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Jottings 

This paper explores the behaviors of passengers waiting at the gate of an airport 

prior to embarking the plane.  Questions asked in this study are: (a) How do passengers 

spend their time while waiting for their departure and (b) How do passengers respond to 

change encountered in the waiting area? 

The following jottings took place at major international airport in the northeast on 

the morning of October 4, 2018. 

Figure 1. Original Jottings 
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Pictures were discretely obtained during the observation period.  The first 

represents my vantage point while waiting for my flight at gate F20. 
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Gate 20 view 

Due to the fog, my flight was changed to gate F14.  The following two pictures 

are of the waiting area at gate 14 as well as evidence of the fog that morning. 

 

Gate 14 View 
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Gate 14 View of Fog 

Full Observational Notes 

 

Terminal F of the international Airport is a gate dedicated to shorter and 

predominately domestic flights using smaller planes flown under the American Airlines 

brand.  The terminal, in comparison to the rest of the airport, feels more cramped due to 

the fact that the individual gates are closer together.  This is accomplished by the smaller 

planes that connect to this terminal.  On the morning of Thursday, October 4, 2018, there 

was a heavy fog in the metropolitan area.  At 8:00 a.m., the fog was so dense that it was 

impossible to see across to gate E.  The entire terminal had a quiet feel to it.  Few people 

were walking from security to their gates and most people were sitting calmly in front of 

their respective gates by themselves.  A majority of the people waiting were by 

themselves though it was clear that there were some couples.  No children were seen.  

Based on the dress of those waiting, it is likely that a small percentage were on business 

trips due to the fact that they were wearing sports coats, nice slacks, and sometimes ties.  

The suspected business people also had well organized luggage.  The balance of those at 
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the gates appeared to be casual travelers, were dressed more casually, and had multiple 

bags with them. 

At the start of the observation, I situated myself in a corner vantage point outside 

of the doors to gate F12.  This allowed me to observe a few people waiting for an area 

that accommodated four gates.  Most people were seated comfortably in their seats and 

were engrossed in various forms of technology.  Most were using a smartphone while a 

few were on small computers (tablets, chromebooks, etc.) and their smart phone.  One 

person was observed to be using a laptop, a smart phone, while connected to some large 

headphone device.  The passengers appeared quiet, calm, and focused.  The airport staff 

occasionally went to the gate, checked through their computers and occasionally made 

announcements. 

Shortly after setting up at my observation point, an announcement was made that 

my flight gate had changed.  I, along with several others, packed up and walked through 

the terminal.  Nobody appeared upset or disturbed by the change.   

Arriving at Gate F14, I found a seat among a few passengers and discretely 

opened my laptop to continue my jottings.  The women on either side of me don’t appear 

to notice my work.  Being such an intimate terminal, it was easy to see outside and it was 

clear that the fog was so dense it was preventing planes from landing.  Even though we 

were delayed again, there were two gentlemen lined up waiting to board even though 

there were no planes at the terminal.  They were checking their phones and appeared to 

be texting – likely updating people about the delays.  Conversations were taking place 

and everyone was calm.  As it became clearer that we were going to be waiting for a 

while, people started to get up from their seats and walk around the terminal.  People 
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from other gates were doing the same and coming back with food.  While gate changes 

and flight delays were being announced, the boarding personnel were acting as if they 

were more anxious as they started to pace and look outside at the fog.  The passengers 

remained calm and were taking this in stride.  Most people at this gate were interacting 

with electronic devices while two were reading from books or magazines.  During this 

time, updates were being sent to phones.  Even though it was early in the morning, 

nobody was eating.  After the attendant left, people at the terminal continued to walk 

around, look at the gate information for a brief moment and then continue on their way.   

Even though there were no flights or planes at the terminal, trucks and busses and 

other vehicles were driving around.   

An announcement was made that a flight had to land in another airport as it 

wasn’t able to land in the metropolitan area.  People start taking pictures of the fog with 

their phones.  Additional announcements are made and texts are pushed communicating 

various updates to gates and times. 

About half an hour into the observation, people start to settle in more.  A male 

couple with baseball caps put away their things and close their eyes for a nap.  A woman 

comes by and sits next to them and starts doing work on her laptop.  The woman next to 

me was talking on her phone and about how the delay was the result of her grandmother’s 

ghost as her name began with an F.   She eventually decides to go get some food and/or 

beer as another announcement about a plan landing in MD is made.   

The fog slowly things over the next 15 minutes as workers come in from outside, 

occasionally setting off the door alarms.  Planes from Southwest airline are starting to 
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leave from terminal E and are presumably taking off.  They are in the fog and all I’m able 

to hear is their engines.  I receive a text message that my gate has changed again and I 

decided to move to gate F1 as my 45 minute observation period ends. 

Analytical Section 

Coding 

Pictures were discretely obtained during 

the observation period.  The first represents my 

vantage point while waiting for my flight at gate 

F20. 

 

Due to the fog, my flight was changed to 

gate F14.  The following two pictures are of the 

waiting area at gate 14 as well as evidence of the 

fog that morning.   

 

Terminal F of International Airport is a 

gate dedicated to shorter and predominately 

domestic flights using smaller planes flown under 

the American Airlines brand.  The terminal, in 

comparison to the rest of the airport, feels more 

cramped due to the fact that the individual gates 

are closer together.  This is accomplished by the 

smaller planes that connect to this terminal.  On 

the morning of Thursday, October 4, 2018, there 

was a heavy fog in the metropolitan area.  At 8:00 

a.m., the fog was so dense that it was impossible 

to see across to gate E.  The entire terminal had a 

quiet feel to it.  Few people were walking from 

security to their gates and most people were sitting 

calmly in front of their respective gates by 

themselves.  A majority of the people waiting 

were by themselves though it was clear that there 

were some couples.  No children were seen.  

Based on the dress of those waiting, it is likely that 

a small percentage were on business trips due to 

the fact that they were wearing sports coats, nice 

slacks, and sometimes ties.  The suspected 

business people also had well organized luggage.  

The balance of those at the gates appeared to be 

casual travelers, were dressed more casually, and 

had multiple bags with them. 
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At the start of the observation, I situated 

myself in a corner vantage point outside of the 

doors to gate F12.  This allowed me to observe a 

few people waiting for an area that accommodated 

four gates.  Most people were seated comfortably 

in their seats and were engrossed in various forms 

of technology.  Most were using a smartphone 

while a few were on small computers (tablets, 

chromebooks, or the such) and their smart phone.  

One person was observed to be using a laptop, a 

smart phone, while connected to some large 

headphone device.  The passengers appeared quiet, 

calm, and focused.  The airport staff occasionally 

went to the gate, checked through their computers 

and occasionally made announcements. 

 

Shortly after setting up at my observation 

point, an announcement was made that my flight 

gate had changed.  I, along with several others, 

packed up and walked through the terminal.  

Nobody appeared upset or disturbed by the 

change.   

 

Arriving at Gate F14, I found a seat among 

a few passengers and discretely opened my laptop 

to continue my jottings.  The women on either side 

of me don’t appear to notice my work.  Being such 

an intimate terminal, it was easy to see outside and 

it was clear that the fog was so dense it was 

preventing planes from landing.  Even though we 

were delayed again, there were two gentlemen 

lined up waiting to board even though there were 

no planes at the terminal.  They were checking 

their phones and appeared to be texting – likely 

updating people about the delays.  Conversations 

were taking place and everyone was calm.  As it 

became clearer that we were going to be waiting 

for a while, people started to get up from their 

seats and walk around the terminal.  People from 

other gates were doing the same and coming back 

with food.  While gate changes and flight delays 

were being announced, the boarding personnel 

were acting as if they were more anxious as they 

started to pace and look outside at the fog.  The 

passengers remained calm and were taking this in 
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stride.  Most people at this gate were interacting 

with electronic devices while two were reading 

from books or magazines.  During this time, 

updates were being sent to phones.  Even though it 

was early in the morning, nobody was eating.  

After the attendant left, people at the terminal 

continued to walk around, look at the gate 

information for a brief moment and then continue 

on their way.   

 

Even though there were no flights or 

planes at the terminal, trucks and busses and other 

vehicles were driving around.   

 

An announcement was made that a flight 

had to land in Maryland as wasn’t able to land.  

People start taking pictures of the fog with their 

phones.  Additional announcements are made and 

texts are pushed communicating various updates to 

gates and times. 

 

About half an hour into the observation, 

people start to settle in more.  A male couple with 

baseball caps put away their things and close their 

eyes for a nap.  A woman comes by and sits next 

to them and starts doing work on her laptop.  The 

woman next to me was talking on her phone and 

about how the delay was the result of her 

grandmother’s ghost as her name began with an F.   

She eventually decides to go get some food and/or 

beer as another announcement about a plan 

landing in MD is made.   

 

The fog slowly things over the next 15 

minutes as workers come in from outside, 

occasionally setting off the door alarms.  Planes 

from Southwest airline are starting to leave from 

terminal E and are presumably taking off.  They 

are in the fog and all I’m able to hear is their 

engines.  I receive a text message that my gate has 

changed again and I decided to move to gate F1 as 

my 45 minute observation period ends. 
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This observational study placed me at an airport terminal waiting to depart a 

major international airport in the northeast for another city.  My original expectation was 

to observe passengers while waiting for their flight.  Due to heavy fog, flights were not 

able to arrive and we were delayed by at least three hours.  As a passenger myself, 

various forms of stress could have contributed to bias in my observations.  The facts that 

there was a delay and multiple gate changes, an early morning flight, a flight for a 

business trip that was somewhat anxiety provoking, and the fact that I didn’t have 

breakfast, a conversation with my family about an ill uncle, and an oncoming cold may 

have contributed negatively to my observations.  Conversely, the fact that the airport was 

relatively uncrowded, the passengers were calm, I was looking forward to visiting St. 

Louis, MO, as well as my general enjoyment of air travel may have influenced my 

observations in a manner that masked poor behaviors. 

In an observational study, the researcher is embedded into the environment and 

makes observational field notes via jottings (Creswell, 2014).  My experience with air 

takes place several times a year allowing me to not be burdened by new experiences and 

allows me to better identify with travelers in general.  My experience performing the 

observations was straightforward and I believe that I fit into the environment with little 

notice.  It was unusual for a person to be seen working on a computer or other electronic 

devise and the change in gates coupled with the lack of passengers provided me with new 

observation locations with general ease.  This allowed me to observe how people 

responded to change as well as their general interactions with technology.  It was easy for 
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me to look around the gate area without arousing suspicion as many people were looking 

around or stretching periodically. 

As a researcher, I had the opportunity to live the experience of those I was 

observing as we had a common goal – travel to another city.  The fact that all flights were 

delayed was serendipitous in that it afforded me the ability to observe more people living 

a common experience.  At the same time, this morning did not represent a common lived 

experience for the general traveler.   

The two research questions (a) How do passengers spend their time while waiting 

for their departure and (b) How do passengers respond to change encountered in the 

waiting area?, had a theme in common which was unexpected long waiting time at the 

airport due to weather as well as change in gates.  This is an unusual situation and it 

could be expected that passengers would be aggravated and upset that they were delayed, 

may be missing connecting flights, may be missing important events such as business 

meetings, and other timed events.   

As for how passengers spent their time while waiting for the departure, most 

people were engrossed in various technological devices such as their smart phones, 

computers, tablets, or the like.  A very small number of passengers were observed 

engaging with printed material and this was, in general, for a brief time.  The possible 

reasons for engaging in technology during this observation period may have been greater 

than average times due to the fact that they are often used as a means of communication 

and people were receiving push notifications about the delays and gate changes and they 

may have been communicating this information to others. 
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With respect to the second research question involving managing change, 

passengers as a whole dealt with the change in stride.  This could possibly be due to a 

few factors.  First, the fog was very dense and it was evident from virtually any vantage 

point.  Next, no planes were at the terminal which put the entire population in the same 

situation.  There was ample space for the passengers to walk around and food vendors 

were open and actively serving.  Communication was very good and managed through 

push notifications via text messages as well as overhead announcements.  The passengers 

were also engaged with technologies or, in a smaller case, with one another.  The only 

people that appeared to be slightly anxious were some of the gate staff, however, 

emotions may have been projected upon them by the observer.   

A follow up to this study would be to ask the same questions but under a 

condition more commonly experienced – one where weather conditions were normal and 

flights were not delayed. 
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