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Making Space for Failure in Geographic Research

Elly Harrowell
Coventry University

Thom Davies
University of Warwick

Tom Disney
University of Nottingham

The idea that field research is an inherently “messy” process has become widely accepted by geographers in recent years.
There has thus far been little acknowledgment, however, of the role that failure plays in doing human geography. In this
article we push back against this, arguing that failure should be recognized as a central component of what it means to do
qualitative geographical field research. This article seeks to use failure proactively and provocatively as a powerful resource to
improve research practice and outcomes, reconsidering and giving voice to it as everyday, productive, and necessary to our
continual development as researchers and academics. This article argues that there is much value to be found in failure if it is
critically examined and shared, and—crucially—if there is a supportive space in which to exchange our experiences of failing in
the field. KeyWords: ethnography, failure, field research, geography, qualitative methods.

近年来, 田野工作的本质是 “混乱” 的过程之概念, 已受到地理学者的广泛接纳。但至今却鲜少对于失败在从事人文地理学研

究中的角色有所承认。我们于本文中反击此一现象, 主张我们必须承认失败作为从事质性地理学田野研究的意义中的核心

元素。本文旨在积极且具激发性地运用失败作为改进研究实践与结果的强而有力之资源, 并为失败发声、将之重新考量为

我们身为研究者与学者的持续发展中的日常、具生产力且必要之物。本文主张, 若批判性地检视并分享失败, 我们将可从中

发现诸多价值, 而其关键在于一个能够交换我们在田野中的失败经验的支持性空间。 关键词: 民族志, 失败, 田野研究, 地理

学,质性方法。

La idea de que la investigaci�on de campo es un proceso inherentemente “desordenado” ha llegado a ser ampliamente aceptada
por los ge�ografos en a~nos recientes. Sin embargo, hasta el momento se ha dado poco reconocimiento al papel que juega el
fracaso en el trabajo de geografía humana. En este artículo reaccionamos contra esto, argumentando que el fracaso debe
reconocerse como un componente central de lo que pueda significar hacer investigaci�on geogr�afica de campo cualitativa. Este
artículo pretende usar el fracaso proactiva y provocativamente como recurso poderoso para mejorar la pr�actica de la
investigaci�on y sus resultados, reconsider�andolo y d�andole voz como cotidiano, productivo y necesario para nuestro desarrollo
continuado como investigadores y acad�emicos. Este artículo arguye que hay mucho de valor por descubrirse en el fracaso si este
es examinado críticamente y compartido, y––crucialmente––si hay un espacio de apoyo en donde intercambiar nuestras
experiencias de fracasar en el campo. Palabras clave: etnografía, fracaso, investigaci�on de campo, geografía, m�etodos
cualitativos.

I n recent years, geographers have widely accepted
the notion that qualitative research, and especially

ethnography, is an inherently “messy” process (Agar
1986; Nilan 2002; Crang and Cook 2007; Horton
2008; Jemielniak and Kostera 2010; Jones and Evans
2011). Feminist geographers in particular have pro-
blematized the masculinist underpinnings of the disci-
pline that deny the fundamental messiness of the field
(see Billo and Hiemstra 2013; Coddington 2015). The
field can be a volatile and unstable place to conduct
qualitative research (Greenhouse, Mertz, and Warren

2002), which can push the researcher and the
researched into problematic and potentially dangerous
experiences. Yet this embracing of messiness has not
been accompanied by a widespread acceptance that
failure is an integral part of what we do. Although we
as geographers often inhabit an untidy and sometimes
chaotic research process, this is often unacknowledged
when we write and speak about our research. This
article pushes against this, arguing that failure should
be recognized as a central component of what it means
to do geographical research. We seek to use failure

© 2018 Elly Harrowell, Thom Davies, Tom Disney. Published with license by Taylor & Francis.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

The Professional Geographer, 70(2) 2018, pages 230–238
Initial submission, March 2017; revised submission, May 2017; final acceptance, May 2017.

https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00330124.2017.1347799&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-02-01


proactively as a resource to improve research practice
and outcomes, reconsidering and giving voice to it as
everyday, emotional, and necessary to our develop-
ment as researchers and academics.
Despite the attention paid to the messy nature of

research, in reality this is often tidied up after the fact,
and is rarely reflected in research outputs for fear of
looking wasteful or even “foolish” (Jones and Evans
2011, 586; see also Shore 2010). This is all the more
true when it comes to acknowledgments of failure in
the research process (Gill 2009; Jemielniak and Kos-
tera 2010). The temptation to sanitize the realities of
field work into persuasive chunks is an ever present
and arguably necessary process, adding one more filter
between what happened “on the ground” and what
finds its way onto the page (Katz 1994). By “smooth-
ing the ragged edges of the research process” (Kay and
Oldfield 2011, 1276), geographers can give the illusion
of a linear clarity to the often frustrating fog of the
research process, hiding the confusion, self-doubt, and
many mistakes that are made along the way (Punch
2012). In this article we seek to pull back from this
temptation, arguing that camouflaging failure is
unhelpful, particularly when we as researchers strive
to meet calls for greater reflexivity and honesty in
research (Rose 1997; Burawoy 2013). Recent invita-
tions for honesty in academia have stretched beyond
the confines of research reflexivity to incorporate our
wider role within neoliberal education systems
(Mountz et al. 2015), where “failure” appears to be
increasingly unacceptable. We suggest that there is
much value to be found in failure if it is critically
examined and shared, and—crucially—if there is a
supportive space in which to exchange our experiences
of failing in the field.
This article begins with a consideration of why fail-

ure is often absent from our discussions of field work
and sanitized academic outputs. It then moves to con-
textualize failure in the contemporary neoliberal uni-
versity, where academics are unable to fail and yet do
so regularly. The article notes that failure is more than
a banal, everyday experience, but also has the capacity
to be a powerful and political tool (Halberstam 2011).
The article then moves to consider three instances of
our own failures in the field and what this means for
researcher practice and development, before conclud-
ing with a defense of failure as everyday, emotional,
and, ultimately, necessary.

Why Don’t We Talk about Failure?

Although failure can undoubtedly occur at nearly any
point in the research process, this article focuses spe-
cifically on failure during field research. Any account
of field work requires a clear notion of where or what
the field is. Here we adopt the perspective, following
Kobayashi (1994) and Katz (1994), that the field is not
only the location where research takes place; the field
has an ability to inscribe itself on the researcher, often

with implications for both researcher and researched
(see Hyndman 2001; Dewsbury and Naylor 2002). In
this expanded geographic sense, the field should be
understood as unbounded—something that stays with
researchers long after they have left the physical loca-
tion of research. As a consequence, failure in the field
is not something that can be easily left behind, but
something that researchers carry with them as part of
their experience of the field. Although the field has
been critically examined as a problematic site of
uneven power relations, the academic labor of field
work remains a central component of how geographic
knowledge is produced (DeLyser and Starrs 2001).
This creates practical and ethical challenges to
researchers (Nilan 2002), and exposes geographers to
physical and emotional vulnerability (Caretta and
Jokinen 2016).
Failure itself is a broad term, which takes in a gamut

of experiences including denied or rescinded access to
field sites (Moran, personal communication, 2017),
uncomfortable or abandoned interviews (Nairn,
Munro, and Smith 2005), failure to build rapport with
participants (Roulston 2014), significant divergence
from or abandonment of planned research activities
(Jones and Evans 2011), and embarrassing or distress-
ing experiences of field work (Jemielniak and Kostera
2010; Woon 2013). We use the term field work failure
for an event or experience that affects the research
process in a manner perceived as negative by the
researcher, and diverts it away from the intended or
expected path he or she had envisaged.
There are a number of explanations for the ten-

dency of geographers to erase instances of failure from
their research narratives. First, quite simply, we do not
want to talk about what went wrong, for to do so is
emotionally troubling and professionally embarrassing
(DeLuca and Maddox 2015). We all have a cache of
horror stories carefully crafted to be just embarrassing
enough to share with our peers and increase our feel-
ings of authenticity without being actively compromis-
ing. They exist somewhere along a “cringe spectrum”

(Scott et al. 2012, 721) of shared research experiences.
It is far rarer that we openly share the stories that leave
us feeling genuinely inadequate, unprofessional, or out
of our depth. Talking about these stories is uncom-
fortable; it leaves the researcher feeling exposed or
vulnerable (Jemielniak and Kostera 2010; Stefan
2010). This is especially acute given the widespread
prevalence of “impostordom” (Scott et al. 2012, 715)
among early career academics, especially, and in
higher education more generally (Knights and Clarke
2014; Parkman 2016). It is safer to focus on what went
right during the research process, glossing over prob-
lems in favor of positive or significant results in
research outputs.
Indeed the peer review process itself can be seen

as a significant barrier to speaking openly about
failure. This self-censorship was identified by Olson
et al. (2002) as a leading cause of publication bias
(meaning studies with positive results are more
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likely to be published than those with negative or
statistically negligible results) within medical
research. It is likely that a similar process occurs
within geography and the wider social sciences;
“after all,” as Nairn, Munro, and Smith (2005)
reminded us, “the academic arena is a competitive
one where ‘success,’ rather than ‘failure,’ is
rewarded” (222). Admitting failure in this context is
perceived as a career risk by many researchers, in
particular those starting out in their careers (Peters
and Turner 2014). This is all the more acutely felt
given the increasing pressures placed on academics
within the neoliberal university, a topic that is dis-
cussed in greater detail later.

Neoliberal Failure

Critiques of the neoliberal university commonly iden-
tify a number of key characteristics that, when taken
together, have had the effect of drastically increasing
demands on academics’ time. These include a growing
audit culture (Crang and Cook 2007; Gill 2009), a
decline in state funding and concomitant rise in the
importance of private funding (Dowling 2008), greater
individualism, competition between individuals for the
holy grail of research funding (McDowell 2004), and
the increasing proportion of the academic workforce
made up by part-time and temporary workers
(Dowling 2008; Pusey and Sealey-Huggins 2013).
Many researchers have responded to these demands
by “making more time” for their work (Meyerhoff,
Johnson, and Braun 2011), stretching their working
days to accommodate new tasks and responsibilities
even as they face the increasingly stressful realization
that the working day (and weekends) can only be
stretched so far (Crang and Cook 2007; Mountz et al.
2015). In these conditions, admitting failures becomes
nearly unthinkable, especially because under the indi-
vidualism of the neoliberal university, failure (as well
as success) has become uniquely personalized. The
failure of a research project or grant application
becomes synonymous with the failure of the academic
person (B. Davies and Bansel 2005). No surprise then,
that Gill (2009, 2) referred to the “toxic shame” of fail-
ure—and the fear of even talking about failure—that
permeates the academic environment. To admit fail-
ure, even to colleagues or peers, is to jeopardize your
position in an ever more precarious working environ-
ment. This has a profoundly isolating effect in dis-
couraging researchers from sharing their failures for
fear of being outed as “functioning at suboptimal lev-
els” (Shore 2010, 24).
Against this backdrop it is perhaps unsurprising that

geographers are unwilling to actively draw attention
to the ways they fail. Ethnographers have noted that
“a fear of ever making mistakes” can limit the work of
researchers (Hammersely and Atkinson 2007, 92). By
not interrogating instances of failure, however, an
important opportunity for critical reflection and

learning is missed (Jemielniak and Kostera 2010). This
article situates itself in a developing body of work that
acknowledges failure as being at the heart of the
research process (and the academic experience more
widely) and seeks to use it proactively as a resource to
improve research practice. This includes well-publi-
cized initiatives by several researchers to write and
share a CV of failures (Stefan 2010; Haushofer 2016),
with the aim of disrupting the (largely inaccurate) nar-
rative of seamless progress and success suggested in
the public profiles of many academics. It also includes
numerous researchers (Nairn, Munro, and Smith
2005; Chatterton, Hodkinson, and Pickerill 2010;
Jones and Evans 2011; Roulston 2014) who have
attempted to foreground instances of perceived failure,
messiness, and lucky breaks that occur in any research
project, to meet the challenge of critical self-reflection,
and to fulfill an ethical responsibility to share their
experiences with other researchers.
The importance of the researcher’s own emotions

during qualitative research is well recognized
(McCann and Pearlman 1990; Kleinman 1993; Young
and Lee 1996; Scott et al. 2012; Calgaro 2015). The
emotional labor that goes into and is produced by geo-
graphic field work leaves an affective residue that stays
with researchers long after they leave the field (Drozd-
zewski 2015; Drozdzewski and Dominey-Howes
2015). Punch (2012) articulated the “hidden struggles”
of field research and offered field diaries as a proactive
method of unsmoothing the mess of research. Simi-
larly, Hubbard, Backett-Milburn, and Kemmer (2001)
not only discussed the centrality of emotion and
researcher vulnerability within field work, but also
stated how making such registers invisible acts to
impoverish the findings. None of these researchers,
however, spoke directly about moments when they fail
in research. At best, failure becomes hidden in the lexi-
con we use to camouflage our mistakes, where messi-
ness becomes a euphemism for failure.
This article goes further, arguing that failure is

more than simply research plans going awry, but it is
also inherently political. In The Queer Art of Failure,
Halberstam (2011) theorized failure as:

A way of refusing to acquiesce to dominant logics of
power and discipline and as a form of critique. As a
practice, failure recognizes that alternatives are
embedded already in the dominant and that power is
never total or consistent; indeed failure can exploit the
unpredictability of ideology and its indeterminate
qualities. (88)

Halberstam drew on a number of different artefacts of
popular culture, analyzing them through Marxist,
queer, and radical feminist thought to interrupt the
normative narrative of “success” that pervades neolib-
eral North American ideology (Carr 2012), also argu-
ably present in the contemporary neoliberal higher
education landscape. For Halberstam (2011), failure is
therefore necessarily subversive, potentially powerful
and productive, noting that “under certain
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circumstances, failing, losing, forgetting, unmaking,
undoing, unbecoming, not knowing may in fact offer
more creative, more cooperative, more surprising
ways of being in the world” (2). We take up Halber-
stam’s conceptualization of failure as a political anti-
narrative and potentially constructive force in
academia, and in the following section of this article
we reflect on three specific instances of failure that
demonstrate our interconnected experiences of failure
in the field. Although these instances initially present
failure as a negative event or experience that affected
the research process and diverted it away from its
intended or expected path, they are also understood as
productive experiences in light of Halberstam’s notion
of failure.

Landscapes of Failure

In what follows, we present three vignettes of failure
drawn from our time spent in the field. We all under-
took long-term ethnographic field work in challeng-
ing field sites: the recovering urban landscape of
postconflict Osh in Kyrgyzstan, the nuclear geogra-
phies of the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone in Ukraine,
and disabled children’s orphanages in Russia. We
employed a combination of ethnographic methods to
record and understand our field sites. Perhaps most
important, we have grappled with multiple forms of
failure during our field research, and have found
much value in critically discussing them on our
return from the field. All three “territories of failure”
(Halberstam 2011, 25) discussed here draw on field
notes or diaries to (re)capture the confessional inti-
macy of experiencing failure in the field (Harvey
2011). Following Trigger, Forsey, and Meurk (2012,
517) and DeLuca and Maddox (2015), we use first-
person narratives to better express our individual
negotiations with failure. By revealing these personal
stories, we present “a vivid portrait, in miniature”
(DeLyser and Starrs 2001, 7) of our field work chal-
lenges, showing how geographic research and failure
can productively coexist.

Elly Harrowell’s Story: Language in Osh

This vignette draws on two periods of field work total-
ing six months in the Kyrgyzstani city of Osh between
2013 and 2014. During this time, I carried out semi-
structured interviews, as well as recording ethno-
graphic observations in a field diary (the quotes in this
section are all drawn from this diary). Osh is a trilin-
gual city in which most citizens understand all three
main languages (Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and Russian), but in
which language has been inextricably caught up in the
identity politics that have overshadowed life in the city
since the violent riots of June 2010. Although I had
learned one of Osh’s languages—Russian—to an
intermediate level before beginning my work there, I
was concerned that my lack of language skills would
mean I lacked a fundamental area of expertise

necessary to carry out good research. I worried that I
would be unable to build a rapport with interviewees,
that I would miss out on the fine detail of interactions,
and that my independence and spontaneity as a
researcher would be limited by the necessity of work-
ing with an interpreter.
To compensate for my lack of fluency, I decided to

work with two local research assistants (RAs), one flu-
ent in Kyrgyz and one fluent in Uzbek (both spoke flu-
ent Russian). My field notes show the frustration and
feelings of failure that my linguistic problems caused.
In Week 2 I was concerned that I was missing out on
“the sense of solidarity/being an insider” that comes
from sharing a language with those around you; in
Week 3 I was worried that the presence of an inter-
preter in an interview “creates a confusing power
dynamic in interviews—who is leading the research?
Who should the participant reply to?” By the fourth
week I was concerned that I was missing out on the
possibilities afforded by spontaneous encounters
because “I always have to plan everything in advance
with my RAs—it’s really hard to just start chatting
with someone in the market.”
By the end of my field research, my Russian lan-

guage skills had improved to the point where I felt
able to do some interviews on my own, with my
field notes revealing that it “feels great to be able
to speak and connect directly to people,” and revel-
ling in the flexibility and freedom this gave my
research schedule. This feeling was short-lived—
reviewing the transcripts of these interviews (which
had been professionally translated to ensure I did
not misconstrue the information) revealed the
wealth of mistakes, misunderstandings, and missed
opportunities throughout these encounters. The
shame of not mastering the languages of my field
site followed me out of the field and into other aca-
demic encounters. Attending conferences to present
my research, I felt compelled to include snippets of
local languages in my presentations, microperfor-
mances of linguistic competency aimed at convinc-
ing my peers I belonged among them. I glossed
quickly over questions on language and translation
in my presentations for fear that I would be
exposed as an imposter, a part-time ethnographer
who had failed to earn her stripes by mastering the
intricacies of southern Kyrgyzstani syntax.
Taking the time to reflect on these experiences with

supportive colleagues led me to reassess this perceived
failure, however. Looking again at the research pro-
cess helped me to recognize the benefits I had gleaned
from working with my RAs—the nuances they
brought to my data, the insider information they pro-
vided through their explanations of phrases or cus-
toms, and the recommendations they made of places I
might find interesting to visit. Had I spoken perfect
Kyrgyz and Uzbek, I would not have needed to work
with my RAs and might never have accessed these
valuable insights. This chimes with Edwards’s (1998)
assertion, since taken up by a number of scholars, that
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we research with interpreters and not through them
(see also Littig and Pochhacker 2014; Caretta 2015).
Such a view acknowledges the valuable role inter-
preters play as coproducers of knowledge whose
insights bring critical perspectives on the process of
situated knowledge production and encourage the
foregrounding of reflexive research practice (Edwards
2013; Caretta 2015), rather than framing them as a
“necessary evil” (Edwards 1998, 199). Being “less-
than-fluent,” to borrow Tremlett’s (2009, 65) phras-
ing, also encouraged me to think carefully about lan-
guage, to ask for explanations and additional
information to ensure I had fully understood the point
my interlocutor was making. This also had positive
implications for the depth and quality of the data I
gathered, even though at the time of collection I was
prone to dismissing the additional questions I posed as
a nuisance or failure on my part.
More generally, being honest about my level of lin-

guistic ability contributes to addressing the pervasive
silence, or mystique, surrounding issues of language and
fluency in ethnographic research as decried by authors
such as Borchgrevink (2003) and Gibb and Danero Igle-
sias (2016). Although admitting to being a nonfluent
ethnographer seemed daunting, even embarrassing at
first, sharing experiences with other researchers and
reflecting on howmy lack of fluency affected my research
process has proved to be an enriching experience, reflect-
ing Halberstam’s (2011) notion of alternative ways of
“being in the world” (2). Overcoming my sense of shame
at this failure has enabled me to reflect on and improve
my practice as a researcher, as well as sharing strategies
and experiences with colleagues and peers.

Thom Davies’s Story: Failing in the Chernobyl

Exclusion Zone

This vignette draws on a period of ethnographic field
work in the nuclear landscape of Chernobyl, in north-
central Ukraine. Between 2010 and 2014 during my
field work I conducted interviews with inhabitants of
the Chernobyl region as well as participatory visual
methods with local farmers, border guards, evacuees,
returnees, and people who were conscripted to decon-
taminate the Zone after the 1986 nuclear accident,
known as “liquidators” (T. Davies 2013). My partici-
pants lived on the edge of the 30 km2 nuclear Exclusion
Zone, an exceptional and securitized toxic landscape
into which entry is officially forbidden. Over the course
of the field work it became increasingly clear that many
people regularly illegally crossed into the Zone as part
of their complex survival strategies, and this became a
point of research focus through participant observation
(see T. Davies and Polese 2015).
Most of my field work took place on the Zone’s

bucolic outskirts where you are officially allowed to
live but are cut off from the hidden nuclear geogra-
phies across the barbed wire fence to the north. Two
Ukrainian friends, who accompanied me while they
worked on a photography project about Chernobyl,

were with me when we decided to enter the Zone.
The following quotation is a recorded “note to self”:

I just got arrested in the Exclusion Zone. [I’m] Just out-
side of the barrier place now, pretty scary actually. It
was pretty scary at the time, well actually now I am still
shaking if I am honest. We . . . walked into the Zone
into the forest and then we saw some border guards.
We tried to hide, in quite a pathetic way—obviously it
was broad daylight so we were seen. Then we waited in
the police car in the Zone on the track for about, well
it felt like two hours. Two other police vehicles arrived;
there were about twenty police there altogether. By this
time it was dark and I was fucking cold. Um, some peo-
ple sort of checked me out—my passport—for quite
some time. Eventually we were put in a meat wagon
and driven to where I am now. (Dictaphone recording)

I find this note to myself particularly embarrassing and
awkward. My voice is clearly nervous and uneasy—I’m
stressed, “shaking,” and my tone is very serious and
almost quivering. I had failed. I continued talking into
my voice recorder, as if it was a phone: “The long,
short, and tall of it is that I have got to go to court on
the twenty-second in Ivankiv.” This went far beyond
“the embarrassingly messy lived experience of manag-
ing fieldwork” (Scott et al. 2012, 718)—I had failed at
being a professional geographer. Access had been
denied and I had broken the law. The police interview
I was subjected to, conducted by a member of the
Ukrainian SBU (KGB), was a radical role reversal
between researcher and researched—I was sitting on
the wrong side of the voice recorder.
In the days before the court appearance I grew

increasingly nervous. I could see everything in front of
me rapidly falling apart: I would be deported from
Ukraine, I feared, or worse—sent to prison. It was, after
all illegal to enter the Zone without formal authoriza-
tion. A small part of me imagined the humiliation of
being visited in prison by my supervisor—an expert on
the geographies of incarceration—only to become data
in one of her publications (see Moran 2013). She would
be furious, I thought, wrongly. Humbled and embar-
rassed, I left the field with my tail between my legs and
a greater appreciation of the role the state plays in life
at the margins. I had reluctantly “met the organs”—a
common experience for researchers in postcommunist
spaces (Gentile 2013, 426), where the state creates key
methodological challenges during field research (Koch
2013). At court the judge gave my friends and me a
fine, which I gladly paid, attempting to adhere to a “do
no harm” ethical approach (Ellis 2007).
Failing in this way was extremely uncomfortable and

unnerving, and brought with it a sense of shame. Woon
(2013) discussed the importance of emotion in field
work for “bequeathing the researcher with fully embod-
ied experiences of the ‘real’ situation on the ground”
(31), and I think the overwhelming sense of failure, and
the deep embarrassment that went with it, helped me
understand—albeit in a small and situated way—a little
more about the lived experience of Chernobyl.
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Reflecting on this field work experience with academic
friends and colleagues, as well as research collaborators,
allowed me to recognize the “definitive advantages of
failure” (Halberstam 2011, 4). In later research visits to
Ukraine I would draw on this experience to gain rapport
with participants. Other people around Chernobyl had
been through the same experience of being arrested in
the Exclusion Zone: the temporary incarceration, the
document checks, and the court appearance. Some had
managed to bribe their way out of situations, others
spoke of being treated unfairly by the border guards—
information I might not have gained had I not failed
months earlier. I could share a commonality with my
research participants in disliking the authority of the
Zone, in a country where state authorities are widely
viewed as predatory and corrupt. It also helped me think
more reflexively about power relations in this highly reg-
ulated toxic landscape and my unspoken privilege as a
researcher. In this sense failure became a resource that
helped strengthen my future research (see T. Davies
2015; Alexis-Martin and Davies forthcoming), even if it
was an uncomfortable experience at the time.

Tom Disney’s Story: Failing to Change the Russian

Orphanage

The geographic field work drawn on in this section
took place in Russia between 2012 and 2014, examin-
ing spaces of care for orphaned children. Although I
visited a number of environments for children without
parental care, my ethnography attempted to make
sense of the operation of one institution where I
worked as a volunteer—an orphanage for children
with severe intellectual disabilities.
Fear of failure is a classic research problem,

although arguably this fear manifests itself in different
forms. Although I experienced fears about my compe-
tencies as a researcher, the greatest fear I had in rela-
tion to my research was that I would not be able to
effect meaningful change. Numerous qualitative
researchers have argued passionately about the politi-
cal imperative to use research to combat social injus-
tice (see Kobayashi 1994; Kende 2016); and, although
I, too, pursue such aims, during my research in the
orphanage such a task weighed heavily on me. The
environment was a difficult one to work in, and along-
side the other volunteers operating in the institution I
witnessed practices that deeply troubled me. These
included microscale practices of physical, medical, and
emotional abuse, but also wider macroscale, systemic
issues, such as the processes of institutionalization
over which the children had no control, destined for a
future of being involuntarily moved through various
closed institutional environments (Human Rights
Watch 2014; Disney 2015). As time within the field
progressed, I gradually began to read these institu-
tional processes as a form of incarceration, and became
increasingly troubled by the system. My awareness of
the ways in which the embedded nongovernmental
organization (NGO) within the orphanage was

preventing some of these processes did little to allevi-
ate my disquiet about the system, as most of these
institutions lacked such a setup and thus I understood
that they were occurring unimpeded elsewhere.
I had entered the field as a researcher sharing those

values of the academic community, with a desire to
enact social change and improve the lives of my partic-
ipants. Yet once inside the field I found myself totally
powerless to shape it and increasingly I experienced
the field heavily affecting my own emotional state,
revealing the field as a space that “writes back with its
empirical agency and its embodied effect” (Dewsbury
and Naylor 2002, 256). My awareness of my inability
to challenge the injustices and daily abuses of the sys-
tem, as I saw them, became a recurrent theme in my
field diary, as illustrated in this excerpt:

Although I have some decent observational data at this
point, I am feeling frustrated with the research pro-
cess, I don’t feel particularly like I am getting any-
where at the moment. This is also part of a wide range
of emotions I have about this research at the moment;
there is a general concern I have about the value of
the research. What value does my PhD have to my
participants, lying in beds and sitting on the floor in
the orphanage every day? Even, by some massive
stroke of luck, the work is published and highly cited,
it will most likely have no effect on my participants.

Although I felt I was able to enact minor resistances
while in the field, such as reporting instances of abuse to
the NGO, who in turn could make official complaints,
leaving the field constituted a major “failure” in my
mind, as the system remained intact, operating much
the same after my return to the United Kingdom. It was
only after returning from the field that I was able to
gain a sense of perspective about the scope of my
research and its ability to effect change; clearly systemic
change to those institutions was not within my power,
even though I had felt a heavy responsibility to this
while in the field. Social change is a powerful imperative
for us as geographers, but in my field it became an emo-
tional burden, and my inability to achieve it felt like a
serious failure. As other geographers have found, not
being able to make a difference was distressing (Klocker
2015). It took some time after returning from the field
for me to accept that I was not responsible for, or capa-
ble of, changing the institutional landscape and prevent-
ing the microscale abuses and wider practices of the
orphanage system. Discussions with colleagues revealed
similar experiences of seeking change where this was
unfeasible, and this helped to alleviate a sense of guilt at
leaving behind those who I felt were effectively incarcer-
ated in the orphanage where I had been working. It also
suggests, however, that there is a wider sense of failure
to effect change to our field sites, even when this is
beyond our control.
The calls to effect social change leave little space for

failure, and this has implications for our sense of success
in the field. Massey and Barreras (2013) introduced the
term “impact validity” to consider “the extent to which
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research has the potential to play an effective role in
some form of social and political change” (616, italics in
original). This approach might be repurposed to offer a
sense of perspective to the limits of what is achievable in
the field, that it is not always possible or feasible for a
researcher to effect major change to the field. Further-
more, although I failed to drastically change the orphan-
age system, this sense of failure drove me forward in my
research process, motivated by a need to address this;
my discomfort surrounding the operation and power of
the orphanage system made conversations with NGO
actors in this sphere more fluid, as I was able to speak
more knowledgeably about the subject and communi-
cate my frustration surrounding my “failure” to those
who shared these feelings. Often general discussions
about the operation of these systems led to access to
other closed field sites, or particularly candid discus-
sions, generating considerable data and understanding
to form the focus of much of my later work. A sense of
failure became a realization of the need for perspective
in terms of social change, and a means of facilitating
research access and processes, thus mirroring Halber-
stam’s (2011) notion that failure has productive agency.

Discussion and Conclusion

As Caretta and Jokinen (2016) noted in this journal,
there is a need for more “open communication among
geographers” (8) and we advance this call through our
open discussion of being “fallible field-workers, negoti-
ating challenging circumstances, not always with equal
success and grace” (DeLyser and Starrs 2001, 6).
Although there has been widespread acceptance of the
“messiness” of research in geography (Crang and Cook
2007; Horton 2008; Jones and Evans 2011), this has not
been met with an equal acknowledgment of the ubiq-
uity and necessity of failure. Arguably the masculinist
origins of geography as an academic discipline play a
significant role in the erasure of failure, and although
feminist geographers have critiqued these origins (Billo
and Hiemstra 2013), there remains a need to acknowl-
edge openly that failure is in fact an everyday, and
indeed powerfully productive element of geographic
field work. In this article we have addressed this notable
absence, drawing on the work of Halberstam (2011) to
illustrate the ways in which failure has political meaning,
has power, and is constructive. Although we “failed” at
times in our respective projects, these perceived failings
facilitated our research practice and identities as aca-
demics, reflecting Halberstam’s (2011) notion that fail-
ing “may in fact offer more creative, more cooperative,
more surprising ways of being in the world” (2).
Reading across the three snapshots of perceived fail-

ure, a number of shared features are apparent. First,
the pervasive emotion to emerge from these accounts
is that of shame, akin to the toxic shame of failure
identified by Gill (2009). This shame extended beyond
our time in the field, as the field (and our failure there)
followed us home (Drozdzewski 2015). Second, in all

three cases the answer to this shame was found when
we talked to each other openly and realized that we all
had stories of failure to tell. Acknowledging the
ubiquity of “failing well, failing often, and learning”
(Halberstam 2011, 24) turned our failures into power-
ful and productive lessons.
There remain serious obstacles to overcome if we are

to move beyond ad hoc conversations with friendly peers
to amore systematic acknowledgment of the value of fail-
ure, and the way in which this can be unlocked through
honest discussion. The logic of intense competition and
individualism ingrained in the contemporary neoliberal
university strongly discourages this kind of candor
(McDowell 2004; Archer 2008). Even in writing this arti-
cle we were stalked with worry about the impact of writ-
ing about failure on our own careers. Colleagues warned
us to think carefully, to make sure we chose “just bad
enough” stories of failure that would not damage our rep-
utations. With academic mistakes becoming increasingly
personalized, and freedom to fail becoming even rarer,
embracing failure becomes a risky endeavor for geogra-
phers attempting an increasingly precarious career in
academia. We suggest institutions—and funders—make
space for failure, to recognize its potential value rather
than treating it solely as a damning indictment of the
individual researcher. Open, informal discussion sessions
held before geographers enter the field where field work-
ers of various years of experience can relay their practices,
missteps, and failures might be one means of initiating
the task of alleviating the shame of failure. The practice
of developing and sharing CVs of failure could become
more widespread, particularly by established academics,
reducing the stigma when things do not go to plan.
Finally, we encourage geographers to “write vulnerably”
(Behar 2014, 16) in their reflexive academic work, to nor-
malize the productive place of failure within our neolib-
eral institutions. It remains true that “fieldwork is not
innate but learned” (DeLyser and Starrs 2001, 6), and
the open discussion of mistakes, failures, and setbacks
should be part of our collective learning process. As
geographers, we need to not only acknowledge the place
of failure within our discipline, but also find ways of “fail-
ing better” (Halberstam 2011, 24).&
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