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Introduction 
In studies of animal behaviour, the term vigilance is used to describe scanning behaviour. 
Animals might scan the environment in different ways for many different reasons; the most 
typical might be to watch for predators, but other potential functions include looking for 
prey items, conspecific competitors or potential mates. 
 
Many animals decrease the rate and/or duration of scanning behaviour when they are in 
large groups, possibly because additional group members increase the chance that a 
predator will be detected. In a 1986 study, Wirtz and Wawra showed a similar pattern in 
humans: they observed university students eating in a dining hall, and found a negative 
correlation between the number of people eating at the table and the frequency that 
students looked up at their surroundings. One possible interpretation is that this behaviour 
is an adaptation to an environment that Homo sapiens experienced earlier in our 
evolutionary history, when we suffered predation by other animals – of course, other 
interpretations are possible. 
 
In this project, you will work in groups of 3 to conduct your own study on human 
vigilance. You will collaborate with your group members to design a study and collect 
raw data on human behaviour in the field. Each member of the group will choose their 
own simple hypothesis to address using these data. So, while you’ll all contribute equally 
to planning and conducting the field work, each of you will analyze a separate aspect of 
the data and write a separate report. 
 
There are four steps to completing this project. 

1. Proposal seminar 
2. Data collection 
3. Analysis and interpretation 
4. Project report 

 
The lab sessions in weeks 4 and 6 are your time to consult with your TA, your group 
members and your peers in the preliminary stages of this project. 
 
1. Proposal seminar 
Every research project starts with a proposal specifying goals and methods. With your 
group members, you will present your proposal in a brief 4-minute powerpoint seminar in 
the Week 4 lab (Oct. 3-7). In this seminar, you will explain the context in which you plan 
to study vigilance and describe in detail the methods you plan to use. How will you 
measure scanning behaviour (events or states, frequencies or durations, materials used…)? 
What variables will you examine in your analyses (location, time, context, subject traits, 
additional subject behaviours, subject group size, group composition, co-ordination 
among group members…)? How will the 3 members of your group examine 3 separate 
hypotheses using these data? What results do you expect to get, and how will you 
interpret them? Your proposal seminar should be like a brief Introduction and Methods of 
a research paper. 
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Note that it is important to consider research ethics when planning a study. There are 
several criteria for this project: 

1. You must observe adult humans in a public place where they have no expectation 
of privacy. Classrooms and lecture halls are off-limits. 

2. You must not observe children, or conduct your observations anywhere that 
children might be found (e.g. near schools or playgrounds). 

3. The study must be strictly anonymous. Do not record any information that could be 
used to identify your subjects when collecting data. 

4. You must carry copies of the official letter of information for the study (available on 
the Assignments website) to hand out in case you are discovered and/or someone 
asks what you are doing. Be prepared to explain the nature of your project and its 
purpose as a teaching exercise to anyone who approaches you. 

 
Because this is a study of naturalistic human vigilance, you must be as unobtrusive as 
possible when collecting your data. If your subjects are aware that they are being 
watched, it will affect their behaviour and bias your results. In the event that a subject 
discovers you, discard any data collected from that person. If someone approaches you to 
ask what you are doing, explain the nature of the study, and then abandon that location 
for the time being and continue your observations elsewhere. 
 
You should try to collect data from at least 10 focal human subjects per group member, 
for a total sample size n = 30 for your group. 
 
Further details on the seminar criteria and marking scheme here: 
http://roslyndakin.com/wp-content/uploads/private/BIOL321Project1_Seminar.pdf 
 
2. Data collection 
Preparation is everything. The simpler your research question, the easier things will be. 
Before your first observation session, think through what might happen. How will you 
record your observations? Will all 3 group members have the same role during data 
collection, or will you work on different tasks (e.g. recording, timing)? What should your 
raw data sheets look like? Prepare these sheets in advance so that you have the 
appropriate spaces for all the information you need to record. Do you have all the tools 
you need? For example, if you want to measure anything with time, you need a stopwatch 
or at least a watch that shows seconds. Where will you position yourselves to take 
observations? Will you be far enough away to avoid affecting your subjects’ natural 
behaviour? A good guideline is to stay >10 metres away. 
 
At this stage, it is critical that all 3 group members agree on definitions for the behavioural 
units that you plan to observe. Are you measuring events or states? Will you use 
frequency, duration, intensity… or something else? The key thing is that your definitions 
must be reliable; that is, everybody in your group should be measuring the same thing. 
Otherwise, it won’t make any sense to pool your data together. 
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3. Analysis and interpretation 
If you have chosen a simple, focused hypothesis, the statistics required will also be 
straightforward. We do not expect you to have significant results. However, by pooling 
efforts with group members, you have a chance to achieve a larger sample size and 
greater statistical power. Regardless of whether your results are significant, make sure you 
consider the biological meaning of your results; i.e., is the difference you detected likely 
of any biological importance? 
 
You can do your statistical analyses in several ways. You are free to use any statistics 
package you may know already or may have access to (e.g., Excel, JMP, SPSS, R). There 
are also some websites where you can carry out statistical tests, for example, here: 
http://faculty.vassar.edu/lowry/VassarStats.html. This site also features an accompanying 
textbook on statistics. Make sure you use your lab time in week 6 to consult with your TA 
about statistical questions. You can also download a basic statistics decision tree here: 
http://roslyndakin.com/wp-content/uploads/private/StatisticsDecisionTree.pdf 
 
4. Project report 
The most important part of any scientific endeavor is communicating the results. Because 
each group member is working on a different hypothesis, each of you will produce a 
unique written report. There should be no duplicated text between group members. Any 
instance of this will be considered plagiarism. 
 
Reports are due in pdf form on the Biol321 Moodle site on October 21st at 12 midnight. 
 
All reports must have: 

1) In the file name: your TA’s name followed by your name (e.g., Roz_JohnSmith.pdf) 
2) A cover page: with a title, your TA’s name, your name & your student number, and 

the names of your 2 group members 
3) In the document header on every page: your TA’s name, your name & your 

student number 
 
If you have never made a pdf file before, your TA can show you how. Be sure to sort this 
out as soon as possible, since assignments submitted in other file formats will not be 
accepted. 
 
In addition to your written report, each group will submit original raw data sheets. These 
should be stapled together for the entire group, with a cover sheet listing your TA’s name 
and all group members’ names. These are due by October 21st at 5:00 PM in the big 
yellow box in Biosciences 3520. 
 
Further details on the report criteria and marking scheme here: 
http://roslyndakin.com/wp-content/uploads/private/BIOL321Project1_Report.pdf 
	  


