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Observation: Full Descriptive Notes  

(personal thoughts/ emotions are in footnotes) 

3/27/2007 

6:45PM: Location is the student center at Georgia tech on a 2
nd

 floor lounge right outside of the 

music room. Multiple examples of technology are present: a newly installed wall mounted TV 

that is playing a tennis match (quite loudly in fact), various people are using laptops, most of 

them with earphones and finally cell phones. 

 In the case of laptops, males in particular often look down at their laptop screens and pass 

their hands over their mouth in a very pensive way. No females I am observing uses this hand 

gesture. With regards to the wall mounted television, most students coming into the area are 

recognizing the new setup for the first time and are visibly excited about the addition to the 

space. Many students also appear satisfied that four rows of reclining chairs are provided right in 

front of the wall mounted television. Others that are not getting over their initial excitement have 

an interesting expression on their face. The best analogy I can think of is the innocent gaze of a 

child on an adult they trusted. It is a hypnotic expression but more of a peaceful upward gaze 

than an intense glare. By contrast, those with laptops stare intensely at their monitors, so much so 

that it seems as though nothing could divert their attention. Additionally, those with laptops, no 

matter how tall they are, or not matter how high the desk is, are hunched over very badly. Their 

backs make such a distinct convex shape that it seems like a painful position to be in rather than 

comfortable.
1
 

7:03PM: Those with laptops continue to gaze intently at their screens. The expressions on their 

faces are strikingly serious. Their eyes never seem to leave the computer screen.
2
 One young 

man‟s eyes do but only to take a phone call on his cell phone. In fact, none of them change 

position very much except for finger movements over the mouse pad or, for the men, an 

occasional raising of the hand toward some part of the face. 

 There are five persons in the room with laptops. Four of them are apple computers. One 

young man (we‟ll call him mA) with a laptop in the far corner of the room receives a cell phone 

call and uses his left hand to hold the cellphone against his right ear (sometimes cradling it 

against his right shoulder). His eyes never ever leave the laptop screen during this episode.  

 Similarly with the TV viewers, their gaze is fixed but gentler looking, which is interesting 

because the game is rather intense: a Sony Ericson men‟s tennis open match. The sound of the 

TV overwhelms the room but somehow does not affect how intensely people stare at their laptop 

screens. Many of them have headphones so this may contribute to that fact, however it is striking 

that those on laptops seem oblivious to the sound of the TV. 

                                                           
1
 I wonder if people realize how badly they are treating their bodies when they hunch over their laptops like this. 

This is really concerning and could have lifelong effects. 
2
 This behavior could really hurt people’s eyesight. 
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 One young man (mB) is using his cell phone and watching the TV at the same time. Like 

mA above, mB‟s eyes never leave the TV screen unless he is dialing a number. He is sitting in 

one of the recliner chairs, leans his head over his shoulder to cradle the phone while placing his 

right arm over his head on the back of the chair (the right arm gesture seems to make it more of a 

relaxing position for him rather than a way to support his posture with the cell phone). 

 One pattern that may be emerging relates to placement of non technology items around 

technology: Two of the guys with laptops at two different tables (mC and mD) place their non 

technology items to the left of their laptop. mC has a mouse on the right hand side of the laptop 

while food items are scattered about to the left. In both cases the tables are circular.  One 

exception, another male student (mE), has food items on his right which might be arranged as 

such because there is limited space on the table next to him. He is reclining in a sofa chair with a 

small table to his right. 

 A young woman (fA) comes into the lounge area and talks on a cell phone. She sits at a 

table near one of the exits to the lounge, holding the phone to her left ear, the ear nearer to the 

exit.  I quickly notice that two of the young men (mG and mH) in the reclining chairs also held 

their cell phones to their left ears as well, the ear closest to the window.
3
 mG used his right arm 

to hold the phone to his left ear, occasionally cradling it against his left shoulder. This hand-

across-chest posture when talking on a cell phone mimics mA‟s behavior above. This posture 

may be used to achieve privacy in the phone call but I am not sure. It may also result in people 

accidentally pressing buttons or muffling the mouthpiece of the cell phone. 
4
 

 As I am watching these two gentlemen, I realize that all students using laptops in these 

reclining chairs (which face the TV) have their laptops on their laps and their faces are pointed 

so far down that their chins touch their chest. This looks like a very uncomfortable position. fA is 

speaking rather loudly into her cell phone but the TV is louder and overwhelms her. No one 

seems to be affected by this. Her body is also turned slightly towards the exit which is behind her 

to the left. 

 One young man is coming in from using his cell phone on the balcony outside. I do not 

know if he had been in the lounge before. Unlike all of the others in the room, he chose to 

achieve privacy by leaving the room. 

 At this point, I am pretty certain that mG has left the room, gone into an adjacent room (a 

computer lab) and has forgotten his cell phone on the table that was on his right.
5
  

                                                           
3
 This makes me think that people tend to hold their cell phones to the ear that is farthest away from other people 

in the room. 
4
 A great breeching experiment would be placing a researcher in the space between someone using a cellphone 

and an exit or a window in this room and observe how that person responds to that. 
5
 What if there was a way for a cellphone to alert it’s owner in these situations for example, beeping when the 

owner move say 10 feet away from the phone? 
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 At some point after mG leaves, a new guy, mI enters the lounge area from the music 

room which is to its right. mI lingers in front of the door to the music room, walking around in a 

circle about 5 feet in front of me.  He has a cell phone in is right  hand to his ear as he paces in a 

counter clockwise direction. He is speaking very loudly. I even make eye contact with him by 

accident but that does not motivate him to lower his tone. A few minutes later, another young 

man, mJ, also with a cell phone in his right hand, held up to his right ear, paces in a counter 

clockwise circle. He seems to be on hold for most of this time and is also near the door of the 

music room. I am not sure if he was in the music room to begin with.
6
 

 At this point, I notice that a cell phone is being used as a paperweight on the table 

directly in front of me. The phone is resting on its back flat against a stack of about three or four 

papers. The owner is not touching the papers in any other way.  

 Another make student (mK) begins to pack up his belongings. His laptop is the last of his 

possessions to be packed up.
7
 After mK leaves, mL arrives with a laptop and arranges his non 

technology items to the left of this machine, like mC and mD  before him. 

 8:00PM:  Unlike some of the earlier subjects, a new young man, mN, in the reclining 

chairs is using his cellphone at his right ear which is away from the window. However, he leans 

over his right shoulder, not quite cradling the phone but just enough to create a space for himself 

to talk. At this point, I notice that the first person in the room with straight back posture. He is 

sitting at a table and maintains a straight back position. He is not short, probably a 3 or 4 inches 

taller than I am so that is not the reason for his good posture. 

 8:19PM: A group meeting of four students begins right in front of me. Two cell phones 

are placed on the table in front of the two girls they belong to. As the meeting progresses, the cell 

phones never move from the position they were placed initially. Not much else is on the table. 

As they pack up to leave, the cell phones are the last thing that the girls pick up from the table, ie 

after placing their bag over their shoulder. 

 At other parts of the room, one person is putting their feet up on small tables in front of 

their sofa chairs and resting their laptops on their lap. Yet another young man in another sofa 

                                                           
6
 It occurs to me that this behavior may be because of privacy. If you walk counter clockwise with your cell phone 

to your right ear then your cell phone is on the outside of the circle you are making with your pacing. If you lean 
you body to the left like mI and mJ were doing, then one might simulate the feeling of being separated somehow 
from the world because your are speaking towards the inside of the circle you are making (which is most likely 
away from others around you). On another note, both young men did not stay still even though they were outside 
of the music room. Perhaps moving around while using the cell phone satisfies some need – to appear more 
natural or to avoid feeling embarrassed are two hypotheses. 
7
 I do this to! The reason I leave my laptop for last is because it takes a long time to shut down. So I begin my ritual 

of packing up by issuing the instruction that puts my computer in standby, then packing up all other items ( papers, 
books, food items) then putting my laptop in my bag when it has finally shut down. I doubt that mK is doing this for 
the same reason but I was surprised to not the similarity. I would have expected that you would secure your 
technological valuables before anything else. 
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chair has his feet firmly planted on the ground also with his laptop on his lap. During the time I 

watched them, their laptops never left their laps. 
8
 This results in the chin-on-chest posture in 

both cases but not as consistently as with those in the reclining chairs ie I observed more upward 

and side to side movement with their heads. This could be because the reclining chairs have a 

head rest and force your head forward a bit while the sofa chairs don‟t. 

 At this point, mG re-enters the lounge from the computer lab and walks out of the lounge 

areas with his laptop in one hand. Perhaps it was not his cell phone on the table but if it is, he has 

completely forgotten it at this point.
9
 The black cell phone which looks like a Sprint Katana, was 

lying on its back near the center of the small sitting table between two reclining chairs. 

 Almost everyone with laptops has headphones. Only one student in the corner has over-

the-head headphones. Everyone else has either white or black in-the-ear headphones. Putting on 

headphones seems to seal people off from their environment.  Even as an observer, when I look 

of those with headphones in the room, I get the impression that they are shut off from the world. 

Even the way the headphone wires fall gracefully from their ears on either side of them seems to 

form a private space in which I should not intrude.
10

 

 At this point, I notice that people‟s laptops are almost always at a tilt outward – between 

15 and 22 degrees from the vertical. Their intense stare given to the monitor is also emphasized 

by the fact that their faces lean into the screen further than looks necessary ie as their backs are 

curved, their necks project a little bit outward towards the screen. 

 As I am making notes about this, one other guy leaves the room to use his cell phone and 

places his back to the door. This is only the second individual so far to leave the room while 

using his cell phone. Most people use their cell phones in place and in this area do not seem to be 

concerned about the noises their ringers or conversation make. 

 9:05PM : There is now hardly anyone with technology around, just one guy using his 

laptop in the corner. He looks very comfortable with it on his lap. 

 3/28/2007           

                                                           
8
 I would have imagined that their laptops would have gotten hot after a while. I suppose cooling fan technology has 

advanced sufficiently so that it doesn‟t get unbearably hot to have your laptop in your lap for over an hour. 
9
 As the notes show thus far, people seem to pack up technology items after having put up papers, notebooks and 

textbooks. Therefore, this could be one reason why someone could easily forget something small. After they pack up 

and zip up their book bags, it is easy to assume that everything is in place and walk away. Another reason why 

people might leave their laptops as the last thing they pack up is  because there is a special compartment for a 

machine in many laptop bags so one does not need to make space for the laptop – one can put it in last or first, it 

doesn‟t matter. If you use a book bag, you need to put in the laptop first to ensure you have space for it. 

10
 Perhaps it‟s this untouchable quality, afforded by headphones, that finally made me feel comfortable observing. If 

I had head phones on, who would pay attention to me? 
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 10:45AM :  The lounge area has a very mellow light. Unlike the night before, it seems 

like there should be more light in the area but right now light only flows into the room from the 

wall mounted television and the floor to ceiling windows at the opposite end of the room. This 

morning all the tables are taken and the music spilling out of the music room into the lounge area 

is slightly louder than I remember it being the day before. mO, a guy in front of me, is writing in 

a folder while consulting a textbook. He is wearing a large black over-the-head headphone set 

with wires that fall into his left trouser pocket. His posture is bad: back is curved over his papers. 

His calculator is slightly to the left of his work area (like many of the people I observed 

yesterday many items were placed to the left of the technology they were using ie the main 

center of their attention).  

 mP, in front of me in a red shirt,  is hunched over his laptop ( not a mac) and has his chin 

almost all the way down to his chest with his left hand touching his forehead. 

 fB to my right, is a girl who is using her laptop had many items to the right of her laptop 

unlike many other persons I have observed thus far. She places her laptop in her back first as she 

packs up, also unlike many persons I have observed so far. Soon after however, the laptop 

reappears . She seems to have forgotten to check on something. Her laptop seems to start up 

again quickly
11

 After checking her laptop, she replaces it in her bag first followed by papers and 

other items in her purse. She leaves some papers out to study from before meeting a friend and 

leaving. 

 mQ sits down no more than five seconds after she gets up , and pulls out a textbook and 

begins reading it.  He places what looks like a laptop bag on the desk. I recognize now that many 

people have their bags especially purses and laptop bags on the table itself. Book bags tend to be 

on the floor or in the chairs next to them. At this point I also notice that mO pushes his calculator 

further to the left side of his page as he works on the right page. The calculator is never on his 

right though he appears to be right handed. 

 mR is a male student who begins using his cellphone leaning against the table next to me. 

He is sitting fairly upright and appears to be text messaging. 

 At this point, it amazes me again how long people stare at their computer screens even 

with the TV distraction in the room running sports highlights, some of which refer back to the 

tennis game played yesterday. This prolonged fixation at one distance must be very taxing on the 

eyes.  

 mO leaves and another young man comes right after but not long before going over to the 

more comfortable reclining chairs in the third row from the TV.  

                                                           
11

This is something my laptop never does because I run too many programs. To have forgotten to check something 

on my laptop would ne a nightmare for me because that would mean at least an extra ten minutes delay. 
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 mS, a male student comes to sit at the table in front of me and his mac computer is the 

first thing he pulls out of his bag. Technology seems to be the first things people place on the 

table in front of them and often times is the last thing that they pick up as they pack up to leave. 

 Suddenly the music from the music room blasts louder than usual but only for a split 

second. It startles me but no one in the room with out without technology budges! Those with 

laptops continue to stare at their screens, while those looking at the TV continue to do the same. 

Others are reading or milling about and seem oblivious to the sudden loud burst of music that 

just occurred. 

 11:20AM : Since I started observing about half an hour ago, all the four work tables 

around me have been occupied with new individuals. The turn over of table occupants is fairly 

frequent. As mS leaves the table, mT arrives and pulls out what looks like a Dell computer first 

from his back. mS returns to the table and again pulls out his mac and begins working. In both 

cases, it seems as though these computers start up very quickly. 

 mT has left hand over mouth and is holding phone to right hear while talking and while 

on hold. He has mS right across the table from him and does not appear to be friends with him. 

So he turns around in the chair somewhat as if looking across the room towards the window and 

continues his conversation. Perhaps this is done to achieve privacy. I notice that his laptop screen 

is straighter perhaps less than 10 degrees from the vertical and his posture is much better than 

others in the room. This could be because he is not very tall and needs to sit up straight in order 

for his elbows to reach the table. 

 mR still appears to be text messaging and is still hunched over. Both mR and mT have a 

hand on their face ( on the cheek and on the chin respectively). It occurs to me that most of the 

males I have seen so far lean over their laptops or cellphone while using a free hand to touch 

some part of their face. I am not sure why they do this. No females exhibit this behavior. 

 mT has his papers and pencils to the left of his computer, like so many people in this 

lounge before him. At this point I notice that mT is wearing a watch that is on his left hand but is 

pushed farther up his arm than is natural. It is may be because it would be uncomfortable for him 

to rest his arm on the computer with the watch obstructing his ability to rest his wrist on the 

laptop. As I look closer, I realize that his watch is pushed only as far up his arm as needed for 

him to avoid having his watch collide with the laptop as he types. 

 mR begins to speak on his cell phone using his right hand arm so that I can‟t see his 

mouth which is directed towards the lounge exit near him. He is holding another cell phone by a 

string or other type of cell phone holder and twirling it around. The cell phone does not fall out 

of his grip or from the holder. 
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 Again I can‟t help but notice that people‟s eyes do not leave their laptop screens.
12

 

11:54AM: People are starting to clear out for lunch when a striking thing happens. My 

phone, which I am charging at a power outlet nearby, begins to ring really loudly. As I have my 

headphones on, I don‟t notice the sound right away.  It must have rang only about two times 

before I picked it up but fC, one female student at an adjacent table looks over at me and we 

make brief eye contact. The expression on her face is not contentious but rather bland as if to 

matter-of-factly say “Please take care of that noise”. This is an interesting contrast to how people 

responded to the sudden music blast earlier. While no one budged for that noise, I received some 

attention for two rings from my cellphone. 

3/28/2007 

 3:54PM: A young man in front of me, mU has a laptop but places his drink to the left of 

the computer.
13

 fD, a female individual, is using her cellphone in the corner  of the room. She is 

holding it to her right ear so that her mouth faces the window. Se has also oriented her body so 

that her face is almost completely facing the window. She is in the sofa chair right next to the 

window and has separated herself from those around her by talking on her phone and turning 

towards the window. She is also hunched over a small laptop, ( bad posture here again). 

 mV sits in a chair in the fourth row from the television. His head is somewhere between 

his chin and the head rest of the chair. This does not look comfortable as his head appears to be 

in limbo. fE, at a table in the center of the room, uses a cell phone to text message ( it seems). 

Like a subject from yesterday, she is also hunched over while she does this and holds the phone 

with both hands. It occurs to me that this is the first person I have observed using the cell phone 

with both hands directly in front of her face with her elbows on the table. As she leaves, she uses 

her left hand across her face to hold the phone to her right ear so that right hand is free to put her 

bag on her shoulder. It occurs to me that many people might use this across the face cell phone 

posture to achieve privacy. In this case it may also be a way for fE to juggle her bookbag and cell 

phone. 

3/28/2007 

 6:00PM : mW has a  cellphone in its cellphone case on the table on its side ( not on its 

back or face). This is the first such placement of cell phones on the table that I have seen. Lots of 

other material is scattered across the table so that the cell phone seems to blend in with the other 

items. Like all the other participants before him, the cell phone does not move position unless he 

uses it to speak to someone. 

                                                           
12

 I tend to think that when I use my laptop in public that I look around the room just as much as I look at my 
screen. However, I am beginning to question that.  
13

 You would think that one would place drinks if right handed to the right of the computer especially if there is no 
mouse there. 
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 6:24PM : Not many people with technology around.
14

 

 6:42PM : mX, a male student drops a laptop bag on a table nearby and leaves the room, 

entering the adjacent computer lab! This is how laptops get stolen! At this point I notice that 

throughout my observation, I have been assuming that all laptop looking bags have laptops in 

them. This is not necessarily true, it may just be an over the shoulder book bag 

 6:48PM: mY randomly runs by with what looks like a PDA in his hand. He has  was 

bout to pull it out of his pocket as he ran but then dropped it back into his pocket.  It could have 

easily fallen out of his pocket and onto the hard floor especially since he was running. 

 7:00PM: At this point I decide to stop. I have observed at least 25 males with technology, 

while only about 5 females. As I wrap things up, I realize that this lounge area is very very 

unique. It was probably designed to mix work with play since there are facilities that afford work 

and collaboration while at the same time relaxation. People seem to be mixing the two well. 

Blasting music and a loud TV doesn‟t seem to bother people as much as a cell phone ringing. 

People have found ways to concentrate while having a bunch of other noises in the same space I 

sketched the area as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14

 At this point I am beginning to be frustrated that nothing interesting is happening now and perhaps I haven’t 
noticed anything really worthwhile so far. 
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Reflective essay 

 

 This observation experience allowed me to take away quite a few lessons for application 

in future work.  

 As I began observing, I wasn‟t afraid of the typical problem people have of “what do I 

write down?”… at least not at the beginning. I simply began writing about any interactions with 

technology in the room and/or anything I found interesting or amusing. Rather, self 

consciousness about observing was my problem. After the first 15 minutes of free observing, I 

was suddenly seized with worry about whether I stood out or not. Was I writing too frantically? 

Was I staring two long at people around me? There were too many people in the room using 

technology: should I focus on observing one person or should I divide my attention equally 

between all persons? In both cases, what if I miss something earth shattering?! As I had met the 

gaze of at least two other persons in the room, being confronted about my „inquisitiveness‟ also 

became a pressing concern.  

To allay my fears, I began working on ways to blend into the environment. I placed slide 

handouts as well as my purse on the table next to my laptop in addition to food items like a water 

bottle and a brownie. However, as I continued to observe, I still felt like I stood out. It wasn‟t 

until I put on headphones that I felt somehow separated from the environment around me. It 

turns out that my worries worked in my favor. As I tried to blend in, I began to understand the 

characteristics of the environment better. Indeed many of the persons in the room had 

headphones on. I even felt a little outdated because my headphones were over over-the-head 

while everyone else had in-the-ear models. Furthermore, the fact that headphones seem to seal 

people off from the world and from each other even if no sound is going through them, became 

more apparent to me. My self consciousness helped lead me to characteristics about the 

environment I would have otherwise missed. 

One important practice I forgot to do diligently during my first observation session was 

time stamping. I started off well with a 6:45PM timestamp followed by a 7:03PM one. The next 

one wasn‟t until at 8PM. This might have been due to the fact that I was worrying about being 

„discovered‟ so to speak. I was very concerned about being „accused‟ of watching people. Even 

though I could explain the reasons for my observation if asked, I still felt quite guilty about 

watching people without their permission.  

In addition, it soon became clear that I could use much more detail in my jottings, for 

example, headphones could be qualified by color, and type (ie in-the ear versus over-the head) 

and laptop could be further describes and  a mac or pc or even by brand (Dell versus IBM for 

example) if I could easily observe that. As I was scribbling quickly, it was often hard to remind 

myself to do this. 
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Coding was also difficult for me in this observation. Since the turn over of persons in the 

lounge was fairly high, I felt like one person didn‟t do interesting things more than one or two 

times. So I would end up writing things like “the guy in the white shirt” multiple times because I 

would anticipate that the subject wouldn‟t provide interesting data for long. This proved tedious 

and frustrating during observation but also made writing up full descriptive notes really hard. 

The more I write and the more frantically observations are made, the harder it is to write legibly. 

In the future, I will give all subjects a code name and more importantly, I will stop trying to 

judge a book by its cover ie guessing at whether a participant will yield a lot of interesting data. 

After the first observation session, I was concerned about not having enough data and 

considered going to places where I would be able to observe more people using technology, for 

example the Commons in the College of Computing building. However, I chose to return to the 

same place at a different time because I felt that it would allow for greater depth of information. 

At the end of observing multiple times in one area, I could really speak about how people use 

technology under certain conditions. This was an important tradeoff between relative breadth and 

depth of information. I am happy I made this decision because it was only during my third 

observation session that I began to notice unique characteristics of the room itself that really 

gave context to my earlier observations. For example, as can be seen from the descriptive notes 

above, I hadn‟t remembered to describe the room till the second session and I didn‟t do any 

sketching of the lounge area until the third session. It wasn‟t until the sketching that I made the 

observation that this particular lounge area – with a computer lab to the left and a music room to 

the right, a wall mounted TV, work tables and sofas, etc – was a particularly interesting place 

where work and play, business and pleasure meet. For the most part people seemed to balance 

the two activities without greatly irritating those around them. 

Overall, I found that after about an hour observing, I began to notice things that were less 

obvious at the beginning. This helped emphasize the fact that to observe I need to devote time to 

being in the environment because only ordinary things jump out at first. 

 As noted above, I made quite a few mistakes during this first attempt at observation. 

However, by my third session I had greatly improved and can honestly say that I am a keener 

observer of my environment in general. The most important lessons learned involved blending 

into the environment as a way of learning about it, remembering to describe and even draw the 

layout of the room to set context ( a great way to get started observing) and compiling rich data 

by limiting bread of locations observed ( especially if you have limited time to observe) 

 


