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ABSTRACT.
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Nonreactive methodology refers to unobtrusive methods of collecting
data in which participant reaction to the process of data collection
does not interfere with the response. Nonreactive methods of data
collection have been used in other fields, and the student affairs
professional can improve research techniques and implement a
multi-method assessment strategy by incorporating nonreactive methods
into current research programs. In the past, student affairs
researchers have employed nonreactive methodology in examining the
success of an assertiveness training program (McFall and Marston,
1970), police bias in monitoring traffic violations (Heussenstamm,
1971), and a noncognitive predictor of student success (Sedlacek et
al., 1984). Attempts have been made to create a classification system
of nonreactive methodology. Webb et al. used the categories of
physical traces, archives, and observation to describe various types
of nonreactive data. Sechrest and Phillips proposed a matrix as a
step toward a taxonomy of nonreactive methodology. By taking steps to
employ nonreactive techniques, student affairs professionals may find
this methodology a useful addition to their work. (NB)
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SumMary

Relying exclusively on questionnaire and interview data can

cause the student affairs researcher to oVerlook nonreactive

methodology: unobtrusive methods of collecting data in which

participant reaction to the orooess of data collection does

not interfere with the response. Such methods of data

collection have been used in other fields, and the student

affairs professional can improve research techniques and

implement a multi-method.assessment strategy by incorporating

nonreactive methods into current research programs. Examples

in which nonreactive methodology ham been used in student

affairs research are discussed; and practical steps are

presented to help in beginning a program of nonreactive

research.
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Nonreactive Measures in .S-J Affairs Research

Many student affairs profees .\s encounter

difficulties in conducting reseerc uch as lack of time,

funding, or confidence, which can lec them to avoid research

efforts.altogether (Brown, 1986; Had, Kerr, Biggers &

Elliott, 1986). Howsver, "if we arc to survive throu0 the

next century...it is imperative the, we support res arch and

evaluation that examinee our service':, and programs and what

impiact they have on studente" (Brown, p. 195). Methodology

can pose particular problems. Those beginning a reeearch

effort may find that the first data collection methods which

come to mind involve questionnaires or interviews. Certain

inherent difficulties with these methods are obvious, such as

the time consuming nature of constructing and scoring

quesionnaires and/or conducting interviews, or the expense

involved in printing costs and supplies.

Another problem with interview and questionnaire

methods that is often overlooked has been noted by Webb,

Campbell, Schwartz, Sechrest, and Grove (1981). They

describe such methods as "reactive" because when these

methods are used, the participant's reaction to the process

influences his or her responses. This is a serious problem

because when people know that they're being observed or that

their responses are being.counted in some way, they do not

always respond accurately or honestly. An example relevant
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to student affairs work might be one in which researchers are

interested in examining the degree of racial discrimination

present in a college sports prcgram. To answer their

questions, they 'interview coaches and athletes about the

alleged problem and administer various racial attitude

questionnaires. However, given the demand characteristics of

the situation (coaches - the desire flr.their programs to

appear in a positve light; athletes - the pressure no ; to

jeopardize their athletic careers), the racial problems are

minimized, and, receiving these results, the administration

continues current polici-,s when more accurate information

would have suggested changes.
,

Nonreact.ive Methodology

In response to such a problem, student affairs

professionale can employ nonreactive methodology:

unobtrusive methods of collecting data that do not interfere

with the response.itself (Webb et al., 1981). In the

previous exaniple of racial discrimination in a college

athletic program, one simple rfonreactive approach might be to

use team records to review the racial make-up of past teams.

Do any patterns emerge with respect to what positions are

played by minorities? Have minority players ever,.

consistently assumed leadership roles such as quarterback?

(See McGehee & Paul, 1984). This method involves minimal

affort and is nonreactive.

6
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At this poi^t, the reader may be struck by the obvious

nature of the nonreactive method just described. It is not

a difficult approach; most pnople collect information

nonreactively every day, but are simply not aware that they

are accummulating potentially useful information.

In the past, student affairs professionals have

occasionally employed nonreactive methodology, resulting in

innovative research designs. To assess the success

of an assertiveness training program, McFall and Marston

(1920) posed as magazine salespersons and telephoned former

program participants in order to unobtrusively analyze

their assertiveness. In a nonreactive approach to

questions about police bias in monitoring traffic

violations, Heussenstamm (1921) had student research

associates with unblemished driving records put Black

Panther bumper stickers on their cars. Results indicated

that this group received more traffic tickets than did a

control group, supporting the hypothesis that the police

discriminated against this group when issuing traffic

citations. In order to identify a noncognitive predictor

of student success (other than, for example, SAT scores)

Sedlacek, Bailey and Stovall (1984) analyzed types of

errors made by prospective students in completing freshman

orientation applications. Those who followed directions were
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more likely to etay in school. In.a symposium presented at

the University of Maryland, several additional ideas were

presented and diecussed (Abler, Bandalos, Boyer, Sedlacek,

Sergent', homas &Thompson, 1986). Observers went to t3r7st

locatione in the student union to count the number-of

students present during random time slots. Frequencies oi

handouts taken from a commuter affaio.s o.ffice were used to

determine program needs. Conference preeentationq were

evaluated by observing audience seating patterns and

participation rates. In a discussion of iMplications for

future research on counseling center retention programs,

Weiss and'Giddan (1986) report on recent nonreactive studiee

which use archival data to assess the relationship between

counseling center programs and student attrition.

Claesifying NonreactiYe Studies

Given the variety of. nonreactive research being

conducted, attempt's have been mafie to create a classification

system of nonteactive methodology. Webb, Campbell, Schwartz

and Sechrest (1966) used the categories of allye,ioal trac_e

(such ae the errors left on orientation applicatione used by

Sedlacek, Bailey and Stovall, 1984), Arahia.*_ (such as the

team reqords used by McGehee and Paul, 1984) and ebeervation

(such as the student union and audience seating observations

described above) to describe the various typee of nonreactive

data. Sechrest and Phillips (1929) note that thie syetem was
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"ad hoc and soley for the sake of convenience in

writing...not carefully thought out as a conceptual

framework" (p. 9). In an alternative approach, they proposed

a matrix as a step towarci a taxonomy of nonreactive

methodology. One axis of the matx consists of a

possible purposes of assessment (for example, to determine

interest, category membership, or affective state); the other

axis consists of nonreactive characteristics of the responses

to be observed (such as frequencv or magnitude). The first

axis is used to categorize the research question. The second

axis provides a variety of ways to operationalize the

research question using nonreactive data. Table 1

illustrates an application of this matrix using a student

affairs example.

Insert Table 1 about here

Advttntages and Disedvantage

As with any research methodology, advantages and

disadvantages exist for the student affairs researcher

employing nonreactive techniques. Advantages, as previously

discussed, include the low cost and less extensive, efforts

required and, most important, that participant reactions to

the data collection procedures cannot bias their responses.

Ethical considerations bring up a potential disadvantage in
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nonreactive research: is privacl; and the right to informed

consent violated when participants are not aware of the data

collection procedures? Such questions can only be answcr.p.d

on an individual basis the circumstances involved in

research enterprise being unique. Another potential

disadvantage is that there is no guarantee that the data

which the researcher has nonreectively collected actually

represent the construct of interest. The solution to,such a

problem leads to the conclusicn drawn by Webb et al. (1981):

namely, that nonreactive methods are not meant to replace the

traditional questionnaires and irterviews but rather to.

supplement and cross-validate them. In this way, a multi-

method research program as advocated by Campbell and Fiske

(1959) can be implemented.

Steps in Doing Nonre_active Researoh

First) bring up the idea of nonreactive research at a

staff meeting. Review your current data collection

procedures and then brainstorm as to how to nonreactively

collect the information you need. Second, when planning

programs, ask yourself the question, "How can I tell how well

I'm doing without asking the recipients of this service?"

Whatever nonreactive procedures you implement can .be cross-

validated against the paper-and-pencil evaluation forms

normally used. Third, use the "critical incident" technique

(Flannacjan, 1954) in your daily work and think nonreactively

10
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in order to develop ideas. In this approach, direct

observations of human behavior (critical incidents) er:,.

as a springboard for solving practical problems. The

incident may be ,:A.1 outstandingly positive or negative cle
of the issue to be studied. For example, the Sedlacek et al.

(1984) study of application errors and student success

developed out of a critical incident: an obviously lost

student wandered into a staff meeting (the critical incident)

which began a staff discussion of how to better predict

successful students and eventually led to the nonreactive

study then conducted. Student affairs professionals who take

steps such as those described above and employ nonreactive

techniques may find this methodology a useful addition to

their work.
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Table 1

i.ipplying a Student Affairs Example to Sechrest & Phillips' (1979)

Illustrative Matrix for a Generative Taxonomy of Nonreactive Measur-es

(EXAMPLE)
Research Question Are university 7.tudents inerested in

additional campus computer terminals?

NONREACTIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF PESPONEES TO SE OBSEROED

Frequency
of
Response

Magnitude
pr Uicei Choice
of Respone Response

Guilty
Knowledge Biased.
Response Response

P Interest or # complaints length of
U Involvement receivcd at time the

chncellor's compis:rts
office letters haye

O been
# letters to occurring
editor about
problem extremeness

of language
O # people in letters

waiting to
use terminals

A on any given
day

S Ualue

E Ability

# students
willing to
increase
their
activity
fee to pay
fo,. new

whether
students
have
studied

exact
co6ts of
extra
terminals

whether
students

estimate
th:7:

number 'pi-

peopF::
whu
Find
avallADIc
ter:oinals
to
complete
their
work

Affective
State

Category
Membership
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