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role. Many field researchers develop a role between these extremes, publicly acknowledging being a researcher but 
nonetheless participating in group activities. In some settings, it also is possible to observe covertly without acknowl-
edging being a researcher or participating.

Choosing a Role

The first concern of all participant observers is to decide what balance to strike between observing and participat-
ing and whether to reveal their role as researchers. These decisions must take into account the specifics of the social 
situation being studied, the researcher’s own background and personality, the larger sociopolitical context, and ethical 
concerns. The balance of participating and observing that is most appropriate also changes many times during the 
majority of projects. Ultimately, the researcher’s ability to maintain either a covert or an overt role can be challenged 
many times throughout the research effort.

Complete Observation

In her study of community policing, Susan Miller (1999) adopted the role of a complete observer. Community policing 
is an approach to policing that emphasizes building closer ties between police and members of the community. Miller 

Exhibit 8.1 The Observational Continuum

To study a political activist group ...

Hello, I am a researcher.
Tell me, why do you

participate in
these activities?

Hello, I am a researcher
and an activist.

Tell me, why do you
participate in

these activities?

You could take the role of covert participant:

You could take the role of participant and observer:

You could take the role of complete observer:


