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1 For example, Arantxa Rodriguez-Uribe (@MAranzazuRU, November 30, 2021) tweeted that Princeton had just banned all international 
fieldwork.

The rapid spread of  COVID-19 beginning in 
early 2020 caused global disruption. As the risk 
of  infection rose and public health authorities 

around the world enacted measures to contain the virus, 
everyday life ground to a halt. Activities that seemed 
routine in late 2019 became fraught with uncertainty. 
Fieldwork was no exception. Most field researchers had 
to change or cancel at least some of  their plans; some 
left their field in a hurry before travel was shut down 
while others had to lock down on site; most academic 
institutions restricted travel, with some even prohibiting 
all forms of  international movement. In brief, many 
traditional forms of  fieldwork became all but impossible 
during the pandemic. 

Even as parts of  the world begin to emerge from the 
pandemic, things have not returned to normal. Indeed, 
the emergence of  the Omicron variant in November 
2021 led to new restrictions, with some universities again 
moving to block field research.1 It is important to note 
that such restrictions sometimes seem to be driven by 
factors other than the risk of  infection alone. Infection 
rates in parts of  Europe or the US were frequently 
just as high or even higher than in other parts of  the 
world, yet restrictions seemed to be primarily aimed at 
preventing movement between the Global North and 
South. At the same time, global vaccine inequalities and 
vaccine resistance are threatening to relegate parts of  
the world to the category of  places which are not safe 
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for research. This is a worrying trend that might have 
serious consequences for knowledge production, as 
research efforts are being shifted to more “accessible” 
fields. It also further exacerbates existing inequalities in 
the discipline.   

In this symposium, we reflect on lessons we can 
draw for fieldwork safety. These reflections build on our 
work on Safer Field Research in the Social Sciences (Grimm et 
al. 2020), a handbook to which most of  the authors in 
this symposium contributed. The pandemic has created 
an unprecedented level of  awareness of  fieldwork risk. 
While attention to the issue is welcome—in fact, many 
of  us had called for more awareness before the pandemic 
(Grimm et al. 2020; Lake and Parkinson 2017)—the way 
many academic institutions have reacted to the crisis has 
highlighted core weaknesses in how we think of  and 
approach fieldwork risk. 

To begin with, uncertainty in field research is not 
new. In fact, field research has always been subject to 
uncertainty and risk, especially for those who work in 
environments characterized by conflict or political 
repression (Bond, Lake, and Parkinson 2020; Glasius 
et al. 2018; Grimm et al. 2020; Mac Ginty, Brett, and 
Vogel 2020). The pandemic has certainly brought such 
challenges into even starker relief, yet COVID-19 is 
far from being the only source of  risk. What is more, 
compared to other types of  dangers, the threat of  
infection can be managed through vaccination, mask 
wearing, hygiene rules, and regular, accessible testing. 
While many academic institutions have implemented 
such measures to maintain in-person teaching despite 
high infection rates, mitigation measures are often not 
considered sufficient to enable safe fieldwork even where 
they are available. 

We advocate for a shift to a risk management 
perspective. Many forms of  fieldwork are risky, and 
they were risky before the pandemic as well. Instead 
of  restricting physical access to the field, academic 
institutions should facilitate the clear-eyed management 
of  these risks. In fact, those of  us who managed to 
continue fieldwork during the pandemic can contribute 
valuable lessons in this regard (Lust and Schierenbeck, 
this symposium). Such a shift would require addressing 
perverse incentives in risk assessment procedures which 
frequently appear as administrative hurdles to researchers 
(see Koehler, this symposium); it would also necessitate 
a level-headed look at the risks associated with online 
forms of  data collection which are frequently touted as 
alternatives (Grimm, this symposium). Finally, it would 
imply a different culture of  academic advising that 
addresses the ethical and safety challenges of  fieldwork 
(Parkinson and Zayed, this symposium). We highlight 
these issues in the hope that we can contribute to a 

discussion on the future of  fieldwork as we slowly begin 
to move back to a (new) normal. 

Back to the Field
Early discussions on fieldwork during Covid 

understandably focused on how researchers could adapt 
(Lupton 2021). Initial measures included the increasing 
use of  virtual platforms for data collection, such as 
through online interviews (Howlett 2022; Vokes and 
Atukunda 2021), phone interviews, or online panels 
instead of  face-to-face survey research (Arechar and 
Rand 2021; Will, Becker, and Weigand 2020), or online 
recruitment for field experiments (Li et al. 2021), for 
example. Others capitalized on the fact that political 
activity also moved online during the pandemic. This 
meant that some projects could explore virtual fields, 
collecting data directly on Twitter, Facebook, Telegram 
or other online spaces (Christia and Lawson 2020; 
Käihkö 2020). Still others increased their reliance on local 
collaborators who could still enter the field (Kamara, 
Mokuwa, and Richards 2020).

Some of  these innovations were pandemic-era stop-
gap measures. Others reflect larger trends that have 
accelerated during the pandemic, or long-standing issues 
highlighted by the coronavirus crisis. Using remote 
techniques for qualitative data collection, for example, 
is certainly no invention of  the last two years. There is 
a large literature on online research methods, including 
on the advantages and drawbacks of  such approaches 
(Fielding, Lee, and Blank 2008; Namey et al. 2020). But 
virtual forms of  fieldwork have become much more 
prominent during the pandemic. Similarly, the ethics 
and logistics of  working with research assistants have 
also been discussed before the pandemic (Cronin-
Furman and Lake 2018; Leck 2014), even though the 
COVID-19 crisis has given increased urgency to these 
debates (Nyenyezi Bisoka 2020; Rudling 2021). From a 
research ethics perspective, increased reliance on research 
assistants becomes problematic if  it is seen as a risk 
avoidance strategy for researchers unable or unwilling to 
travel. It is not; it merely shifts risks from researchers to 
their interlocutors or research assistants (see Grimm, this 
symposium).  

The pandemic has highlighted the uncertainty 
associated with fieldwork. While this is old news for 
those of  us working in contexts of  political conflict 
and repression, the COVID-19 crisis has created an 
unprecedented degree of  attention to issues of  fieldwork 
safety. We argue that we should take this opportunity to 
address the uncertainty associated with field research and 
to review some of  the processes we routinely implement. 
As Ellen Lust and Isabell Schierenbeck suggest in their 
essay, the COVID-19 pandemic has “fostered practices 
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that can serve field researchers well. As the pandemic 
subsides and fieldwork resumes, we should make sure 
that these practices are kept” (Lust and Schierenbeck, 
this symposium). 

Which pandemic innovations and practices are 
likely to be of  continued relevance in post-pandemic 
fieldwork? In their opening essay, Ellen Lust and Isabell 
Schierenbeck identify five broad lessons. They argue that 
the pandemic has (again) highlighted the importance of  
risk assessment, the pervasiveness of  threats, the crucial 
role of  adequate and up-to-date information, the need to 
recognize and take responsibility for ways in which our 
research might endanger others, as well as the issue of  
mental health during and after fieldwork. While none of  
these issues are entirely new, the pandemic highlighted 
their importance for researchers who were not used to 
thinking about their work in terms of  uncertainty and 
risk. 

Recognizing uncertainty also means developing ways 
of  managing it. Unfortunately, many universities and 
research institutions have reacted to the pandemic by 
restricting research rather than enabling safer practices. 
Kevin Koehler argues that this has highlighted structural 
features in the way in which we conduct risk assessments. 
Institutional risk assessment procedures create perverse 
incentives for researchers. Since risk assessments 
frequently determine access to funding, researchers 
face incentives to downplay risk so as not to jeopardize 
their fieldwork. At the same time, the pandemic has 
demonstrated that such forms of  risk assessment are 
not particularly helpful in actual crisis situations as they 
do not lead to appropriate contingency planning. Rather 
than threatening to restrict research, risk assessment 
procedures should be occasions for information 
exchange and learning which enable safer research. 

The tools we increasingly resort to when we conduct 
online fieldwork are at the center of  the contribution by 
Jannis Grimm. Given that researchers’ own understanding 
of  these tools is frequently limited, their uncritical use 
might lead to the outsourcing of  risk to interlocutors. 
While scholars may conduct their research from the 
safety of  their own homes, their interlocutors are left to 
worry about the potential of  (online) surveillance, safe 
and sufficient internet access, and data security. At the 
same time, online research methods can create “affective 

detachment,” not only when it comes to the potential 
risks associated with the research process itself, but also 
in terms of  the everyday needs of  their interlocutors 
and the real-world problems they face. As the pandemic 
continues to impede traditional field research in many 
parts of  the world, academic institutions can help 
their researchers in navigating the ethical dilemmas of  
remote research by establishing workflows and support 
structures that specifically address the risks associated 
with increasing technological dependence.

Finally, Sarah Parkinson and Dina Zayed introduce 
the notion of  “reflexive advising” as a tool for managing 
uncertainty. Noting that academic advisors tend to 
significantly shape their mentees’ research projects yet 
are often absent from discussions on risk and uncertainty, 
they emphasize the need for advisers and mentees to 
“actively and collectively evaluate a combination of  
researcher positionality and contextual factors in order 
to open discussions of  field safety” (Parkinson and 
Zayed, this symposium). Advisers also need to be aware 
of  their own limitations and should actively support their 
mentees in seeking the feedback of  relevant disciplinary 
networks. Such new forms of  advising could go a long 
way in creating awareness of  risks beyond COVID-19 
while enabling ethically sound risk management practices.

Conclusion 
As we consider ways of  “returning to normal” in 

the fieldwork-based social sciences, scholars should heed 
lessons learned during the pandemic. The disruptions 
of  COVID-19 have highlighted core weaknesses in 
institutional responses to fieldwork risk, as well as 
worrying trends of  restricting research and outsourcing 
risks. The specific risks associated with the pandemic are 
certainly real, yet mitigation strategies are well known and 
are becoming increasingly available to researchers. At the 
same time, some of  the solutions implemented to keep 
fieldwork running during the pandemic have worrisome 
ethical implications. It is time to take fieldwork risk for 
what it is—a set of  challenges to be recognized and 
managed— and not as a collection of  problems to be 
avoided or outsourced. We hope that the experience of  
conducting fieldwork during the pandemic will help push 
such a shift in perspective. 
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