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The Personal Effects of Participant

Ot sexvation on the Farticipant Observer .

Jim Schnell
1984 _—

This article analyzes ﬁefsoﬁhl effects which have been felt by

XN

N , . - .
partigipant obgervers, as a result of their research, and discusse
the.impuc% of such effects on researchef self-concept, This diséussion
inciudes a éﬁscrip{ion of the futhor's experierces ar a pﬁrticipang
observer and the® sutsequent personal effects which have been felt by :
the author, The acknowledrement of such personal effects «is importarnt

as all researchers, qualitative and quantitative, are expcsed tc @

variety of findings which can affect pérsonalbperspectives.
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. There are two p“innry research bases in the social sciences.
Johnson (1975, p. x) defines these bases, qualitative and quantitative
e earch, as follows. Qualitative research affords an indepth,
detailed descrip:;.ve’ account of eocial actions oceurring at a specific
time and place. Quantitative raaearch usually 1mrolves statistical
measuremerts of var%.ous kinds which are ecross tabulated with one another _
to explain gthe varia‘bility of a social‘ ‘eve'n.t,.. ‘

Fur ther distinctions between the qualitative and quantitative'
approasches can be’ seen in the perspective provided by Labovitz and
Hagedorn (1971). "Qualitative measurement involves distinguishing one
class cf objects from another, dif!‘erqptiating ®ot 1n mgnitude but in
quaiit: or kin:l'! (p. 66). There is Jng more or less" dimensions
Quantitative measur.ement.- involves variance in magnitude. (greater or
smaller amounts). This type of measurement occurs by 1) direct | " ,
enmerntion (vhera the item is° counted), 2) the use of a standard uiait
by wbich objects are momw'ed 3) usirs an index that is a maasurable g‘ -

v _ indicator of social phencmena, or 4) ranking a series of objects
(Labovits.and Hagedorn, 1971, p. 66). )

From the above, one can infer there are various ;dvantage; and

disadvantages with bo'thcapproac!;ss. Alt.imugh the qualitative approach’
. offers a ;atural seetting, there is also a‘l&gk:,qi_‘ ’reliabiiity resulting
' fr'oa:'. random Vservations. Aithough the quant?iﬁ%ﬂye_ apyproach of fers more

control over the intervention of varihbles, suc_ﬁ an approach lacks

realism due to its artificiality (Labovitz and Hagedorn, 1971, p. 66).
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This article will focus on participant observation, a particular .-

approach witﬁin qua}itative research, and the effect it can have on the
selfuconcept of thé pérticibapt observer, 'N&iuithstanding, particiﬁunt
observation has extremely great‘po{ential for commmication research,
becguse it can give the researcher detsiled knowledge of communication

processes in context® (PboI§,~Noto 1). Phrtieipnnt nbgervatlon

allows for, what Howard S. Becker underlines as, "rich experiential _ | .
context” of observation of the event and observation of previous and . .
folloviqg evénts (Filst ead 1070, pe 141)e ‘

Gerry Philipsen used participant observation in "Speak.’mg 'Like
a Man' in Teamstervilie® (1975). He vas interested ih findimg-what O
groups in the United States view spmaking as an effective me_ans of
social influence. Philipsen states there is a lack of information in -
this area and"this deficit "should be remedied by descriptive and

comparative studies ‘of American speech communi ties" (PHislipsen, 1975, -
) ~ °® ‘ 0. . . " 4

p. 22). | ' . | " .

$ P

1 beliave researchers who undertdke partfcipant ohservauon studies
are likely to experience an altered self-concept as n result of their
field experience. The degree of alteration is correlated‘ vith ;.he degree

o

of personal involvement.

-

Herbert Gans described’three types of roles within participamt - ..

One is the total participant, the fieldworker who 1is conple_t:aly .
involved emotiémlly. in a social situation and who, only after it “- o
“is aver beconns a researcher again and wFites down vhat has

happéneds. « o » A second 18 the resmctmr-partieipant, who

[ty

" participates in & social situation but As personally only partially

- -
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‘ involvea 80 that fe can function as a -reaegu:eher. —
The third is the total researcher, who observes without any
" personal involverent in the situation under study. (Gans; 1968,
PP. 302-303) _ |
These three roﬂ.es ndicgte various degrees af pgrgénal involvement,

b .

Rev‘.lew of pa;-ticipsntw ohénation studies reveals a tendency, of
pa.rt.icipant" observers, to déscribe sﬁeciﬁc ‘p;ocedm'es , but to provide -
less frequent di'scussibn of personal experiﬁnces. . _ _ “

Reports ‘about field resear;:}x usually describe the methcds and
technigiies of the research. Less ortén do they tell of the  *
researcher¥s social and ;motional experience. e« ¢« ¢« These ;.opics
are more aften diecussed ir personal conversations between field
A raesearchers than written about in the literature. (S!mfﬂr, )
Stebbins, and Turowetz, 1980, p. vii) ' '

1 have been surprised at the lack of discussion of personal expgliences

" by participant obqerfers. "¥What good is a ressarch design that does not

¥ nclude same ,rel;ersnce to those who will execute it" (Hugh( - 1964,
Pe 82) or who have executed 1t? = . ”
“where 1¢ a revival of participant observation research . . .

exemplified by anthologies in which sociologists report on how they
conducted their studies, and hov thay-falt while doing so" (Gans, 1968, -
Pe BQO). This artic]é will analyze personal effects felot. by phrticipaﬁt
observers, &s 2 *'esult of their research, and seek tp understand the
impact of such effects on resaa.rgher self-:copcept. 'rhis diacusslon owill
irrluf‘n l; descripticn of‘ ®y evieriercer as 8 participant observer snd thte
subsequent pereonal effects T have felt.

A primary form of persorsl involvment occura ‘when the diatinction

-

-



.is con iderable oppo*tunity for the participant observer to exper:lence
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between objective ot-serve‘ ion 'and‘s'ub*ective perticipat.io.n ‘is not clear., L

This dilemna 1s 1:therent within participant obsefrvation, . "The outstand- ’

ing peculiarity ‘of this method is that the observer, in greater or less

degree, is caught up in tbe ve:’y web of sociel interaction which he °

observes, analyzes, and report.s" (Hughw, 1960, Pe xiv). ‘ "Sociel S
r:l.eldwork . « o makes the investigator both an’observer and a o
participating 1nhebﬁant. of the commmnity* (Kloos, 19691» p. 509).

"Standard accounts ‘of the method of partic.ipent obsemé'ion fequ'i;e, I

would av'pue, an em hropological observer to be both a str angrr an_sl a

‘friend among the peo;:le he is stud}lng“ (Jarvie, 1960, p. 505)_. There “ C

conflict between his/her goals as an observer and his/her goals as a

A

participant, -~ /.. - - o
R.eview 1‘ participant ol;se::vation Aiterature itndicetes subjects 2T

generally respond to pert..icipant observers, iq the long term, as

participants (rether thar observers). . 'Becauoe he is a participant, even | ' ." .

if hp announcesgto people that he is -there to study them (as T did nost

of fhe time ’in all my fie.g.duork) people soon forget vhy he is thare,

&":d react .to hir af. & perti.cipant"' (Gans, 1’968, Pe 305). ~"His adaptation

to local conditions requires that he become acutely avare of the

" pitfalls that may transform h:in from an observer and analyst to an

overly involved, identified ;m'tioipent" (Gleser, 1972, p. 67). - .
A variety of participant observers, who hafe studied various ‘social
phenmene, 1ndicet.e a t.ransition and conflict. betueen their observer and

~

;.;.:-.rticipa.nt. roles, - The trancitmn an‘ oon!‘:.ict. imolves the extrer.e' of

being a stranger (observer) and being a friend (participent).. Personal <

¢

effects, and sybsequent self-concépt alterations, can occur vithin the .
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participant observer during involvement with the studied phenamena,
- even though the participant observer may be fully aware of his/her
observation and participation geals. Mere exposure can manipulate,
N positively or negatively, the frame of reference of the participant .
obserVer. ) o
‘ - . 'S
Blanche Geer explains @hanges which were’ felt after three ‘days of

*

fﬁ.elduork in a college enviromment.

@ L %

Be!'ore entering t.he field, I thought of them as irreapomible e

children. But as I listened to the‘ r voices, learred their o %

| . ‘ language, witneSsed gestune and exptrasqion, and accmnmated the ‘o

| bits of 1nformation atout them which bring people alive and make
their problems real, I nchieved a f'orm of empathy with them and
became thair aqvgct;te. (Geer, 1967, pp. 39)‘-395)" e *

., She. reports obs;rvers who began work months later ekperienced i.tze same

change, imt not unti? they entef'ed the field, Reading her fieldnotes

did litt.le to provide a base for the chanf:e. .: i o "

. . . ’ Barrie Thorne researched the draft resistance movement in Boston t.

u during the Vietnam War. Her inner-confnct betmn her goals es a ' Q
| partleipant and as an observer -are apmarent wlthin her discussion of her
pérsonal experiehce as .a participant observer, “Ths conflicts I . ','
exparienced between being a cmitted participant and an observing |
soclologist often took the form of great pangs of guilt, and' a sense that
- I was betrp;'ing the movement” (Thorne, }:379, p. 83). .

Robert, Bogdan did fieldwork involving mentally disabled individuals.
fie explains an invtar.w whey e t!e rap betwzen stranger (obverv'*r) ard
friend (participant) was bridged. "When we were told that Phttie vanted -

? to leave t.ha state school but thad” no nleee to go, we began 1ook1ng around .

-
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' for a fanlly that might be willing to provide ‘a place for her to ) ~ T,
© . atay. Ve found a homg; it was mine9 (Bogdan, 1980, p. '240). _ e .
B Morris Schwartz describes his interactipns with aubgects 'in "The, °* . , <
‘ .Mental ){oupit.alx The Research Person 1:: the Dist.'xu;bed Ward." "“They S e
o attarked :n0 verbally and soetimes physically. At first I reacted
. | vith concern, guilt, reseptment and the wish to disappeur frm the ‘ Ceme |
o _8sceng” (Schmtz, 1964, p. 91.). Schmrtz's.axperience evidences a fi_eld | "-

M w

aituation wheré the objective-subjectlve distinction wanld be

)
- . - -

consistently tested. ' _ T
" ' ’dilliém F. thte, in Streetcorner Society, acknouledges the
personal involvement of the part.icipant ébserver. _.n o ) L o
. | He has a role to play, and he has his own perconality needs that | .
myst be met. . o & his ps-rsonal life is inextricably :r.ixed vith
T - his research. A real explmation . o o 1nvolve=x a rather .peraonal .
account of hov the researcher l1ived during t.he period of study.
DT Gnote, 1955, pe 279) -
Whyte points out "that the reaearchqr, like hls inromnts, ib 8 socinl

- »

. nimad® (p. 279).. - o o

, ‘ My experience w{th participant obwrvstion occyrred during my | ' . d
.o - doctoral diuertation remh. Pnrticipant observation was my primary > '
: - method for data collectios. The problem of the study dealt with fct P
) . .-asolut.ioﬁ cmmication. attempts practiced by the Woodstock Food '

Cooperative (a pseudonynf. I vanted to Tind if the ideals of the .. )
countercultm were evidenced in the cqm\micatim attempts &t conflict

resolution, The Co-op presented 1tself 85 beinp tysed on & cmmtﬂr(‘ut-
.

ural philosophy and was studied as a repreaent.ative orgapization of tha e -

)
Sy - ] ) b

counterculture, | ' . o i
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- Results of the study indjicate the’Co-op only superficially o
* B . .' . .. . -
‘practiced a vountercultural’ philosophy. The Co-op presented itself .asn

P using a consensus process in fofial situations, but anulysis fouQ; it .‘

’ > actuallv used a form of voting.' The Co-op presented itoelf as
egalitarinn, in 1nformnl situations, but analysie'found it aotual]y -

. ' had a recognised hieoorchy gmong; the memberghip. . Thus, the Co—op -

‘ presented itpelf as praeticiag a countercultural philosophy, but analyais '

found 1t aétuallg'pmacticed.dominant cul€urerapproachgs in communication °

attenpts at conflici rosoiution: © )
o . . ; 4
o The hypothesis of the gyudy vas not found to be trus. I had " L

>

~expected to find that the Co-op, as a repre:pntative organization withfﬁ

the counteréulture,‘ﬁ:uld‘utilize & consansus process in formal

- - _Bituations.and practice egalitarian ideals in informal situations.. I
was both academically and persconally surprised wher.my data‘oisproved
- - - b ‘.
. my hypothesis. ¢ ' o o L
P - ‘ - » “

As an_individual who associates himself with the counterculture -
and beliaves fhe oonntercnlture of fers a necéssary alternative, I . . :
i ; ’perponally hOped ‘there would be stronger distinctions betuaen-the -
_countgfculture ard ?om}nant culture conflict resojution oownunicntion | L
attoﬁpts. This would have indiosted azstronger distinction between the
1ph11osoph1bs of the, counterculture and dqminant culturﬂ.‘ Tho disoovery
. that quch strong distinctions do: not nxist has affected the'author's '
evaluatior of dne of his primary groups and has in turn affpctnd "his
- *  gelf-concept.
- " Prior‘tq exacutirp the study, T'hn* beer. intoived with o variedy off .
organizations within the oaunterculture for  rouphly th?ee*yeara. I -
ot associnted'pw;e}f with' the counterculture very stroég]y durihg those ' .

-

L -

- . . . -
o - ) 9 .
JERIC . . .
VllllPiti ic ¢ ! .
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a'yeare, both in thought and appearance, Three years before ‘starting the R

e . etudy, 1 quit cutting my heir end I did not gét anot»her haircut until -

after the etur!y was couplete; - ‘ - ' - ' A A ..

1 .‘,ﬁd not grow my hair long to enhance my coun{.ercult‘rel o o v, ’

erodn}mty at the Co-op. Rather, 1 quit getting l.mircute when I was . -

s ) releae;n! from active duty 4as an Ai;' Ferce Second Lieutenant, The release e. e

*

L ues under honorable conditions and vas, eenctioned through an Air Fonce .
" program which elloued officers to return to graduate school, but st4ll .
maint*ein their positicm in" the lnactlve reserve. ¥y hair' growth and 4
. counterculturel leenings were in raeponse to the perceived 1mpersona1 ’.
bureeucrec; which this reseerqher experienced while in the Air force. .
I did not expenence saerious disagreement with the /goals of the milit.ery,
| rather, I experienced Rossak's explanation of the counterculture. .
» . Roszak (1969, p. 2) explaine counterculture as arising from a youthfnl ) o
. ‘ revulsion at’ technocracy. , It represents a refusal to eurrendh' « "
spontaneity to artificielity. The counterculture serves to reaeaert 1ife
and joy in t.he face'of impersopal organizatien. . . o

s .
] ¥

During the eerly nonthe of the ewdy, I concentrated on eehieving

’ as hiph a degree of ob*ectivity as poasible. T 442 not -.ent by personal
eounterculturel leenings to influence my -academic obeervatione. I - .
wanted the data to speak for malr and it did. My date (fyrom = B
obeemtiom, 1nterv£eus, enweya , and revieu of literature wit:ten
by/-bout the orgenimtion) i.ndieeted the count-ereult\n'el 'beee of the

. » .
" Ce-op, and related organizations, was much more superf‘icial than .

A

1" e

anticipetod. The superfi"‘.el trends wore concistetly evident from the

start of the study. yo e T Cooer ‘
" The comemencies' in the data encouraged me eoadenicel}y, but ) ’

>J ‘ . : R -
I x'*f‘- 4 . ' - . .. . ‘ 5
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— diacoumged ne personally. 1 init.ially questioned the sincerity of the
- . counterculture and tben began t.o quast.ion my future personal involvement
with the eount-rculture. Could I better achieve my altruistic aims’, | - .

h thmugh different means? I had originally identified strongly vitfthe
- . Co—op ‘membership, and related organizations, t_mt my peresonal. orientaﬁon
’ shmed away from this 1dent12‘ieation during t-he study,. The ahﬂ‘t was
evidanced in ny personal journal, ' - .
| )ﬂ.y views havp charged since I started the study. The diptinctiops
bet\feen domlmmt cul ture orpardzations and cc{untarcultural
- ' crge;ni:atior.s seer. to be superficial. I think I can prom::ﬁs ;
' more (real_ist,ic) social chﬁnge by working within the system than *°
. by Qorxing’dutsme of it. ,Sme"u_my"can it »s‘en_;ng out.® I'11
- ' 7 call 1t disil l‘u;iome;xt.. The géals are;‘still the same . . o1
think I'1l jast try another patb for avhile. (Fj.eldnotes', Note 2)
. This personal questioning ogcurre‘d,_little by little, during the course
. . " of the data gathering };e,r;iod,',' rather than through an abrup{ realization,
Rosalie Wax i-shares g similar expe::iencg"in” "Einal_'l"h?ughts: How
Fieldwork Changed Me." S o
For what 1 realized ;us that 1 had.. not been greatly c;mnged .
- " by the things 1 suffered, ;njbyed, or endured; nor was I gx:eat:ly -
¥ °  changed by the things 1 d1d+(though these strengthensd my
conf{d8hce in myself). Hhst changed me irrevocably and beyond .
repair wvere the things I learned. MNore specifiqally,\these ) \
{rrevocable,changes involved replacing mythical and 1deblogical
armurstiors with ¢he covrect (trogg 7t cftor pain’u") ®artr of
; P the situation, (Wax, 1971, p. 3b63) o .

AS with Wax, what changed me irrevocably vera the things I Yearned.
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These chnngea 1nvclvad replacing personal ideological as«mptions "wit.h .
_the correct (though ot‘ten painf'ul) £act.s of the situstion,* |
The strongest irrevocable change occurred near the end of the data
N gat’hcrihg period. I had just finished filing my annual federal income
tax férmc when I questioned the pargdcx of working t:or peace (;.hrough .
the ccimtercultu::e) wvhile paying foc’ var ‘(through taxas). It was .
apparant to me that most of my countercultml enneagues, except for the .
" bandful of wr tax resistars I knew of, vere caught in this coftradiction.
* I could ssa little rationale in uorking to counter a systen which I
i was ﬂnancially suppii(ting. }.y subsequent direction, since this lcarning
experience, has -been to- work for change \dthin the system.

The study has been completad for seven _poglths and I have reflected ¢ \
on mg.ﬂeldwcrk experience a‘ good deal, It was acade;ically rewarding,

s as a Ph.D. dissertation, a:xi it was equally persomll-y rémrding as a
learning experience. My initial motivation in doing res'ezirch for .this | ‘ ]
article stemzed from an intereat 1Llearn1ng about the parsonal

, experiences of other participant observers and to see what. consistencies,,
if- eny, exist ammg people who have used the’ participant pbservation ! .
e method. | ‘ B . s '
o ' Participant observation has been used by a variety of rssearchers
" 4in all u'élas of the social sciences, to 1nvestignte a wide diversity of
‘ research Froblems, *It is difficult to apaculate on the paychological
' nake-;::p of participant cbservers, A common thread which does exist

withifi most participant obs/e/muon accounts is the concern with
* e

oblectivity. Not necessarily achieving total obiactivity, bt
' ccnsist_ently working to maintain a high degree of it, This would

‘require a particular ability to periodically detach oneself from ones
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personal frame of refe;ence. "It is doubtful whether one can become a_
good social reporter unless he has be;n able to lock, in a reporting
mood, at the social world in which he was reared” (Hughes, -1960, p. xi).
As a participant observer who associates himself with the countar-
cult.ure, and who hac done fieldwork within the counterculture, I am
particulquy interested in Herbert (ians discugsion of fieldworkers.
My hunch is that fieldwork attracts a persoh who, in Everett
Hughes' words, "is slienated from hia own background " who is
not entirel y comfortable in his new roles, or who is otherwise
detached frc:: *!8 own society; the individual *ho is more )

comfortable as an observer than as a participent. (Gans, 1968,

T A
@ o

" The alienation emphasized by }iﬁghas parallels the alienation ffequently

felt within the counterculture (Rossak, 1969, p. 2).
1 believe concern with the personal effects of a method, in this

case participant' .observation, is central to understanding the entire

\D

' research. process, "Hhat good is a research design that does not include

some reference to those who will execute it® (Hughes, 1964, p. 82} or
’ &

wvho have execu;.éﬁ 1t? My reviev of the literature reveals a minima’

fund of information regarding the peérsonal affects of such research.

This article is intended as a contribution to the fund.
L) . - ' .

-

- ¢
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