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   PhD project Title: Challenges and resilience in fieldworkers involved in clinical trials in Nepal 

 
Project overview: 
Field-workers (data collectors, enumerators etc.) play a vital role in producing scientific knowledge. Yet, very 
little attention has been given to their everyday experiences or the context in which they are expected to 
undertake these tasks.  Field-workers are at the frontline of community-based biomedical research studies, 
responsible for face-to-face and direct engagement with participants – their roles including recruitment, 
explaining research procedures, data collection, direct observation of study drug administration etc. But as 
research employees they must also adhere to institutional, prescribed bioethical principles while being seen to 
address community expectations and ethical values. Therefore, a great deal is dependent on their practices 
and views. In the OUCRU Nepal context, many of the field-workers are also members of the communities they 
work amongst.  Although this enables them to communicate and empathize with the study community, it also 
generates pressures and obligations that an ‘outsider’ may not experience.  

There are a few studies about the perspectives of fieldworkers from a Western (True, et al. 2011; Fisher, 2006) 
and African perspective (Kingori, 2013; Kingori & Gerret, 2016), however, there is little work to understand 
these practical and ethical issues in an Asian context.  Public engagement activities conducted in 2016/17 
(‘OUCRU Tea Talks’) with STRATAA fieldworkers in Nepal revealed that this group of research workers have 
unique challenges and stresses which are exasperated by current trial designs.   This Public Engagement PhD 
study will examine the perceptions and practices of fieldworkers involved in community-based trials in 
Kathmandu, Nepal.  It will examine these through a bioethical and gender lens.  Public engagement activities 
(interventions) to help alleviate areas of tension will be designed and evaluated to help us understand how 
better engagement with the fieldworkers, communities and researchers can support our frontline research 
staff, and promote better science.  
 
Specific project aims: 

1. To explore the experiences, perceptions and beliefs of Nepali fieldworkers involved in community-
based biomedical research. 

2. To examine the bioethical principles that underline decision making in these contexts. 
3. To examine the role of gender in influencing the experiences, perceptions and beliefs of Nepali 

fieldworkers. 
4. To evaluate engagement interventions to alleviate sources of tension and challenges for Nepali 

fieldworkers in order to improve institutional support for field-workers and inform the better design 
of clinical trials. 

5. To examine these findings in the wider global context, to add to a growing movement to improve 
support for fieldworkers in biomedical research in LMICs  

 
Hypothesis / Research questions: 

1. What are the experiences, perceptions and beliefs of Nepali fieldworkers involved in community-
based biomedical research?  What are the cultural and institutional features that promote this 
context?  

2. What are the bioethical principles and examples of resilience that underline decision making in these 
contexts? 

3. Our hypothesis is that female field-workers face different and additional challenges in their work 
environment, in comparison to their male counterparts.  This study aims to examine the role of gender 
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   in influencing the experiences, perceptions and beliefs of Nepali fieldworkers and identifying plausible 

solutions to some of these challenges. 
4. Based on findings from the initial studies we will evaluate engagement interventions to alleviate 

sources of tension and challenges for Nepali fieldworkers. 
 
Experimental approach (include details on data generation, brief methodology and collaborative assistance): 

This PhD study combines quantitative methods, qualitative research methods, participatory action research 
methods, evaluation of an intervention and ethical examination of the data.  Qualitative data collection 
includes: 

Quantitative data collection: 

Records will be made of the number of incidents reported by field workers at daily or weekly debriefing 
meetings, complaints made by community members, recruitment and retention rates for trials.  

In-depth interviews (IDIs): 

IDIs will be conducted with main stakeholder groups: field-workers (20-25 participants) using a semi-
structured interview guide. Key Informant Interviews  (KII) will be conducted with national and international 
researchers (5-7 participants) and community members (5-7 participants) using a semi-structured interview 
guide.  A second phase of IDIs and KIIs will be conducted after the intervention. 

Focus group discussions (FGDs): 

FGDs will be conducted with field workers involved in different clinical trials (3 groups of 7-10 participants – 1 
with only females). FDGs will be conducted with intervention and control groups after the trial (2 groups of 7-
10 participants). 

Case studies: 

These will be collected from a few individual field-workers, or groups of participants. Data will be validated 
with participants. 

Ethnographic observations: 

Ethnographic observations will systematically collected. Field notes will be taken by the main investigator 
during the research process. If permitted, the investigator will take photographs and audio records – taking 
care to ensure participant’s confidentiality. These observational data will be used to better clarify the data 
collected by other methods. 

Participatory action research methods (PAR): 

PAR comprises a range of methodological approaches with the objective of handing power from the 
researcher to research participants – in this case the field-workers. In a PAR cycle, the participants analyze and 
reflect on the information generated, in order to obtain the findings and conclusions of the research process. 
One method we will use is participatory visual methods, such as photovoice or video diaries.  

Intervention trial 

Based on findings from initial studies we will design engagement interventions that aim to address sources of 
tensions for field-workers. It is not possible to conclude what the interventions will be at this stage because 
they will be based on the findings from the first studies, but they would be engagement activities and changes 
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   to data collection methods such as described below.  

 
Engagement activities may include: 

• Daily debriefing meetings (as opposed to weekly meetings); 
• Use of participatory methods to enable field workers to share difficult experiences; 
• Improving means of identification such as providing a uniform or name badge; 
• Posters in the community introducing the field workers in that area; 
• Increased training for field workers so they are better able to explain clinical trials, randomization etc;  
• Community meetings prior to trial commencement to introduce the field workers; 
• Guidance for female field workers to work in pairs, and not work after dark, not entre houses etc. 

We will conduct these additional engagement activities in a subset of studies, or a subset of the fieldworkers 
(ideally cluster randomized) with the aim of measuring their effectiveness in reducing stress and cases of 
‘reported incidents’. Data will be collected using qualitative (in-depth interviews, focus group discussions) and 
quantitative methods (how many incidents recorded, recruitment numbers etc) and compared between the 
intervention group and those field workers with the standard ‘care’ (Control group).  
 
Evaluation of the PE activities 

Prior to the intervention we will assess stress levels in all fieldworkers using the DASS-21 Depression, Anxiety 
and Stress survey, currently used by PE team at HTD Vietnam (Henry & Crawford, 2011), qualitative methods 
(in-depth interviews, focus group discussions) and quantitative methods (how many incidences recorded, 
recruitment numbers etc).  At the end of the intervention period we will assess both groups in a similar 
manner to pre-intervention test.  Evaluation of quantitative measures (number of reported ‘incidents’ etc.) 
will be using chi squared and Fisher’s exact test to compare the proportion between intervention and control 
groups of field workers.   Evaluation of qualitative data will be through structured thematic analysis. 
 
Bioethical examination of the data 

This study will use a principles based approach in its discussion of bioethics. This approach defines bioethical 
conduct by four principles: respect for individual autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence and justice 
(Beauchamp & Childress, 2001). Each of these broad principles represents a moral duty that should, in both 
theory and practice, be weighed against other duties, in resolving ethical dilemmas. This PhD will examine the 
practice of these principles from a field-worker’s perspective, and some of the perceived advantages of 
principlism for research institutions.  Support for this approach will be given by co-supervisor Dr Patricia 
Kingori ETHOX Centre Oxford.  

 
Supervisors: 
Primary supervisor:  Dr Mary Chambers – Community/public engagement, participatory research 

methodologies, qualitative (social science) methodologies.  
Co-supervisor(s):  Dr Abhilasha Karkey – Expertise in clinical trials in Nepal. Co-supervising all public 

engagement activities at OUCRU Nepal since 2016.  
Dr Patricia Kingori (ETHOX Oxford) – Expertise in anthropological and bio-ethical 
studies. 
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   Location(s) of studies:  Lalitpur district, Kathmandu, Nepal 

 
Start date and duration of studies: January 2019 – January 2023 
 
Training opportunities: 
The PhD student would be invited to be part of the Global Health Bioethics Network at ETHOX Centre, Oxford.  
They would be invited to annual Ethics Summer Schools. They would receive support and training on: 

- Bioethics 
- Participatory methods in qualitative research 
- Data analysis (qualitative and quantitative) 
- Scientific writing skills  

 
Skills required in the candidate: 

- Qualitative research methods 
- An undergraduate degree in related subject: anthropology, social science, ethics..  
- Excellent English. Native Nepali speaker 
- Willingness to conduct fieldwork in communities 
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