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The Fieldwork Support Group: origins and objectives
Fieldwork is for many Postgraduate Researchers (PGRs) an integral component of their PhD project. However, 
the ‘field’ is a highly fluctuating concept that encompasses more than the simple collection of data and varies 
depending on the research context. As such, the challenges of fieldwork for PGRs have received increased 
attention. Recent research has addressed the ethical obstacles of fieldwork, including research relationships 
and power dynamics (Hoechner, 2018), and the safety and security of the researcher – stretching from sexual 
violence and rape, mental health issues, to imprisonment and death (Pollard, 2009; Johansson, 2015; Kaplan et 
al., 2019). A growing literature on the ethics of fieldwork (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004; Vivanco, 2016; Pole and 
Hillyard, 2016) has also emerged in recent years.

These observations have sparked debates on ethical practices of fieldwork to ensure the well-being not only of 
the research participants but also of the researcher. Reflective approaches before, during, and after fieldwork 
should be integrated into any research project which includes fieldwork. Universities in the UK address these 
concerns in various ways. However, in conversation with PGRs at the University of East Anglia, we identified 
a lack of opportunities to address these issues. We also felt the need to create a platform that provides more 
training and input for PGRs throughout their fieldwork experiences and that enables this necessary discussion. 
Hence, in 2019, the Fieldwork Support Group was created with the aim to better prepare and support students 
before, during and after their fieldwork, to ensure that PGRs experience this part of their work as ethically and 
as safely as possible (including physical and psychological safety and wellbeing), and to have a more reflexive 
and ethical approach to fieldwork. 

‘Me, my PhD and the Field’ workshop: conclusions and recommendations
We began our project by connecting PGRs who have conducted or will be conducting fieldwork as part of their 
research projects. PGRs across faculties, as well as the Students’ Union, Heads of Schools, and academic and 
administrative staff, were contacted to identify: (i) the support structure currently offered to PGRs undertaking 
fieldwork; (ii) the developments undertaken by UEA in recent years in regards to fieldwork; (iii) the support 
structures across the university, including funding; and (iv) the possible outline for our group.

The group decided to organise a kick-off event to spread our message and to provide a platform for networking 
and discussing the content and format of future sessions which could develop as a result of our initiative. The 
one-day workshop ‘Me, my PhD and the Field: navigating the challenges of fieldwork’ was organised around three 
panels, each with two panellists. The panellists shared their personal experiences on the following topics: (i) 
research relationships and power dynamics (including ethical issues); (ii) mental health and well-being before, 
during and after fieldwork; and (iii) fieldwork now and then, and how universities could better face the realities 
of the field. Each panel included a conversation between the two speakers and offered the opportunity for the 
audience to contribute and share their own concerns and/or experiences. The panellists included a variety of 
PGRs, early-career academics, and senior academics who supervise PGRs. For the last panel, the Head of UEA 
Doctoral College, a PGR training coordinator, and representatives from the UEA Wellbeing team also attended.

The conversations during the event, and subsequent reflections, enabled us to formulate the following 
recommendations:

• Create an accessible platform and sustainable means of communication (for instance, ‘Blackboard’, a 
virtual learning environment) that contains all essential fieldwork information and documents;
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• offer more training on ethical fieldwork skills, provided by the university;

• organise a peer-mentoring and support network (informal and formal) and follow-up structure for the 
‘coming back’ from fieldwork process;

• continue the provision of a fieldwork-themed event on an annual basis (as the absolute minimum) for 
fieldwork support;

• establish an overview of students who are going on fieldwork to enable networking and peer-support;

• reform support for PGRs within faculty departments, so that the responsibility of providing information and 
support regarding fieldwork does not fall exclusively onto the supervisory team;

• move from a student-led initiative to a more institutionalised structure.

Outcomes
The creation of the Fieldwork Support Group and the first workshop received very positive feedback from 
the participants and staff members, and allowed people to exchange with peers on their respective fieldwork 
practices and projects, sometimes confronting methods and questioning how far one can go (especially in terms 
of ethics, but also safety, and positionality) to gather data. The group stimulated peer support and conversations 
between researchers of various disciplinary and social backgrounds, challenging points of view, methodologies, 
and academic practices. Skeggs (2002) underlines that reflexivity as a collective practice is essential, and by 
including numerous ‘selves’ beyond one’s own positionality, more accountability and ethical awareness can 
be achieved. As such, collective reflexivity on ethical fieldwork practices is at the core of the Fieldwork Support 
Group’s undertakings, the main goal of which is to challenge the current university administrative supervision of 
fieldwork, which is often highly disconnected from the reality of the field. By improving support and training, and 
by learning from the wealth of experiences gathered by PGRs and senior researchers, we hope to achieve a more 
ethical practice of fieldwork, and there seemed to be a general consensus from all parties involved in the support 
group on this overarching aim. 

Despite this positive reception, it has been difficult to maintain contact beyond face-to-face interactions and to 
bring the enthusiasm developed during in-person conversations into online discussions. Beyond the advantages 
of a student-based initiative, we believe that the institutionalisation of the Fieldwork Support Group and of 
fieldwork training and support is essential in order to make the initiative perennial. This would also ensure that 
the conversations and contributions of participants are taken into account, in the hope of making the practice of 
fieldwork more ethical for researchers and research participants. 

COVID-19 & Fieldwork: A timely example of ethical challenges in fieldwork practices and 
the need for increased peer support
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought many challenges and uncertainties to a great number of PGRs, in some 
cases impacting their work and fieldwork plans, with some having to delay or cancel fieldwork, return from the 
field earlier than expected, or having to postpone or change (more or less drastically) their research plans. Even 
if it cannot answer all questions, our Fieldwork Support Group has connected PGRs and provided a platform 
for reflection, as there was considerable demand for support and exchanges by students impacted by the 
pandemic. Numerous uncertainties were discussed, and important questions regarding ethical and safe research 
continue to be addressed. Can in-person fieldwork be a viable option in these conditions? Ethically speaking, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated some existing fieldwork challenges, while shedding light on new ones. To 
what extent does a possible virus transmission make fieldwork unethical, especially if research is conducted in 
remote areas with vulnerable individuals? How will researchers be able to build trust and ethical relationships 
with their informants and research participants in a (post)-COVID-19 world? If travelling or in-person research 
are not possible or unethical, what alternative options could be considered? And what other new ethical 
challenges would alternative options bring, for example while moving to remote data collection and internet-
based research? Exchanges within the group have pointed to many of these ethical issues regarding the practice 
of fieldwork in times of the COVID-19 crisis. The Fieldwork Support Group hopes to stimulate reflections and 
ongoing conversations on more ethical fieldwork, triggering innovative and more flexible research practices.
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Conclusion
In this article, we reflect on our experience of organising a Fieldwork Support Group as a result of identifying 
a lack of fieldwork support and training at the University of East Anglia. We conclude that there are various 
needs expressed by PGRs regarding fieldwork support that should be addressed by university departments. Our 
experience from our student-led initiative shows that although this support group is welcome, its organisation 
and maintenance appear difficult and require assistance, and we hope that it will become institutionalised in 
the near future. We believe that if these undertakings continue to rely solely on motivated PGRs, such projects 
will not be sustainable, and the already-lacking fieldwork support will continue to be absent. Stimulating 
debates addressing various aspects of fieldwork practices progressively led to question what a more ethical 
approach to fieldwork could entail. In this regard, the COVID-19 pandemic clearly points to existing structural 
weaknesses, and now more than ever PGRs need strong support in order to rethink what ethical fieldwork 
practices entail in these challenging times. Through the Fieldwork Support Group, we hope to have initiated a 
conversation that will result in concrete changes in fieldwork support at the University of East Anglia and will 
hopefully inspire future actions to promote safer and more ethical fieldwork. 
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