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 Introduction
Observation may take place in the natural or real life setting or in a laboratory. Observational procedures tend to vary from complete flexibility to the use of pre-coded detailed formal instrument. The observer may himself participate actively in the group he is observing or he may be an observer from outside or his presence may be unknown to the people he is observing. 
Merits of Observation:
In participant observation, the investigator becomes a member of the community being observed by him. The investigator need not carry out exactly the same activities as the subjects, suffice it, if he finds a role in the group which does not disturb the usual patterns of behaviour. Thus, one of the advantages of participant observation is that since the members of the community are unaware of the researcher’s purpose their behaviour is least likely to be affected. Thus, the researcher is enabled to record the “natural” behaviour of the group.

Secondly, since the researcher actually participates in the group under observation, he normally has an access to a body of information which could not easily be obtained by merely looking on in a disinterested fashion.

He thus obtains a great depth of experience, while he is able to record the actual behaviour of other participants. Since his period of participation may continue for months, the range of materials collected is likely to be much wider than those gained from a series of quite lengthy interview- schedules.

Thirdly, in participant observation, the researcher is able to record the context which gives meaning to expressions of opinion surpassing in richness and depth the usual questionnaire. He can also check the truth of statements made by members of the group.

Some occurrences are rarely, if ever, accessible to direct observation. Sexual bahaviour, family crisis and underworld activities, etc., are examples of events that are not amenable to direct observation by an outsider. It is here that the participant observation helps.

Limitations of Observation:
Participant observation has certain disadvantages, one being that the investigator who actually becomes a participant happens to narrow his range of experience. He takes on a particular position within a group with a definite clique or friendship circle. He learns and follows a pattern of activity which is characteristic of its members.

Hence, many avenues become closed to him. Further, the role he comes to occupy in the group may be important so that he may be instrumental in effecting changes in the group- behaviour.

The position of participant-observer is especially precarious when it comes to maintaining objectivity. The involvement in the situation may lessen the sharpness of observation not only because the investigator identifies himself with his informants but also because he becomes so used to certain kinds of behaviour.

In certain situations, the physical and emotional endurance as well as the patience of the researcher may be put to an acid test. Even the observation of routine day-to-day occurrences may become difficult in view of the possibility that unforeseeable factors might interfere with the observational task.

To the extent that he participates emotionally, the observer comes to lose objectivity which in scientific parlance is his single greatest asset. He may react in anger when he ought to be recording. He may seek prestige or ego-satisfaction within the group rather than observing this behaviour in others.

His heart may be moved by tragedy but he may forget to record its impact upon his fellow-members. In consequence, he may fail to note these important details which may appear to him so commonplace as not to merit any attention.

It is clear that in both, the participant and non-participant types of observation, the problem of observation-control is not solved. To the degree that the investigator becomes a participant his experience becomes unique, peculiarly his own. Thus, any other researcher would not be able to record the same facts. There is thus less standardization of data. In short, his role of observer is handicapped somewhat by his being a participant.

Non-participant observation does answer some of these objections. But a purely non- participant observation is difficult. We have standard set of relationships or role patterns for the ‘non-member’ who should be ever present but never participating.

Both the subject-group and the outsider are likely to feel uncomfortable. And, naturally, for many research situations it is almost impossible for the outsider to be a genuine participant in all ways.

The sociologist cannot, for example, become a criminal in order to study a criminal gang. Sometimes, it is possible to take part in a great many activities of the group, just to avoid the awkwardness of complete non-participation while taking the role of an observer for other activities.

This strategy was employed by Leplay a century ago in his study of European working class families. In certain studies, the investigators have participated as members of the family taking part in games and dances. They nevertheless made clear that their purpose, above anything else, was to gather facts.

