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This Safety Code of Practice sets out procedures for organising and managing fieldwork. NOTE: 

This Code EXCLUDES the overseas travel aspects of such work ʹ guidance on overseas travel is 
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Where core actions have been identified, those units/persons within the University with 

responsibility for their implementation ʹ have been identified by colour-coding as follows: 

 

Yellow  

University level ʹ i.e., University Executive Board (UEB), Health & Safety 

Services, Insurance Office, other strategic managers, and central policy 

departments.  

Green  
Fieldwork management ʹ Heads of Schools and Departments; School 

Health and Safety Coordinators, Research Supervisors.  

Blue  Fieldwork implementation ʹ Fieldwork supervisors and participants.  

3 Z�^WKE^/�/>/d/�^� 

UEB will determine the level of risk associated with fieldwork that is acceptable to the University.  

¶ In cases of doubt, proposals for fieldwork assessed as high risk should be referred to a member 

of UEB e.g., Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Vice-Chancellor. 

¶ Any fieldwork that will involve travel to a country that is subject to a GOV.UK (Foreign and 

Commonwealth Development Office (FCDO) travel advisory notice (i.e., essential travel only, 

or advise against all travel) MUST be approved by: 

1. the Vice-Chancellor for travel to a country where the FCDO advises against all travel. In 

the absence of the Vice-Chancellor, the Deputy Vice-Chancellor, followed by a Pro-Vice 

Chancellor can give approval.  

2. The Head of School/Function, or Pro-Vice-Chancellor in the case of the Vice-

/procurement/insurance/business-travel
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The purpose of the fieldwork, together with a summary of expected outcomes, must be clearly 

established early in the assessment and planning stage. This will enable the School/ Department and 

the University to decide if the expected outcomes are “worth the risk.”  

Routine and low risk fieldwork needs only limited planning, relying on generic risk assessments and 

School procedures. However, variables such as location and participants may need to be considered 

separately. Where the fieldwork is a new activity e.g., this is the first visit to an unknown location or 

a new activity, the risk level may increase.  

Where the fieldwork is to take place in remote, hostile or unstable environments, or the work itself 

poses a significant risk, the planning should be more detailed, commensurate with the risks.  

Fieldworkers may feel compelled to undertake research in unsafe conditions if they believe their 

research/degree award will be jeopardised if they fail to complete the fieldwork. This should be 

considered at the planning stage; if there is an opportunity to modify the research or study 

programme to work in a safer environment, this should be pursued. 

4.1.2 Risk profiling tool 

For consistency and to ensure that decisions are taken at an appropriate level of management, the 

following risk profiling should be used by Fieldwork Leaders to make an initial assessment of risk. 

This must be followed up with either a generic or specific risk assessment so that controls can put in 

place to reduce the risk level, where practicable. 

 

Table 1 Risk profiling tool ʹ [See Safety Code of Practice 38 for assessment of overseas travel risks] 

Category Low  Medium High 

Planning and 

supervision 

¶ School/Function has a 

robust risk assessment 

and approval system, 

commensurate with 

the level of risk 

¶ There is previous 

trouble-free 

experience of similar 

activities  

¶ Fieldwork Leaders are 

trained and assessed as 

competent 

¶ Participants are 

mature, responsible, 

and healthy 

¶ Codes of Conduct are 

in place, 

communicated to 

individuals, and 

followed 

 

¶ Fieldwork leaders are 

trained, but there is no 

system for assessing 

their competency 

¶ Staff/students are 

inexperienced or known 

to be immature 

¶ Standards for conduct 

have been set and 

communicated but they 

are not followed 

(including failure to 
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4.1.5 Planning and preparation   
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¶ The Fieldwork Leader should ensure that the level of supervision is adequate for any given 

situation or group and make adjustments to itineraries in the interests of safety, including – where 

necessary – stopping or cancelling an activity. The Leader and supervisors must be explicitly 

empowered to do so.  

¶ Any lone working must be identified during risk assessment and lone working arrangements must 

be specifically included in relevant plans at all stages. 
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¶ has informed their supervisor or another responsible person (a “buddy”) of their departure 

and thereafter safe return 

¶ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/disclosure-and-barring-service




/about/governance/governance-zone.aspx
/research-services/research-services/-/media/project/functions/research-and-enterprise-services/documents/uor-preventing-harm-in-research-final.pdf
/research-services/research-services/-/media/project/functions/research-and-enterprise-services/documents/uor-preventing-harm-in-research-final.pdf
https://uorlearn.sabacloud.com/Saba/Web_spf/EU2PRD0149/app/me/learningeventdetail;spf-url=common%2Fledetail%2Fcours000000000081720%3Freturnurl%3Dcatalog%252Fsearch%253FselectedTab%253DLEARNINGEVENT%2526searchText%253DPreventing%252520Harm%252520in%252520Research
https://uorlearn.sabacloud.com/Saba/Web_spf/EU2PRD0149/app/me/learningeventdetail;spf-url=common%2Fledetail%2Fcours000000000081720%3Freturnurl%3Dcatalog%252Fsearch%253FselectedTab%253DLEARNINGEVENT%2526searchText%253DPreventing%252520Harm%252520in%252520Research
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¶ Fieldwork Leaders and any other persons/services who may have a role in management of an 

emergency should ensure that they have up-to-date details for access to the travel insurance 

services if working overseas e.g. policy number, emergency contact details.    

Even if the fieldwork takes place at a recognised field centre, the organiser must clarify the 

insurance liabilities and it may be expedient to arrange adequate cover through the University. 

If participants are likely to undertake hazardous activities during personal down time, or make their 

own travel arrangements e.g. by extending a fieldwork overseas to take a holiday, this may not be 

/procurement/insurance/business-travel
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http://www.reading.ac/encryption-policy
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communications infrastructure in the emergency plan should aim to incorporate as many options as 

possible.  

It is also important to remember that the emergency may be at home in the UK, for example serious 

illness of a family member, which might require the University to assist with contacting the 

fieldworker.  

For day-to-day group activities in-country, a 'base' should be aware of the location of fieldworkers 

and the activities they are undertaking. This may mean leaving written details of the 

activity/plan/route and communication methods with a nominee at base. There must be an agreed 

means of communication between the fieldworker and the base and a plan of action if the 

fieldworker(s) fails to report at the agreed time.  

In general, mobile phones may be used for communications, but should be supplemented with back-

up alternative methods of seeking assistance in an emergency e.g. land line phones; satellite phones; 

two way radios; satellite distress beacon; telex/fax/email.  
 

4.7 Accommodation 

1. Where accommodation is to be used regularly on a repeat basis, or for long duration stays, 

by organised fieldwork groups, the School/Function should implement a procedure to have 

the accommodation checked by a competent person. All members of staff in a supervisory 

role should be competent to carry out basic checks. The level of checking should be risk 

based and be dependent upon the type of accommodation. Checks should include:  

¶ Fire and electrical safety 

¶ Safety of gas appliances (annual Gas Safe checks in the UK) 

¶ Personal security 

¶ General safety of the structure and facilities – for example pool, lifts, balconies 

¶ Environment surrounding the accommodation  

¶ Existence of third party liability insurance  

¶ Previous institutional experience and feedback  

2. The Fieldworker Leader should be given delegated authority to find alternative 

accommodation in circumstances where no prior checks have been practicable, and the 

accommodation is found to present unacceptable risks (e.g. poor fire or electrical safety or 

hygiene). 

3. Ensure that the accommodation meets the needs of all members of the group, paying 

particular attention to participants with disabilities, young persons (under 18) and vulnerable 

adults.  

4. 



http://www.mcofs.org.uk/assets/access/where-to-go-leaflet.asp.pdf
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/Healthyholidays/Pages/Campingsafety.aspx
http://www.rospa.com/leisuresafety/adviceandinformation/leisuresafety/camping-safety.aspx
http://www.campingexpert.co.uk/
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1. Ensure that the fieldwork leader is competent to assess the safety of the transport and to 

make a decision about the safety of the transport arrangements, including travel to/from 

airports, transportation in-country, safety of hire vehicles, buses, and minibuses, and the 

emergency arrangements.  

2. Ensure that all modes of transport are assessed for their suitability, including available public 

transport options.  

3. Fieldwork leaders must ensure that they comply with legal requirements and the University’s 

driving at work policy and procedures (CoP52 Driving for Work Purposes), including mini-bus 

driver training and licensing.  

4. Where available, road vehicles must be fitted with seat belts, and seat belts must be worn.  
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Driving licence requirements for minibuses are complex – requirements and entitlement must be 

checked in advance. See CoP52 and the Gov.uk web site at: 

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Motoring/DriverLicensing/index.htm
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http://www.who.int/foodsafety/publications/consumer/en/travellers_en.pdf
http://www.who.int/foodsafety/consumer/5keys/en
http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/staying-safe/eat-drink-safely
http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/staying-safe/eat-drink-safely
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acceptance is obtained and that students are reminded of their obligations and the Code of Conduct 

immediately prior to the fieldwork.   

Disciplinary action could be immediate, for example, sending the offending student home 

immediately, or be delayed until the return of the party to the University.  Note that the option of 
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2. The Fieldwork Leader must identify the extent of personal and down time within the 

proposed itinerary/fieldwork, and define what is and is not acceptable during these periods. 

This must be communicated far enough in advance to participants to enable them to plan.  

3. A face-to-face briefing, supported by written information, is strongly advised and may include 

e.g. advice re: personal conduct, personal safety, the inherent hazards in local environment, 

alcohol / drug use and so on.  

4.13.1 Student Conduct during personal / downtime 

Fieldwork Leaders should, if necessary, intervene if they observe, or are made aware of, 

unacceptable behaviour or activities.  

4.13.2 Transport use during personal time 

Fieldwork Leaders must be aware of the possible implications of using University or hire transport 

for leisure / personal time activities - for example, using a minibus to take the field party to the local 

town for an evening out. To avoid this being construed as condoning any possible misbehaviour, 

which could compromise any subsequent disciplinary procedures, specific warnings regarding 

expected behaviour should be given. However, the benefits of providing transport, and thus 

ensuring that students are transported safely and return to base at a reasonable time, may outweigh 

the theoretical disadvantages.  

Careful consideration should be given to participation in hazardous pursuits during fieldwork leisure 

time. If the activity is offered by a reputable provider, who is fully compliant with all UK or 

equivalent accreditation and safety requirements, and the activity is well managed and controlled, 

this may be acceptable. Where this high standard cannot be achieved, participation should be 

actively discouraged.   Insurance implications MUST be checked before planning any such activities. 

 

4.14 Third Party Providers 
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5. Check the individual competency of third-party instructors. e.g., diving instructors, climbers for 

canopy access, boat skippers and/or crew members for boats and survey vessels.  

6. Agree the roles and responsibilities of third-party providers in advance and writing, including any 

contingency or emergency arrangements, action to be taken and /or provisions to be made.  

7. Keep records of all pre-trip checks undertaken. 

Examples of typical third-party providers are specialist outdoor activity leaders, safari companies, in-

country guides, suppliers of specialist equipment and laboratory facilities.  

Collaborating staff acting as supervisors from overseas institutions, and other host or partner 

organisations, should be treated as third party providers.  

Formal vetting of contractors is now accepted practice in the UK. Ideally, third party providers 

should conform to BS 8848: Specification for the provision of visits, fieldwork, expeditions, and 

adventurous activities outside the United Kingdom (BS 8848:2007+A1:2009)
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¶ The Fieldwork Leader must know how to access local health care facilities/accident and 

emergency department   Details of any additional emergency medical assistance, contact and 

implementation details, must be included in the emergency plan. 

¶ The Fieldwork Leader must ensure adequate first aid cover is available, and that it is appropriate to 

the risks faced by fieldwork participants.  

5.1.1 Medical emergencies 

In the UK, fieldwork participants can generally rely on the emergency services and should contact 

them by phoning 999. Fieldwork Leaders should also identify where the nearest hospital Accident 

and Emergency Department is, in case they need to take a fieldwork participant there e.g., for a 

minor injury.   

See Safety Code of Practice 38 for procedures for obtaining medical support overseas.  

5.1.2 First aid 

A group member should be trained in first aid at work (FAW) as a minimum, unless the risk 

assessment has determined there is no need for first aid e.g., low risk visit in the UK to a city centre 

with quick access to emergency facilities.  

For medium or higher risk activities (or where there are participants with specific medical needs) 

there may be some instances where the FAW course will not be appropriate because it will not cover 

the range of medical emergencies identified in the risk assessment. This may be, for example, 

fieldwork in difficult environmental conditions (e.g., remote locations, heat, cold, high altitude etc.) 

or where serious illness or injury could occur and / or there may be a delay in accessing emergency 

care (e.g., altitude sickness, snakebite, anaphylaxis, heavy bleeding, broken bones etc.). In these 

circumstances a party member should attend a more specialised course such as “Fieldwork First Aid” 

(University provider - British Red Cross) or where appropriate “Expedition First Aid”, or “Wilderness 

Medical Training” – (see the Royal Geographical Society web site for more details).  If fieldtrip 

leaders are unsure of the level or type of first aid training required, they should contact the School 

Health and Safety Coordinator for advice in the first instance. 

Where appropriate, standard travel first aid equipment should be part of the fieldwork equipment. 

Additional items should be taken if indicated in the risk assessment e.g., survival blanket/group 

shelter.   

If participants have particular health needs, information and specialist training on treatment/ 

response should be provided for Fieldwork Leaders and first aiders if this is reasonably practicable. 

All participants must receive clear documented information on the location and identity of first aid 

providers. 
  

https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=aca35c4f-a46b-4202-adbd-f2435afdd666&lang=en-GB


3 2, Ve6, 31

/health-safety-services/emergency-procedures-and-contacts
/health-safety-services/emergency-procedures-and-contacts
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¶ if group members phone their family to let them know that they are safe, they should not 

speculate or pass on inaccurate or incomplete information which could reach the press and 

cause unnecessary anxiety or be misinterpreted 

¶ casualty names should not be released externally 

¶ nobody should discuss legal liability with other parties 

¶ personal photographs of accident sites should be discouraged 

5.2 Accident, incident and near miss reporting 

All incidents, accidents and near misses that occur during fieldwork must be reported to the 

Fieldwork Leader, School/Function Health & Safety Co-ordinator, and Health and Safety Services in 

accordance with normal university procedures – see Safety Code of Practice 9. This includes 

incidents that occur during leisure time. 

 

¶ 
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5.3 Contingency planning 

Where appropriate, the contingency plan should include responses to: 

¶ Travel and security issues – see Safety Code of Practice 38 International Travel 

¶ Illness 

¶ Domestic/personal emergency requiring immediate return of fieldwork participant 

¶ Changes to leadership ratios 

¶ Changes in activity 

¶ Theft/loss of essential equipment 

¶ Communications with the University 

¶ Unacceptable conduct 

5.3.1 Emergency planning  

Where appropriate, the emergency plan should cover: 

¶ Travel and security issues – see Safety Code of Practice 38 

¶ Means of summoning help and assistance 

¶ Missing persons procedure 

¶ Evacuation procedures 

¶ Availability of emergency medical support 

¶ Liaison with police and emergency services 

¶ Financial plan for emergencies 

¶ Communications with the University 

6 �KDW�d�E��� 

6.1 Training for Fieldwork Leaders and other fieldworkers 

1. Fieldwork Leaders, supervisors, participants and others working off site need to be 

competent to manage, plan and undertake fieldwork safely. This may require leadership or 

specialist skills training.  

2. The Head of School / Department should be satisfied that the fieldwork leader has the 

personal capability and competence to lead, especially under possible adverse conditions, 

and has sufficient awareness of their obligations to those under supervision.   Training to BS 

8848 standard should be offered to all staff involved in overseas and/or medium / high 

hazard fieldwork supervision. 

3. If fieldwork is offered explicitly or implicitly as part of a course of study, the resources 

required to maintain staff competency should be included in the annual budget. Similarly, 

resources required to ensure and maintain competency of field researchers should be 

included in research bids.  

4. Ensure that the leadership team receives, as a minimum, briefing or training in:  

risk assessment and planning 

University of Reading operating procedures 

implementing the incident and emergency plan  

5. The Head of School or Department must identify the core competencies required and must 

not authorise the fieldwork until all gaps have been addressed. Undertake an assessment of 
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the competence of fieldwork leaders and team members (including any team members from 

outside the University) to determine any gaps in knowledge or skills for each trip.  

6. 
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3. Hold a post-fieldwork debrief meeting, or other formal review, to capture any 

recommendations for improvement. Considerations that would indicate a need for a formal 

review would include inter alia:- 

¶



/health-safety-services/policies-and-procedures
/health-safety-services/policies-and-procedures
/health-safety-services/risk-assessment
/health-safety-services/risk-assessment
/procurement/insurance/business-travel
/procurement/insurance/business-travel
https://www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice
https://nathnac.net/
https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=18d11cd1-d7dc-4837-b688-b6feb9546f44&lang=en-GB
https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=18d11cd1-d7dc-4837-b688-b6feb9546f44&lang=en-GB
https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=18d11cd1-d7dc-4837-b688-b6feb9546f44&lang=en-GB
http://www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk/advice/general-travel-health-advice/mental-health-and-travel
http://www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk/advice/general-travel-health-advice/mental-health-and-travel
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NaTHNaC - Travel and mental health 

(travelhealthpro.org.uk) 

https://travelhealthpro.org.uk/factsheet/85/travel-and-mental-health
https://travelhealthpro.org.uk/factsheet/85/travel-and-mental-health
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/lookingafteryourmentalwellbeing.html
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/lookingafteryourmentalwellbeing.html
https://www.usha.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/MASTERUSHA_Safety-in-Fieldwork-Guide.pdf
https://www.usha.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/MASTERUSHA_Safety-in-Fieldwork-Guide.pdf
https://www.usha.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/MASTERUSHA_Safety-in-Fieldwork-Guide.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/browse/abroad
http://www.rgs.org/OurWork/Publications/EAC+publications/Expedition+Handbook/Expedition+Handbook.htm
http://www.rgs.org/OurWork/Publications/EAC+publications/Expedition+Handbook/Expedition+Handbook.htm
http://www.rgs.org/OurWork/Publications/EAC+publications/Expedition+Handbook/Expedition+Handbook.htm
https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=18d11cd1-d7dc-4837-b688-b6feb9546f44&lang=en-GB
https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=18d11cd1-d7dc-4837-b688-b6feb9546f44&lang=en-GB
https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=18d11cd1-d7dc-4837-b688-b6feb9546f44&lang=en-GB
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Appendix 1 - Fieldwork approval flowchart 
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Appendix 2 - Outline planning checklist4 0 0.18 RG
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¶ Travelling to site/in-country (including 

road safety, safe driving, flight safety) 

¶ Travel alteration/breakdown 

¶ Remote location 

¶ Loss of contact (2-way) 

¶ Local antagonism/cultural taboos 

¶ Supervision/lone working 

¶ Accommodation (including fire safety) 

¶ Local crime & harassment  

¶ Local communication/language  

¶ 
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Appendix 3 - Operational checklist
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Itinerary (including timings, full addresses, contact details of host, address 

and contact details for the accommodation/hotel) issued to all 

participants 

 

Online travel insurance form completed by all participants (Safety Code of 

Practice 38 for overseas travel) 

 

List of participants available, held by the Field Trip Leader and the 

School/Department  

 

Details of emergency contacts available to Field Trip Leader, with written 

authorisation from students for them to be  contacted in case of 

emergency 

 

Conduct and disciplinary procedure: code of conduct signed by 

participants (students only) 

 

Third party providers: University approved suppliers used  

Identify specific equipment  

Identify specific risks  
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