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you avoid the problem of waiting until the end of the study to see whether you have an 
acceptable degree of agreement. If the degree of agreement in the pilot study is below the 
acceptable level, the observers should meet and compare their recorded judgments to see 
whether they can determine the source of disagreement. The best way to avoid low levels 
of inter-rater agreement is to construct operational definitions of the target behaviors 
carefully and provide adequate training.

Training is not a simple process; it is a series of steps that may include first practicing 
with data similar to your data and then moving to your own data. A particular concern 
is making sure that the coding is done independently (separately) first to avoid having 
the judgments made by one coder influence another. Another issue is what is called 
coder drift, in which over time the coding moves away from the original definitions. Any 
instructor who has graded essay exams may recognize the challenge of making sure the 
last exams are graded the same as the first! After the coding is finished, the coders meet 
to see the degree of agreement of their judgments. If there are disagreements, a protocol 
must be established to resolve these.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• In calculating inter-rater reliability, what advantage does Cohen’s kappa have 
over percent agreement?

PARTICIPANT AND NONPARTICIPANT 
OBSERVATION AND OVERT/COVERT 
OBSERVATION
We can distinguish between whether observers take part in the settings where they are 
observing (participant observation) or do not take part in the settings where they are 
observing (nonparticipant observation). We can also distinguish whether they observe 
overtly, that is, in a straightforward manner revealing the purposes of the proposed obser-
vations, or covertly. In covert observation, the people being observed are not informed 
about the purpose of the observation (note, this is not the same as concealed observation, 
discussed earlier in the chapter, in which the observer is hidden from the people being 
observed). For those interested in a more in-depth discussion of the roles that are pos-
sible in field research, Patricia Adler and Peter Adler (1987) have provided a concise book 
that covers various membership roles, including the researcher as peripheral, active, and 
complete member. In addition, their book traces the history of approaches to conducting 
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