The Performance Technologist’s Toolbox:

@bservations

by Anne F. Marrelli, PhD, CPT

his second article in the

Performance Technologist’s

Toolbox series focuses on the

data collection method of
observation. In observations, data are
collected by systematically observing
employees as they perform their jobs and
documenting their behaviors. Well-con-
ducted observations can provide much
valuable qualitative and quantitative
information about the employee, the job,
and the work environment. They often
yield data that cannot be obtained
through paper- or conversation-based
methods, such as questionnaires, inter-
views, or focus groups (Swanson, 1994).

There are six dimensions to consider in
planning observations: overtness, stan-
dardization, degree of observer participa-
tion, time sampling, documentation, and
level of inference.

Dimensions of Observations
Overtness

In overt observations, the employees who
will be observed are informed in advance
of the observations; they may also be told
which behaviors will be observed and
why. In some cases, the observer may give
the employees directions about what to
do during the observations, such as per-
forming a specific task. Overt observa-
tions are often combined with interviews,
in which the observer asks the employees
to explain the reasons for their actions.

In covert observations, employees are not
aware of some or all aspects of the obser-
vation, including the specific behaviors
being observed or when, how, or by

whom they are being observed. In some
covert observations, the observer is in
view, but employees are not told what
behaviors are being observed. The
observer does not interact with the
worker in any way but allows the
employees to perform the normal tasks in
the usual sequence (Swanson, 1994).

The “mystery shopper” is another type of
covert observation often used to assess the
job performance of salespeople or call ser-
vice center representatives. In this
approach, the observer poses as a regular
customer or caller and observes how the
employee handles the transaction.
Employees typically know what behaviors
are being observed, but they do not know
when or by whom they will be observed.
In fully covert observations, employees
may be viewed at work through a two-way
mirror or video camera and are not told
that they are being observed.

Overt observations are most appropriate
for situations in which employees are not
likely to significantly alter their behaviors
if they know they are being observed.
Overt observations are also an effective
approach for collecting data about knowl-
edge workers, because often the observer
will need to ask these workers questions
to understand what they are doing and
why. Covert observations are most appro-
priate when employees are likely to
change their behaviors if they are aware
of the observation.

In most cases, however, to maintain trust
with employees, it is important to give
them advance warning that their perfor-
mance will be observed at an unspecified
time and to explain how the information
collected will be used.
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Standardization

Observations may be made of a representative sample of
routine situations or of a standardized situation set up for
all employees being observed. The actual job situation
yields more natural behavior, while the standardized
approach controls for situational variables that could
introduce contamination (Popham, 1975).

Participation

The participation of the observer in the activities of the
employees being observed may range from none at all to full
participation as a member of the group or team. The observer
who is actively involved can develop a deeper understanding
of the target behaviors and the variables that affect them, but
objectivity usually suffers (Borg & Gall, 1979; Cozby, 1981).

Time

The observation periods need to be selected to obtain a rep-
resentative sample of the target behaviors. For a very routine
job in which the same simple tasks are repeated throughout
the day, a one-hour observation of each subject may suffice.
For complex jobs in which tasks vary by day, week, month,
or season, observations may need to be scheduled over a
period of several months.

There are several different approaches to determining when
and how much of the behavior that occurs during an obser-
vation period will be recorded.

¢ Continuous observation: All behaviors of the employee
that are demonstrated during the observation period are
noted. This method usually does not focus on a specific
set of behaviors and is often used in exploratory studies
to identify key behaviors that will later be studied in
more depth. The observer writes a protocol, a brief nar-
rative of everything that happens and when it happens.

¢ Frequency-count observation: The observer notes each
instance when specific target behaviors occur, for exam-
ple, talking with a coworker. Other behaviors are not
recorded. This technique is often applied in comparing the
quantity or content of specific behaviors before and after a
performance improvement intervention is implemented.

e Interval recording: The behavior of the subject is
observed and recorded at pre-specified intervals, for
example, every 5 minutes or the first 15 minutes of every
half hour. Other behaviors are not recorded (Borg & Gall,
1979). The interval recording approach is especially use-
ful when complex behavior is being observed and the
observer needs time to record or evaluate the behavior
between each segment of observation.

Documentation

Observations may be recorded in narrative form or by com-
pleting a standard form. The narrative record may consist of an
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anecdotal record or critical incident in which only key events
are documented, or a protocol in which all events are recorded.
Standard forms often consist of behavior checklists in which
the observer records the presence, absence, frequency, or dura-
tion of specified behavior. Sometimes the observer will be
asked to record codes for different behaviors. Narrative records
produce a fuller picture of work behavior than standard forms,
but standardized forms are easier to complete, can be objec-
tively scored, and produce more quantified data, for example,
a count of the number of times a specific behavior occurred
(Phillips, 1997; Popham, 1975; Worthen & Sanders, 1973) .

Video cameras may be used to record behaviors during an
observation. Videotapes offer the advantage of being repeat-
able; the researcher can play the videotapes as many times
as necessary to fully review the target behavior. They are
useful in observing complex behaviors that need to be care-
fully studied before inferences can be made and also when
specially qualified reviewers need to observe the behavior
but are not available for in-person observations (Borg & Gall,
1979). However, video recording often makes employees
nervous and alters their normal behavior (Phillips, 1997).

Sometimes audio recordings are used to monitor the perfor-
mance of employees who spend much time on the telephone
with customers, such as salespeople or call center represen-
tatives. The procedure is typically explained to employees so
they are aware that a certain number of their calls will be ran-
domly monitored. Computers can also used to “observe”
employees who enter data or perform other keyboarding
tasks. The computer can record the time it takes employees to
complete a task, the sequence of steps they use, the number
of errors they make, and so on (Phillips, 1997).

Inference

There are different levels of inference required of observers

in recording the events observed.

e Descriptive: Observers record clearly observable behav-
iors such as the number of times a worker performs an
activity, the use or non-use of job aids or tools, or the
length of time required to complete a phone call.

e Inferential: Observers are asked to draw inferences
about what a behavior represents, for example, the
observer is asked to record instances in which a super-
visor demonstrates supportive behavior to the employ-
ees supervised.

e Evaluative: Observers are asked to draw inferences and
make judgments about behaviors, e.g., observers are asked
to record instances in which a supervisor demonstrates
supportive behavior to the employees supervised and rate
the quality of the support provided (Borg & Gall, 1979;
Popham, 1975).

The higher the level of inference, the less reliable the mea-
surements typically are. The performance technologist is



often faced with a choice between measuring less-signifi-
cant behaviors more effectively or more significant behav-
iors less effectively (Popham, 1975).

Applications of Observations in Performance
Technology

Observations are a valuable tool for the performance tech-
nologist. Several applications are explained below.

Competency Modeling and Job Analysis

Observations can provide valuable preliminary information
about a target job role because they offer a sample of what
the job “looks like” in real life. They are especially valuable
for routine jobs in which the incumbent performs the same
tasks many times throughout the day because in a few hours
the observer can see the full spectrum of job activity.
Comparison samples of exemplary and poor performers are
often observed to identify the competencies required for
superior performance (Marrelli, 2001).

Performance Analysis

Observations can be a potent approach to identifying perfor-
mance improvement needs. An astute observer will see the
types of errors employees are making, the redundancies in
processes, the work methods applied, the frustrations
employees face, and the problems they experience.
Observations will also provide information about interac-
tions among employees and their supervisors, safety or
housekeeping problems, and areas in which employees seem
to lack needed information. Differences between expected
and actual results can also be observed (Swanson, 1994).

Cause Analysis

Because observations yield a rich, full picture of the work
environment, they are an ideal data collection method for
identifying the underlying causes of performance problems.
They help the performance technologist uncover obstacles
to effective job performance as well as identify the work-
place supports that facilitate superior performance.
Observations are also useful in analyzing work flows and
processes for inefficiencies and misalignment as well as
identifying ineffective communication patterns. They also
uncover differences in work behaviors among exemplary,
average, and poor performers (Swanson, 1994).

Evaluation

Observations are an effective method of assessing employ-
ees’ mastery of the skills taught in training courses that can-
not be reliably measured with written tests (Marrelli, 1998).
Observations are also very effective in determining whether
employees are applying on the job what they have learned
in training. A wide range of other performance improve-
ment interventions, including programs, processes, and

tools, can also be evaluated with observations. For example,
in a situation where the physical layout of an office is
redesigned to encourage more interaction among employ-
ees, observers can count the number of interactions before
and after the redesign. In another example, a program
designed to encourage more employees to participate
actively in staff meetings, observations will provide a clear
picture of the type and amount of participation before and
after program implementation.

Individual Performance Assessment

Individual employee performance can be effectively
assessed through careful observations. For example, the
“mystery shopper” observation mentioned above is a valid
approach to determining whether employees are meeting
the performance standards established for interactions with
customers. In another example, training managers often sit
in on classroom sessions to observe the facilitation skill of
instructors; the instructors subsequently receive feedback
and coaching in how to improve instruction.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Observations

Observations as a method of collecting valid, reliable data
offer various advantages and disadvantages.

Advantages

e Because actual job behavior is directly observed, the
validity of observations is especially strong.

e Both verbal and nonverbal behavior can be observed.

e Interactions of job incumbents with colleagues, man-
agers, and customers can be observed to create a full and
rich perspective of behavior and the work environment
not possible in other data collection methods.

e Many people in an organization trust observation data
more than data collected via other methods because they
see the observations as direct measures of actual work
behavior. Observations can therefore facilitate buy-in for
organizational initiatives.

e Observations can be adapted to many different situations.

e Observations can measure constructs such as racial
prejudice through their demonstration in behavior that
cannot be accurately measured with other data collec-
tion methods.

Disadvantages

e Observations are expensive and time consuming.
Especially with more complex jobs, an observer may need
to spend many hours over many days to develop a com-
prehensive understanding of the job. To ensure sound data
and to compute reliability estimates, at least two indepen-
dent observers need to evaluate the same situation.

e The quality of the data depends heavily on the skill,
objectivity, and sensitivity of the observers. They need to
be carefully trained to produce accurate reports. If the
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observers are not properly trained, the data collected
may be unreliable because of the biases of the observer,
poor recording techniques, or rating errors.

e The presence of an observer may modify employees’ typ-
ical behavior.

¢ Employees may object to being observed. If there are strong
objections, they may purposely alter their usual behavior.

e It can be difficult to interpret the observations, espe-
cially when the work observed involves intangible tasks
such as problem solving.

Guidelines for Planning and Conducting
Observations

Planning Observations

The diligence invested in planning a systematic observation

process is strongly related to the validity and reliability of

the data collected. Several planning steps are needed:

e Determine what behavior will be observed.

e Develop forms for recording data.

e Select the observers.

e Prepare a schedule of the observations.

e Train observers in what and how to observe.

e Inform participants of the observations in advance
(Phillips, 1997).

Obtaining data related to complex behavior that is objec-
tively observable yet relevant requires careful thought.
Limit the focus to the number of behaviors that observers
can realistically attend to effectively and record; not all
behaviors can be observed in a single observation. Once the
target behaviors have been selected, it is essential to specif-
ically define them so that all observers have a common
understanding (Borg & Gall, 1979).

It is important to understand the cycle of work before sched-
uling observations to ensure the observers observe long
enough and at the right times to obtain a representative sam-
ple of the target work or situation. Some tasks will be per-
formed only at the beginning or end of the month, some
times of day will be busier than others, etc. (Swanson, 1994).

Recording Data

Accurate recording of observations is essential because
memory cannot be trusted (Pelto & Pelto, 1979; Swanson,
1994). Develop a standard observation form for all observers
to use in recording their observations; use of the form will
improve the consistency and objectivity of observations.
Even if observers are to record events in narrative format, a
standard structure for the critical incident or protocol will
facilitate consistency and comprehensiveness.

Develop a draft version of the form, then pilot test it and revise
it as needed. If a checklist is used, describe the behaviors in
enough detail so that observers need only to check each behav-
ior as it occurs. Attached instructions should specifically
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define each behavior and provide examples and non-examples
of each behavior. In evaluative observations, observers are
required to evaluate behavior as it occurs. Do not attempt to
obtain precise discriminations. Three-point scales are usually
the limit of discrimination that can be made with a reasonable
level of reliability. It is almost never advisable to use ratings
finer than a five-point scale (Borg & Gall, 1979).

Training Observers

Observers will require extensive training. The following

steps are suggested:

e Select observers carefully. Some people are sharp
observers while others have difficulty noticing or
remembering details about situations they observe.

e Meet with the observers to review the form to be used.
Devote sufficient time to each item to allow the observers
to develop a thorough understanding of the behavior to
be observed and how it should be documented. Review
examples and non-examples for each behavior.

e Show videotape recordings of situations similar to those
to be observed. Each time a target behavior appears on
the video, stop the tape and explain why the behavior
falls within the definition of the behavior.

e Conduct practice sessions using the videotapes in which
the observers record the behaviors using the standard
forms. Review their documentation and provide detailed
feedback. Resolve any inter-observer disagreements.

e Repeat the video practice sessions until the observers
have reached a high level of skill in observing and
recording and the desired level of agreement among
raters has been reached.

e Conduct an additional practice session in a real-life sit-
uation as similar as possible to the actual observation sit-
uations. Ensure that the observers know how to work as
unobtrusively as possible.

e Assess the skill of each observer before allowing them to
conduct observations.

e Schedule the actual observations to begin within a day
or two of the last practice session. If observations will
extend over more than a week, conduct a weekly
refresher training session or the data will become less
reliable as the raters lose their common frame of refer-
ence (Borg & Gall, 1979; Marrelli, 2001; Phillips, 1997;
Pelto & Pelto, 1978; Popham, 1975).

Conducting Observations

At least a few days before the observations, explain the pur-
pose of the observations and the procedures the observers
will use to the employees who will be observed. On the day
of the first observations, allow time for the employees to
adapt to the presence of the observer before actually begin-
ning the observations (Cozby, 1981).

If the observers cannot determine what a work behavior is or
what its purpose is, if the technology in use is unfamiliar, or
if a controversy arises about how the work should be done,



the observers should ask the study director to resolve these
issues before continuing to observe (Swanson, 1994).

Carefully review the observers’ documentation as they com-
plete it to identify any problem areas. Talk to the observers
to obtain their reactions. Do the observers seem to under-
stand how to use the recording forms appropriately? Are the
reports thorough? Do the reports include the level of detail
needed? Are the observers accurately capturing the target
behaviors? Are the observers having any problems conduct-
ing the observations? Do the employees being observed
seem to be behaving naturally? Are the time periods allotted
for each observation sufficient to capture and record the tar-
get behaviors?

Complementary Data Collection Methods

Observations can be used as a preliminary data collection
technique to develop an understanding of a target job or
work situation and important behaviors. The results of the
observations can then be confirmed in surveys or focus
groups in which more people are involved. Observations
can also be applied to probe more deeply into data collected
through surveys, focus groups, or work logs.

Case Study

In the large county government agency where I began my
career, my team and I developed written selection tests for
protective services positions within the Sheriff, Fire, and
Marshal’s Departments. One test we developed was for the
entry-level Sheriff’s position, Deputy Sheriff Trainee. The
first step in developing the examination was to conduct a job
analysis. Observations were a key data collection method for
the job analysis. To help us understand the job, we rode in
patrol cars with Deputy Sheriffs, observing how they spent
their work days. We watched them stopping drivers for traf-
fic violations, frisking people they suspected of carrying ille-
gal substances, cruising the streets looking for trouble,
answering citizens’ questions, giving directions, checking in
at the patrol station, investigating auto accidents, talking
with their buddies, and completing reports. While we drove
around with the deputies, we asked them questions about
their work. We also observed the current Deputy Sheriff
Trainee class in the Sheriff’s Training Academy. We watched
the trainees marching in formation, doing calisthenics, prac-
ticing at the firing range, and sitting in a classroom learning
about the laws they would later need to enforce. During and
immediately after both the ride-along and academy observa-
tions, we recorded what we had seen in narrative form.

Other data collection methods we used in the job analysis
included interviews, focus groups, review of reading materi-
als distributed in the Academy, and a review of a large sample
of the patrol reports the deputies had recently written. We
used the data we obtained in the observations and the other
data collection methods to identify the competencies required

for the Deputy Sheriff Trainee position. The content of the
selection test we developed was based on these competencies.

Conclusion

Observations offer a versatile approach to collecting data in
many different situations. Many of the nuances of work
behavior that are missed in paper and interview-based tech-
niques can be readily perceived in observations. The impact
of actually seeing people at work often provides the perfor-
mance technologist with a deeper level of understanding of
the job, its context, and challenges than is possible with

other methods. M
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