
 

SAFETY GUIDELINES FOR FIELD RESEARCHERS 

 
I. General Field Safety Guidelines 

a. Fieldwork is an important part of teaching and research at the University. This Guide is 
intended to help you prepare for health and safety problems you might encounter when 
fieldwork takes you off campus.  

b. For more specific information on fieldwork hazards and precautions, talk to your 
supervisor or contact the office of Environment Health and Safety (EHS) at 372-3524 or 
Health Services at 372-3320.  

 
II. Before You Leave  

a. One of the most important phases of your fieldwork experience is planning and 
preparation before you leave. Here are some suggestions for a safe trip. 

i. Prepare a written plan of your trip to leave with a responsible party at your 
departmental office. Include the following: 

1. Activities: General nature of your activities.  
2. Your itinerary: Locations; arrival and departure dates; names, 

addresses, and phone numbers of all fieldwork participants. 
3. Local contacts: Names of people at or near your fieldwork site who can 

reach you if necessary and who are familiar with your check-in and 
checkout arrangements. The local contact should also be informed of 
any allergies or other medical conditions of the field team members. If 
possible, each day field- workers should also inform someone (i.e., police, 
sheriff, motel employee, or local search and rescue personnel) about the 
daily fieldwork location and the approximate time of return. After each 
day's work, field-workers should notify the contact when they return. 
The local contact should be provided with the telephone numbers of 
people to call (department office, University contact) if the workers do not 
return or report in within a predetermined interval of the scheduled 
return time.  

4. Home contact: The office contact should also have the name and phone 
number of family to contact in case the researcher is injured or taken ill. 
Field- workers should check in with their group office regularly and 
should advise the group office of any changes in schedule or points of 
contact.  

b. Learn earn about potentially hazardous plants, animals, terrain, and weather conditions 
in the areas where you plan to work and complete a Field Research Risk Assessment 
Record.  

i. In addition, your supervisor/sponsor, other field-workers, or local residents and 
authorities, such as state and national park services personnel, may be able to 
provide you with helpful information.   
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ii. If your trip involves travelling outside the country, you should contact Health 
Services to learn about the required and recommended vaccinations for your 
location. Some countries require proof of vaccinations prior to entry. To allow 
enough time, please schedule your visit six to eight weeks prior to departure.  

c. Take a Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) or First Aid class. Contact the local chapter 
of the American Red Cross at 615-893-4272 to enroll. 

d. Assemble safety provisions and check everything before you leave; safety provisions may 
include First aid kit and first aid manual. These should be taken on any trip. Additionally, 
other items may include but are not limited to: 

i. Allergy treatments (if you have allergies),  
ii. Sunscreen and hat,  

iii. Water purification tablets or filter devices, 
iv. Vehicle emergency kit,  
v. Flashlight,  

vi. Flares,  
vii. Two-way radio (if you will be working alone in an isolated or dangerous area), 

viii. Carry a photo identification with you at all times in case of accident of injury,  
ix. Personal protective equipment (PPE) for fieldwork. 

1. EHS can recommend PPE depending on your activities. 
e. Ask your health insurance provider how your coverage applies to medical treatment in 

the fieldwork locale, should that become necessary. 
f. Whenever possible, fieldwork activities should be performed in teams of at least two 

people. The buddy system is the safest way to work.  
g. If a University employee suffers a job-related injury or illness, his or her supervisor must 

be notified within 24 hours. Review HR policies and procedures for reporting work-
related injury or illness.  

i. If the injury is "serious" (that is, any injury resulting in overnight hospitalization or any 
fatality), notify your campus contact immediately. 
 

III. Physical and Environmental Hazards 
a. Many general physical and environmental hazards exist in nearly every location worldwide. 

All field researchers, regardless of the work location, should read through Table 1 to learn 
more about some general physical and environmental hazards. If your research is in North 
America, please read Table 2. If your research will take you out of North America, please read 
Table 3 about international hazards. 
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Table 1: Physical and Environmental Hazards Found Worldwide 
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Table 2: Physical and Environmental Hazards Found in North America 

 
 
 
Table 3: Physical and Environmental Hazards Found Internationally 

 
 
 

IV. Animals and Pests 
a. Dangerous animals and other pests are present worldwide. General safety rules can 

help protect you from these hazards. All field researchers, regardless of the work 
location, should read through Table 4 for some general guidelines to avoid unwanted 
animals and pests.  

b. If your research is in North America, please also read Table 5.  
c. If your research will take you out of North America, please also read Table 6 about 

international animals.  
d. A number of animals and pests may be encountered in fieldwork. Follow these general 

guidelines to prevent close encounters of the painful kind:  
i. Keep garbage in rodent-proof containers and stored away from your campsite 

or work area. Food crumbs and debris may attract insects and animals. 
ii. Thoroughly shake all clothing and bedding before use.  

iii. Do not camp or sleep near obvious animal nests or burrows.  
iv. Carefully look for pests before placing your hands, feet, or body in areas where 

pests live or hide (e.g., woodpiles or crevices).  
v. Avoid contact with sick or dead animals.  

vi. Wear clothes made of tightly woven materials and tuck pants into boots.  
vii. Wear insect repellent.  

viii. Minimize the amount of time you use lights after dark in your camp or work site 
because they may attract pests and animals.  

ix. Use netting to keep pests away from food and people.  
x. Carry a first aid manual and kit with you on any excursion so you can treat bites 

or stings. If the pest is poisonous or if the bite does not appear to heal properly, 
seek medical attention immediately.  
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xi. Be aware of the appearance and habitat of likely pests, such as those described 
in the following pages. 

 
Table 4: Animals and Pests Found Worldwide 
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Table 5: Animals and Pests Found in North America 
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Table 6: Animal and Pests Found Internationally 
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Table 6 (cont.): 

 

V. Diseases 
a. Viruses, bacteria, fungi, and parasites cause diseases in nearly every location 

worldwide. Some diseases, which are carried or transmitted by an animal, are known 
as "vector-borne" diseases. Where appropriate, the scientific name of the disease 
organism, or vector, is included in italics in Tables 7 and 8.  

b. This guide is not intended to cover every health risk in every location, but it provides 
information about some common diseases. Always check with your health care 
provider before travelling out of the country to learn about specific health risks for 
the region in which you will conduct your research.  

c. All field researchers, regardless of the work location, should read through table 7 to 
learn more about some general diseases that exist worldwide. If your research is in 
North America, please also read Table 8. If your research will take you out of North 
America, please also read Table 9. 
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Table 7: Diseases Found Worldwide 
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Table 7 (cont.): 

Table 8: Diseases Found in North America 
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Table 8 (cont.):  

 

d. Proper rodent handling: 
i. Steps can be taken to reduce the risk of rodent-borne diseases. Most important: 

Make the area unattractive to rodents. Cover or repair holes into a building to 
prevent unwanted rodents. If camping, keep the area clean of trash and store 
food carefully to prevent attracting rodents. Don't camp near rodent burrows. 
Please refer to Section IV, “Animals and Pests” for further tips on how to 
prevent rodent infestations.  

ii. If rodent feces or dead rodents are discovered, some precautions will help 
reduce the risk of exposure to rodent-borne diseases when cleaning the area:  

1. Dead Rodent: Using gloves spray the dead rodent with a solution of 1.5 
cups bleach to 1 gallon of water.  

2. Rodent Feces: Don't sweep or vacuum rodent droppings. Spray the 
droppings first with a bleach solution (1.5 cups bleach to 1 gallon of 
water). Then wipe up the droppings. If possible, wet mop the area with 
the bleach solution. 
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Table 9: International Diseases 

e. Other diseases (Vector-Borne) 
i. Many other vector-borne diseases may pose a problem when travelling out of 

the country. Always check with a physician to learn the specific threats in your 
location of study. Some other vector-borne diseases include:  

1. African Sleeping Sickness: carried by the tsetse fly in Africa.  
2. Chagas Disease: transmitted by the Conenose bug in South America.  
3. Encephalitis: carried by mosquitoes in Asia and eastern Russia.  
4. Leishmaniasis: transmitted by sand flies in the tropics and subtropics.  
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5. Filariasis: carried by mosquitoes in the tropics.  
6. Onchocerciasis causes "river blindness" and is carried by black flies in 

Africa, Arabia, and Central and South America.  
7. There are other diseases to be aware of when travelling outside the 

United States. While risk of infection is generally low, it is important to 
be aware of them and take appropriate precautions to guard against 
diseases such as tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS, SARS, and viral hemorrhagic 
fevers. Always check with your health care provider to learn more about 
specific diseases that exist in the region where you will be conducting 
your research. 
 

VI. Resources: 
a. On Campus: 

i. Environmental Health and Safety: EHS is available for various hazard 
information and hazard evaluations.  

ii. Health Services: Available for travel vaccinations and other health related 
information.  

iii. Study Abroad Office: For study abroad information. 
iv. Workers Compensation: Human Resources department is available for 

questions about workers’ compensation coverage and injury reports.  
b. Off-campus: 

i. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) offers a website that 
describes many topics related to travel both domestic and international.  

1. Additionally, the CDC provides information on waterborne diseases.  
ii. First Aid and CPR training is available from a number of organizations, including 

the American Red Cross at 615-893-4272.  
c. International: 

i. Travel Health & Outbreaks: Updated information about disease outbreaks 
and international travel health can be found from the World Health 
Organization (WHO).  

ii. Advisories: Current travel warnings, public announcements, and consular 
information sheets can be obtained through the U.S. Department of State.  

Thank you to UC Berkley for allowing Tennessee Tech University to adapt their safety guidelines. 
 

VII. Trip Safety Checklist 
o Complete Field Research Safety Plan. 
o Provide a copy of the Plan to all members of the team and your supervisor.  
o Get your vaccinations early. 
o Assemble your safety gear including first aid kits.  
o Obtain any required approvals from research committees.  
o Obtain travel insurance information.  
o Be sure health insurance will cover everyone in your team.  
o Develop a check-in or buddy system while you are in the field. 
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Tennessee Tech University 
Field Research Safety Plan 

This form may be used by the Principal Investigator (PI), or Project Lead, to assist with the development 
of a Safety Plan. The completed Safety Plan should be shared with all the members of the field research 
team and kept on file on campus. Multiple trips to the same location can be covered by a single Safety 
Plan. The Safety Plan should be revised whenever a significant change to the location or scope of 
fieldwork occurs. EHS is available to assist in completion or review of the Safety Plan (x3524).  
 
Principal Investigator: 
 
      

Department:  

Phone Number:   
     

E-mail Address:  

Dates of Travel: (List multiple dates if more than one trip is planned.)  
 
 
 
Location of Field Research: 
 
 

Country:   

Geographical Site: 
 
 
Nearest City: (Name, Distance from Site)  
 
 
Nearest Hospital: (Location, Distance from Site)  
 
 
Field Research: (Please include a brief description of the field work.)  
 
 
 
 
University Contact (name/phone):  
 
 
Local (Field) Contact (name/phone):  
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Emergency Procedures: (Please include detailed plans for field location, including 
evacuation and emergency communication.) Include a separate sheet if necessary. 

First Aid Training: (Please list any team members who are trained in first aid and the 
type of training received.) 
 
 
 
 
Physical Demands: (Please list any physical demands required for this field research; 
e.g., diving, climbing, high altitude.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Risk Assessment: Please list identified risks associated with the activity or the physical 
environment (e.g., extreme heat or cold, wild animals, endemic diseases, firearms, 
explosives, violence). List appropriate measures to be taken to reduce the risks. Include 
a separate sheet if necessary. 
Identified Risk Control of Risk 
1. 
 

 

2. 
 

 

3. 
 

 

4. 
 

 

5.  
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6.  
 

 

7.  
 

 

8. 
 

 

9. 
 

 

10. 
 

 

Travel Immunizations: (Please list required immunizations/prophylaxis.) Contact Health 
Services at 372-3320 
 
 
 
 
Field Team Membership (Please list the names of all members of the field research 
team, and identify the Field Team Leader.)  
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