interview setting; 5) an opportunity for the researcher to move beyond “the selective perceptions of others…  By making their own perceptions part of the data available in a program, evaluators [researchers] are able to present a more comprehensive view of the program being studied; and 6) allowing “the evaluator [researcher] to access personal knowledge and direct experience as resources to aid in understanding and interpreting the program being evaluated.  Reflection and introspection are important parts of field research.  The impressions and feelings of the observer become part of the data to be used in attempting to understand a program and its effects.  The observer takes in information and forms impressions that go beyond what can be fully recorded in even the most detailed field notes” (Patton, 1990, pp. 203-205).
I will describe a portion of a museum program that I observed.  In relation to Patton’s advantage #6, accessing personal knowledge and experience to aid in understanding and interpretation, I will first mention that I have 15 years of experience in developing and implementing educational programs in a museum setting.  Throughout those years I worked predominantly with marginalized and at-risk populations on community-based projects.  My experience spanned management, administration, curriculum development, staff training and supervision, teaching, coordinating volunteers, fund development and evaluation.  For all intents and purposes, I am a part of the inner circle of the museum world, which has a correlation to the inner circle of an art world.  Becker states that:
“Knowledge of professional culture, then, defines a group of practicing professionals who use certain conventions to go about their artistic business.  Most of what they know they learn in the course of their daily practice, and, as a general rule, none of the art world’s other participants need to know such things to play their parts.  These understandings facilitate getting the work done, but one need not know them to understand the [art] works themselves.  The group defined by knowledge of these working conventions can reasonably be thought of as the inner circle of the art world” (Becker, 1982, pg 63).
The lens I view museum programs through is the knowledge of museum culture and professional experience.  This has an impact on how I observe situations, how I interact with practitioners and program participants, and the type of data that I collect.  The impact and effect of the interactions on my research is what I am attempting to map out, flag up or articulate in this paper, and in doing so I recognize that my lens is a type of bias.  I don’t see this bias as something that detracts from my ability to conduct research or as something that pits each interaction as black or white/good or bad, yet it is something I have to be constantly and consciously aware of out in the field and include in the body of my work.  An example derived from my field notes may help to illustrate my points:  
Description of the program:

As a member of the Education and Programme Advisory Committee of the BCA (Black Cultural Archives), I was asked to volunteer at specific Ghana Jubilee events, including the textiles workshop held at the British Museum (BM) on March 31st.  I was not asked to assist in the planning or preparation for the event, I was asked to turn up on the day and assist with the hands-on project, which was block printing on fabric, and to help out with any other tasks that needed doing.  The program was to start at 10 a.m. and finish at 5 p.m. and I was asked to assist for the entire day.  I arrived at 10:07 a.m., a bit guilt ridden for being late.  When I walked down to the education room there was a teenager sitting out in the hallway, I said ‘hello’ and went into the room.  There were tables and chairs set up and muslin fabric covering the tables.  The presenter, Kofi Ansah, had just arrived, and there were a couple of BM volunteers and Lisa (volunteer) and Suzanne (staff) from the BCA.  Everyone was standing around, there was tension in the air (arms crossed, furtive glances, pursed lips, tongue clicking), the BM staff was not present and there were only three program participants present, out of a registration list of 50.

I took off my coat and stored my bag under a chair and asked what I could do to help set up.  I got no immediate answer from anyone.  There were some harried expressions and audible exhalations of breath, but no directions.  I went over to Suzanne, who was sitting at the table near the door, her eyes were fixed on a spot on the wall and she was shaking her head back and forth and was repeatedly saying “I can’t believe this.”  I asked Lisa what was going on and she said something about materials not being ordered or on hand, then she went out of the room.  I went over to Kofi, introduced myself and asked him what he needed to get started.  He said that the fabric and the padding wasn’t what he had ordered, so he didn’t know if we were going to be able to do the project.  I could see that everyone was starting to melt down and it wasn’t even 10:30 a.m. yet.  I immediately started to assess what was needed to conduct the day’s activities and went about trying to secure reasonable facsimiles and materials.  

I had done block printing on fabric as an activity with children and adults, so I knew the materials and equipment needed to conduct the project.  A pad needs to be placed on the table underneath the fabric to be printed upon, so when the block is pressed onto the fabric the padding will provide ‘give’ for the fabric to conform to the design on the block.  If the backing is too rigid, like the surface of a table, there will not be a clear impression made and the print will not be successful.  So I needed to find some padding.  Paint is applied to the surface of the block to make a print.  This is usually applied with sponge rollers, but there were none ordered, so I needed to find some regular sponges.  Using regular sponges is less than ideal if there are no rubber or latex gloves on hand (as was the case this day), as the paint has to be dabbed on the block, and the paint squeezes through the sponge onto the printmaker’s hands.  There was plenty of paint and paint trays, so that was taken care of, and the fabric to print on had already been prepared (cut into approximately 18” squares).   The supplies needed were not highly specialized, so the possibility of finding replacements was good, but as the staff and volunteers had never conducted this project before they were overwhelmed by the missing materials.  Not knowing the scope of the project and not having the tools necessary to conduct it had undermined the morale of the BCA staff and the BM staff were not on hand at that point to assist in any way.

Danielle, the designated project staff from the BM, turned up and opened the door to the storage room so I could have a look around to find the materials needed, and then she promptly left again.  As I was looking for some sort of padding Lisa came into the storage room.  She started talking about how everything was going wrong and how the staff at the BM were at fault – I could see that she was getting upset, but I knew that she needed to focus and that there were more important things than placing blame at that moment.  I asked her to set aside what ‘was’, there would be time to debrief later, and concentrate on what ‘is’ – the program was happening now, there were people arriving who were expecting a participatory experience, and that she and Suzanne needed to be professional and upbeat in the face of adversity.  I said, amongst other things, “no matter what is going on behind the scenes, you never let the public see your frustration.”  She brought Susanne into the store room, and reiterated what I had said.  I ran down a list of things that we needed to find in order to get started; we found padding and sponges, and went back out into the education space to set things up.

Participants had started arriving while we were in the storage room.  We quickly padded the tables and I went back over to Kofi to ask what he needed.  He wanted to show a video, so I needed Danielle to set up the projector and video.  Someone went to find her and ask her to do this.  Suzanne had disappeared [later, I found out that this was in order to cry out of frustration – the Ghana High Commissioner had come to see the project.  She had passed him on to Danielle so that she could go out to put money in the parking meter for her car.  Danielle did not know of his importance to the project or who he was, so she did not show him around the programme space or the museum.  There weren’t many children present (and he was expecting to see 50) and the programme was starting late, so the High Commissioner left before Suzanne returned from her car – where she had found a ₤50 parking ticket.  I probably would have needed a quick cry too…] and Lisa was talking with a young girl that she had brought to participate in the program, so I went around to the different participants and introduced myself, welcomed them, apologized for the delay and told them that we would get started shortly.  The program kicked off at 11:15 a.m., an hour and a quarter after its scheduled start.

Analysis (immediately after the program):

It should go without saying that staff should always strive to be professional and not let organizational politics, interpersonal disputes, or emotions interfere with getting their job done, especially if said job includes interacting with the public.  Sometimes conditions and materials are less than ideal, so it is important to be flexible and roll with the situation.  Participants should always be greeted and welcomed to an event (I heard somewhere that a person who has a positive experience at a museum may tell one other person about it, but a person who has a negative experience will tell at least ten people about it – this notion has been ingrained in me and is one reason why making the public the primary focus of programs is so important to me.  The feelings that are engendered in participants, and the word of mouth that can spring from that are things that marketing money cannot buy).

It was clear that there was no ‘leader’ at this event.  There were stakeholders from both organizations, but no one that was clearly in charge, there was no ‘go to’ person.  It is critical that at least one person from each organization has a clear understanding of the content of the program, the flow of the event, the mechanics of any participatory activities, the logistics of the environment, and the objectives of the project.  There apparently was no meeting prior to the event where everyone involved came together to go over the plan for the day and get familiar with what was going to happen.  Each person had a small piece of the puzzle, but no one had an overview.  None of the BCA or BM staff were familiar with the hands-on project that was going to be conducted, nor were they familiar with the presenter.  

Program supporters, such as the Ghana High Commissioner, should be treated with respect regardless of whether they are a known quantity or not.  Their presence should be announced to staff and volunteers and a protocol should be established to ensure their visit will be a pleasant one.  This particular faux pas will have a ripple effect in that the BCA is working with the Ghana High Commission on another project and their relationship is an enduring one, so apologies and overtures will have to be made to make up for the treatment the commissioner received and the underwhelming participant response that he saw.
In the example above there are many instances where I became an active participant, even a facilitator, and the output and outcome of the program were greatly affected by this.  In particular, taking staff and volunteers aside in order to have a pep talk, assembling the materials for the project (in unfamiliar territory, with no assistance), greeting the program participants individually to create a welcome atmosphere, liaising with the presenter, all went beyond what may be considered to be the ‘normal’ bounds of participation.  Perhaps I have hit the nail on the head here – what is ‘normal’ when it comes to social sciences in the field?  Did I cross a boundary of good science?  Did I cross a boundary of good ethics?  Is there a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ answer in the context of a practice which is fluid by its very nature?  Patton states: 

“In participant observation the researcher shares as intimately as possible in the life and activities of the setting under study.  The purpose of such participation is to develop an insider’s view of what is happening.  This means that the evaluator not only sees what is happening but feels what it is like to be a part of the setting or program”(Patton, 1990, pg. 207).


And:

“Experiencing the program as an insider is what necessitates the participant part of participant observation.  At the same time, however, there is clearly an observer side to this process.  The challenge is to combine participation and observation so as to become capable of understanding the program as an insider while describing the program for outsiders” (ibid, pp. 207).

The rub is keeping a critical distance and maintaining a reflective practice.  My own code of ethics, as pertaining to museum programs, requires that I put the needs of the public, especially children, first, and ensure, to the best of my ability, the success of the program, which has a direct bearing on the success of the museum (in particular, its community relations).  I instinctively saw the signs of trouble in many areas of this project, and as a researcher I had to ask myself some questions – should I just sit back and watch the program go down in flames and write up what I observe?  Do I, in the moment, coach staff and volunteers towards ‘the best’ way to handle situations?  Do I apply my community programming skills to the task at hand, or should I wait to be directed by project staff?  Do I take charge of the process and make sure that the goals and objectives of the project are met?  It was quite an internal dialog.  In the end, instinct and training prevailed over any positivist notions of research practices.  And the challenge for me is to continue that internal dialog and include it in my final analysis, thus demonstrating reflexivity and constructive use of bias in the field.  As for keeping a critical distance between myself and my subject, that is a subject for another paper.
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