Thinking through payment in fieldwork: Changing the narrative about money and reciprocity

Abstract
Ethnographic research has long illuminated diverse economic relations. However, there has been little attention to one economic relation that ethnography itself often relies on: payment in fieldwork. Even if thinking through reciprocity is increasingly important within anthropological discussion of research ethics and anthropology’s colonial legacies, the particularities of monetary exchange often remain hidden – or a taboo. With fieldwork traditionally relying on long-term intimate relationships that are often idealized within anthropology, the implication is that the involvement of money would taint ethnographic interactions. Yet as anthropologists it is our job to pay attention to taboos and unpack them. Given ethnographic knowledge is always contextual, this aspect of context must be addressed. We aim to advance critical discussion on the implications of payment in fieldwork. We argue that such discussion should be part of equitable ethnographic research practice and opens theoretical space to engage with research participants’ expectations towards monetary payment.
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Analysis of diverse economic relations has been central to ethnographic research since its first beginnings (e.g. Malinowski 1922; Boas 1920; Mauss 1925) and remains central to contemporary ethnography (e.g. Tsing 2015). Anthropologists persuasively call for close attention to economic transfers (Pickles 2020) and cultural meanings of money (Kusimba 2021; Maurer 2006). However, there has been little attention to one economic relation that is often an essential part of ethnographic research: payment in fieldwork. It is not that issues of payment in the field are new: monetary transactions have long been part of fieldwork interactions, even if indirectly. Yet this has received little reflection historically. Where raised, it is brief and euphemistic, as when payment made by Franz Boas to the Kwakiutl of Fort Rupert is glossed reductively: “Boas gave George Hunt money to hold a feast” (Pöhl 2008: 44). Today, if written about at all, payment is normally confined to the marginalia of publications: “every researcher who has done fieldwork has a story of money to tell, but few write about it” (Cheng 2022: 18). The discipline would gain from reflexively interrogating the impact of money on and in ethnographic encounters. A few authors that we engage with below have begun to demonstrate how payment and non-payment shape ethnographic knowledge production (Srivastava 1992; De Regt 2015; Cajas and Pérez 2017; Johnson and Searles 2021; Cheng 2022; Self Reference). Yet, otherwise, anthropologists, whether they offer payment to research participants or not, do not consider the topic worthy of critical reflection. This prolongs a taboo that reflects broader cultural aversion, among many Western anthropologists at least, to thinking about intimacy (and friendship) in terms of money (Zelizer 1989; Hart 2007). With anthropological fieldwork traditionally relying on long-term, complex personal relationships that are often idealized, payment can undoubtedly be a challenging matter. Yet instead of refraining from a constructive debate, this makes it more urgent. Payment should not be treated as a peripheral curiosity, but as part of the methodological and ethical foundations of the discipline.

Lack of Disciplinary Guidelines

Contemporary handbooks and textbooks on anthropological methods do not engage with the issue of payment for research participants (e.g. O’Reilly 2012; Sluka and Robben 2012; Bernand and Gravlee 2014). Similarly, codes of conduct and ethical guidelines of major anthropological associations, also avoid such discussions. Two recent contributions from the European Association for Social Anthropology on data governance and on collaborative research (EASA n.d.; EASA 2020) make no mention of payment. Nor does the Brazilian Anthropological Association’s statement on "The Anthropologist’s Code of Ethics" (BAA 2005). Other organisations that do offer guidance on the topic tend to be brief and euphemistic. For example, the Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK (ASA) Ethical Guidelines calls for "fair return for assistance," adding: “There should be no economic exploitation of individual informants, translators and research participants; fair return should be made for their help and services” (ASA 2021) The Australian Anthropological Society Code of Ethics says: “the research participants should receive a fair return for services rendered, or for object acquired from them by request” (AAS n.d.). Meanwhile, the Association of Social Anthropologists of Aotearoa/New Zealand Code of Ethics states:

Fair return should be given them [research participants] for their help and services. Ideally, anthropological research should have mutual benefits for the anthropologist and research participants. Anthropologists should recognise their debt to research participants and their obligation to reciprocate in appropriate ways. (ASAA/NZ n.d.)

None of these discuss whether a fair return could or should be monetary. Anthropology Southern Africa’s statement on ethics does address the topic, by explicitly stating that fair return “should not be understood as direct payment” (ASnA 2004: 1). The implication seems to be that the involvement of money in ethnographic interactions would corrupt relationships with research participants and data. This sentiment also seems present in the European Research Council’s guidance on ‘Research Ethics in Ethnography/Anthropology.’ It acknowledges that “direct payment” to research subjects might be appropriate yet phrases it euphemistically as “the provision of external services to meet community needs” (Iphofen 2021: 26) rather than acknowledging or discussing direct payments to individual research participants. Furthermore, it then refers in abstract terms to ethnographic material as being a “gift of data” from research participants to anthropologists: 

The researcher’s ethical responsibility is then associated with how that shared gift is cared for (whether or not the data continue to be treated as ‘precious’ as they are analysed, transformed and reproduced as new knowledge) and how the person who shared the data is cared for as a consequence of that data being delivered – albeit in a different form – to a larger audience. (Iphofen 2021: 62) 

Although, the etymology of the word ‘data’ does connote that which is given, this framing makes assumptions about research participants’ motivations, expectations, and hopes for engaging with anthropologists. It considers the ethical responsibility of researchers through under-developed references to concepts of care and gifting that, without more explanation, risk perpetuating anachronistic assumptions about hierarchies between anthropologists and their research participants. As with guidelines that mention but do not explore the ambiguities of “a fair return,” it fails to engage with the pragmatic, ethical or methodological implications of making cash payments in exchange for participants’ time, knowledge, and expertise.

Even when explicit guidance on payment has been requested, it has not materialised. In 2000, the American Anthropological Association (AAA) publicly called for attention to such topics. This was in response to grave concerns expressed by the Brazilian Anthropological Association (ABA 2000) about accusations raised by Patrick Tierney against Napoleon Chagnon, James Neel, and others regarding their research among the Yanomami people. The AAA convened a special Ad Hoc Task Force charged with “developing additional draft guidelines to the [AAA] Code of Ethics and other materials, and report to the Executive Board” (AAA n.d.). The resolution said, “Consideration should be given to the common dilemmas faced by anthropologists conducting research in field situations” and specified five areas. Number two was “the level and kind of remuneration to subject populations and individuals that is both appropriate and fair” (ABA 2000). Later codes and reports did not address this. The AAA’s 2012 Code of Ethics says only: “Anthropologists may gain personally from their work, but they must not exploit individuals, groups, animals, or cultural or biological materials.” It then focusses more on the role of anthropologists as teachers and mentors before adding in the middle of the final paragraph in the document: “Anthropologists should appropriately acknowledge all contributions to their research, writing, and other related activities, and compensate contributors justly for any assistance they provide” before moving on. The clarion call for ethical guidance on payment is clearly missing. 

There is, accordingly, little reflection on how ideas about a fair return, or just return, may vary. Nor whether such notions carry across different contexts. Clearer expectations are visible in the national regulations of some countries in which anthropologists have long worked. Uganda National Council for Science and Technology, that is responsible for research permissions across all disciplines within the country, requires that researchers pay study participants UGX 10,000 (US without specifying whether this is per visit, day, or hour). The Malawian national regulations suggest a payment of $10 per study visit. How or when such a transfer should occur are not specified. Yet a contrast between concrete instruction from some governments in the Global South and vague principle among anthropological associations, particularly in the Global North is clear. 

	The absence of more thorough consideration is problematic for various reasons. The reality is that increasing numbers of anthropologists are paying for fieldwork access and data – following participants’ (implicit) requests, ethnographers’ own ethical considerations, or a combination of the two. However, they lack a comprehensive frame of reference when confronted with the issue of monetary payments in the field. There is no substantial debate on the methodological implications of such payments, beyond occasional but notable interventions that we discuss below. Failure to acknowledge economic dimensions of knowledge production and how they intersect with politicized, racialized, and gendered hierarchies is an important ethical lapse. It runs the risk of preserving or even creating the same exploitative hierarchies that anthropologists attempt to work against, while simultaneously obscuring their existence through omission of discussion of the role monetary payment plays in fieldwork and research relations. The absence of critical reflection on monetary payment, moreover, puts anthropologists, especially early career researchers, on modest salaries and those without access to personal resources at a disadvantage. Without cohesive disciplinary guidelines that can be used to make a compelling case to funding bodies, university administrations, and ethical committees, it can be difficult to secure funds that enable payment. Furthermore, without discussing the realities of payment, the discipline may miss out on relevant theoretical insights about the (moral) operations of money and their meanings in intimate relationships in contexts in which anthropologists become participant observers.

The need for reflexivity

Working across five universities within Europe and conducting research on various continents, we found little guidance when contemplating issues of monetary payment that we have increasingly encountered in our ethnographic interactions. In the earlier years of the discipline, reciprocity was often considered an instrumental means for anthropologists to get what they want, without critical reflection regarding the ethical responsibilities of those involved in these reciprocal relations. Conversely, recent discussions of reciprocity have broadened our awareness of the ethical complexities involved in research relationships, scrutinizing the anthropologist’s position in fieldwork relationships. Michell Johnson and Edmund Searles (2021: xiv) state that in “the course of their research, anthropologists accumulate a debt to their research participants. What this debt looks like specifically or how it should be repaid, however, is complex and not always clear in the beginning.”  With fieldwork relationships increasingly embedded in contexts that require multi-faceted considerations of payment, we need to think about reciprocity in terms of monetary payment, both regarding its methodological implications and as a building block within ethical knowledge production. Ethnographers enter fields, for example, where international development cooperation has put into motion a process of monetization of participation. Accordingly, participants have come to expect payment for their involvement in “projects,” be that development oriented or research – as author six experienced (self-reference). Equally, the intensification of digitalized communication between researchers and research participants adds another layer to the discussion. As Sealing Cheng (2022) confirms, this often becomes pertinent after fieldwork, as it facilitates demands for monetary support over long distances.  We should also acknowledge ongoing demands after fieldwork has “finished” from anthropologists for information that benefits their careers. Considering relevant trends in anthropology, such as applying ethnography towards processes of transformation (self-reference) and participatory research that emphasizes the role of research participants as co-collaborators or co-creators, we felt even more surprised that there is so little guidance on how to navigate the intersection of money and research relationships during fieldwork.
 
	The “corrupting narrative” that suggests payment is a threat to the research relationship and the authenticity of the knowledge constructed can no longer be maintained. As Juan Cajas and Yolinlitzli Pérez (2017: 150) argue, it is problematic in anthropology that unpaid participation of research participants is considered “a way to build equitable relations with researchers,” because they are untainted by payment claims (made on the anthropologist). Should research participants provide their time for free when most anthropologists receive salaries and even additional fieldwork allowances from universities or other institutions they work for? It is possible that offer of payment could affect the data that has been produced (Das and Parry 1983); the dialogic nature of ethnographic fieldwork relations adds to the risk that research participants actively aim to service “their ethnographer’s” interests and preferences. However, we consider the fiction of “peaceful fieldwork” (Srivastava 1992: 17) unsullied by discussion or consideration of money to be a greater threat to ethnographic research. How, moreover, can we be sure that research participants do not service “their ethnographer” when they are not receiving payment? This is as much as an assumption as the “corrupting narrative” is. Hence, in contemporary realities of ethnographic encounters anthropologists must be open to the possibility of monetary payment, yet also be sensitive to the potential that research participants may refuse payment. When Author Seven offered payment to research participants, young Chinese mothers (self-reference), they did not want to accept it, because they saw their involvement in the research as either a contribution to scientific knowledge or personally therapeutic. It remains an important feature of many ethnographic encounters that research participants also recognize the positive impact of sharing their story without any consideration of monetary reciprocity – even if in other settings, this may not mutually exclude monetary payment. Payment, accordingly, is highly contextual, depending on interpretations of money, reciprocity, and exchange, as author three encountered in preparing a new research proposal with a Latin American sex work-led organization. The organization was pleasantly surprised to hear that they would receive payment for their participation if the proposal was funded, something they were not accustomed to. Yet Author Three was equally surprised by their reaction, given experiences with sex-worker organizations in East-Africa, in which payment for participation has become expected in research collaborations. Contemporary ethnographic research often scarcely resembles the fieldwork contexts of our ancestors. While the absence of critical reflection among early anthropologists on this subject is illustrative, as we discuss below, the need for reflexive questions about payment in fieldwork is more evident than ever. We need to explore when, how, and whether money is paid in research relations. By furthering a critical and reflexive discussion on the role of payment and related issues in fieldwork relations, we do not pretend to present a conclusive approach as to how to deal with payment and reduce the potential for awkward encounters. Rather, we argue that payment can no longer be considered a “private issue” and dismissed as “non-anthropological” or “trivial” (Barley 1989: 21 quoted in Cajas and Pérez 2017: 145). We need thorough and comparative reflection on the fact that in many contemporary research settings payment appears the only ethical way to do fieldwork. Refraining from a discussion of payment at least partially eclipses the related taboo on payments themselves in field-based interactions (Cajas and Pérez 2017). Is it naïve or unscientific to think that paying for data does not affect its reliability? Or immoral and extractive for refusing to countenance it? Can we oversee the complexities that may emerge when we start to pay our research participants, including the potential erosion or transformation of relationships that enable and even constitute ethnography – a concern that may also explain anthropologists’ reluctance to deconstruct payment in fieldwork interactions? These questions need to be unpacked and reformulated within a holistic discussion of the realities and consequences of monetary payment for fieldwork. Providing answers to these questions will contribute towards new narratives about “monetary reciprocity” that more adequately reflects contextually informed and reflexive ideas about ethical research conduct and knowledge production. Synthesizing insights from the small body of literature on the topic and our experiences, we aim to advance the debate and make space for different kinds of narrative.

Disciplinary Narratives

The absence of guidance, discussion, or debate on payment and fieldwork for anthropologists is a marked contrast with other disciplines such as biomedicine, where recompense for participation is an important topic (Nyangulu et al. 2019). For some, monetary payment is unethical because it makes volunteering for a clinical trial a matter of financial reward, for healthy participants – who may take more risks when they need or quickly want to gain cash–high payments for experimental trials (Wertheimer and Miller 2008). For others, it is still about “more than money” (Stunkel and Grady 2011). Yet within bio-ethical debates it is acknowledged that there is nothing inherently unethical about inducing people to volunteer through payment (Stones and McMillan 2010; Gelinas et al. 2018). An ethical problem emerges mainly when payments are considered excessive or inadequate (Talukder 2011). The relevant point for our purposes is the existence of a debate on such matters, even if participating in biomedical research has different characteristics than participating in (extended) ethnographic research.

Closer to our discipline, discussions are ongoing within social and behavioral sciences. In biomedicine, payment was initially considered a means to encourage participation in research (Thompson 1996; Head 2009). The roles of research participants are often more clearly delineated, with cash (or vouchers) paid in return for bounded moments of data gathering: an expert interview, conducting an afternoon of psychological experiments and games, participation in a workshop, and so forth. Debates have revolved around the quality of data produced through different forms or media of payment (Brase 2009; Incekara-Hafalir et al. 2022) rather than debating the extent to which it is an ethical obligation. In other qualitative social sciences, ethical issues have been raised explicitly. Payment is considered a way to recognize and equalize power relations in research relationships (Thompson 1996). In fact, “making payments (or gift-giving) becomes a mark of ethically sound research” (Head 2009: 337).  Recently, three early-career geographers reject the idea that payment can remove power imbalances but argue it is a sign of respect for participants’ time and expertise (Warnock et al. 2022). The relationship between researcher and participant is one of interdependence, as in ethnographic research, although the authors acknowledge that payment in ethnographic research has its own peculiarities (Warnock et al. 2022: 198). Ethnography often incorporates specific and formal research interactions, such as an interview or attendance at a workshop or focus group, for which payment may be relatively straightforward. But these bounded interactions take place within more open-ended ethnographic research over longer periods of participant observation. These are less rigid and harder to delineate. The long-term engagement of doing research on and research with human participants (Cajas and Pérez 2017), which often sets ethnography apart from other methods, means answers from other disciplines and perspectives cannot be uncritically imported, even if they provide helpful clues. 

Ethnographers long-term and less formulaic engagement with research participants often blurs the distinction between “research” and “real life,” the “formal” and the “informal.” Moreover, “researcher positionalities with respect to interlocutors often shift over time [...] leading to altered expectations and changed relationship dynamics” (Rusell 2024: 179). Not only is data gathering often more ad-hoc and spread over longer periods of time, but fieldwork relations are more personal and diverse. When, for instance, do fieldwork relationships end? Who gets to decide? These are all difficult questions that require critical self-reflection. Integrating payment may complicate this further, because it entails discomfort (Moodie 2007; Otañez 2007). It exposes inequalities between researcher and researched that scholars are increasingly aware of and uncomfortable with, as they present something of an existential challenge to the discipline and those who do it (Jobson 2020). The inequalities bring with them uneasiness and at times guilt or even anger when both sides interpret (requests for) payments differently. Yet neither refraining from payment, nor avoiding discussion, make educational inequalities, class distinctions and racialized difference disappear. They are almost always present in fieldwork interactions, even when obscured research relationships are constituted by an inequality of roles and motives (von Vacano 2019:80). Increased interrogation of inequality, representation, and neo-coloniality in research practices make turning a blind eye to payment in fieldwork untenable. This calls for discussion of our disciplinary ancestors and taboos on mixing intimacy with money that have been ignored for so long. 
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From its inception, the discipline of anthropology has been influenced by a long, European history of moral concerns about money reflected in Biblical sources such as the ‘cleansing of the temple’ during which Jesus chased out the money changers from the temple in Jerusalem. Money was perceived as corrupting, in line with related concerns about commodification, which was considered to both rationalize and squeeze out social ties (Zelizer 1998: 1381; see also Marx 1964 [1844]).With the dominant role of money in contemporary capitalist society, this has not waned (Taussig 1980; Shipton 1989). As Keith Hart (2007: 13) highlights, money in capitalist societies “stands for alienation, detachment, impersonal society, the outside.” One consequence of these concerns has been a tendency to shy away from discussing how money affects our own everyday (research) lives. The result is that in their own research practices, anthropologists perpetuate a moral imaginary of money as a symbol of alienation and detachment, an antithesis of the rich lived experience that we should care about (Hart 2005). Uncritically maintaining this position, however, obscures the reality that research participants may not share these same moral beliefs about money. Moreover, such assumptions are at odds with the recent flourishing sociology and anthropology of money that shows the importance of context and relationships rather than solely considering money as emblematic of self-interest (e.g. Zelizer 2000; Maurer 2006; Di Muzio and Roberts 2017; Schmidt 2017; Kusimba 2021). Anthropologists have yet to bring these insights into consideration of their fieldwork interactions. Instead, a tendency remains to refrain from discussing how money affects our own work and lives that has long constituted a form of disciplinary taboo.
	
Within the first foundations of ethnographic research. Bronislaw Malinowski (1922) was intrigued with the way the Trobriand Islanders “did business” through the Kula ring, yet self-reflections about how he dealt with reciprocity and payment are hard to find. Malinowski only refers in passing to giving his research participants something in return for their readiness to have him around. After a while, he writes “they finished by regarding me as part and parcel of their life, a necessary evil or nuisance, mitigated by donations of tobacco” (Malinowski 1922: 8). Tobacco as payment seems to have been a central theme for anthropologists of Malinowski’s days, especially in Oceania (Marshall 2013). Apparently, the local population was “pacified” with gifts and in exchange gave the researcher access into their lives. At least that was what Malinowski thought. In his diaries he wrote with frustration about giving tobacco to villagers he wanted to photograph, but who left with his tobacco and without him taking the photos (Young 1998).

Margaret Mead (1963) also paid her way during her fieldwork in New Guinea with goods such as salt, matches, and razorblades. It is not clear how she paid the people she studied (with), but she evidently paid for ethnographic assistance. “To supplement their own work,” she and her husband at that time, “selected local youths from each men’s house to report to them on events of interest, paying them a razor blade for each report” (Shankman 2025: 9). Further reflections are absent, as in the case of Edward Evan Evans-Pritchard. He described the small number of people he relied upon to help him decipher public events and rituals among the Azande: “mostly on my two personal servants and on two paid informants” (Evans-Pritchard 1973: 5). While he expresses regret at the term “informant” he offers no details or discussion of payments to people so described; their mention in the same sentence as “servants” adds to the sense that the relationship is one between colonizer and colonized. Not all anthropologists had the same means to pay for goods as these disciplinary figureheads. Ella Deloria, a Yankton Dakota Sioux woman who worked with Boas as an ethnographer conducting research among native Americans, complained that Ruth Benedict, one of Boas’ students, cut her budget in half, including “twenty-five dollars a week to get about, and do the socially correct things—provide meat and such presents, on paying my visits to my informants.” Underlining differences in socioeconomic status between the two, Benedict had told Deloria “that she and anyone else who went on the field did it at their own expense [which made Deloria, who had insufficient means] feel very uncomfortable” (Geliga 2014: 66). The example of Zora Neale Hurston, an Afro-American woman who worked with Boas, also highlights the challenges for early anthropologists who did not have significant personal wealth to facilitate fieldwork. In her case, gifts of peaches, ham, and insect repellent, which she brought on frequent visits enabled her to build a relationship with Oluale Kossola, the only remaining survivor of the Clotilda, the final U.S. slave ship to bring captives from Africa in 1860 (Cep 2018).  

These examples indicate that disciplinary forbears did use payment to establish contacts in the field, but they did not reflect upon ethical and epistemological dynamics of that payment, other than in Deloria’s brief reference to gifts as “socially correct things”. For much of the twentieth century, academic discussion of fieldwork was largely about the techniques and methods of analysis (Glowczewski et al. 2013: 114). Considering a return, whether it was a gift, payment, or even just the potential for research participants to share their story, was not an issue that merited reflection. Giving gifts appeared to be uncritically considered to be part of the process. Global changes turned the tide, however. 

Reconsidering Long-Held Assumptions

Following WWII, scrutiny of fieldwork gradually started to shift, particularly thanks to increasing concern about anthropology’s involvement in colonial projects. Dividing the world into communist and capitalist blocks had severe consequences in (former) colonies where much ethnographic research was concentrated. Anthropologists working within the contexts of political projects exhibited a growing reflexivity and something of an “ethical turn” that acknowledged questions about “the writing of ethnography, relations in the field, the ethics of research and questions of ethnographic authority” (Glowczewski et al. 2013: 114). Involvement by anthropologists in the study of counterinsurgency in Latin America provoked the first statement of ethics by the American Anthropological Association in 1967 (Biswas 2015: 251). Anthropologists started to take the concerns and perspectives of research participants more seriously, including what obligation researchers had towards them. Issues of informed consent and confidentiality became increasingly acknowledged. Similarly, reciprocity and gifts started to receive critical attention (Wax 1952; De Waal 1998; Ybarra 2014). Anthropologists’ long interest in why and how people form relationships around some idea of “give and take” (Hann 2006) began to inform reflections on fieldwork relationships, too. In a short article from 1952, Rosalie Wax described reciprocity as a “field technique.” She departs from the simple question most anthropologists have probably asked themselves at least once: “Why should anybody in this group bother to talk to me? Why should this man take time out from his work, gambling, or pleasant loafing to answer my questions?” (Wax 1952: 34). In answering this question, she claims, one should understand the relationship between researcher and researched as an interaction in which both actors’ needs have to be satisfied. Needs on the side of research participants could, for example, be curiosity, boredom or an opportunity to let some steam off, but also tobacco and other material goods.

Yet exactly what, when, and how much to reciprocate is by no means a straightforward process. Jacqueline Adams (1998) illustrates, for instance, that reciprocity can be a minefield of ethical, power, and cultural differences. Johnson and Searles (2021) point to multiple complexities opened up by reciprocity in research relationships. Mechthild von Vacano (2019: 132), who looks critically at the term “reciprocity,” considers it “imbued with anti-market sentiments […] leading to neglect of the economic dimension of fieldwork.” The fact remains, she argues, that there is economic asymmetry in many fieldwork situations and should not be obscured by assumptions about what counts (for who) as reciprocity. In short, then, reciprocity and gifts in fieldwork interactions have rightly been explored by anthropologists. However, a divide persists between reciprocity and gifts associated with the “good” non-capitalist world, and money and payment connoting “bad” capitalist markets.

In reality, the distinction between “the ideology of a pure gift versus an intrinsically self-interested commodity, of which money is the iconic example, emerged in tandem with the growth of capitalism and modern social institutions,” argues Jennier Cole (2009: 112). “When applied to the domain of intimate relations,” it is evident, she continues, “[that] the dichotomy of love and money, or of pure gift versus interested commodity, is not natural” (Cole 2009: 112). It is the result of a particular historical sequence of economic developments (often glossed as capitalism). This echoes Viviana Zelizer’s (1989) discussion of cultural taboos around the co-mingling of money and intimacy in the USA. Money (as supposedly qualitatively neutral, profane, and calculative) is popularly portrayed as being antithetical to “personal, social, and sacred values [that are] qualitatively distinct, unexchangeable, and indivisible” (Zelizer 1989: 347). But simultaneously the two are deeply intertwined in US history and law, as is evident across multiple everyday examples (Zelizer 2000). Zelizer’s argument is that interactions between (intimate) social relations and money need to be investigated with an open mind, rather than through a normative analytic that is limited by unexamined beliefs (in many parts of the Western world) that money is incompatible with intimacy.

       	While Zelizer’s work focused on the USA, many anthropological studies have problematized dominant culturally constructed taboos about money elsewhere. Jonathan Parry and Maurice Bloch (1989) demonstrate that monetary exchange is more multilayered than ideologically informed interpretations assume. Instead of undermining social ties, money often helps to maintain these ties. More recently, Sibel Kusimba (2021) shows the essential role that loving familial relations play in distributing money through Kenya’s mobile money network. As Cole (2009) points out, popular Western ideologies of love – that critically interpret intimacy as instrumental when certain criteria are not met – tend to ignore how emotions and materiality are often deeply intertwined, such as in her research on romantic relationships in Madagascar. In a similar vein, as Daniel Mains (2013) discusses in the case of Ethiopia, (male) friendship involves affection and the exchange of material goods. Friendship, his research participants convey, is “clearly associated with the ability to provide material support,” though affection or a positive relationship is equally essential; finding the right balance between the two is often complex and prone to creating conflicts among friends (Mains 2013: 338) Strikingly, these studies make clear that within many of the societies that anthropologists conduct ethnography the distinction between intimacy and money, is blurred. Yet despite the recognition of the diverse ways money takes on meaning, and configures in relationships in different societies, payment for fieldwork is rarely assessed along the lines of these possible cultural meanings, but rather, it is extracted from the context and analyzed within the confines of the research process in which, until recently, the distinction between intimacy and money is upheld. Taking this one step further, how can a researcher deny paying a participant in cultures where social relationships are entwined with material or monetary gain?  In this sense, unpacking taboos about money and fieldwork could help to combat unintentional ethnocentrism.  

Navigating Complexities

Among the small number of anthropologists that have considered the role of money in their fieldwork interactions, Vinay Kumar Srivastava (1992: 18) argued that the question ‘Should anthropologists pay their respondents?’ needs to be discussed by all of us. He suggests that ethnographers should actively communicate what payment or favors, if any, they make to their respondents. Thirty years and a few citations on, such discussions remain conspicuously absent. Cheng (2022) describes how she was conflicted about payment in the field as a doctorate student. When she, reluctantly, shared this with her supervisor, he, to her surprise, informed her that he also pays: “‘Yes, of course. My career was built on the lives they shared with me. And if they need help with money, of course I would give it to them. I give them money all the time!’” (Cheng 2022: 19). Tellingly, he had not considered sharing this information with his students. Contrary to other disciplines that rely on payments in one-off or short-term research projects, as discussed above, “researchers whose intellectual projects are rooted in long-term fieldwork and intimate bonds and empathy for their research subjects have been evasive about the meanings of money in fieldwork” (Cheng 2022: 21). Part of the reason for this may be that anthropological reflexivity, when turned to the issue of monetary payment, can raise discomforting questions.

	Those who have explicitly discussed monetary payment frequently highlight the range of challenging emotions aroused when money becomes involved in research relationships. Cheng, for example, was disappointed by the lack of interest in her own life demonstrated by a research participant, with whom she had developed a close bond. After making a payment that they had both agreed upon, this research participant did not ask about the health of Cheng’s mother although they knew she had taken her mother to the hospital, because an earlier meeting had had to be rescheduled. This causes Cheng to question how meaningful the relationship really was. Equally, Marina de Regt (2015; 2019) offers sustained reflections on the challenges of combining friendship and monetary payment over many years with Noura, whom she met when she was working in development projects in Yemen. She describes initial advice from other expatriate development workers against providing money to local friends and colleagues, and her decision to ignore that. When Noura needed medical care, including a heart operation and continuous medication afterwards, De Regt promised to take care of the costs involved. However, this financial commitment eventually turned uncomfortable, as De Regt felt that demands for money came at the expense of their friendship. This was significant enough that she ultimately stopped providing requested funds to Noura (De Regt 2015: 60-63).  Payment is not a panacea that removes discomfort. 

Holly High (2010) illustrates some of the reasons for discomfort through a description of her effort to pay back her research participants in a Malay village. During fieldwork, she was frequently confronted with questions about how she would help the poor research participants in her research. The villagers were familiar with schemes inaugurated by international aid and state agencies and thought she should offer something similar. Eventually, village leaders explicitly asked her whether she could provide financial assistance for the construction and maintenance of a school building, which she felt she could not refuse (High 2010: 311). However, these efforts backfired for several reasons. The money she provided never seemed to be enough. Furthermore, her host family was looked upon with suspicion because of assumptions about what they must have gained from her and hidden from their peers given the resources at High’s disposal. Ellen Moodie (2007) also noted competition for financial support between research participants she was close to and other local actors they viewed as illegitimate and opportunistic. Yet this worked against her wish to cultivate relationships with a broader range of potential research participants she wished. A mismatch between appropriate (but contested) distribution of resources from some (close) participants’ points of view and Moodie’s concerns with gathering ethnographic material or salving her conscience was hard to bridge (Moodie 2007: 51). Despite the inequalities between anthropologists and many of the participants in their research, it would be wrong to represent the latter as without agency (Rouse 2021). When De Regt (2019: 105) questioned the level of payments she made to Noura, for example, she was dismissively told by Noura: “In friendship one does not count such things.” As anthropologists involved in varying degrees of intimate research relations want to be considered as more than a “money provider,” and thanks to the disciplinary and personal ethics that many of the authors that we cite mention, such a riposte is hard to argue against or to negotiate.  

Cheng (2022) also discusses how the expectation of monetary payment can continue long after fieldwork has finished. She emphasizes the intimacy of the (original) relationship makes it hard to refuse requests. At the same time, she notes increasing discomfort about the financial dimension of one friendship when virtually all of the distant contact they maintain is in the form of requests for money. These seem to come at the expense of the friendship she thought they had. Reflecting on her own complicated and enduring relationship with Noura, De Regt (2019) still argues that it would be ethically problematic to refrain from paying money to her friend. Not only did she have a stable job as an academic anthropologist, but Noura also featured prominently in various articles and thus contributed to her career. For this reason, De Regt felt compelled to transfer money to her friend’s repeated requests for large amounts of money for many years after she returned from her fieldwork. She has also been compelled to write about it. This is clearly not because payment assuages feelings of awkwardness, shame, or guilt (cf. High 2010; Johnson and Searles 2021). Instead, an enduring concern for De Regt (2015: 63) is that “I do not feel comfortable with the financial dimension of our relationship, and I often wonder why.” Changing the narrative about payment and fieldwork involves bringing such questions of “why” to the fore: inviting more anthropologists to productively explore questions about “why” behind their own involvement in the relationship between monetary payment, fieldwork and the ethics of knowledge production.
 
Reflexivity, Reciprocity, and Payment: Towards Ethical Knowledge Production

Bringing together accounts about payment and nonpayment, with and without reflection, we have traced a meta-narrative of payment in fieldwork that explores some of the challenges, assumptions, blind spots, and guidance. Once we acknowledge the complexities of payment in fieldwork, we must also reflect on the effect that these complexities (if, how, and when we pay) have on knowledge production, and particularly on ethical knowledge production. By this we mean research practice that reflects on the multiple dimensions that shape its conditions of production. If discussions of decoloniality in anthropology involve a critical examination of such factors in the history of the discipline, and efforts to reckon with and move beyond anthropology’s relationship with (neo)colonialism, then considering the issue of payment is an important methodological and ethical contributor to decolonizing anthropology. This cannot be through an “answer” to the problem that fits all circumstances, but an invitation to critically consider our own positionality. 

	Questions about who gets paid for what when it comes to research participants and wider communities in which they live and research takes place can create difficulties for the researcher and the researched, and have consequences for findings (Moody 2007; High 2010). Srivastava’s (1992) distinction between “general” and “specific” knowledge is relevant in this respect. “General” knowledge is knowledge that is shared by most members of a society (or community), and “specific” knowledge, “is the repository of fewer individuals who are its specialist” (Srivastava 1992: 18). He notes the payment to individuals who possess “specific” knowledge seems by other members of the same community to be less problematic than payment made to individuals for what is regarded as “general” knowledge. The latter case can provoke envy, as for others it is not directly evident why one person may be included in the research and become financially reimbursed, while others, with the same “general” knowledge, are not. As High’s (2010) experiences demonstrate, the salient issue is not just the bilateral exchange between researcher and participant that matters, but also about how payment may be perceived by other members of a community in which research takes place. Sometimes, payment is framed as reimbursing people for their time. The cultural construction that equates time with money recalls a particular vision of time that can devalue certain forms of labor and living (Thompson 1967; Eräsaari 2020). Hence beyond a negotiation of intimacy and money across cultures, broader contextual factors and potential social consequences need to be considered, too. Anthropologists can and should reflect on this for at least two reasons. Firstly, because anthropology (and participant observation) that invites reflection on the conditions of knowledge production reveals cultural dynamics regarding power relations. This is essential information needed when considering payment during fieldwork. Secondly, anthropology aims to understand general knowledge and beliefs through direct interaction and participation. It is problematic to attempt a description of general knowledge when the effect of paying for it or not clearly affects the nature of the participation and direct interaction that anthropologists engage in to gain understanding of those same general knowledges. In other words, whether payment is required, is a methodological part of participant observation and should be discussed as such. This raises other questions: with whom do you discuss the ins and outs of payment? Participants? Local researchers? Key informants? Academic colleagues? Or all of the above?

	Furthermore, though distinct from what we see as exaggerated fears among some anthropologists that payment during fieldwork could corrupt fieldwork insights, there have been valid ethical concerns raised about the consequences of monetary payment for other researchers. Expectations of payment among potential research participants could, for instance, create inequalities between local and expatriate researchers, because the latter may have far greater access to funds (Das and Parry 1983). The near ubiquity of payment for participation by development practitioners and within other disciplines that typically connect with far greater numbers of research participants make some of these concerns difficult to circumvent. However, the point about inequality in research resource remains as relevant, as is it was in the time of Ella Deloria and Ruth Benedict. Among our authorial group, it is evident that seniority matters. Those of us with permanent, relatively well-remunerated positions can more easily honor payment requests than those at the start of their career. This is not impossible to circumnavigate. For example, author two was able to negotiate payments to research participants from the funder of his PhD research in Tanzania, the UK’s Economic and Social Research Council, to buy livestock for several cattle groups he had been involved with, in addition to window panes for a local primary school and an electricity connection for a dispensary. Such requests were perceived as “highly unusual” by the funder, but were allowed because they fit the general guidance that allowed gifts and were successfully presented as culturally appropriate. Ultimately it was necessary for Author Two to transfer cash, however, because he would not have been able to purchase livestock at the same price as his research participants. However, this flexibility from funders is unusual. Edmund Searles (2021), notes several setbacks that caused additional expenses for his already stretched budget during PhD research in the Arctic, including return flights to a re-examination, the need to buy an expensive skidoo, and the late withdrawal of budget accommodation. This meant that he could not afford to pay one of his friends and research participants the going rate for translating Inuit elders’ stories and had to cut short the first real fieldwork breakthrough he made before it even got started. Such challenges likely change over the course of an academic career. Professional and personal commitments that often go hand-in-hand with increasing seniority lead many researchers to make shorter research visits. Negotiating monetary payment in the case of a lengthy period of fieldwork at the start of one’s career is often of a different order, due to the blurred boundaries of research and trepidatious hope of integrating into a community of research participants, with whom relationships first have to be established. This is qualitatively different to the kind of friendship or intimacy that senior researchers enjoy with long-term contacts that they tend to return to and cultivate relationships with over many years. Reflection, then, not only involves the cultural and institutional context in which the research is conducted, but also the researcher’s own personal and professional position and responsibilities towards peers.

Anthropologists must also reflect on their position relative to other actors who might shape assumptions and evaluations about the monetary aspect of participation in fieldwork. Marty Otañez (2007) struggled with the fact that a union leader he paid simultaneously accepted payments from actors the author politically opposed (in his research), a multinational tobacco company. Otañez knew he has no moral claim on the union leader – as Cheng (2022: 26) puts it succinctly, “providing financial help does not grant one moral authority over the recipient, but neither does it exempt one from feeling morally responsible, for money is just one part of the exchange in the relationships we forge in research.” In reflection upon the interactions, Otañez even starts to wonder whether with his payment he does not act similarly as the tobacco company, as both were paying local actors to advance projects for personal advantage. Together with the other experiences with monetary payments in fieldwork interactions, it shows that money can open up a range of discomforts, confrontations, and emotions – from the perspectives of the researchers as well as others. These often shatter the belief that as an anthropologist one may be different due to a “real” interest in research participants – Otañez (2007: 77) had to reconsider his hope that he was an exception “to the example of impersonal and infrequent encounters that non-Westerners experienced at the hands of Westerners in Malawi and other non-dominant societies.” On reflection, he realized that rather than the fictive pure friendship he professed (Otañez (2007: 105), the relationship had always been instrumental, since its founding impetus and abiding aim was to advance his publication record.

	Following Otañez, also our own experience is that monetarized fieldwork relationship may provoke – rightly or wrongly – expectations. More often than not, however, the discussion centers on the reciprocal-exchange relationship – of money in exchange for knowledge production – from the perspective of the research participant, that is to say what obligations does the anthropologist have towards the participants and in turn, what are their rights and expectations. To fully grasp the realities of monetary payment in fieldwork, the expectations of the researcher require attention, too. Otañez and Cheng, for example, remind us that we often carry buried expectations that we desire from our participants. Anthropologists need to acknowledge their own expectations and emotions regarding what they will receive “in return” for the payment. For example, is payment a means to assure the participant’s commitment or engagement in the project? Rarely are such expectations discussed. It is often assumed that participants are to some degree committed to or investing in the research. This is particularly the case in participatory action research (PAR) and other participatory research designs. Often the researcher only becomes aware of others’ expectations when something goes wrong, when they experience in one way or another that a participant has little interest in the project that they are being paid to participate in. Author Three (self-reference) was involved in such a situation while using photo voice methodology with a group of Ethiopian sex workers who were members of a sex-worker led organization. The participants froze their participation in the project and would not return until they received more money for their participation, which was covered by official funding. Leading up to this stalemate, the researchers had followed the ethical principles embedded in doing participatory research. They had changed the amount of payment according to the recommendations of the partner organization they worked with, for example. However, this was not enough money for the participants. This led to further questions about what would be more ethical regarding payment. Was it more ethical to cease payment, because with their refusal it became evident that they were only participating for the money – and participation for money alone sharply contrasts with the accepted epistemological principles of PAR? Conversely, it might be more ethical to pay participants what they felt was appropriate because an anthropologist should not be the one that decides on the required degree of willingness to participate or motivating factors required of participants. Expectations exist on both sides of the relationship that go beyond the idea that monetary exchange in fieldwork is simply impersonal or formulaic.   

Negotiation of payment cannot be isolated from the researcher’s status, gender, or ethnicity. It goes without saying that reflexive analysis of one’s positionality has become part and parcel of ethnographic practice (Self-reference). However, these reflexive exercises do not generally include an analysis of the researcher’s position in relation to payment for fieldwork. Yet, as Gillen (2012) shows in his fieldwork experiences with monetary payment in Vietnam, his gender, race, and nationality mattered. Due to the history of Vietnam war, female research participants would never request any sort of financial compensation from him, because of the association of payments by white men from the United States to Vietnamese women with sex work. On the other hand, there were no equivalent concerns from Vietnamese men. In various of our experiences, race has often been entangled with decision-making about payment. As a white man conducting research in Sub-Saharan Africa, Author Two has frequently felt compared unfavorably to other white actors with far greater resources (self-reference). At other times he has been warned by other white expatriates about the dangers of financial entanglements with black Africans (particularly women) with barely concealed undertones of racism. The symbolic meaning of being an outsider and wealthy for researchers doing research in the Global South, whether student or professor, (justifiably) informs the expectations of participants regarding money and payment and may cause discomfort for the researcher not knowing whether they paid enough, paid too little or should not have paid at all. Moreover, researchers are also aware that the decision they make can serve to reproduce the very same stereotypes of the white ethnographer that they are fervently trying to disband.
 
Author One’s (self-reference) approach to payment in the field has been affected by stereotypes about white male visitors in rural Zambia. In particular, Author One navigated between the conviction that global inequalities call for financial redistribution towards poor, rural Zambians and a reluctance to being solely considered a “money provider.” This made him reluctant to respond to requests that seemed unrelated to research, for example for beer money when there was no substantial ethnographic exchange connected to it. Such reluctance led to numerous negotiations over small sums and convenience-based decision making that missed an opportunity to think theoretically about money’s role in knowledge production.  When researchers are concerned primarily with how to navigate monetary payment to minimize the difficulties they experience without an intentional methodological and ethical framework, there is little room to systematically deconstruct why and how research participants frame their requests, or even what their expectations are. Reflexive engagement with research participants on such themes could open new avenues of research into moral economies of (re)distribution (self-reference) through participant observation, for instance. It might reveal that research participants’ requests for redistribution at a micro-level (that is, in their interactions with the researcher) are influenced by perceptions about the unfairness of the macro-level of national and international distribution of resources. 

A notable exception in this respect is Carolyn Rouse’s (2021) monetary contribution to the construction of a school on the Western edge of Accra, Ghana as a form of research project itself. In some ways, this echoed High’s (2010) payment to a community rather than individuals as a way of “giving back.” However, Rouse explicitly aimed to subvert the potential for neo-imperialist associations of such an endeavor by flipping the act of reciprocity and giving upfront as a generative act of research itself. Taking the donation and critical reflection on her own positionality as an African American woman working in West Africa as a starting point, Rouse problematizes assumptions from some of her colleagues that such an ambitious project to “give back” in fieldwork recapitulates neo-colonial international development practice of the kind that anthropologists have been highly and influentially critical of. Reflecting on her position as an African American anthropologist enables Rouse to engage with questions about payment and neo-coloniality in ways that would have been different for white researchers. This is not just because she did not act in a way normally associated with wealthy white outsiders, such as riding in a sports utility vehicle (SUV), or because people made assumptions about what she was wealthy or powerful enough to achieve based on race and gender, but because Rouse is clear that the research project of building a school is not a quest for personal or political redemption from some sense of culpability for past colonialism or imperialism. Instead, it enables her to “theorize development from the perspective of the embodied act of doing” (Rouse 2021: 54). This is an opportunity that awaits other researchers who embrace reflection on and discussion of monetary payment. These are opportunities to gain theoretical insights about how knowledge is and should be produced by anthropologists. 

Conclusion

Bringing historically and geographically diverse sources together, this article argues that the issue of payment in fieldwork should never be far away from consideration for anthropologists (and research participants). This is especially important given the remuneration that academics typically receive for their work with people who are normally much poorer than themselves, both in the case of “outsider” anthropologists and of anthropologists working “at home.” However, we should be cautious of default formulations of who an anthropologist is, but also recognize generalizable observations regarding the idealization of informal and at times intimate ethnographic encounters.  Many anthropologists might still have to accept that a “happy equilibrium” between researcher and research participants is often not achievable (Hatfield 1973), and that circumventing privilege is all but an impossibility (Gottleib 2018). If achieving fully balanced relationships with research participants is a romantic wish rather than realistic possibility, does that mean that anthropologists should avoid the topic? How, within “imbalanced” relationships, can reciprocal interactions take form? Some important, first steps have been set, with critical and theoretical attention to (the challenges of) reciprocity. Debating monetary payment should be part of this direction. Even if the topic of payment raises additional concerns for anthropologists, we cannot cling to a legacy of romantic notions of ethnographic relationships that are unsullied by concerns with money. By tracing limited discussions of payment in fieldwork within anthropological literature, this article has aimed to change the narrative surrounding payment and leave behind the “corrupting narrative” and its assumptions. It hopefully presses the discipline to move towards a discussion of how our role in ethical knowledge production could be furthered through reflection on the topic of payment in fieldwork. Whether in writing or in exchanges with students and peers, we encourage fellow researchers (in different parts of their careers) to more openly reflect upon their particular experiences with payment in the field and together work towards new narratives about the methodological, ethical, and theoretical implications of monetary payment. Questions about whether payment corrupts research participants, damages the integrity of the research process, or sullies pure knowledge do not engage with the opportunities and challenges that contemporary anthropologists and other ethnographers face. We propose that payment, if and how it takes place, when and why not, who is paid, and how much are at the baseline of ethnographic inquiry. These questions should be explicitly dealt with while conceiving research projects, designing budgets, and preparing for fieldwork. We should reflect on them throughout the fieldwork process. This should not suggest that monetary payment is obligatory, or that absence of payment is suspect, but that even in research where monetary payment is not appropriate, researchers should reflect on their monetary practices during fieldwork.. An analysis of their expectations as well as their positionality and any challenges they face will enrich knowledge on this subject and help other ethnographers to engage in more informed and ethical decision-making about payment. Making clear who decides how (much) payment happens and why this option was taken will denaturalize the notion that not paying is the norm in ethnographic fieldwork. Transforming normative assumptions about paying research participants enables more thorough engagement with several options that constitute reciprocity in ethnographic fieldwork relations and ethical knowledge production. There cannot be a one-size fits all solution to the question of payment in fieldwork. This would treat the issue with no more nuance than the corrupting narrative that once prevailed or silence on the topic previously seen. Given the changing world in which contemporary ethnography takes place, such decisions about payment in fieldwork must be taken from within the complex contexts in which research is conducted. 
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