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In part to address that gap, Zakriski and colleagues (Zakriski, Wright, & Underwood, 
2005) looked at contextualized patterns of behavior, that is, behavior in context, not in 
isolation. Categories were developed to reflect the context in which the behavior occurred 
(e.g., “adult gave the child a warning,” p. 846) as well as the response (e.g., “teased, pro-
voked, or ridiculed, “ p. 846). This is an example of researchers who have moved beyond 
recording an individual category of behavior to also recording the context (precursor) 
in which that behavior occurs. A much more nuanced understanding of child behavior 
problems and the situations that provoke negative behavior have been revealed as a result 
of Zakriski and Wright’s research program.

Training for Observation

Training can be extensive when the research demands it. For example, Zakriski et al. 
(2005) reported that staff training included “group presentations, practice coding 
of written and role-play vignettes, and individual and group feedback from research 
staff ” (pp. 846–847). Observational research requires multiple observers, and they 
must be trained because you need to move beyond the subjectivity inherent in a single 
observer. The (biased) interpretation of a single observer must be countered by using 
trained multiple observers. When observers (plural) are part of the research process, 
the researchers need to be given the same operational definitions (often in the form of 
a coding manual); they need to pilot test the use of the codes; and they then need to 
compare their categorizations to make sure they are using the codes in the same way. 
This comparison usually takes the form of an assessment of inter-rater reliability 
(IRR), discussed in the next section.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• List three decisions you must make about your procedure before starting your  
behavioral observations.

CALCULATION OF INTER-RATER  
RELIABILITY (IRR)
There are three basic approaches to establishing inter-rater reliability or inter-rater 
agreement, which involves two or more raters or coders: percent agreement, intraclass 
correlation (ICC), and Cohen’s kappa. Percent agreement is not viewed as a strong 
approach and is considered inappropriate by some researchers because it does not make a  

Inter-rater 
reliability 
(IRR): 
calculation 
of the extent 
of agreement 
between raters.

Percent 
agreement: 
degree of 
agreement 
between 
observers, 
calculated as 
the number of 
agreements 
between 
observers 
divided by 
the number 
of events 
observed.

Intraclass 
correlation 
(ICC): measures 
the degree of 
association 
between 
variables that 
are measured 
on ordinal, 
interval, or ratio 
scales.

Cohen’s kappa: 
measure of 
inter-rater 
agreement with 
nominal data 
that includes 
a correction 
for guessing 
and, hence, 
is superior to 
a calculation 
based on 
percent 
agreement.


