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Objectives

By the end of this session, the student should be able to—

16.1 Describe the steps in field research.

16.2 List and describe the types of data collected in field research; includes literature review, obtaining initial information from field personnel, transcribing, analyzing, verifying and reporting. 

16.3 Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of field research, providing examples related to emergency management. 

Scope

Field research in social science research is quite similar to daily observation of activities in the field, coupled with an attempt to understand the behavior associated with the activities.  However, it is more useful than casual observation and includes both a data-gathering strategy and a theory generating activity.  Field research in emergency management can be similar to other social science field research, making heavy use of structured interviews and individual and group performance—in other words data about behavior of humans.  However, emergency management field research also involves gathering data about conditions, sites, hazards, facilities, and which goes beyond behavior of humans in the situation.  This session covers strengths and weaknesses of field research, the importance of keeping good records, and types of emergency management issues that are appropriately studied using field research techniques.

Readings

Instructor and Student 

Babbie, E. (1998).  The Practice of Social Research.  8th Edition.  Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co.  See Chapter 11, “Field Research.”

Objective 16.1.
Steps in field research.

Steps in Field Research

1.
Preparing for field research follows a logical progression of steps.  The researcher must first prepare for the field by examining relevant literature, by interviewing experts to help frame the analysis, and by establishing initial contacts with the people to be studied.  

2.
Interviews.  Field researchers typically employ unstructured interviews to ask questions.  This conversational approach yields flexibility in that an answer to one question may influence the next question the researcher wishes to ask.  Effective probing is important to get the most out of the interview.

A comprehensive interviewing process involves the following stages—

· Planning (clarify the purpose of the interviews and concepts to be studied)

· Designing (laying out the processes of the research)

· Interviewing (conducting the actual interviews)

· Transcribing (converting rough field notes and/or tapes to a written text)

· Analyzing (determining the meaning of materials gathered relative to the study)

· Verifying (checking the reliability and validity of the materials) 

· Reporting (sharing what was learned).

3.
The field journal contains the field researcher’s observations.  

· The analyst should include both empirical observations as well as interpretations, keeping them separate.

· Take notes frequently and copiously, and transcribe them while your memory is still fresh.

· Record as much as possible so that interpretations that do not seem evident at the time the notes are taken may emerge later.

4.
Data gathering for field research falls into several categories.  Types of field data, personally gathered by the analyst, for a typical emergency management study are shown in the table below, “Types of data. . .”.  The data types in the table are in addition to factual data available from other sources, such as hazards and their effects, geographic data, building use, etc.

Objective 16.2.
Types of data collected in field research.

Types of Data Gathered by an Analyst for a

Typical Emergency Management Study

Types of Data
Examples

Preliminary Data

· Telephone interviews

· Reports 

Interviews

· Factual data

· Opinion

Performance Evaluation

· Ratings

· Time

Observation of Events


Interviews of key personnel to determine issues and theoretical basis for study.

Annual reports, standard operating procedure, organization charts, agency mission statement, exercise plans, description of resources and facilities.

Description of mission statements for various agency functions. 

Ratings of various agency operations and functions.

Ratings of actions taken in an exercise.

Time taken to perform a critical action (from time person is first notified).

Recording of messages, actions taken, personnel arriving and departing, activation of an EOC, etc.

Objective 16.3.
Strengths and weaknesses of field research.

Strengths and Weaknesses of Field Research

(after Babbie, 1998)

Strengths
Weaknesses

· Presence of an observing, thinking researcher on the scene of the action

· Field researchers are in a unique position to examine the nuances of attitudes and behaviors and to examine social processes over time

· High validity (frequently)

· Inexpensive

· Provides a great deal of flexibility for moving between observation and analysis. 


· Seldom yields descriptive statements about large populations because it is a qualitative rather than a quantitative approach

· Low reliability



Interactive Activity

Take a facility or program in your local community which your students are familiar with and using the table above, “Types of data. . .,” discuss what are appropriate techniques for gathering information on the facility.

Examples could be—

· A hazardous materials site.

· The local emergency operations center.

Note: the student paper in the readings appendix contains considerable data relating to a local risk assessment, much of which was gathered by surveys.  This can be used as the example in the discussion.

Additional Information

The Role of the Field Researcher

The field researcher’s role may vary according to the degree of participation.  For one extreme situation, the researcher’s identity and purpose are not known.  In the other extreme situation, the field researcher is a complete participant.  Typically, the role of the analyst in field research is somewhere between these two extremes.  Typically, he/she will assess or evaluate performance (such as during a large scale training exercise) or interview participants.  The researcher’s presence may affect what is being studied.  There is a tendency for participants to “try harder” once they know they are the object of a study.  The researcher playing the complete observer role observes a situation without becoming a part of it; in this case the only activities of the researcher are to assess, evaluate and take notes.

Data processing requires keeping notes current, preferably in word-processing and/or database format with backup copies.  Computers are used to facilitate the transcription and analysis of field notes.  Field researchers may then organize their notes into several files, including a chronological record, background files, biographical files, bibliographical files, etc.

It is important to identify similarities, dissimilarities, and trends or patterns in the data analysis process.  Such classifications yield order among all the notes and observations and contribute to the formulation of theoretical propositions and their assessment.  Strategies for achieving this include calculating frequencies, establishing magnitudes, outlining the structures and processes, and identifying possible causes and consequences.
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