
Article e02031	 Editorial	 Xxxxx 2022    1

Carrying the Moral Burden of Safe Fieldwork

Benjamin Wong Blonder
Department of Environmental Science, Policy, and Management,  

University of California at Berkeley, 54 Mulford Hall, Berkeley, CA 94720 USA

Abstract

Fieldwork in ecology and the environmental sciences often leads to negative physical and emotional 
outcomes for workers. I argue that this is largely due to an abdication of responsibility on the 
part of their supervisors,  and that supervisors are charged with carrying three interlinked moral 
burdens: first, the duty of promoting safety; second, the duty of ensuring safe experiences are 
accessible to all; and third, the duty of continuing to learn and improve. To help, I offer a set of 
safety actions that supervisors can easily implement. I then offer a set of personal reflections on 
how we should think about failure, accountability, learning, repair, and forgiveness in the scientific 
workplace.

Key words:   field safety; field work; equity; inclusion; ethics; supervisor.

Introduction

Many of us who do fieldwork in ecology or the environmental sciences have personally heard stories 
where things went wrong. I can tell stories of people whose work yielded food poisoning, malaria, blunt 
trauma from rockfall, deep machete wounds, snakebites, lightning strikes, or vehicle crashes. And, I can 
also tell stories about people who were targets of microaggressions or verbal abuse, who were followed by 
threatening people, who were robbed of their equipment on the street, who were taken hostage at gunpoint, 
or who were sexually assaulted in remote places. These selected stories come from my memories or those 
of close colleagues, and span only a decade of work experience. I don’t think I am alone in being able to tell 
stories like these. I wish that fewer of us were able to tell them.
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The effect of a negative experience in the field can be life-changing (Nelson et al. 2017, McGill 
et al.  2021, Race et al.  2021, Whipple et al.  2021). The harm caused by a safety incident can have 
physical and/or emotional consequences that last for years and can upend a person’s life and job choices 
(Clancy et al. 2014). And, in other more severe cases, the effect of a negative field experience can be 
life-ending (Cantine 2021).

Safe fieldwork means that a worker (a student, a technician, or anyone else in a paid role) carrying 
out a project can reasonably and informedly expect to come home without harm to their physical or 
emotional well-being and that if harm should occur, that a path toward repair is accessible. This is the 
minimum standard we should expect. This standard is often not met.

Power dynamics

Why then is fieldwork often unsafe? We first must consider where worker safety comes from. Hazards 
during fieldwork are mostly inevitable (e.g., rockfall), but safety comes from our response to these 
hazards (e.g., deciding to work near a cliff). This means that safety is strongly influenced by human 
choices and power dynamics that occur at four levels: the individual workers, supervisors, institutions, 
and the values and norms of their social context. The worker can make responsible choices around their 
own behavior, but they are fundamentally constrained by job expectations and resources and policies 
set at higher levels. The supervisor or institution can provide appropriate policies and resources but 
are themselves constrained by social context and values. This framing has several implications for 
conceptualizing safe fieldwork.

First, a common narrative in many fieldwork situations is that the worker should be responsible for 
their own safety, or that they prefer to be responsible for their own safety (e.g., a new doctoral student 
starting their first independent project). This is untrue because the worker has the least power, the least 
experience, the fewest resources, and also the most exposure to harm. Statements to this effect are an 
inappropriate shedding of responsibility on the part of supervisors, institutions, and society.

Second, many supervisors do not fully appreciate their role in promoting safety. Maybe their class 
position puts them in opposition to their workers, because they dont think they have sufficient financial 
resources or training or time to support them. Maybe they see their workers as expendable, or aren’t 
able to understand their identities and positions. Maybe they believe that workers should be responsible 
for themselves. Maybe they don’t know any better, or were once treated the same way by their own 
supervisors. In any of these cases, they abdicate their role.

Third, there is often little oversight of fieldwork by institutions or supervisors. In the controlled 
environment of a laboratory, most institutions and governments provide clear and difficult-to-ignore 
regulations for what can be done, and how. There are laboratory safety trainings, government and 
institutional inspections of facilities, and so on. In contrast, fieldwork can occur far from the laboratory, 
in diverse social and environmental contexts. Training is often not required, and inspections of fieldwork 
practices are usually absent. There are too many situations that could occur for institutional oversight 
to be effective. This means that a supervisor or institution can fail to value, fail to learn about, or fail to 
implement best practices that promote safety.
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Fourth, fieldwork is embedded in a social context and can be impacted by the same structures of 
social inequality that exist in society at large (e.g., race, gender, class, and disability). Hazards can 
be created through promulgation of values and norms that influence individual behavior of other 
workers, supervisors, or community members. This means that safety must explicitly account for human 
factors (e.g., hazing and bullying). This means that safety cannot be promoted except through explicit 
consideration of power dynamics and workers’ identities (Leeth and Ruser 2006).

Indeed, for the worker, what their supervisor and institution do for them, or don’t, teaches them 
about their value and their power. What is assumed about the resources or experiences they have? 
What training do they get? What risks are they expected to accept? What recourse do they have if 
something goes wrong? Are they left to work alone without further guidance? What hazards are other 
people likely to create for them? People who suffer discrimination, ill-treatment, or disregard outside 
of fieldwork may in turn have less safe experiences during fieldwork, because social context shapes 
both.

Moral burdens for supervisors

Supervisors are the key leverage point for promoting field safety. Individual workers have limited 
power to change the structural conditions of work. Institutions and societies are too big and slow to 
change priorities, or to effectively regulate daily labor. Organized labor can make demands to force 
change at higher levels, but industrial action in the scientific workplace has had uneven progress 
in the United States (Editorial  1914, Nelkin  1983, Zalisko  2019). Here, instead I want to focus 
on supervisors, because they have the direct power and the clear moral burden to ensure a safe 
workplace.

Supervisors of field workers must know that they carry three moral burdens.

The first moral burden is the duty of promoting safety; that is the implicit promise to the worker of 
their coming home a reasonably whole person, or of repairing serious harm done to them. Supervisors 
should not send people out into hazardous situations otherwise.

The second moral burden is the duty of making fieldwork safe for any person who wishes to and has 
the ability to do it, after reasonable accommodations are made. Field safety is therefore an equity issue 
and an inclusion issue. It is an equity issue because some people (because of their reduced institutional 
or societal power, or differences in prior experiences) require differentiated support to reach a common 
level of safety. And, it is an inclusion issue because some people may not be able to, choose not to, or be 
forced not to participate in fieldwork, because they do not feel safe.

The third moral burden is the duty of continuing to learn and improve. As supervisors we may make 
mistakes, but we should not make the same mistake more than once. More importantly, we should 
educate ourselves to not make avoidable and preventable mistakes.

If we choose to do fieldwork, we implicitly accept the responsibility of carrying these burdens. 
Many have chosen to ignore this responsibility, because there is often no legal or administrative 
consequence. This is especially true for the powerful (often white men) among us who have built 
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the structures we work within. But, laying these burdens down is the wrong choice. We owe more to 
our workers.

Actions to improve field safety

It is hard to change the beliefs of supervisors who do not acknowledge these burdens. But, changing 
their policies and procedures is relatively simple. The actions below can easily be implemented, before, 
during, and after fieldwork, as a simple first step toward carrying these moral burdens.

None of the following actions are new, but instead come out of numerous studies and workshops (Stokes 
et al. 2019, Greene et al. 2020, Abeyta et al. 2021, Atchison 2021, Cronin et al. 2021, Flowers et al. 2021, 
Kelly and Yarincik 2021, Langen et al. 2022, Ramírez-Castañeda et al. 2022, Toone et al. 2022). Many 
supervisors are already implementing these actions, or have called for them to be implemented. Yet, these 
actions are often not implemented at a broader institutional level. I personally know several supervisors 
who give little or no consideration to field safety, yet regularly place their workers in positions of high risk; 
indeed, this “macho” culture is widespread in science (Bell and Koenig 2017, Editorial 2017). Many of 
these supervisors have not experienced the same consequences as their workers have. I wonder whether 
implementing some of these simple actions below could have helped avoid negative outcomes.

Planning and risk assessment

Before fieldwork, the supervisor should work collaboratively with the worker to identify all known 
hazards and their probabilities. They together should propose realistic mitigation plans in collaboration 
with field workers, thus opening a dialog on foreseeable challenges. They also should determine whether 
adequate resources and communication and permits are available to ethically carry out the work. From 
an equity and inclusion perspective, risk mitigation plans can explicitly consider identity-based risks of 
workers. The worker can self-disclose any factors they think are relevant. The worker can then give a more 
informed consent to the project after a full disclosure of likely hazards and risks and mitigation strategies. 
For example, a non-white female worker can be made aware of likely racially motivated microaggressions 
and potential harassment at a field site. They can be given university-branded equipment and vehicles 
to use during work, and not be not expected to work alone. Or, a worker who is likely to experience 
thunderstorms can be given a lightning monitor and a clear set of criteria for when fieldwork should be 
stopped early.

Resources and training

Before fieldwork, the supervisor should identify what resources (time, objects, people, and permission) 
or training are necessary for safety and success. They should ensure these resources are available to the 
worker at no additional cost. From an equity and inclusion perspective, the supervisor should limit 
assumptions about what resources a worker can/should personally provision, as well about the prior 
experiences a worker has had. For example, a worker who will be working in a remote area can be 
given a satellite beacon and training on how and when to use it. Or, a worker who is disabled can use a 
modified protocol that will enable them to successfully carry out the work. Or, a worker can be given 
mental health crisis training to prepare for possible needs of other workers.
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Protocols and checklists

Before fieldwork, the supervisor should provide clear step-by-step guidance on what steps are necessary 
to effectively carry out the project. They should also determine the number of people and amount of 
equipment necessary before leaving for fieldwork. They should identify necessary communication 
methods and fallback plans are available and agreed upon in case of safety incidents. In particular, 
they should determine reasonable actions to take in various situations, including when to “no go” (call 
off fieldwork). From an equity and inclusion perspective, the supervisor should provide clear steps to 
take especially for relevant psychosocial hazards. They should also provide training on any protocols 
and ensure the steps are fair and well-understood, and that all workers can invoke a no go decision. 
For example, a checklist can be used to determine what equipment should be brought to the field, and 
a protocol can be provided for how to handle harassment by members of the public while conducting 
fieldwork (e.g., following bystander intervention guidelines).

Communication

Before fieldwork, supervisor should clearly communicate expectations for appropriate behavior to 
field workers and any community partners. They should facilitate agreement on mutual expectations 
for all parties. They should collaboratively create communication and check-in plans, as well as clarify 
the available financial/logistical support for the project. From an equity and inclusion perspective, the 
supervisor should clearly state expectations around identity-based risks and the unacceptability of certain 
behaviors (e.g., assault, drinking with minors, and discriminatory language). For example, workers could 
co-write a code of conduct. Or, the workers and supervisor could work together to identify a trusted local 
contact to reach out to in case of conflict with others.

Personnel and personal data

During fieldwork, supervisors should ensure that they and any workers have adequate medical and 
government documentation is available in case they are needed during a safety incident (e.g., physical 
or mental health emergency and police stop). From an equity and inclusion perspective, the supervisor 
should provide workers an opportunity to get to know each other’s identities and work together prior to 
being put in high-stress situations.

Incident handling

After fieldwork, the supervisor should keep track of conflicts, safety incidents, and near-misses, so that 
they can regularly review data for patterns (e.g., involving certain people, certain situations, and certain 
equipment). Before fieldwork, the supervisor also should identify an accessible incident reporting and 
resolution process for workers. From an equity and inclusion perspective, workers should know their 
rights and options, so that there is no strategic ambiguity around processes that can be exploited by others.

Articulating a “safety culture” (Cooper 2000) through actions like these is critical for obtaining 
safe fieldwork outcomes (Nelson et al.  2017). A safety culture can improve worker belief in 
institutional capacity to reduce risks and handle incidents well. It also sets specific and high 
standards for the responsibilities of both workers and supervisors. It provides clarity on what is 
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acceptable and unacceptable in the workplace, reducing issues due to inadvertent or exploitative 
ambiguity. It also enables workers to speak up to identify issues and conflicts early on, and to stop 
work when needed. Promoting this sort of healthy conflict and transparency can also challenge 
the perfectionism and absolutist leadership characteristic of white supremacy culture (Okun and 
Jones  2000, Cronin et al.  2021, Rudd et al.  2021), and can promote retention of people in non-
dominant groups (Johnson 2019). Promoting a safety culture is only a first administrative step; a 
longer term goal is building an authentic community of care (Featherstone and Morris 2012, Marín-
Spiotta et al. 2022) where listening and responsibility toward others are core values.

There are also some common misconceptions about safe fieldwork that deserve to be addressed. First, 
safety does not mean no risks, or no risk-taking. Fieldwork is inherently risky. Rather, we seek to mitigate 
risks to a level that we deem is acceptable given the benefits of carrying out the work. By considering 
the power dynamics of fieldwork relationships, we can better mitigate the hazards that necessarily exist. 
Second, “toughing it out” is not a viable alternative to the sort of planning outlined above. Working 
hard is not the same thing as doing a project that is hard to do safely. Some people may have to expend 
much more effort or take on more risks than others, leading to substantial equity issues. And, most 
importantly, a macho culture can promote bullying, hazing, and harassment. Third, safe fieldwork does 
not necessarily create excessive paperwork and administrative procedures. It certainly takes more time 
than doing nothing, but processes can be streamlined and normalized to yield a minimal time burden 
(e.g., see document templates; Macrosystems Ecology Laboratory 2022). Fourth, safe fieldwork does 
not mean slower or less effective fieldwork. When we build a safety culture, we are minimizing negative 
outcomes, exposure to catastrophe, and the likelihood of not achieving the aims of the fieldwork. We 
are also investing in our workers’ futures and health and autonomy, which in turn is an investment in the 
quality of our discipline’s future work.

Personal reflection

I have been a field ecologist for a decade, supervising students and workers for half of those years. 
When I first sent someone else into the field, I didn’t understand the moral gravity of the contract I had 
implicitly entered into. I wasn’t mature enough to understand what I was asking of someone else, and 
many of the criticisms I raised in the introduction to this piece certainly applied to me. I did not come 
from a scientific culture that prioritized safety, I did not make any effort to prioritize my learning, and 
my own identity and experiences made it easy to evade my responsibility. I did many things poorly, and 
I didn’t treat the people who worked for me as well as I could have. At the time, many of these choices 
seemed appropriate, and everyone consented to them, but after some years of reflection, I know that I 
could have done better.

Since then, I have listened more carefully to the experiences of people who are close to me, found better 
role models, prioritized my own learning, and been challenged to make good choices in numerous difficult 
situations. As a result, I have shifted my focus to making these safety concerns a priority for myself and 
others. This is the first step toward learning and repair. This is not meant to justify my position via a “move to 
innocence” (Tuck and Yang 2012). Rather, it is meant to push others who may also hold positions of power 
to do more than they have been doing and to encourage other people who have not yet come into a position 
of power to avoid repeating the mistakes of those who have come before them.
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A path from failure to forgiveness

These topics invite a broader discussion of how we should treat those who have failed their 
responsibility. Should they be forgiven? Forgiveness requires accountability, and accountability comes 
from learning and repair. Should we then have a system where someone like me is given the chances to 
make mistakes along the way to a leadership position? Or should we make way for new people who are 
more likely to make good choices? What can be forgiven, and what not? Can learning for supervisors be 
prioritized when the cost is borne by harm inflicted on the less powerful?

In contemplating these questions, I remembered a short story, Deutsches Requiem, which is the 
fictional last testament of a convicted man who will be executed (Borges 1949). The narrator, seeking 
to justify his actions, writes (my translation), “We are like King David, who passes judgment on an 
unknown man and condemns him to death, then later hears the revelation: You are that man.”

I wonder whether some readers of this piece will like me and need to grapple with whether they 
are indeed that man. Perhaps, it is easier to call for change than to make change, and it is easier for 
the guilty to criticize than for the innocent. In the story, the narrator has been convicted of crimes 
against humanity; forgiveness is hard to find, because there has been no accountability, learning, or 
repair.

We must revisit our values, if we do not want anyone to be that man. I think about contemporary stories 
of the men in science who have done things in leadership positions we rightly consider unforgiveable 
(sexual assault of trainees, e.g., or hazing at remote field stations) and wonder how different fieldwork 
would be whether more people who have had direct experience of marginalization were given the 
opportunity to rebuild their workplaces in a more just way. All of us are being challenged to lead better, 
and perhaps to step back so others may step up.

From a policy perspective, we might call for accountability from our leaders, or investing in 
processes of restorative justice (Van Ness and Strong  2014) to support learning and repair and 
perhaps ultimately forgiveness. This route might be most appropriate if we are not comfortable 
changing power structures, or do not believe they are changeable. Alternatively, we might call for 
better policies to force better outcomes (e.g., the actions I outlined above), or call for a broader re-
imagining of the power structures of the workplace (e.g., via unionization and broader protections 
for workers).

Regardless of our beliefs on policy, we must also recognize our common fallibility as humans 
and our propensity to make mistakes. None of us are perfect, and our identity is not a perfect proxy 
for our ability to lead compassionately and effectively. If we are all destined to sometimes fail in 
matters of field safety after being called to lead, then there must be some scope for our learning 
and reflection, and for us to repair our wrongs (e.g., communities of practice, coaching sessions, or 
restorative justice sessions). Silence and harsh penalties for errors also can be harmful, if there is 
no way for leaders to acknowledge, recover from, and repair their errors. We surely cannot tolerate 
some behaviors in the workplace, but we surely should help new leaders improve their policies when 
they are lacking.
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Fundamentally, I think we need supervisors who make their fieldworkers’ well-being a top priority 
through policies and best practices that explicitly consider and reduce the power dynamics inherent in 
fieldwork. We need a critical view of the values our predecessors have used to justify their actions. We 
also need more public conversations to better reckon with our failures and set better norms. And, most 
of all we need to acknowledge and then carry the moral burdens that exist when we send others into the 
field.
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