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Observing Etiquette 

Whether it involves big telescopes in an observatory or small ones offered for your use by kind and generous 
individuals, there are some things that should be understood and procedures that should be followed by 
anyone attending an astronomical observing session. Telescopes and astronomical binoculars are expensive 
instruments and represent a significant investment by their owners. Please be grateful for their willingness to 
share with you and treat their hardware with your utmost respect. 

1. No white flashlights. All flashlights brought to stargazing need to have a red lens and should preferably 
be dimmable. Observing here in NJ is unavoidably crippled by a grey sky dome overhead, due to the light 
pollution from the megalopolis, and often by bright security or street lights nearby. We should all be 
advocating ordinances to reduce light pollution, but in the meantime we can directly control our 
flashlights! 

2. Never shine even a red flashlight into anyone’s eyes. Full dark adaptation can take 30 minutes and be 
wiped out in a split second by a white flashlight or a too bright red one. 

3. Unless you are told otherwise, try to avoid touching the telescope or its mount. In addition to being 
expensive, telescopes are delicate. They magnify a lot, and the area that you can see through them, their 
“field of view,” is very tiny. If you bump the tripod or lean on the scope itself, even a little, you may cause 
it to completely lose its target.  

4. NEVER touch any glass surfaces on telescopes or binoculars with your fingers. Even clean fingers have 
oils on them that can destroy the special coatings that reduce distracting reflections. 

5. Remember that you are taking a turn at the eyepiece. Don’t rush, but don’t hog the view, either. It takes 
even experienced astronomers a minute or two to focus and concentrate on the view to really see 
everything that is there, so don’t just peek and go. If you only take a quick glance, you will see much less, 
or you may not see anything at all! Even so, time at the eyepiece is shared, so once you feel you have seen 
what there is, give the next person their turn.  

Observing Technique 

Astronomical observing is, to some extent, an acquired skill. You need to have some idea what you are 
supposed to see. People offered their first view of a “deep sky object,” what are sometimes called “the dim 
fuzzies,” often claim that there is nothing to see. After confirming that the target is in the field, the telescope 
operator should try to describe it better for you. You may have to vary your eye position in and out and 
around to be able to see the entire field.  

Averted Vision 

Our eyes have better acuity in the center of our view, and more light sensitivity around the edges. Looking a 
little to one side or the other can sometimes help us to see dim objects a little better. This is a technique 
called “averted vision.” 


