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The session emerged from a recognition of the importance of field teams i.e. research assistants, 
field assistants, enumerators, translators etc. in the quality of research to emerge from fieldwork. 
The session focused primarily on research conducted in the global South concerned with ecological 
processes and environmental change, alongside socio-economic drivers and impacts of those 
processes and change. The session aimed to share experiences on some of the challenges of working 
with/through field teams and ways in which these challenges have been negotiated, or might be in 
the future. The session was led by Rose Pritchard, reflecting on her own experiences during her PhD 
fieldwork. The following is a summary of the discussion which took place between those present on 
the day – it is intended as useful information for others in a similar position. 
 
-- 
 

 Research Assistants (RAs) ‘make or break’ fieldwork, but they are seldom discussed before 
fieldtrips – despite the fact that they can be the most challenging aspect of it! This is 
particularly so as a PhD student, who can be left feeling they are ‘fire-fighting’ rather than 
actively managing. It was suggested that talking to supervisors about this vital aspect of 
fieldwork is really important 

 Important aspects of working with RAs and the relationship between RA and researcher 
include: experience in research and fieldwork, disciplinary background, age, gender, race, 
‘localness’, personal beliefs and religion, eating habits, personality 

 Training for PhD students in particular was discussed, as it was felt for example that training 
for those funded by NERC for example, did not cover or consider ‘social’ issues such as 
positionality (i.e. reflecting those ‘aspects’ listed in the above bullet point) or managing RAs 

 Health and safety, risk assessments, and responsibilities to RAs were discussed, with 
concerns that RAs and field teams might not be as well protected as University staff 

 Having the opportunity to recruit RAs yourself was considered important, so that a balance 
in skills and knowledge could be found, as well as attention paid to positionalities and 
personalities 

 It was also considered important to work with (host) organisations in-country and to try to 
get a sense of RAs before fieldwork begins – this can take time but this can/should be 
factored into fieldwork planning. If organisations recruit RAs for a researcher’s project 
though, there can be questions over their interest in and suitability for the research and/or 
fieldwork 

 Questions of (perceived) authority were discussed, particularly in relation to situations 
where RAs are older than researchers, as well as with regards organisational status 

 Taking the time to discuss plans, fieldwork procedures (including start and end times), 
delegation of roles and responsibilities, risk and ethics assessments and procedures, etc. was 
considered very important. This should be done in advance of fieldwork but should also 
involve on-going daily discussion, for example making the most of travel time to talk 

 Clearly working so as to build trust, to generate an interest in, and maintain enthusiasm for 
the fieldwork and wider research is important – ideas for facilitating this included potentially 
working with Masters students who could collect their own data alongside that for the 
researcher’s project (if feasible); and by clearly acknowledging the RA’s role in the research 
and building that through giving talks on the subject, methodology etc. for them 

 Logistical concerns around payment were discussed, including how much, how often etc. – it 
was suggested to discuss this openly at the start of any project 

 Other forms of ‘giving back’ to RAs and local communities were also discussed, including 
how to balance this with project goals – options included doing your own recruitment 



locally, so as to avoid working only through/with established organisational links and thus to 
offer new opportunities to others 

 The maintenance of relationships with RAs post-fieldwork was discussed, including through 
the dissemination and publication of findings, through email contact, by providing advice 
and feedback to RAs on their own research and studies 

 Overall, an important take-away message was the need to plan for and build in enough time 
during research and fieldwork to involve RAs and co-develop research and outputs, in order 
that decisions are taken together and thus to allow real co-production of science. ‘Doing less 
but doing it better’ was suggested 

 Managing expectations too was a take-away lesson, with a focus on expecting that our 
ability as researcher’s to work effectively and constructively with others during fieldwork 
(and beyond) will no doubt improve through the lifetime of a research project, as well as 
through our research career 

 
 
 
Suggested resources 
 
GeoSciences Ethics & Integrity resources: 

 Research Ethics and Integrity reference list (particularly Section 1F: Research in Developing 
Countries and Section 6C: Local field assistants) 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/geosciences/intranet/working-in-school/other-important-
information/ethicsinresearch/our-forms-and-resources   
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