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Abstract	
	

What	is	field	research?	Is	it	just	for	qualitative	scholars?	Must	it	be	done	in	a	foreign	
country?	How	much	time	in	the	field	is	“enough”?	A	lack	of	disciplinary	consensus	on	
what	constitutes	“field	research”	or	“fieldwork”	has	left	graduate	students	in	political	
science	under-informed	and	thus	under-equipped	to	leverage	site-intensive	research	
to	address	issues	of	interest	and	urgency	across	the	subfields.	Uneven	training	in	Ph.D.	
programs	has	also	 left	early-career	researchers	under-prepared	 for	 the	 logistics	of	
fieldwork	–	from	developing	networks	and	effective	sampling	strategies	to	building	
respondents’	 trust	 –	 and	 related	 issues	 of	 funding,	 physical	 safety,	mental	 health,	
research	ethics,	and	crisis	response.	Based	on	the	experience	of	five	junior	scholars,	
this	 paper	 offers	 answers	 to	 questions	 that	 graduate	 students	 puzzle	 over,	 often	
without	the	benefit	of	others’	“lessons	learned.”	This	practical	guide	engages	theory	
and	 praxis,	 in	 support	 of	 an	 epistemologically	 and	 methodologically	 pluralistic	
discipline.	
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Introduction	

Days	before	embarking	on	her	first	field	research	trip,	a	Ph.D.	student	worries	about	whether	she	will	

be	able	to	collect	the	qualitative	data	that	she	needs	for	her	dissertation.	Despite	sending	dozens	of	

emails,	she	has	received	only	a	handful	of	responses	to	her	interview	requests.	She	wonders	if	she	

will	be	able	to	gain	more	traction	in-country.	Meanwhile,	in	the	midst	of	drafting	his	thesis	proposal,	

an	M.A.	student	speculates	about	the	feasibility	of	his	project,	given	a	modest	budget.	Thousands	of	

miles	away	 from	home,	a	postdoc	 is	 concerned	about	 their	 safety,	 as	protests	erupt	outside	 their	

window	and	state	security	forces	descend	into	the	streets.		

These	 anecdotes	 provide	 a	 small	 glimpse	 into	 the	 concerns	 of	 early-career	 researchers	

undertaking	 major	 projects	 with	 a	 field	 research	 component.	 Many	 of	 these	 fieldwork-related	

concerns	arise	from	an	unfortunate	shortage	in	curricular	offerings	for	qualitative	and	mixed-method	

research	 in	 political	 science	 graduate	 programs	 (Emmons	 and	 Moravcsik	 2020),1	 as	 well	 as	 the	

scarcity	 of	 instructional	 materials	 for	 qualitative	 and	 mixed-method	 research,	 relative	 to	 those	

available	for	quantitative	research	(Elman,	Kapiszewski,	and	Kirilova	2015;	Kapiszewski,	MacLean,	

and	 Read	 2014;	Mosley	 2013).	 The	 shortfall	 in	 training	 and	 instruction	means	 that	many	 young	

researchers	 are	 under-prepared	 for	 the	 logistics	 of	 fieldwork	 –	 from	 developing	 networks	 and	

effective	 sampling	 strategies	 to	building	 respondents’	 trust.	 In	addition,	 there	 is	 a	notable	 lack	of	

preparation	 around	 issues	 of	 funding,	 physical	 safety,	 mental	 health,	 research	 ethics,	 and	 crisis	

response.	This	is	troubling,	as	field	research	is	highly	valued	and,	in	some	parts	of	the	field,	it	is	all	

but	expected,	for	instance	in	comparative	politics.		

Beyond	 subfield-specific	 expectations,	 research	 that	 leverages	multiple	 types	 of	 data	 and	

methods,	 including	fieldwork,	 is	one	of	the	ways	that	scholars	throughout	the	discipline	can	more	

 
1	While	Emmons	and	Moravcsik	(2020)	focus	on	leading	Political	Science	Ph.D.	programs	in	the	United	States,	
these	trends	likely	obtain,	both	in	lower-ranked	institutions	in	the	broader	U.S.	as	well	as	in	graduate	education	
throughout	North	America	and	Europe.	
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fully	answer	questions	of	 interest	and	of	urgency.	 Indeed,	multi-method	work,	a	critical	means	by	

which	scholars	can	parse	and	evaluate	causal	pathways,	is	on	the	rise	(Weller	and	Barnes	2016).	The	

rising	 appearance	 of	 multi-method	 research	 in	 leading	 journals	 and	 university	 presses	 makes	

training	and	preparation	all	the	more	significant	(Nexon	2019;	Seawright	2016).	

We	 are	 five	political	 scientists	 interested	 in	providing	 graduate	 students	 and	other	 early-

career	researchers	helpful	resources	for	field	research	that	we	lacked	when	we	first	began	our	work.	

Each	of	us	has	recently	completed	or	will	 soon	complete	a	Ph.D.	at	a	U.S.	or	European	university,	

though	we	come	from	many	different	national	backgrounds.	We	have	conducted	field	research	in	our	

home	 countries	 and	 abroad.	 From	Colombia	 and	Guatemala	 to	 the	United	 States,	 from	Europe	 to	

Turkey,	 and	 throughout	 East	 and	 Southeast	 Asia,	 we	 have	 spanned	 the	 globe	 to	 investigate	 civil	

society	activism	and	transitional	 justice	 in	post-violence	societies,	conflict-related	sexual	violence,	

social	 movements,	 authoritarianism	 and	 contentious	 politics,	 and	 the	 everyday	 politics	 and	

interactions	between	refugees	and	host-country	citizens.		

While	 some	of	us	have	 studied	 in	departments	 that	offer	 strong	 training	 in	 field	 research	

methods,	most	of	us	have	had	to	self-teach,	 learning	through	trial	and	error.	Some	of	us	have	also	

been	 fortunate	 to	 participate	 in	 short	 courses	 and	workshops	 hosted	 by	 universities	 such	 as	 the	

Consortium	for	Qualitative	Research	Methods	and	inter-disciplinary	institutions	such	as	the	Peace	

Research	Institute	Oslo.	Recognizing	that	these	opportunities	are	not	available	to	or	feasible	for	all,	

and	 hoping	 to	 ease	 the	 concerns	 of	 our	 more-junior	 colleagues,	 we	 decided	 to	 compile	 our	

experiences	and	recommendations	for	first-time	field	researchers.	We	also	hope	that	this	resource	

will	be	of	value	to	graduate	programs	and	faculty	advising	students	who	hope	to	conduct	fieldwork.	

Our	experiences	in	the	field	differ	in	several	key	respects,	from	the	time	that	we	spent	in	the	

field	 to	 the	 locations	 that	we	 visited,	 and	 the	manner	 in	which	we	 conducted	 our	 research.	 The	

diversity	of	our	experiences,	we	hope,	will	help	us	reach	and	assist	the	broadest	possible	swath	of	

graduate	students	interested	in	field	research.	Some	of	us	have	spent	as	little	as	ten	days	in	a	given	
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country	or	as	much	as	several	months	–	in	some	instances	visiting	a	given	field	site	location	just	once	

and	in	other	instances	returning	several	times.	At	times,	we	have	been	able	to	plan	weeks	and	months	

in	advance.	Other	times,	we	have	quickly	arranged	focus	groups	and	impromptu	interviews.	Other	

times	 still,	 we	 have	 completed	 interviews	 virtually,	 when	 research	 participants	 were	 in	 remote	

locations	or	when	we	ourselves	were	unable	to	travel,	of	note	during	the	coronavirus	pandemic.	We	

have	worked	in	countries	where	we	are	fluent	or	have	professional	proficiency	in	the	language,	and	

in	 countries	where	we	 have	 relied	 on	 interpreters.	We	 have	worked	 in	 settings	with	 precarious	

security	as	well	as	in	settings	that	feel	as	comfortable	as	home.		

In	 terms	 of	 the	 types	 of	 research	 and	 data	 sources	 and	 collection,	 we	 have	 conducted	

interviews,	 focus	 groups,	 and	 ethnographies	with	 diplomats,	 bureaucrats,	military	 personnel,	 ex-

combatants,	civil	society	advocates,	survivors	of	political	violence,	refugees,	and	ordinary	citizens.	

We	have	grappled	with	ethical	dilemmas,	chief	among	them	how	to	get	useful	data	for	our	research	

projects	in	ways	that	exceed	the	minimal	standards	of	human	subjects	research	evaluation	panels.	

Relatedly,	 we	 have	 contemplated	 how	 to	 use	 our	 platforms	 to	 give	 back	 to	 the	 individuals	 and	

communities	who	have	so	generously	 lent	us	 their	 time	and	knowledge,	and	shared	with	us	 their	

personal	and	sometimes	harrowing	stories.		

We	note	that	there	exist	several	excellent	resources	on	fieldwork	such	as	the	bibliography	

compiled	 by	 Advancing	 Conflict	 Research	 (2020),	 which	 catalogues	 an	 impressive	 list	 of	 articles	

addressing	questions	such	as	ethics,	safety,	mental	health,	reflexivity	and	methods.	Further	resources	

can	 be	 found	 about	 the	 positionality	 of	 the	 researcher	 in	 the	 field	 while	 engaging	 vulnerable	

communities	 (Carling	et	 al.	 2014;	 Jacobsen	and	Landau	2003;	Nowicka	and	Cieslik	2014;	Zapata-

Barrero	and	Yalaz	2019).	However,	little	has	been	written	beyond	conflict-affected	contexts,	fragile	

settings,	and	vulnerable	communities.	Moreover,	as	we	consulted	different	texts	and	resources,	we	

found	no	comprehensive	guide	to	fieldwork	written	specifically	with	graduate	students	in	mind.	It	is	

this	gap	that	we	aim	to	fill.		
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In	this	paper,	we	address	five	general	categories	of	questions	that	graduate	students	puzzle	

over,	often	without	the	benefit	of	others’	“lessons	learned.”	First:	What	is	field	research?	Is	it	just	for	

qualitative	 scholars?	 Must	 it	 be	 conducted	 in	 a	 foreign	 country?	 How	 much	 time	 in	 the	 field	 is	

“enough”?	Second:	What	is	the	purpose	of	fieldwork?	When	does	it	make	sense	to	travel	to	a	field	site	

to	collect	data?	How	can	fieldwork	data	be	used?	Third:	What	are	the	nuts	and	bolts?	How	does	one	

get	 ready	 and	how	 can	one	optimize	 limited	 time	 and	 financial	 resources?	 Fourth:	How	does	 one	

conduct	 fieldwork	 safely?	 What	 should	 a	 researcher	 do	 to	 keep	 herself,	 research	 assistants,	 and	

research	subjects	safe?	What	measures	should	he	take	to	protect	his	mental	health?	Fifth:	How	does	

one	conduct	ethical,	beneficent	field	research?	

Finally,	the	Covid-19	pandemic	has	impressed	upon	the	discipline	the	volatility	of	research	

projects	centered	around	fieldwork.	Lockdowns	and	closed	borders	left	researchers	sequestered	at	

home	and	unable	 to	 travel;	 forced	others	 to	 cut	 short	 any	 trips	 already	begun;	 and	unexpectedly	

confined	 others	 still	 to	 their	 fieldwork	 sites.	 Other	 factors	 that	may	 necessitate	 a	 (spontaneous)	

readjustment	of	planned	field	research	include	natural	disasters,	a	deteriorating	security	situation	in	

the	field	site,	researcher	 illness,	and	unexpected	changes	in	personal	circumstances.	We	therefore	

conclude	with	a	section	on	the	promise	and	potential	pitfalls	of	remote	fieldwork.	Throughout	this	

guide,	 we	 engage	 theory	 and	 praxis,	 in	 support	 of	 an	 epistemologically	 and	 methodologically	

pluralistic	discipline.		

	
	
What	is	Fieldwork?	

The	concept	of	“fieldwork”	is	not	well-defined	in	political	science.	While	several	symposia	claim	to	

discuss	the	“nuts	and	bolts”	of	conducting	research	in	the	field	within	the	pages	of	political	science	

journals,	few	ever	define	it	(Ortbals	and	Rincker	2009;	Hsueh	et	al.	2014).	Defining	the	concept	of	

fieldwork	 is	 important	 because	 assumptions	 about	 what	 it	 is	 and	 what	 it	 is	 not	 underpin	 any	

suggestions	for	conducting	it.	A	lack	of	disciplinary	consensus	about	what	constitutes	“fieldwork,”	we	
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believe,	explains	the	lack	of	a	unified	definition.	Acknowledging	the	increasing	epistemological	and	

methodological	pluralism	in	political	science,	and	the	many	benefits	of	conducting	research	in	the	

field,	we	argue	for	an	inclusive	definition	such	as	Kapiszewski	et	al.’s	(2015):	“leaving	one's	home	

institution	in	order	to	acquire	data,	information,	or	insights	that	significantly	inform	one's	research”	

(1).	Below,	we	discuss	three	areas	of	current	disagreement	about	what	“fieldwork”	is,	including	the	

purpose	of	fieldwork,	where	it	occurs,	and	how	long	it	should	be.	

First,	 we	 find	 that	 many	 in	 the	 discipline	 view	 fieldwork	 as	 squarely	 in	 the	 domain	 of	

qualitative	 research,	 whether	 interpretivist	 or	 positivist.	 However,	 field	 research	 can	 also	 serve	

quantitative	 projects	 –	 for	 example,	 by	 providing	 crucial	 context,	 supporting	 triangulation,	 or	

illustrating	causal	mechanisms.	For	example,	Kreft	 (2019)	elaborated	her	 theory	of	women’s	civil	

society	mobilization	in	response	to	conflict-related	sexual	violence	based	on	interviews	she	carried	

out	in	Colombia.	She	then	examined	cross-national	patterns	through	statistical	analysis.	Conversely,	

Willis’s	research	on	the	U.S.	military	in	East	Asia	began	with	quantitative	data	collection	and	analysis	

of	protest	events	before	turning	to	fieldwork	to	understand	why	protests	occurred	in	some	instances	

but	not	others.	Researchers	can	also	find	quantifiable	data	in	the	field	that	is	otherwise	unavailable	

to	them	at	home	(Read	2006;	Chambers-Ju	2014;	Jensenius	2014).	Accordingly,	fieldwork	is	not	in	

the	domain	of	any	particular	epistemology	or	methodology.		

Second,	comparative	politics	and	international	relations	scholars	often	opine	that	fieldwork	

requires	 leaving	 the	 country	 in	which	 one’s	 institution	 is	 based.	We	 propose,	 instead,	 that	what	

matters	most	 is	 the	nature	of	 the	 research	project,	not	 the	 locale.	For	 instance,	 some	of	us	 in	 the	

international	 relations	 subfield	 have	 interviewed	 representatives	 of	 intergovernmental	

organizations	 (IGOs)	 and	 international	 non-governmental	 organizations	 (INGOs),	 whose	

headquarters	are	generally	located	in	Global	North	countries.	For	someone	pursuing	a	Ph.D.	in	the	

United	States	and	writing	on	transnational	advocacy	networks,	interviews	with	INGO	representatives	

in	New	York	certainly	count	as	fieldwork	(Zvobgo	2020).	Similarly,	a	graduate	student	who	returns	
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to	her	home	country	to	interview	refugees	and	native	citizens	is	conducting	a	field	study	as	much	as	

a	researcher	for	whom	the	context	is	wholly	foreign.	Such	interviews	can	provide	necessary	insights	

and	information	that	would	not	have	been	gained	otherwise	–	one	of	the	key	reasons	researchers	

conduct	 fieldwork	 in	 the	 first	place.	Besides,	 some	 landmark	studies	 in	American	politics	 such	as	

Richard	Fenno’s	Home	Style	or	Katherine	Cramer’s	The	Politics	of	Resentment	rely	on	fieldwork	in	the	

U.S.	Accordingly,	comparative	politics	projects	may	actually	require	a	scholar	to	conduct	research	in	

the	country	in	which	they	reside.	The	question	of	where	to	go	for	fieldwork	depends	entirely	on	the	

actors	and	politics	of	interest.	In	sum,	regardless	of	location,	scholars	should	count	any	site-intensive	

research	as	“fieldwork.”	

Third,	 there	 is	 a	 tendency,	 especially	 among	 comparativists,	 to	 only	 count	 fieldwork	 that	

spans	the	better	part	of	a	year;	even	“surgical	strike”	research	entails	one	to	three	months,	according	

to	some	scholars	(Ortbals	and	Rincker	2009;	Weiss	et	al.	2017).	The	emphasis	on	spending	as	much	

time	in	the	field	as	possible	is	likely	due	to	ethnographic	research	traditions,	including	classics	such	

as	James	Scott’s	Weapons	of	the	Weak,	that	entail	year-long	stints	of	research.	However,	we	suggest	

that	 the	appropriate	amount	of	 time	 in	 the	 field	should	be	assessed	on	a	project-by-project	basis.	

Some	studies	require	the	researcher	to	be	 in	the	field	 for	 long	periods	of	 time;	others	do	not.	For	

example,	 Willis’s	 research	 on	 discourse	 around	 the	 U.S.’s	 military	 presence	 in	 overseas	 host	

communities	has	required	months	in	the	field.	By	contrast,	Kreft	only	needed	10	days	in	New	York	to	

carry	out	interviews	with	diplomats	and	United	Nations	staff,	in	a	context	with	which	she	already	had	

some	 familiarity	 from	 a	 prior	 internship.	 Likewise,	 Zvobgo	 spent	 a	 couple	 of	 weeks	 in	 her	 field	

research	sites,	conducting	interviews	with	directors	and	managers	of	prominent	human	rights	non-

governmental	organizations	–	a	population	that	is	not	so	large	so	as	to	require	a	whole	month	or	even	

a	few	months.	As	we	discuss	in	the	next	section,	when	deciding	how	long	to	spend	in	the	field,	scholars	

must	not	only	consider	the	information	their	project	requires,	but	also	consider	the	practicalities	of	

fieldwork,	notably	cost.	
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Purpose	of	Fieldwork		
		
When	does	a	researcher	need	to	conduct	fieldwork?	Fieldwork	can	be	effective	for	(1)	data	collection,	

(2)	theory	building,	and	(3)	theory	testing.	First,	when	a	researcher	is	interested	in	a	research	topic,	

yet	(s)he	could	not	find	an	available	and/or	reliable	data	source	for	the	topic,	fieldwork	could	provide	

the	researcher	plenty	of	options.	Some	research	agendas	can	require	researchers	to	visit	archives	to	

review	historical	documents.	For	example,	Sheena	Greitens	(2016)	visited	national	archives	in	the	

Philippines,	South	Korea,	Taiwan,	and	the	US	to	find	historical	documents	about	the	development	of	

coercive	institutions	in	past	authoritarian	governments	for	her	book,	Dictators	and	Their	Secret	Police.	

Also,	newly	declassified	archival	documents	can	open	new	possibilities	for	researchers	to	examine	

restricted	 topics.	 To	 illustrate,	 thanks	 to	 the	 newly	 released	 archival	 records	 of	 the	 Chinese	

Communist	Party’s	 communications,	 and	exchange	of	 visits	with	 the	European	communist	world,	

Sarotte	(2012)	was	able	to	study	the	Party’s	decision	to	crack	down	on	Tiananmen	protesters,	which	

had	previously	been	deemed	as	an	unstudiable	topic	due	to	the	limited	data.		

Other	 research	 agendas	 can	 require	 researchers	 to	 conduct	 in-depth	 interviews	 to	

understand	 human	 behavior	 or	 a	 situation	 more	 closely.	 For	 example,	 O'Brien	 and	 Li	 (2005)	

conducted	 in-depth	 interviews	with	activists,	elites,	and	villagers	 to	understand	how	these	actors	

interact	with	each	other	and	what	are	the	outcomes	of	the	interaction	in	contentious	movements	in	

rural	China.	Through	research,	they	revealed	that	protests	have	deeply	influenced	all	these	actors’	

minds,	a	fact	not	directly	observable	without	in-depth	interviews.		

Finally,	 data	 collection	 through	 fieldwork	 should	 not	 be	 confined	 to	 qualitative	 data	

(Jensenius	2014).	While	some	quantitative	datasets	can	be	easily	compiled	or	accessed	through	use	

of	the	internet	or	contact	with	data-collection	agencies,	other	datasets	can	only	be	built	or	abstained	

through	relationships	with	“gatekeepers”	such	as	government	officials,	and	thus	require	researchers	

to	visit	the	field	(Jensenius	2014).	Researchers	can	even	collect	their	own	quantitative	datasets	by	
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launching	 surveys	or	quantifying	data	 contained	 in	archives.	 In	a	nutshell,	 fieldwork	will	provide	

researchers	to	collect	and	get	access	to	original/primary	data	sources.		

Fieldwork	is	not	just	for	data	collection.	Researchers	can	accomplish	two	other	fundamental	

elements	of	the	research	process:	theory	building	and	theory	testing.	When	a	researcher	finds	a	case	

where	extant	theories	about	a	phenomenon	do	not	provide	plausible	explanations,	they	can	build	a	

theory	through	fieldwork	(Geddes	2003).	Lee’s	experience	provides	a	good	example.	When	studying	

the	rise	of	a	protest	movement	in	South	Korea	for	her	dissertation,	Lee	applied	commonly	discussed	

social	 movement	 theories—grievances,	 political	 opportunity,	 resource	 mobilization,	 and	

repression—to	 explain	 the	 movement’s	 eruption	 and	 finds	 that	 these	 theories	 do	 not	 offer	 a	

convincing	explanation	for	the	protest	movement.	She	then	moved	on	to	fieldwork	and	conducted	

interviews	with	the	movement	participants	to	understand	their	motivations.	Finally,	through	those	

interviews,	she	offered	an	alternative	theory	that	the	protest	participants’	collective	identity	shaped	

during	the	authoritarian	past	played	as	an	unifying	factor	and	eventually	led	them	to	participate	in	

the	movement.	 Her	 example	 shows	 that	 theorization	 can	 take	 place	 through	 careful	 review	 and	

rigorous	inference	during	fieldwork.		

Moreover,	 researchers	 can	 test	 their	 theory	 through	 fieldwork.	 Observational	 data	 has	

limitations	in	revealing	causal	mechanisms	(Esarey	2017).	Therefore,	many	political	scientists	turn	

their	attention	to	conducting	field	experiments	to	reveal	causality	(Beath,	Christia,	and	Enikolopov	

2013;	Druckman	et	al.	2006;	Finseraas	and	Kotsadam	2017).		

	
	
Funding	

The	challenge	of	securing	funds	is	often	overlooked	in	discussions	of	what	constitutes	field	research.	

Months-	or	years-long	field	research	can	be	cost	prohibitive	–	something	academic	gatekeepers	must	

consider	 when	 evaluating	 “what	 counts”	 and	 “what	 is	 enough.”	 Unlike	 their	 predecessors,	 many	
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graduate	 students	 today	 have	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	 debt	 and	 little	 savings.2	 Additionally,	 if	

researchers	are	not	able	to	procure	funding,	they	have	to	pay	out	of	pocket	and	possibly	take	on	more	

debt.	Not	only	is	fieldwork	costly,	but	researchers	may	also	have	to	forego	working	while	they	are	in	

the	field,	making	long	stretches	in	the	field	infeasible	for	some.		

	 For	 most	 researchers,	 procuring	 funding	 via	 grants,	 fellowships,	 or	 other	 sources	 is	 a	

necessity,	regardless	of	how	long	one	plans	to	be	in	the	field.	A	good	mantra	for	applying	for	research	

funding	 is	 “apply	 early	 and	 often”	 (Kelsky	 2015,	 110).	 Funding	 applications	 take	 a	 considerable	

amount	 of	 time	 to	 prepare,	 from	 writing	 research	 statements	 to	 requesting	 letters	 of	

recommendation.	Even	adapting	one’s	materials	for	different	applications	takes	time.	Not	only	is	the	

application	process	itself	time-consuming,	but	the	time	between	applying	for	and	receiving	funds,	if	

successful,	 can	 be	 quite	 long	 –	 from	 several	months	 to	 a	 year.	 For	 example,	 after	 defending	 her	

prospectus	in	May	2019,	Willis	began	applying	to	funding	sources	for	her	dissertation,	all	of	which	

had	 deadlines	 between	 June	 and	 September.	 She	 received	 notifications	 between	 November	 and	

January;	however,	funds	from	her	successful	applications	were	not	available	until	March	and	April,	

almost	a	year	later.3	Accordingly,	we	recommend	applying	for	funding	as	early	as	possible;	this	not	

only	increases	one’s	chances	of	hitting	the	ground	running	in	the	field	shortly	after	the	prospectus	

defense,	but	the	application	process	can	also	help	clarify	the	goals	and	parameters	of	one’s	research.	

	 Graduate	students	should	also	apply	often	for	funding	opportunities.	There	are	different	types	

of	 funding	 for	 fieldwork:	 some	 are	 larger,	more	 competitive	 grants	 such	 as	 the	 National	 Science	

Foundation	Political	Science	Doctoral	Dissertation	Improvement	Grant	in	the	U.S.,	others,	including	

sources	through	one’s	own	institution,	are	smaller.	Once	you	have	identified	fellowships	and	grants	

 
2		There	is	great	variation	in	graduate	students’	financial	situations,	even	in	the	Global	North.	For	example,	while	
higher	education	is	tax-funded	in	most	countries	in	Europe	and	Ph.D.	students	in	countries	such	as	Sweden,	
Norway,	Denmark,	the	Netherlands,	and	Switzerland	receive	a	comparatively	generous	salary,	many	graduate	
students	in	the	U.S.	have	to	pay	high	enrollment	fees	and	Ph.D.	stipends	leave	many	struggling	financially.	
3	In	our	experience,	this	is	not	only	the	general	cycle	for	graduate	students	in	North	America,	but	also	in	Europe	
and	likely	elsewhere.	
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for	which	you	and	your	project	are	a	good	match,	we	highly	recommend	soliciting	information	and	

advice	from	colleagues	who	have	successfully	applied	for	them.	This	can	include	asking	them	to	share	

their	applications	with	you,	and	if	possible,	to	have	them,	another	colleague,	or	set	of	colleagues	read	

through	your	project	description	and	research	plan	(especially	for	bigger	awards)	to	ensure	that	you	

have	made	the	best	possible	case	for	why	you	should	be	selected.	While	both	large	and	small	pots	of	

funding	are	worth	applying	for,	many	researchers	end	up	funding	their	fieldwork	through	several	

small	 grants	 or	 fellowships.4	One	 small	 award	may	not	be	 sufficient	 to	 fund	 the	 entirety	of	 one’s	

fieldwork,	 but	 several	 may	 be.	 For	 example,	 Willis’s	 fieldwork	 in	 Japan	 and	 South	 Korea	 was	

supported	 through	 fellowships	 within	 each	 country.	 The	 amount	 of	 funding	 needed,	 of	 course,	

depends	on	the	nature	of	one’s	project	and	how	long	one	intends	to	be	in	the	field.	As	we	elaborate	in	

the	next	section,	scholars	should	think	carefully	about	their	project	goals,	the	data	required	to	meet	

those	goals,	and	the	requisite	time	to	attain	them.	For	some	projects,	even	a	couple	of	weeks	in	the	

field	is	sufficient	to	get	needed	information.	

	

Logistics		

A	central	concern	for	graduate	students,	especially	those	working	with	a	small	budget	and	limited	

time,	is	how	to	optimize	time	in	the	field	and	how	to	integrate	remote	work.	We	offer	three	pieces	of	

advice:	 have	 a	 plan,	 build	 in	 flexibility,	 and	 be	 strategic,	 focusing	 on	 collecting	 data	 that	 are	

unavailable	at	home.	We	also	discuss	working	with	local	translators	or	research	assistants.	

	

 
4	 Of	 course,	 situations	 vary	 in	different	 countries	with	 respect	 to	what	 kinds	 of	 grants	 from	what	 kinds	 of	
funders	are	available.	An	important	part	of	preparing	for	fieldwork	is	researching	the	funding	landscape	well	
in	advance,	even	as	early	at	the	start	of	the	Ph.D.	We	encourage	first-time	field	researchers	to	be	aware	that	
universities	and	departments	may	themselves	not	be	aware	of	the	full	range	of	possible	funds	available,	so	it	is	
always	a	good	idea	to	do	your	own	research	and	watch	research-related	social	media	channels.	
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Preparing	for	the	field	

To	begin,	it	is	important	to	prepare	for	the	field	as	much	as	possible.	What	kind	of	preparations	do	

researchers	need?	For	someone	conducting	interviews	with	NGO	representatives,	this	might	involve	

identifying	 the	 largest-possible	 pool	 of	 potential	 respondents,	 securing	 their	 contact	 information,	

sending	them	study	invitation	letters,	finding	a	mutually	agreeable	time	to	meet,	and	pulling	together	

short	biographies	for	each	interviewee	in	order	to	use	your	time	together	most	effectively.	If	you	plan	

to	conduct	interviews,	you	should	reach	out	to	potential	respondents	roughly	four	to	six	weeks	prior	

to	your	travel.	For	individuals	who	do	not	respond,	you	can	follow	up	one	to	two	weeks	before	you	

arrive	and,	if	needed,	once	more	when	you	are	there.	We	note	for	the	reader	that	this	work	should	

come	after	one	has	designed	an	 interview	questionnaire	(plus	an	 informed	consent	protocol)	and	

sought	and	received	approval	from	institutional	review	boards	(both	at	one’s	home	institution	as	well	

as	in	the	country	where	one	plans	to	conduct	research).	So,	it	is	better	to	start	sooner	rather	than	

later	 and	 to	 be	 mindful	 of	 “high-seasons,”	 when	 boards	 are	 receiving,	 processing,	 and	 making	

decisions	on	numerous	proposals.	It	may	take	a	few	months	for	them	to	issue	approvals.		

On	the	subject	of	ethics	and	review	panels,	we	encourage	you	to	consider	talking	openly	and	

honestly	with	your	supervisors	and/or	funders	about	the	situations	where	a	written	consent	form	

may	 not	 be	 suitable	 and	 might	 need	 to	 be	 replaced	 with	 “verbal	 consent.”	 For	 instance,	 doing	

fieldwork	 in	 politically	 unstable	 contexts,	 highly	 scrutinized	 environments,	 or	 vulnerable	

communities,	like	refugees,	might	create	obstacles	for	the	interviewees	as	well	as	the	researcher.	The	

literature	 discusses	 the	 dilemma	 in	 offering	 the	 interviewees	 anonymity	 and	 requesting	 signed	

written	 consent	 in	 addition	 to	 emphasis	 on	 total	 confidentiality	 (Jacobsen	 and	 Landau	 2003;	

MacKenzie	et	al.	2007;	Saunders	et	al.	2015).	Therefore,	 in	those	situations,	as	the	researcher,	the	

person	 might	 need	 to	 take	 initiative	 on	 how	 to	 act	 while	 making	 the	 interviews	 as	 rigorous	 as	

possible.	 In	her	 fieldwork,	 Irgil	 faced	a	similar	situation	as	 the	political	context	of	Turkey	did	not	

guarantee	that	there	would	not	be	any	adverse	consequences	for	interviewees	on	both	sides	of	her	
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story:	Turkish	citizens	and	Syrian	refugees.	Consequently,	she	took	hand-written	notes	and	asked	

interviewees	for	their	verbal	consent	in	a	safe	interview	atmosphere.	This	is	something	respondents	

greatly	appreciated	(Irgil	2020).	

In	addition,	if	you	are	conducting	research	in	a	country	where	you	have	less-than	professional	

fluency	 in	 the	 language,	 pre-fieldwork	 planning	 should	 include	 hiring	 a	 translator	 or	 research	

assistant,	for	example,	through	an	online	hiring	platform	like	Upwork,	or	through	a	local	university.	

Your	 national	 embassy	 or	 consulate	 is	 another	 option;	 many	 diplomatic	 offices	 have	 lists	 of	

individuals	who	they	have	previously	contracted.	More	generally,	establishing	contact	with	a	local	

university	can	be	beneficial,	either	 in	the	form	of	a	visiting	researcher	arrangement,	which	grants	

access	 to	 research	 groups	 and	 facilities	 like	 libraries,	 or	 by	 informally	 contacting	 individual	

researchers.	 The	 latter	 may	 have	 valuable	 insights	 into	 the	 local	 context,	 contacts	 to	 potential	

research	participants,	and	they	may	even	be	able	to	recommend	translators	or	research	assistants.	

Kreft,	for	example,	hired	local	research	assistants	recommended	by	researchers	at	a	Bogotá-based	

university	 and	 remunerated	 them	equivalent	 to	 the	 salary	 they	would	have	 received	as	 graduate	

research	assistants	at	the	university,	while	also	covering	expenses	related	to	necessary	travel.	Irgil,	

on	the	other	hand,	established	contacts	with	gatekeepers,	who	are	shop	owners	that	are	known	by	

the	locals,	in	the	area	where	she	conducted	her	research,	because	she	had	the	opportunity	to	visit	the	

fieldwork	site	multiple	times.	

Also,	 depending	 on	 the	 research	 agenda,	 researchers	 may	 visit	 national	 archives,	 local	

government	offices,	etc.	Before	visiting,	researchers	should	contact	these	facilities	and	make	sure	the	

materials	 that	 they	 need	 are	 accessible.	 For	 example,	 Lee	 visited	 the	Ronald	Reagan	Presidential	

Library	Archives	to	find	the	U.S.'s	strategic	evaluations	on	South	Korea's	dictator	in	the	1980s.	Before	

her	 visit,	 she	 contacted	 librarians	 in	 the	 archives,	 telling	 them	 her	 visit	 plans	 and	 her	 research	

purpose.	Librarians	made	suggestions	on	which	categories	she	should	start	to	review	based	on	her	
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research	goal,	and	thus	she	was	able	to	make	a	list	of	categories	of	the	materials	she	needed,	saving	

her	a	lot	of	her	time.	

	

Adapting	to	the	reality	of	the	field	

Because	plans	can	and	often	do	change	in	the	field,	researchers	need	to	also	be	flexible.	You	may	meet	

people	 you	 did	 not	 make	 appointments	 with,	 come	 across	 opportunities	 you	 did	 not	 expect,	 or	

stumble	upon	new	ideas	about	collecting	data	in	the	field.	These	happenings	will	enrich	your	field	

experience	and	will	ultimately	be	beneficial	for	your	research.	Similarly,	researchers	should	not	be	

discouraged	by	interviews	that	do	not	go	according	to	plan;	they	present	an	opportunity	to	pursue	

relevant	people	who	can	provide	an	alternative	path	to	your	work.	Note	that	planning	ahead	does	not	

preclude	fortuitous	encounters	or	epiphanies.	Rather,	it	provides	a	structure	for	them	to	happen.		

You	will	also	be	able	to	recruit	more	interviewees	once	you	are	in	the	field.	In	fact,	you	may	

have	greater	success	in-country;	not	everyone	is	willing	to	respond	to	a	cold	email	from	an	unknown	

researcher	in	a	foreign	country.	In	Irgil’s	fieldwork,	she	contacted	store	owners	that	are	known	in	the	

area	and	who	know	the	community.	This	eased	her	process	of	introduction	into	the	community	and	

recruiting	 interviewees.	 For	Zvobgo,	 she	had	 fewer	 than	 a	dozen	 interviews	 scheduled	when	 she	

travelled	to	Guatemala	to	study	civil	society	activism	and	transitional	justice	since	the	internal	armed	

conflict.	But,	she	was	able	to	recruit	additional	participants	in-country.	Interviewees	with	whom	she	

built	a	rapport	connected	her	 to	other	NGOs,	government	offices,	and	 the	United	Nations	country	

office,	 sometimes	 even	 making	 the	 call	 and	 scheduling	 interviews	 for	 her.	 Through	 snowball	

sampling,	she	was	able	to	triple	the	number	of	participants.		

We	should	note	 that	conducting	 interviews	 is	very	 taxing	–	especially	when	opportunities	

multiply,	as	in	Zvobgo’s	case.	Depending	on	the	project,	each	interview	can	take	an	hour,	if	not	two	or	

more.	Hence,	you	should	make	a	reasonable	schedule:	we	recommend	no	more	than	two	interviews	

per	day.	You	do	not	want	to	have	to	cut	off	an	interview	because	you	need	to	rush	to	another	one.	And	
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you	do	not	want	 to	be	 too	exhausted	 to	have	a	 robust	 engagement	with	your	 respondent	who	 is	

generously	lending	you	their	time.	Be	sure	to	remember	to	eat,	stay	hydrated,	and	try	to	get	enough	

sleep.	

	

Researching	strategically		

Distinguishing	between	things	that	can	only	be	done	in	the	field	and	things	that	can	be	accomplished	

later	at	home	is	vital.	Prioritize	the	former	over	the	latter.	Lee's	fieldwork	experience	serves	as	a	good	

example.	She	studies	a	conservative	protest	movement	called	the	Taegeukgi	Rally	in	South	Korea.	She	

planned	 to	 conduct	 interviews	 with	 the	 rally	 participants	 to	 examine	 their	 motivations	 for	

participating.	But	she	only	had	one	month	in	South	Korea.	So,	she	focused	on	things	that	could	only	

be	done	in	the	field	–	she	went	to	the	rally	sites;	she	observed	how	protests	proceeded,	which	tactics	

and	chants	were	used;	and	she	met	participants	and	had	some	casual	conversations	with	them.	Then,	

she	 used	 the	 contacts	 she	 made	 while	 attending	 the	 rallies	 to	 create	 a	 social	 network	 to	 solicit	

interviews	from	ordinary	protesters,	her	target	population.	She	was	able	to	recruit	25	interviewees	

through	good	rapport	with	the	people	she	met.	The	actual	interviews	proceeded	via	phone	after	she	

returned	to	the	U.S.	In	a	nutshell,	we	advise	you	to	not	be	obsessed	with	finishing	interviews	in	the	

field.	Sometimes,	it	is	more	beneficial	to	use	your	time	in	the	field	to	build	relationships	and	networks.	

	

Working	with	assistants	and	translators	

A	final	consideration	on	logistics	is	working	with	research	assistants	or	translators;	it	affects	how	you	

can	 carry	out	 interviews,	 focus	 groups	 etc.	 To	what	 extent	 constant	 back-and-forth	 translation	 is	

necessary	 or	 advisable	 depends	 on	 the	 researcher’s	 skills	 in	 the	 interview	 language,	 and	 on	

considerations	about	time	and	efficiency.	For	example,	Kreft	soon	realized	that	she	was	generally	able	

to	 follow	along	quite	well	during	her	 interviews	 in	Colombia,	and	 in	order	to	avoid	precious	time	

being	 lost	 to	 translation,	 she	 had	 her	 research	 assistant	 follow	 the	 interview	 guide	 Kreft	 had	
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developed,	and	interjected	follow-up	questions	in	Spanish	or	English	(then	to	be	translated)	as	they	

arose.		

Irgil’s	and	Zvobgo’s	interviews	went	a	little	differently.	Irgil’s	interviewees	in	Turkey	were	

native	Arabic	speakers	and	Zvobgo’s	interviewees	in	Guatemala	were	native	Spanish	speakers.	Both	

Irgil	and	Zvobgo	worked	with	research	assistants.	In	Irgil’s	case,	her	assistant	was	a	Syrian	man,	who	

was	 outside	 of	 the	 area.	 Meanwhile,	 Zvobgo’s	 assistant	 was	 an	 undergraduate	 from	 her	 home	

institution	with	a	Spanish	language	background.	Irgil	and	Zvobgo	began	preparing	their	assistants	a	

couple	of	months	before	they	entered	the	field,	over	Skype	for	Irgil	and	in-person	for	Zvobgo.	They	

offered	their	assistants	readings	and	other	resources	to	provide	them	the	necessary	background	to	

work	well.	Both	Irgil	and	Zvobgo’s	research	assistants	joined	them	in	the	interviews	and	actually	did	

most	of	the	speaking,	introducing	the	principal	investigator,	explaining	the	research,	and	then	asking	

the	questions.	In	Zvobgo’s	case,	interviewee	responses	were	relayed	via	a	professional	interpreter	

whom	 she	had	 also	hired.	After	 every	 interview,	 Irgil	 and	Zvobgo	 and	 their	 respective	 assistants	

discussed	the	answers	of	the	interviewees,	potential	improvements	in	phrasing,	and	elaborated	on	

their	hand-written	interview	notes.	As	a	backup,	Zvobgo,	with	the	consent	of	her	respondents,	had	

accompanying	audio	recordings.		

	
	

Physical	Safety	

Researchers	may	carry	out	fieldwork	in	a	country	that	is	considerably	less	safe	than	what	they	are	

used	to,	a	setting	affected	by	conflict	violence	or	high	crime	rates,	for	instance.	Feelings	of	insecurity	

can	be	compounded	by	linguistic	barriers,	cultural	particularities	and	being	far	away	from	friends	

and	family.	Insecurity	is	also	often	gendered,	differentially	affecting	women	and	raising	the	specter	

of	 unwanted	 sexual	 advances,	 street	harassment	or	 even	 sexual	 assault	 (Gifford	 and	Hall-Clifford	

2008;	 Mügge	 2013).	 Preventative	 measures	 at	 their	 most	 fundamental	 involve	 adjustments	 to	

everyday	 routines	 and	 habits,	 restricting	 one’s	movements	 temporally	 and	 spatially.	 Reliance	 on	
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gatekeepers	may	also	necessitate	the	adoption	of	new	strategies,	such	as	a	less	vehement	and	cold	

rejection	 of	 unwanted	 sexual	 advances	 than	 one	 ordinarily	 would	 exhibit,	 as	 Mügge	 (2013)	

illustratively	discusses.	At	the	same	time,	a	competitive	academic	job	market,	imperatives	to	collect	

novel	 and	 useful	 data,	 and	 harmful	 discourses	 surrounding	 dangerous	 fieldwork	 also,	

problematically,	 shape	 incentives	 for	 junior	 researchers	 to	 relax	 their	 own	 standards	 of	 what	

constitutes	acceptable	risk	(Gallien	2021).		

Others	have	carefully	collected	a	range	of	safety	precautions	that	field	researchers	in	fragile	

or	conflict-affected	settings	may	take	prior	to	and	during	fieldwork	(Hilhorst	et	al.	2016).	Therefore,	

we	are	more	concise	 in	our	discussion	of	 recommendations,	 focusing	on	 the	specific	 situations	of	

graduate	students.	Apart	from	making	sure	that	supervisors	and	university	administrators	have	the	

researcher’s	contact	information	in	the	field	(and	possibly	that	of	a	local	contact	person),	researchers	

can	register	with	their	country’s	embassy	or	foreign	office	and	any	crisis	monitoring	and	prevention	

systems	it	has	in	place.	That	way,	they	will	be	informed	of	any	possible	unfolding	emergencies	and	

the	authorities	have	a	record	of	them	being	in	the	country.		

It	may	also	be	advisable	to	set	up	more	individualized	protocols	with	your	supervisors.	For	

instance,	Kreft	made	arrangements	to	be	in	touch	via	email	at	regular	intervals	to	report	on	progress	

and	wellbeing.	This	kept	her	supervisors	in	the	loop,	while	an	interruption	in	communication	would	

have	alerted	them	early	if	something	were	wrong.	In	addition,	she	announced	planned	trips	to	other	

parts	of	the	country	and	granted	her	supervisors	emergency	reading	access	to	her	digital	calendar.	It	

may	also	be	advisable	to	put	in	place	an	emergency	plan,	i.e.	choose	emergency	contacts	back	home	

and	“in	the	field,”	know	whom	to	contact	if	something	happens,	and	know	how	to	get	to	the	nearest	

hospital	or	clinic.		

We	would	be	remiss	if	we	did	not	mention	that,	when	in	an	unfamiliar	context,	one’s	safety	

radar	may	be	misguided,	so	 it	 is	essential	 to	 listen	to	people	who	know	the	context.	For	example,	

locals	can	give	advice	on	which	means	of	transport	are	safe	and	which	are	not,	a	question	that	is	of	
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utmost	importance	when	traveling	to	appointments.	For	example,	Kreft	was	warned	that	in	Colombia	

regular	taxis	are	often	unsafe,	especially	if	waved	down	in	the	streets,	and	that	to	get	to	her	interviews	

safely,	she	should	rely	on	a	ride-share	service.	 In	one	 instance,	a	Colombian	friend	suggested	that	

when	there	was	no	alternative	to	a	regular	taxi,	Kreft	should	book	through	the	app	and	share	the	

order	details,	which	includes	the	taxi	registration	number	or	license	plate,	with	a	friend.	Likewise,	

sharing	one’s	cell	phone	location	with	a	trusted	friend	while	traveling	or	when	one	feels	unsafe	may	

be	 a	 viable	 option.	 It	 is	 also	 prudent	 to	 heed	 the	 safety	 recommendations	 and	 travel	 advisories	

provided	 by	 state	 authorities	 and	 embassies	 to	 determine	 when	 and	 where	 it	 is	 safe	 to	 travel.	

Especially	if	researchers	have	responsibility	not	only	for	themselves	but	also	for	research	assistants	

and	research	participants,	safety	must	be	a	top	priority.	And,	above	all,	one	should	always	be	aware	

of	one’s	surroundings	and	use	common	sense.	If	something	feels	unsafe,	chances	are	it	is.	

	
	

Mental	Well-Being	and	Affect	

Fieldwork	 may	 negatively	 affect	 the	 researcher’s	 mental	 health	 and	 mental	 well-being,	 whether	

related	 to	 concerns	 about	 crime	 and	 insecurity,	 linguistic	 barriers,	 social	 isolation,	 or	 the	

practicalities	 of	 identifying,	 contacting	 and	 interviewing	 research	 participants.	 Coping	with	 these	

different	sources	of	stress	can	be	both	mentally	and	physically	exhausting.	Then	there	are	the	things	

you	may	hear,	see	and	learn	during	your	research	itself,	such	as	gruesome	accounts	of	violence	and	

suffering.	Kreft	and	Zvobgo	have	spoken	with	women	victims	of	conflict-related	sexual	violence,	who	

sometimes	displayed	strong	emotions	of	pain	and	anger	during	the	interviews.	Likewise,	Irgil	and	

Willis	have	spoken	with	members	of	other	vulnerable	populations	such	as	refugees	and	former	sex	

workers.		

Prior	accounts	(Wood,	2006;	Skjelsbæk	2018;	Hummel	and	El	Kurd	2020;	Williamson	et	al.	

2020;	Loyle	and	Simoni	2017)	show	that	it	is	natural	for	sensitive	research	and	fieldwork	challenges	

to	affect	or	even	traumatize	the	researcher.	By	removing	researchers	from	their	regular	routines	and	
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support	networks,	fieldwork	may	also	exacerbate	existing	mental	health	conditions	(Hummel	and	El	

Kurd	2020).	Nonetheless,	mental	well-being	is	rarely	a	part	of	fieldwork	courses	and	guidelines.	But	

even	if	you	know	to	anticipate	some	sort	of	reaction,	you	rarely	ever	know	what	that	reaction	will	be	

until	 you	 experience	 it.	 Reactions	 can	 include	 sadness,	 frustration,	 anger,	 fear,	 helplessness	 and	

flashbacks	to	personal	experiences	of	violence	(Williamson	et	al.	2020).	For	example,	Kreft	responded	

with	episodic	feelings	of	depression	and	both	mental	and	physical	exhaustion.	But	curiously,	these	

reactions	emerged	most	strongly	after	she	had	returned	from	fieldwork	and	in	particular	as	she	spent	

extended	periods	analyzing	her	interview	data,	reliving	some	of	the	more	emotional	scenes	during	

the	 interviews	 and	 being	 confronted	 with	 accounts	 of	 (sexual)	 violence	 against	 women	 in	 a	

concentrated	fashion.	This	is	a	crucial	reminder	that	fieldwork	does	not	end	when	one	returns	home;	

the	after-effects	may	linger.	Likewise,	Zvobgo	was	physically	and	mentally	drained	upon	her	return	

from	 the	 field.	 Both	 Kreft	 and	 Zvobgo	 were	 unable	 to	 concentrate	 for	 long	 periods	 of	 time	 and	

experienced	 lower-than-normal	 levels	of	productivity	 for	weeks	afterward,	patterns	 that	 informal	

conversations	with	other	scholars	confirm	to	be	common.		

Fortunately,	 there	 are	 several	 strategies	 to	 cope	 with	 and	 manage	 such	 adverse	

consequences.	In	a	very	honest	and	insightful	piece,	other	researchers	have	discussed	the	usefulness	

of	distractions,	sharing	with	colleagues,	counselling,	exercise,	and	-	probably	less	advisable	in	the	long	

term	 -	 comfort	 eating	 and	drinking	 (Williamson	et	 al.	 2020;	 see	 also	Loyle	 and	Simoni	2017	and	

Hummel	and	El	Kurd	2020).	Our	experiences	largely	tally	with	their	observations.	In	this	section,	we	

explore	some	of	these	in	more	detail.	First,	in	the	face	of	adverse	consequences	on	your	mental	well-

being,	whether	in	the	field	or	after	your	return,	it	is	essential	to	be	patient	and	generous	with	yourself.	

Negative	effects	on	the	researcher’s	mental	well-being	can	hit	in	unexpected	ways	and	at	unexpected	

times.	Even	if	you	think	that	certain	reactions	are	disproportionate	or	unwarranted	at	that	specific	

moment,	they	may	simply	have	been	building	up	over	a	long	time.	They	are	legitimate.	Second,	the	

importance	 of	 taking	 breaks	 and	 finding	 distractions	 –	whether	 that	 is	 exercise,	 socializing	with	
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friends,	reading	a	good	book	or	watching	a	new	series	–	cannot	be	overstated.	It	is	easy	to	fall	into	a	

mode	of	thinking	that	you	constantly	have	to	be	productive	while	you’re	“in	the	field,”	to	maximize	

your	time.	But	as	with	all	other	areas	in	life,	balance	is	key	and	rest	is	necessary.	Taking	your	mind	

off	your	research	and	the	research	questions	you	puzzle	over	is	also	a	good	way	to	more	fully	soak	up	

and	appreciate	the	context	in	which	you	find	yourself	and	about	which	you	ultimately	write.	

Third,	we	cannot	stress	enough	the	importance	of	investing	in	social	relations.	Before	going	

on	 fieldwork,	 researchers	may	want	 to	 consult	 others	who	have	done	 it	 before	 them.	Try	 to	 find	

(junior)	 scholars	who	 have	 done	 fieldwork	 on	 similar	 kinds	 of	 topics	 or	 in	 the	 same	 country	 or	

countries	you	are	planning	to	visit.	Utilizing	colleagues’	contacts	and	forging	connections	using	social	

media	are	valuable	strategies	to	expand	your	networks	(in	fact,	this	very	paper	is	the	result	of	a	social	

media	conversation	and	several	of	the	authors	have	never	met	in	person).	Having	been	in	the	same	

situation	before,	most	field	researchers	are	generous	with	their	time	and	advice.	Before	embarking	

on	 her	 first	 trip	 to	 Colombia,	 Kreft	 contacted	 other	 researchers	 in	 her	 immediate	 and	 extended	

network	and	received	useful	advice	on	questions	such	as	how	to	move	around	Bogotá,	whom	to	speak	

to	and	how	to	find	a	research	assistant.	After	successfully	completing	her	fieldwork,	she	has	passed	

on	her	experiences	to	others	who	contacted	her	before	their	first	fieldwork	trip.	Informal	networks	

are,	in	the	absence	of	more	formalized	fieldwork	preparation,	your	best	friend.		

In	 the	 field,	 seeking	 the	 company	 of	 locals	 and	 of	 other	 researchers	 who	 are	 also	 doing	

fieldwork	alleviates	anxiety	and	makes	 fieldwork	more	enjoyable.	Exchanging	experiences,	advice	

and	 potential	 interviewee	 contacts	 with	 peers	 can	 be	 extremely	 beneficial	 and	 make	 the	 many	

challenges	inherent	in	fieldwork	(on	difficult	topics)	seem	more	manageable.	And	even	when	there	

are	no	precise	solutions	to	be	found,	it	is	comforting	or	even	cathartic	to	meet	others	who	are	in	the	

same	boat	and	with	whom	you	can	talk	through	your	experiences.	When	Kreft	shared	some	of	her	

fieldwork-related	struggles	with	another	researcher	she	had	just	met	in	Bogotá	and	realized	that	they	

were	encountering	very	similar	challenges,	it	was	like	a	weight	was	lifted	off	her	shoulders.	Similarly,	
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peer	support	can	help	with	readjustment	after	the	fieldwork	trip,	even	if	it	serves	only	to	reassure	

you	that	a	post-fieldwork	dip	in	productivity	and	mental	wellbeing	is	entirely	natural..	Bear	in	mind	

that	 certain	 challenges	 are	 part	 of	 the	 fieldwork	 experience,	 and	 that	 they	 do	 not	 result	 from	

inadequacy	on	the	part	of	the	researcher.		

Finally,	we	would	like	to	stress	a	point	made	by	Inger	Skjelsbæk	(2018)	and	which	has	not	

received	sufficient	attention:	as	a	discipline,	we	need	to	take	the	question	of	researcher	mental	well-

being	more	seriously	–	not	only	in	graduate	education,	fieldwork	preparation	and	at	conferences,	but	

also	in	reflecting	on	how	it	affects	the	research	process	itself:	

“When	strong	emotions	arise,	through	reading	about,	coding,	or	talking	to	people	who	
have	been	impacted	by	[conflict-related	sexual	violence]	(as	victims	or	perpetrators),	
it	 may	 create	 a	 feeling	 of	 being	 unprofessional,	 nonscientific,	 and	 too	 subjective.”	
(Skjelsbæk	2018:	509)	
	

We	 contend	 that	 this	 is	 a	 challenge	not	 only	 for	 research	on	 sensitive	 issues,	 but	 also	 for	

fieldwork	more	generally.	To	what	extent	 is	 it	possible,	and	desirable,	 to	uphold	 the	 image	of	 the	

objective	researcher	during	fieldwork,	when	we	are	at	our	foundation	human	beings?	And	going	even	

further,	how	do	the	(anticipated)	effects	of	our	research	on	our	wellbeing,	and	the	safety	precautions	

we	take	(Gifford	and	Hall-Clifford	2008),	affect	the	kinds	of	questions	we	ask,	the	kinds	of	places	we	

visit	and	with	whom	we	speak?	How	do	they	affect	the	methods	we	use	and	how	we	interpret	our	

findings?	An	honest	 discussion	 of	 affective	 responses	 to	 our	 research	 in	methods	 sections	 seems	

utopian,	 as	 emotionality	 in	 the	 research	 process	 continues	 to	 be	 silenced	 and	 relegated	 to	 the	

personal,	 often	 in	 gendered	ways,	which	 in	 turn	 is	 considered	 unconnected	 to	 the	 objective	 and	

scientific	research	process	(Jamar	and	Chappuis	2016).	But	as	Gifford	and	Hall-Clifford	(2008:	26)	

aptly	put	it:	“Graduate	education	should	acknowledge	the	reality	that	fieldwork	is	scholarly	but	also	

intimately	personal,”	and	we	contend	that	the	two	shape	each	other.	We	therefore	encourage	political	

science	as	a	discipline	to	reflect	on	researcher	wellbeing	and	affective	responses	to	fieldwork	more	
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carefully,	 and	 we	 see	 the	 need	 for	 methods	 courses	 that	 embrace	 a	 more	 holistic	 notion	 of	 the	

subjectivity	of	the	researcher.		

	
	

Ethical	Considerations	

Interacting	with	people	in	the	field	is	one	of	the	most	challenging	yet	rewarding	parts	of	the	work	

that	 we	 do,	 especially	 in	 comparison	 to	 impersonal,	 often	 tedious	 wrangling	 and	 analysis	 of	

quantitative	 data.	 Field	 researchers	 often	 make	 personal	 connections	 with	 their	 interviewees.	

Consequently,	maintaining	boundaries	can	be	a	bit	tricky.	Here,	we	recommend	being	honest	with	

everyone	with	whom	you	interact	without	overstating	the	abilities	of	a	researcher.	This	appears	as	a	

challenge	in	the	field,	particularly	when	you	empathise	with	people	and	when	they	share	profound	

parts	of	their	lives	with	you	for	your	research	in	addition	to	being	“human	subjects”	(Fujii	2012).	For	

instance,	when	Irgil	interviewed	native	citizens	about	the	changes	in	their	neighbourhood	following	

the	arrival	of	Syrian	refugees,	many	interviewees	questioned	what	she	would	offer	them	in	return	for	

their	participation.	Irgil	responded	that	her	main	contribution	would	be	her	published	work.	She	also	

noted,	however,	 that	 academic	papers	 can	 take	a	 year,	 sometimes	 longer,	 to	 go	 through	 the	peer	

review	process	and,	once	published,	many	studies	have	a	limited	audience.	The	Syrian	refugees	posed	

similar	 questions;	 here,	 Irgil	 responded	 not	 only	 with	 honesty	 but	 also,	 given	 this	 population’s	

vulnerable	status,	she	provided	them	contact	information	for	NGOs	with	which	they	could	connect	if	

they	needed	help	or	answers	to	specific	questions.		

For	her	part,	Zvobgo	was	very	upfront	with	her	interviewees	about	her	role	as	a	researcher:	

she	recognized	that	she	is	not	someone	who	is	on	the	frontlines	of	the	fight	for	human	rights	and	

transitional	 justice	 like	 they	are.	All	she	could/can	do	 is	use	her	platform	to	amplify	 their	stories,	

bringing	 attention	 to	 their	 vital	 work	 through	 her	 future	 peer-reviewed	 publications.	 She	 also	

committed	to	sending	them	copies	of	the	work,	as	electronic	journal	articles	are	often	inaccessible	

due	 to	 paywalls	 and	 university	 press	 books	 are	 very	 expensive,	 especially	 for	 non-profits.	
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Interviewees	were	very	receptive;	some	were	even	moved	by	the	degree	of	self-awareness	and	the	

commitment	to	do	right	by	them.	In	some	cases,	this	prompted	them	to	share	even	more,	because	

they	knew	that	the	researcher	was	really	there	to	listen	and	to	learn.	This	is	something	that	junior	

scholars	–	and	all	scholars	really	–	should	always	remember.	We	enter	the	field	to	be	taught.		Likewise,	

Kreft	 circulated	 among	 her	 interviewees	 Spanish-language	 versions	 of	 an	 academic	 article	 and	 a	

policy	brief	based	on	the	fieldwork	she	had	carried	out	in	Colombia.		

As	researchers	from	the	Global	North,	we	recognize	a	possible	power	differential	between	us	

and	our	research	subjects,	and	certainly	an	imbalance	in	power	between	the	countries	where	we	have	

been	trained	and	the	countries	where	we	have	done	and	continue	to	do	field	research,	particularly	in	

politically-dynamic	contexts	 (Knott	2019).	This	 is	why	we	are	 so	concerned	with	being	open	and	

transparent	with	everyone	with	whom	we	come	into	contact	in	the	field	and	why	we	are	committed	

to	 giving	 back	 to	 those	who	 so	 generously	 lend	 us	 their	 time	 and	 knowledge.	 Knott	 (2019:	 148)	

summarizes	 this	 as	 “Reflexive	 openness	 is	 a	 form	 of	 transparency	 that	 is	 methodologically	 and	

ethically	superior	to	providing	access	to	data	in	its	raw	form,	at	least	for	qualitative	data.”		

We	also	recognize	that	academics,	including	in	the	social	sciences	and	especially	those	hailing	

from	countries	in	the	Global	North,	have	a	long	and	troubled	history	of	exploiting	their	power	over	

others	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 their	 research	 –	 including	 failing	 to	 be	 upfront	 about	 their	 research	 goals,	

misrepresenting	 the	 on-the-ground	 realities	 of	 their	 field	 research	 sites,	 and	 publishing	

essentializing,	paternalistic,	and	damaging	views	and	analyses	of	 the	people	 there.	No	one	should	

build	 their	career	on	the	backs	of	others,	 least	of	all	 in	a	 field	concerned	with	the	possession	and	

exercise	 of	 power.	 Thus,	 it	 is	 highly	 crucial	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 power	 hierarchies	 between	 the	

researcher	and	the	interviewees,	and	to	reflect	on	them	both	in	the	field	and	beyond	the	field	upon	

return.		
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Remote	Fieldwork	

A	major	challenge	to	conducting	fieldwork	is	when	researchers’	carefully-planned	designs	do	not	go	

as	planned	due	to	unforeseen	events	outside	of	our	control,	such	as	pandemics,	natural	disasters,	

deteriorating	 security	 situations	 in	 the	 field,	 or	 even	 the	 researcher	 falling	 ill.	 As	 the	 Covid-19	

pandemic	 has	made	 painfully	 clear,	 researchers	may	 face	 situations	where	 in-person	 research	 is	

simply	not	possible.	In	some	cases,	researchers	may	be	barred	entry	to	their	fieldwork	site;	in	others,	

the	 ethical	 implications	 of	 entering	 the	 field	 greatly	 outweigh	 the	 importance	 of	 fieldwork.	 Such	

barriers	 to	conducting	 in-person	research	requires	us	 to	reconsider	conventional	notions	of	what	

constitutes	 fieldwork.	 Researchers	 may	 need	 to	 shift	 their	 data	 collection	methods,	 for	 example	

conducting	interviews	remotely	 instead	of	 in	person.	Even	while	researchers	are	 in	the	field,	 they	

may	still	need	to	carry	out	part	of	their	 interviews	or	surveys	virtually	or	by	phone.	For	example,	

Kreft	 (2020)	 carried	 out	 a	 small	 number	 of	 interviews	 remotely	while	 she	was	 based	 in	 Bogotá,	

because	some	of	the	women’s	civil	society	activists	with	whom	she	intended	to	speak	were	based	in	

parts	of	the	country	that	were	difficult	and/	or	dangerous	to	access.	

Remote	field	research,	which	we	define	as	qualitative	data	collection	over	the	internet	or	over	

the	phone,	 comes	with	 its	own	sets	of	 challenges.	For	one,	 there	may	be	certain	populations	 that	

researchers	 cannot	 reach	 remotely	 due	 to	 a	 lack	 of	 internet	 connectivity	 or	 technology	 such	 as	

cellphones	and	computers.	In	such	instances,	there	will	be	a	sampling	bias	toward	individuals	and	

groups	that	do	have	these	resources	–	a	point	worth	noting	when	scholars	interpret	their	research	

findings.	In	the	case	of	virtual	research,	the	risk	of	online	surveillance,	hacking	or	wiretapping	may	

also	produce	reluctance	on	the	part	of	interviewees	to	discuss	sensitive	issues	that	may	compromise	

their	safety.	Researchers	need	to	carefully	consider	how	the	use	of	digital	technology	may	increase	

the	risk	to	research	participants	and	what	changes	to	the	research	design	and	any	interview	guides	

this	necessitates.	In	general,	it	is	imperative	that	researchers	reflect	on	how	they	can	ethically	use	

digital	technology	in	their	fieldwork	(van	Baalen	2018).	Remote	interviews	may	also	be	challenging	
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to	arrange	for	researchers	who	have	not	yet	been	to	the	field	and	made	connections	with	people	in	

their	 community	 of	 interest.	 What	 is	 more,	 remote	 participant	 observation	 is	 difficult	 if	 not	

impossible.	 Researchers	 conducting	 interviews	 similarly	 have	 difficulty	 contextualizing	 their	

interviews	(such	as	seeing	where	their	interviews	are	being	held).		

Some	 of	 the	 serendipitous	 happenings	 we	 discussed	 earlier	 may	 also	 be	 less	 likely	 and	

snowball	sampling	more	difficult.	For	example,	 in	phone	or	virtual	 interviews	it	 is	harder	to	build	

good	 rapport	 and	 trust	 with	 interviewees	 as	 compared	 to	 face-to-face	 interviews.	 Accordingly,	

researchers	 should	 be	 more	 careful	 in	 communicating	 with	 interviewees,	 trying	 to	 create	 a	

comfortable	interview	environment.	Especially	when	dealing	with	sensitive	topics,	researchers	may	

have	to	make	several	phone	calls	and	sometimes	have	to	open	themselves	to	establishing	trust	with	

interviewees.	When	having	phone	interviews	with	South	Korean	Christian	missionaries	who	were	

deported	 from	 China,	 Lee	 had	 to	 open	 herself	 and	 tell	 her	 personal	 stories	 to	 create	 a	 relaxed	

atmosphere	and	build	trust	since	the	topic	was	very	sensitive	and	interviewees	were	defensive.		

	 The	inability	to	go	into	the	field	may	also	encourage	scholars	to	critically	reflect	on	how	much	

time	in	the	field	is	essential	to	completing	their	research	and	to	consider	creative,	alternative	means	

for	accessing	information	to	complete	their	projects.	While	data	collection	techniques	such	as	face-

to-face	interviews	and	archival	work	in	the	field	may	be	ideal	in	normal	times,	there	exist	other	data	

sources	that	can	provide	comparably	useful	information.	For	example,	in	her	research	on	the	role	of	

framing	in	U.S.	base	politics,	Willis	found	that	social	media	accounts	and	websites	yielded	information	

useful	to	her	project.	Many	archives	across	the	world	have	also	been	digitized.	Researchers	may	also	

consider	crowdsourcing	data	from	the	field	among	their	networks,	as	fellow	academics	tend	to	collect	

much	more	data	in	the	field	than	they	ever	use	in	their	published	works.	They	may	also	elect	to	hire	

someone,	perhaps	a	graduate	student,	in	a	city	or	a	country	where	they	cannot	travel	and	have	the	

individual	access,	scan,	and	send	archival	materials.	This	final	suggestion	may	prove	generally	useful	

to	researchers	with	limited	time	and	financial	resources.	
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	 Remote	 qualitative	 data	 collection	 techniques,	 while	 they	 will	 likely	 never	 be	 the	 gold-

standard,	also	pose	several	advantages.	These	techniques	may	help	researchers	avoid	some	of	the	

issues	mentioned	previously.	Remote	interviews,	for	example,	are	less	time-consuming	in	terms	of	

travel	to	the	interview	site	(Archibald	et	al.	2019).	The	implication	is	that	researchers	may	have	less	

fatigue	from	conducting	interviews	and/or	may	be	able	to	conduct	more	interviews.	For	example,	

while	Willis	had	little	energy	to	do	anything	else	after	an	interview	(or	two)	in	a	given	day	in	the	field,	

she	 had	much	more	 energy	 after	 completing	 remote	 interviews.	 Secondly,	 remote	 fieldwork	 also	

helps	researchers	avoid	the	potentially	dangerous	situations	in	the	field	mentioned	previously.	Lastly,	

remote	fieldwork	generally	presents	fewer	financial	barriers	than	in-person	research	(Archibald	et	

al.	2019).	In	that	sense,	considering	remote	qualitative	data	collection	a	type	of	“fieldwork”	may	make	

fieldwork	more	accessible	to	a	greater	number	of	scholars.	

	

Final	Thoughts	

Many	of	the	substantive,	methodological	and	practical	challenges	that	arise	during	fieldwork	can	be	

anticipated,	and	proper	preparation	can	help	you	hit	the	ground	running	once	you	have	reached	your	

fieldwork	destination.	Nonetheless,	there	is	no	such	thing	as	being	perfectly	prepared	for	the	field.	

Some	things	will	simply	be	beyond	your	control,	and	especially	as	a	newcomer	to	field	research,	you	

should	be	prepared	for	things	to	not	go	as	planned.	New	questions	will	arise,	interview	participants	

may	 cancel	 appointments,	 and	 you	 might	 not	 get	 the	 answers	 you	 expected.	 Be	 ready	 to	 make	

adjustments	to	research	plans,	interview	guides	or	questionnaires.	And,	be	mindful	of	your	affective	

reactions	to	the	overall	fieldwork	situation	and	be	gentle	with	yourself.		

We	recommend	approaching	fieldwork	as	a	learning	experience	as	much	as	–	or	perhaps	even	

more	than	–	a	data	collection	effort.	This	also	applies	to	your	research	topic.	While	it	is	prudent	to	

always	exercise	a	healthy	amount	of	skepticism	about	what	people	tell	you	and	why,	the	participants	
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in	your	research	will	likely	have	unique	perspectives	and	knowledge	that	will	challenge	yours.	Be	an	

attentive	listener	and	remember	that	they,	too,	are	experts	of	their	situations.			

Finally,	we	encourage	more	institutions	to	offer	courses	that	cover	field	research	preparation	

and	 planning,	 practical	 advice	 on	 safety	 and	 wellbeing,	 and	 discussion	 of	 ethics.	 We	 also	 urge	

graduate	programs	and	supervising	faculty	to	prepare	students	beyond	what	we	have	covered	in	this	

article.		
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