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Unobtrusive Data Collection and Analysis

Definition

Unobtrusive research can be defined as any method of data collection that directly removes the researcher from the set of interactions, events or behavior being investigated.  The object of research is not limited to human subjects but may also include written documents or simply one’s surroundings.  If the object of research is a person, the subject is not aware that data is being collected or that data will be analyzed.  Unobtrusive research is also known as unobtrusive measures, methods, or non-reactive measures.   It comprises a well-accepted means for data collection in the social sciences, but researchers also advocate the use of combining it with other methods.
Types of Unobtrusive Research

Physical trace analysis (or material culture) involves examining physical objects and space as evidence.  A researcher may examine the wear on library books and fold marks on their pages or the wear of floor tiles around a museum exhibit as an indication of popularity.  Investigators will examine garbage to gain insight and clues to a problem.  With simple observation the researcher has no control over the behavior being studied and goes unobserved.  Types of observation include exterior body signs (e.g. tattoos), expressions, language behavior and use of physical space.  In a library setting, this could consist of observing patron traffic flow.  A third large category encompasses written and audio-visual records.  Examples include examining statistics, books, newspapers, magazines, government and other types of records, personal diaries, letters and journals, photographs, and moving image materials.  Content analysis typically involves examining written documents to identify specific characteristics of communication.
Unobtrusive Research in LIS

One of the most common uses of unobtrusive research is in the evaluation of reference services.  Several studies have been conducted to evaluate the accuracy of reference service by means of unobtrusive testing (Hernon & McClure, 1987).  This is accomplished by using a trained proxy to act as a library patron and then analyzing answers to questions for accuracy (think of the famous 55% rule).  This method is considered unobtrusive because the librarian is not aware of the proxy’s role and the actual researcher is removed from the data collection process.  A more recent LIS example is Joe Janes’ analysis of transaction log data as an unobtrusive method to study digital reference questions and service (Carter & Janes, 2000).  Note that his study did not evaluate accuracy; it was exploratory in nature.
Methodological Advantages and Disadvantages

Perhaps the biggest advantage to unobtrusive research is that it studies actual rather than reported behavior.  Subjects will not alter their behavior because they are not aware of being observed.  It is likely to be safe, repeatable, accessible, inexpensive, and a good source of longitudinal data (Kellehear, p. 7).  One of the main disadvantages to unobtrusive observation is that it can be difficult to pull off.  Researchers must be also be keenly aware of ethical boundaries and must not compromise the privacy of research subjects.
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