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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I was sitting in a stakeholder meeting for a project I was conducting an evaluation for and realized that I was only partially paying attention. I felt a little bad about it, but looked around at the other people in the meeting and realized that I wasn’t the only one disengaged. Some people were looking at their cell phones, others were looking out at handouts or looking into space. 

Priding myself on being a good qualitative researcher, I realized that I was missing an opportunity to gather data, to understand the evaluation better. It wasn’t that I wasn’t observing at the meeting. I was. It was that I wasn’t observing efficiently or well.

This is a talk about how to notice more in evaluations. 



Evaluations can be improved if we add 
intentional observation… 

to everyday evaluation moments.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The take away point from this talk is evaluation can be improved if we add intentional observation. 

This talk is not meant to be a comprehensive review of how to do observations in evaluation.  I do not have enough time for that talk. Plus, enough excellent material exists within and outside of the evaluation field that covers that ground.  Rather I want to talk about how to bring an observational awareness to smaller moments, to everyday evaluation moments.  






Observational moments  
conference calls 

Pre- and post-meeting  
conversations 

program planning meetings  

meetings  

side conversations  

chance encounters 

webinars 

Direct Observation  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As qualitative researchers and evaluators, when we think of observation we probably think of direct observation of big or structured events, like site visits or observations of program activities. For example, if you were evaluating the effectiveness of a homeless program, you might visit the center or observe program staff as they engage individuals who are homeless in shelters or on the streets. Because observations add context and provide unique insights, they are an important and integral part of evaluation and hopefully many of you have incorporated direct observations in your evaluations. 

What I want to talk about is extending your observational skills to smaller evaluation activities, what I will refer to as “observational moments,” for example a hallway encounter with project leads or a meeting with key stakeholders or webinar training of participants. I want to encourage you not to limit your observational skills to special events but use them throughout the evaluation in everyday evaluation moments.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The challenge with observation whether it is intentional or unstructured is there is a lot of visual stimulus around us and much to observe. Research suggests we are confronted with 11 million bits of information and stimuli every second and we are conscious of 40. That’s a tremendous amount of filtering our brain is doing. It can sometimes feel like we are living in this picture of a thrift store toy bin. 



Seeing  

vs 

Observing 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I want to highlight the distinction between seeing and observing. You all just saw the toy bin picture. But how many of you observed what was in it? The details? 

Did anyone happen to observe that there were at least 7 vehicles in the picture? I’m going to show the picture again and I want you to try to observe three vehicles. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
You went from seeing to observing. What led to the shift? 



Focus/Attention - your mind had a 
goal, something specific to search for  

Engagement - you became curious 
and wanted to participate 
 

Motivation – few probably wanted 
to be the only one to not find three 
vehicles 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are three things (probably more, but let’s focus on three) that shifted you from seeing to observing. Engagement, Motivation, and Focus/attention. These are all intertwined. If you are motivated, you are likely to be engaged and focusing and if you are focusing, you are likely to be engaged and have increased motivation. 

Knowing these three elements can help you understand how to make your observations more efficient and useful.  

Now let’s look at how you might incorporate these three elements into your observational approach and evaluations. 




Pre-observation 

During observation 

Post-observation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m going to talk about intentional observational strategies in three stages of the observation: pre-observation; during the observation, and post-observation. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before an observation even starts, we are more likely to be engaged and focused if we have a purpose for it. 

Why are you observing? What do you hope to accomplish with your time? For example, maybe your purpose in a meeting is to observe how much time is spent on funding issues versus whether the program is working. Maybe you want to pay attention to the specific language that is used to describe the program or its participants. Or maybe your goal is to not have a specific focus but to see what arises. 



general 
information 

key focal 
points with 
notes  

other 
comments 
or thoughts 

observation 
goals 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Whether you decide to muck about or have more structure with your observations, to help you focus you can use guides or checklists to provide an initial framework for them. 

Here’s an example of a generic meeting observational guide. There’s a place for general information. Statements of the observational goals. Reminders of the key focal points for the observation. And a place for other comments or thoughts. 

Often times it’s fine to have just a guiding question or a rough guide. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
For example, I might put a single question at the top of a notebook page to help focus my attention during a meeting or webinar. 

For times when I don’t want to be seen taking notes, I use a small notebook to jot down information later. 



Focus your 
attention 

What’s missing?  

Non-verbal behavior 

boundaries of activities 

words/language used 
Informal conversation 

power dynamics 

physical setting/environment 

formal roles 

points of conflict/agreement 

assumptions 

During observation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To focus your attention and increase engagement during an observation. You can focus on categories of activities. This helps improve focus, attention and memory. Among the things to observe are talk, the language used, interpersonal dynamics, power, the physical setting. 

It is also important to always think about what is missing. What’s not being talked about or what’s not being done. 



Vary your stance 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another way to increase your engagement in an observation is to vary your stance.  

By stance, I’m referring to the way you view a situation. The stance you take toward the world. For example, two common observational stances are filtering the information you see and hear through a critical lens or a sympathetic lens.




Trust 

Empathic 

Curious 

Naive  

 
 

Vary your stance 

 
 

Critical observer 

Skeptical 

Devil’s advocate 

Contrarian 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For example, I’m trained as a sociologist and have been trained to look at things somewhat critically, to look for power dynamics and conflict. I find, however, that since that stance has become natural to me that it is useful to observe things with different stances. On the other hand, taking an empathic stance would allow me to see things from different stakeholders’ perspectives.

To engage more fully in the observation, you can move through different stances throughout the observation. See what new insights arise through a variety of stances. 



Maximize your observational muscle 

Observe in short spurts 

Jot down memory triggers 

Try single tasking (especially important 
with webinars) 

Be patient  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A theory of attention is that it’s like a muscle that can be strengthened over time (at least up to a point). It can also, like a physical muscle be weakened if not used. 

The slide shows several strategies that you might use to increase your observational muscle. 

Key words can help you remember details. 

Be patient –you may not see anything at first. 



Record what 
happened 

Reflect on what 
happened 

Plan for future 
observations 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The most important thing is to record what happened during the observation. If you don’t write it down, it didn’t happen. In addition to recording what happened. Also add your reflections on what happened. This will increase your engagement. And include thoughts on what you want to do next time. 

An important part of intentional observation is to keep your mind engaged, motivated and focused beyond the observation, not just when you are observing.  



Engagement – ask questions about 
everything; be curious 

Motivation –  [don’t wait for motivation] 
Make observation a regular practice 

Focus/Attention – use a systematic 
approach 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Final thoughts 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many evaluators are observing parts of the program, but they may not be observing in a systematic way. 

This talk encourages evaluators to nurture your observational skills and strengthen their evaluations. 



Slide deck is 
available in the 
AEA public 
elibrary 

Contact: sthenderson@ucdavis.edu 
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