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SWBAT:
Students Will Be Able To
Define unobtrusive measure in 

research.

List examples of unobtrusive 
strategies.

Apply unobtrusive measure in 
research in the future.



What is an UNobtrusive measure?
Data collection independent of the processes that 

produced it.
Social artifacts, traces, or other materials or 

events that were first created for some other 
reason prior to our examining the data.

Using investigative tactics to collect data.
“People  Watching”

https://youtu.be/iNUoL1K-VY4

https://youtu.be/iNUoL1K-VY4


The Science of Garbology
■ In 1973, a study developed by anthropologists at the University of 

Arizona examined trash and the way it reflects upon the 
lifestyles of a group of people.

■ The results act as a kind of mirror on the society it investigates. 

■ What people leave in the garbage as traces of themselves may 
speak more eloquently and truthfully about their lives than the 
account they may offer themselves.

■ What some may see as garbage and debris, garbologists see a 
representation of pieces of historical artifacts with cultural  
meanings and important social content.

Rathje, 1973



“Bearing Witness to History”
An example of using garbology as a means of unobtrusive measures in research.

Debris found in and around 
ground zero & the Pentagon 

after 9/11 was used in a study 
by Shanks, Platt, and Rathje in 
2004 to explore the cultural 

experience of 9/11, and how it 
impacted American Society. 

- - - - - - - - - - - -
This is a perfect example of using 
unobtrusive measures in research.

A sampling of the artifacts found in the “Bearing 
Witness to History” exhibit which was inspired by 

the Shanks, Platt, & Rathje study.



Unobtrusive Strategies
Archival Strategies Physical Erosion & Accretion 

Public Archives:
• Commercial Media Accounts
• Actuarial Records
• Official Documentary 

Records

• Physical Evidence
• Physical Traces left behind

by human activity.
• The deposit of almost any 

object or material by 
humans can be accretion. Private Archives:

• Solicited & Unsolicited 
Documents

• Comprehensive 
Autobiography

• Topical Autobiography
• Edited Autobiography



PuBlIc ArChIvEs
Webb & his colleagues (1981, 2000) suggest that virtually any running 
record provides a type of archive. 

Some examples of running record archives:
Libraries
Tombstones
Hospital Admittance Records
Police Incident Reports
Computer Accessed Bullten Boards (Pinterest)
Motor Vehicle Registries
Newspaper Morgues
Movie Rental Stores
Credit Company Billing Records

Researchers 
find archival 

data 
attractive 
because 

locating this 
information is 
much easier. 



PuBlIc ArChIvEs
Commercial Media

Accounts Actuarial Records Official Documentary 
Records

 Any written, drawn, or 
recorded (video -OR- audio) 
materials produce for 
general or mass 
consumption. 

Examples:
Newspapers, Books, Magazines, 
TV Program Transcripts, DVDs, 
Comics, Maps, Blogs, IG, etc. 

BrainstorM:

How would an ethnographer use commercial 
media accounts to collect unobtrusive data? 

 Tend to be produced for 
special or limited audiences 
but are typically available to 
the public under certain 
circumstances.

Examples:
Birth/Death Records, 
Marriage/Divorce Records, 
Insurance & Credit Card 
Application Info, Residential 
Records, etc.

BrainstorM:

Create a Research Question involving 
Actuarial Records.

 Schools, social agencies, 
hospitals, retail stores, etc
have written records/files
that can eventually become 
public.

Examples:
Official Court Transcripts, 
Police Reports, Census Info, 
School Records, Sales Records, 
etc.

BrainstorM:

What particular agencies would use this form 
of data collection?



Private ArChIvEs
Private records are created for smaller, more specific 
audiences than the public in general.

Examples of Private Archives
Autobiographies (Memoirs)
Diaries
Letters
Home Movies
Drawings/Sketches
Videos

 Solicited Private Records would be 
those items that are requested by 
the researcher.

 Unsolicited Private Archives would be those 
that are found naturally by the investigator. 

e.g.- House Log of a Delinquency group home  Used to investigate staff and 
client relationships in order to determine misbehavior patterns. 

e.g.- Daily work journal of ICU Nurses Used to investigate assessing staff 
and task effectiveness.

Useful 
especially 
when creating 
case studies.



Private ArChIvEs
Comprehensive 
Autobiography Topical Autobiography Edited Autobiography

 Spans the life of the 
individual from his/her 
earliest memory to 
the time of the 
writing.

Compehensive
Autobiography Includes:
• Descriptions of Life 

Experiences
• Personal Insights
• Anecdotal 

Reminiscences

 Offers a fragmented 
picture of life.

 Interesting more due 
to the nature of the 
topic rather than the 
identity of the author.

Topical
Autobiography Provides:
• Clarity to the 

research subjects, 
rather than the 
understandings of the 
researcher.

 Researchers serve as 
editors & 
commentators, and 
should only edit for 
the sake of clarity.

Edited
Autobiography Includes:
• Diaries written by the 

research subject, which 
is then used by the 
researcher to create 
the edited 
autobiography.



Physical Erosion & Accretion
■ Erosion- wear/tear

■ Erosion measures are 
used with other 
techniques in order to 
corroborate one another.

■ Accretion-
accumulation/buildup

■ Accretion measures 
represent deposits of 
almost any object or 
material over time—even 
garbage! (Rathje, 1979)

http://psc.dss.ucdavis.edu/sommerb/sommerdemo/traces/intro.htm

Pros: Inconspicuous & unaffected by researchers who locate and observe them.
Cons: Interpreting and affixing meaning to the physical traces may be problematic & may even bias the results. 

http://psc.dss.ucdavis.edu/sommerb/sommerdemo/traces/intro.htm

