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Paper 3 Example Answer 

Question: Discuss the use of participant, 

covert, naturalistic observation in this study.  

A participant, covert, naturalistic observation, 

is when the researchers become members of the group 

they wish to observe (participant) and they observe 

them in their natural environment (naturalistic) 

without the participant’s knowledge (covert).  

This type of observation method is often used 

in qualitative research as it allows the researchers to 

gather rich data of how subjects behave in their 

natural environment. The covert aspect also reduces 

chances of effects like the Hawthorne effect from 

occurring, while becoming part of a group enables the 

researchers to gain a deeper understanding of the 

subjective experience of the subjects’ experience of the 

phenomenon  

 In Festinger’s study, the researchers joined the 

cult (participant) without the other cult members 

knowing they were researchers (covert) and they 

observed their reactions at the time when their 

prophecy failed (naturalistic).  

One reason why the covert observation is 

useful is that it reduces the possibilities of the 

Hawthorne effect occurring. If the cult members 

were aware they were being observed, they may 

have not acted naturally. For instance, they may not 

have provided different rationalizations for their 

failed prophecy, or they may not have given up their 

beliefs in front of the researchers.  

On the other hand, the covert observation 

method has limitations regarding ethical issues. 

Because the participants were not informed that they 

were being observed, they could not give consent for 

data to be collected and published. This could be 

overcome through the use of retrospective consent, but 

there is a possibility that the cult members may refuse to 

allow their data to be used and published, especially 

since in the context of this study it has the possibility of 

being quite embarrassing. If this happened, the 

researchers’ efforts would have been wasted because they 

couldn’t publish their findings.  

 Here were see there are strengths and limitations to this method. (approx. 350 words) 

Details of this study can be found here, and also in Crane and Hannibal’s IB Psychology: Course Companion. 

Step One: Knowledge 

of research methods 

shown through the 

concise and accurate 

definition of the 

research method (50 

words) 

 
Step Two: 

Understanding of 

research methods is 

shown by explaining 

why this method is 

used in qualitative 

research (100 words). 

 Step Three: Critical 

thinking is shown by 

applying the answer to 

the stimulus by 

showing how this 

method was used in 

this example, as well 

as providing one 

strength and one 

limitation of the use of 

the method for a full 

“discussion” (200 

words) 

 

The strength is 

explained with 

reasons given for why 

it’s a strength.  

 

The explanation of 

strengths and 

limitations is applied 

to the stimulus. 

 

Following the 

three step 

approach has 

helped give the 

answer a logical 

and easy to follow 

structure.  

The answer meets the 

demands of the 

command term as the 

limitation provides a 

“balanced review.”  

Knowledge is also 

shown with the use of 

correct terminology, 

like subjective 

experience and 

phenomenon – these 

are also key ideas in 

qualitative 

methodology, and so 

they help with showing 

good understanding.  
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