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 35 

Abstract 36 

We hope to raise awareness of mental health and wellbeing among primatologists. With 37 

this aim in mind, we organized a workshop on mental health as part of the main program of 38 

the Winter meeting of the Primate Society of Great Britain in December 2021. The workshop 39 

was very well received. Here, we review the main issues raised in the workshop, and 40 

supplement them with our own observations, reflections, and reading. The information we 41 

gathered during the workshop reveals clear hazards to mental health and suggests that we 42 

must collectively acknowledge and better manage both the hazards themselves and our 43 

ability to cope with them if we are to avert disaster. We call on institutions and learned 44 

societies to lead in seeking solutions for the benefit of primatologists and primatology. 45 

Keywords 46 

Mental health, primatology, well-being, fieldwork, support, pandemic, best practice 47 

 48 

The impact of the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic on mental health is well documented 49 

(Vindegaard & Benros 2020). We saw this as an opportunity to open up discussion of this 50 

difficult and often taboo subject in biological anthropology, primatology in particular. To 51 

begin to identify issues and find possible solutions, we hosted a workshop on mental health 52 

and wellbeing as part of the main program of the online Winter meeting of the Primate 53 

Society of Great Britain (PSGB) in December 2021. We aimed to raise awareness of mental 54 

health in general, and to get people talking about the specific challenges to mental health 55 
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and wellbeing that may arise in primatology, for the benefit of primatologists and 56 

primatology.  57 

We used an online digital noticeboard (https://padlet.com) to allow approximately 58 

100 online participants to share their experiences anonymously but openly and in their own 59 

words, without the constraints of a questionnaire. Our sample mainly comprises UK 60 

postgraduate students and academic staff, with some undergraduate student participants. 61 

We suggested themes of students’ experiences, academic staff (equivalent to faculty in 62 

North America) experiences, field experiences, Covid-19 specific issues, what PSGB could do 63 

to support members, and other issues. During the workshop, we added issues of misuse of 64 

power, because participants mentioned these repeatedly. Our discussion focused mainly on 65 

fieldwork due to the participants’ interests, and our own experiences, but also included 66 

teaching, learning and research with captive primates.  67 

Levels of engagement were high during the workshop, and we received very positive 68 

feedback. For example, tweets included ‘Honestly can't say thank you to the 69 

organisers @PrimateSociety for this workshop on mental health, particularly the use of 70 

padlet, it has been SO cathartic to anonymously air my anxieties in a safe space, and to 71 

know I'm not alone in my fears’ (Mace 2021), and ‘Big shout out to @PrimateSociety for 72 

putting together a workshop on mental health and wellbeing. Sometimes you just need to 73 

hear that you aren't alone in the way you feel. Thank you to the panelists for sharing their 74 

experiences and advice #PSGBwinter2021’ (Chell 2021).  75 

During the workshop, primatologists reported mental health issues associated with 76 

imposter syndrome, dealing with rejection, toxic working environments, abuse of power 77 

relationships, favoritism, bullying, discrimination, and a lack of support (Fig 1). Our findings 78 

reveal clear hazards to mental health and suggest that we risk creating a mental health 79 

https://padlet.com/
https://twitter.com/PrimateSociety
https://twitter.com/PrimateSociety
https://twitter.com/hashtag/PSGBwinter2021?src=hashtag_click
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disaster if we continue to ignore an academic population unable to cope with these hazards. 80 

To prevent such a disaster, we must collectively acknowledge and better manage both the 81 

hazards themselves and our ability to cope with them. Here we review the main issues 82 

raised by students, academic staff, and other primatologists, supplementing what we 83 

learned from the workshop with our own observations, reflections, and reading. We then 84 

highlight two major issues - elitism and abuse of power - before focusing on the effects of 85 

the pandemic on primatologists. We address the specific challenges associated with 86 

fieldwork, and the effects of the pandemic on fieldwork. Finally, we propose actions for 87 

primatologists and learned societies.  88 

 89 

FIGURE 1 HERE 90 

 91 

‘We are not all in the same boat. We are all in the same storm. Some of us are on super-92 

yachts. Some have just the one oar.’ (Barr 2020)  93 

This quote went viral during the Covid-19 pandemic and beautifully illustrates the way in 94 

which our experiences are shaped by the intersections of multiple aspects of our social 95 

identities (Crenshaw 1989). Hierarchical social structures based on race, gender and sexuality, 96 

among other aspects of our identities, perpetuate oppression and inequality. It is vital to 97 

recognize the disproportionate effects of mental health concerns on underrepresented, 98 

marginalized, minoritized, and underestimated (Arlan Hamilton, described in Tulshyan 2022) 99 

groups, so we can work to create an environment where everyone feels seen and heard and 100 

to identify where we can improve our discipline (Blair 2019, Cheyne 2019, Covert 2019, Loyola 101 

2019). 102 

 103 
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Mental health concerns in students  104 

The state of mental health in students seeking advanced degrees was worrying before the 105 

pandemic (Evans et al., 2018), and has deteriorated during it (Sverdlike et al., 20022). 106 

Students in our workshop reported general anxiety and uncertainty about the future, worry 107 

about disappointing their family, supervisors, and colleagues, and feeling isolated when 108 

family and friends outside academia do not understand the academic system. Students also 109 

reported feeling overwhelmed and oppressed by competition for opportunities. They 110 

reported concerns with supervisory relationships, including discrimination based on 111 

assumptions about mental health, difficulties in communicating, and lack of support. Covid-112 

19 restrictions, online activities and limited or no social events meant that students felt 113 

distanced from their department. Students reported funding issues, including the 114 

expectation that they will fund some aspects of their studies themselves, and the effects of 115 

the pandemic on the ability to self-fund, which intersects with class privilege. Students with 116 

access to university mental health support services during their studies reported anxiety 117 

about no longer having access to that support after graduation. These concerns echo those 118 

of students in other fields, pre-pandemic (e.g., Geography in North America, Peake et al., 119 

2018) and occurs in the context of overstretched mental health support services (Office for 120 

Students 2021, Mental Health Innovations 2021).  121 

 122 

Mental health concerns in academic staff 123 

As with students, the state of mental health in academic staff was a serious concern before 124 

the pandemic (Morrish 2019), and has escalated during it, laying bare inequalities related to 125 

women, people with caring responsibilities, staff from minoritized groups, and people on 126 

precarious contracts (Jayman et al., 2022). In line with this, academic staff participating in 127 
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our workshop reported untenable workloads, greatly exacerbated by Covid-19, and worries 128 

about career progress, in conjunction with feeling lucky to have a job when others do not (a 129 

form of survivor’s guilt). The workshop also revealed that working across time zones means 130 

that staff can feel like they are ‘always on’, with no time off. Staff also commented that 131 

stigma attached to mental health concerns and fear of discrimination leads them to conceal 132 

such concerns, reflecting broader patterns in academia (Schueth 2022).  133 

Many staff participating in the workshop had recently taken, or supported, industrial 134 

action (striking or taking action short of a strike) over drastic cuts to pensions in UK 135 

universities and the University and College Union’s ‘four fights’ campaign. These four fights 136 

refer to the gender, ethnic and disability pay gaps, precarious employment practices, unsafe 137 

workloads, and falling pay. In addition to pay gaps, women, people from minoritized ethnic 138 

groups, and working-class academics are disproportionately likely to be on short-term 139 

contracts and are less able to protest than those with secure employment (Begum & Saini 140 

2019, Myers 2022). Our own experience in UK universities illustrates how academics on 141 

teaching-focused contracts are treated as inferior because of inappropriate reward 142 

structures and the priority given to research over teaching. More generally, minoritized 143 

individuals are both invisible (i.e., ignored) and hyper-visible when they take up their 144 

legitimate space (Landor and Santoro 2017, Settles 2018). Minoritized academics invest 145 

more in emotional labor than other staff (Navarro et al, 2013), which is not accounted for in 146 

recruitment, performance review or promotion. Moreover, minoritized academics are 147 

heavily criticized for behavior that is accepted in senior, white men, and asked to consider 148 

the feelings of the oppressor when they complain (diAngelo 2018). Discrimination in 149 

universities both exacerbates mental health concerns and makes it difficult or impossible to 150 

access appropriate interventions (Arday 2022).  151 
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 152 

Mental health concerns in other primatologists 153 

In addition to students and staff, primatologists work in many other sectors, such as non-154 

profits, zoos, governments, and field stations, or may not be affiliated with an institution. 155 

Like students and staff, these primatologists reported feeling overwhelmed, pressure, and 156 

competition for opportunities during the workshop. They reported feeling hopeless due to 157 

the lack of available jobs, and false hope when institutions advertise positions for which 158 

they have a candidate lined up. Participants reported frustration at the lack of feedback on 159 

job applications and grant applications, meaning that they cannot improve future 160 

applications. 161 

 162 

Imposter syndrome and elitism in primatology 163 

Primatologists in our workshop described the challenges of fitting into an exclusionary and 164 

elitist field. Many comments referred to imposter syndrome, which arises when we 165 

internalize a culture of entitlement and disrespect and judge ourselves in comparison to 166 

what we observe of others (Clance & Imes 1978). It is important to recognize that the term 167 

‘syndrome’ implies that the person affected is at fault, and can be ‘fixed’, when in fact it is a 168 

toxic culture which results in the syndrome, and we need to change the culture, not the 169 

individual (Setchell 2019a, Addison et al 2022).  170 

The workshop revealed that elitism takes many forms in primatology. Participants 171 

comments showed that elitism can be based on career status and seniority, qualifications, 172 

where we work and who we work for, whether we hold academic positions, whether we do 173 

research, and the type of research we do. It can be based on academic ‘performance 174 

indicators’, such as where we publish and the grants we do or do not hold, or a hierarchy of 175 



9 

 

whether we propose theory, test it, describe observations, or participate in data collection. 176 

This occurs in a system in which access to opportunity is inequitable, and performance 177 

indicators are biased by gender, class, and race (e.g., Lorens et al., 2021; Dupree et al., 178 

2021).  179 

Participant comments showed how financial constraints affect primatologists’ career 180 

prospects and feelings of belonging. For example, student participants who were working to 181 

fund their studies reported that they could not take advantage of opportunities or pay to 182 

gain the experience they needed to progress, reflecting broader patterns in primatology 183 

(Loyola 2019). Our own broader experience shows that primatologists who must work to 184 

pay the bills when their funding runs out or between contracts have less time to think, 185 

write, apply for grants, or publish their work than those who can rely on family or friends to 186 

support them. 187 

Workshop participants who found it difficult to do fieldwork due to funding, family 188 

responsibilities, physical or mental health challenges, and other barriers, reported feeling 189 

that they did not fit into a discipline that emphasizes fieldwork. Participants also reported 190 

being affected by negative perceptions of primatology from those studying other taxa, and 191 

related these negative perceptions to the charisma of our study species. A reviewer of this 192 

article suggested that other animal behaviorists in particular resent those studying primates 193 

due to perceptions of excessive funding for primatological work compared to other, less-194 

charismatic taxa. Interestingly, this pattern may be reproduced within primatology, with 195 

greater focus on great apes than on small apes (Fan & Bartlet 2017) and a focus on a limited 196 

number of taxa (Bezanson & McNamara 2019). Our own experience suggests that concerns 197 

around ‘fit’ may also relate to the primatology’s position between accepted disciplines 198 

(including anthropology, psychology and zoology), but never fully within one discipline, 199 
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although this intersection of disciplines can bring a huge advantage to our understanding of 200 

primates and how to conserve them (Setchell et al., 2017). Our field is also known for 201 

powerful female role models, which may negatively affect perceptions of our science, due 202 

to sexism (Noble 2000, Fedigan 1994).  203 

 204 

Abuse of power relationships 205 

Many participants were concerned the abuse of power relationships in primatology, 206 

including bullying and harassment, sexual harassment, manipulation, threats, negligence, 207 

unequal support, and lack of support. Victimized participants reported that they could not 208 

report abuse because they relied on reference letters from their abusers for future career 209 

progression. Participants feared not being believed if they reported abuse, and had been 210 

told they were over-reacting when they did report abuse. Participants commented that 211 

abuse is accepted if the abuser is a person of high status or brings in large amounts of 212 

funding. These concerns are horribly familiar, affect people of all genders and all 213 

workplaces, including fieldwork (Clancy et al. 2014), extend well beyond our field (Ahmed 214 

2021), and have a very negative effect on mental health.  215 

 216 

Direct effects of the pandemic and lockdown on primatologists 217 

Like everyone, participants in the workshop were and are at risk of infection with Covid-19. 218 

Some of the participants had contracted the virus, losing study or work time, sometimes for 219 

months. Participant’s loved ones were ill, and some died, causing grief and emotional 220 

exhaustion. These experiences reflect the more general pattern in society during lockdowns, 221 

which included restricted or impossible visits to the sick and the elderly, and funerals held 222 

remotely, compounding chronic stress. Problems with access to health provision also 223 
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exacerbated non-Covid-19 medical issues, including mental health concerns (World Health 224 

Organisation 2022).  225 

Some workshop participants lacked a place to work, or the equipment they needed, 226 

during lockdowns and workplace closures. They experienced difficulties sharing space and 227 

resources, including internet connections, during lockdown. Participants reported that social 228 

media trends exacerbated the perception that we should have been able to devote more 229 

time to analysis and publishing during lockdown, in addition to learning new skills, because 230 

other pastimes were cancelled.  231 

Some workshop participants and other primatologists we spoke with struggled to 232 

combine work with care for babies and toddlers, or to educate children at home during a 233 

pandemic. In some cases, employers focused on adjusting workloads for parents and 234 

assumed those who do not have children at home could take on additional work under crisis 235 

conditions. Other work has shown that university responses to Covid-19 focused on 236 

equality, but ignored the context of institutional racism, so failed to achieve equity (Blell et 237 

al 2022). 238 

Workshop participants who live alone were isolated from social support, and even 239 

touch, for months during lockdown. Those most vulnerable to the virus, and those caring for 240 

them, remain isolated. Suspension of international travel left some primatologists stranded 241 

far from home, cut-off from their support systems, and facing visa and housing problems. 242 

Relationships ended, and we know that domestic abuse increased (Usta et al., 2021). 243 

Participants reported that the pandemic reduced opportunities for in person 244 

discussions and meetings with colleagues, and a lack of impromptu, informal encounters 245 

reduced the ability to resolve issues before they grow, ask quick questions, or check in with 246 

students and colleagues. Participants found that difficult working relationships were 247 
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exacerbated by working from home, and that they felt alienated from colleagues. They 248 

reported that work overload led to reduced feedback on draft work. Participants worried 249 

about their colleagues and peers, students worried about staff, and staff worried about 250 

students. As restrictions eased and workplaces reopened, participants reported difficulties in 251 

(re)establishing personal and work relationships and adjusting to meetings in person.  252 

Participants in the workshop experienced delayed, curtailed or canceled data 253 

collection and students faced radical changes to their plans for masters degrees and PhDs. 254 

The associated uncertainty was exacerbated by unreasonable expectations from funders, a 255 

lack of understanding from universities, inadequate Covid-19 mitigations, and worries that 256 

degrees affected by the pandemic will be perceived as being of lower quality. Workshop 257 

participants reported anxiety about the effects of the pandemic on their career prospects 258 

and development when they have been unable to gain fieldwork or other experience due to 259 

the pandemic and have missed out on networking opportunities. Primatologists whose 260 

research is on hold due to Covid-19 said that they felt lost.  261 

The workshop showed that furlough, reduced hours, and lay-offs have increased 262 

financial anxiety for students working to fund their studies. Employees reported ongoing 263 

worry about the economic effects of the pandemic on job security and appointment and 264 

promotion freezes aggravate the situation. Academic staff reported expectations of 265 

converting teaching to online without additional support. They also reported pressure to 266 

ensure that students could complete dissertations without fieldwork. Primatologists in range 267 

countries experienced pressure to provide data for those who could not conduct fieldwork. 268 

Primatologists working with animals, in captivity and the wild, worried about infecting them 269 

with Covid-19.  270 

 271 
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Mental health concerns specific to fieldwork 272 

Fieldwork can place us in conditions of extreme stress, in harsh physical environments and 273 

close to people we might not otherwise choose to spend time with (Setchell 2019a). We can 274 

be far from our established support networks of family, friends, and medical providers, and 275 

may not be able to use our usual coping strategies, or they may be inadequate. Comments 276 

during the workshop revealed that participants felt pressure to perform and produce data in 277 

the field regardless of physical or mental health concerns. Participants also commented that 278 

perceptions of and attitudes to mental health issues vary within and across countries, and 279 

that there is no mental health provision in some places where primatologists work. 280 

Moreover, primatologists may be unaware of available support structures, especially if they 281 

are not affiliated with a university or other institute. 282 

Fieldwork anxieties reported during the workshop included struggles with 283 

bureaucratic barriers in our home institutions, and a lack of understanding or support from 284 

managers. Further challenges included difficulties obtaining permits, managing teams, and 285 

caring for animals, both captive and wild. Workshop participants reported feeling guilty and 286 

powerless in the face of inequalities and poverty and worrying about how to best employ 287 

our privilege. Our own observations show that the emotional effects of chronic exposure to 288 

primate suffering, combined with feeling powerless to do anything about it, can lead to 289 

compassion fatigue, a form of burnout that affects the caring professions (Skovholt & 290 

Trotter-Mathison 2016). Comments in the workshop also highlighted concerns that LGBTQ+ 291 

primatologists face discrimination, harassment, bullying, or even violence because of their 292 

sexuality or how they present themselves (Cheyne 2019). The emotional demands of being 293 



14 

 

closeted and the risks of being outed carry serious costs for mental wellbeing (Ragan 2017, 294 

Setchell 2019a).  295 

Employment and power issues at fieldsites mentioned during the workshop include 296 

problems with Principal Investigators (PIs), both at fieldsites and remotely. Workers at 297 

fieldsites reported experiencing alienating behavior, harassment, and assault, often with 298 

limited support, reflecting the results of broader surveys (Clancy et al 2014). More broadly, 299 

the power imbalance between local staff and international researchers and racism 300 

exacerbates inequities (Kantai Duff 2020).  301 

Fieldwork is work, and often very hard work, but workshop participants reported 302 

that friends and family misconstrue it as a holiday. This is wrapped up with inappropriate, 303 

colonial imaginings of tropical landscapes and romantic notions of primatologists (Rodrigues 304 

2020). Participant comments showed that friends, family, and colleagues are unable to 305 

understand, or avoid discussing, the traumatic aspects of fieldwork, or assume that we can 306 

cope with these when we cannot. This lack of emotional validation can exacerbate the 307 

effects of trauma.  308 

Participants reported unreasonable expectations from supervisors, PIs, and 309 

managers. Comments showed that these unrealistic expectations, and the pressure we put 310 

on ourselves as primatologists lead to exhaustion, injury, and poor physical health, all of 311 

which can exacerbate mental health concerns. Participant comments revealed that stigma 312 

and internalized stigma mean that fieldworkers can feel that struggling with their mental 313 

health is unacceptable, or perceived as failure, leading to dangerous levels of isolation. 314 

Our workshop findings reveal perceptions of fieldwork as a rite of passage, 315 

associated with adventure, and, bravado, making it difficult for people carrying out 316 

fieldwork (at all career stages) to express vulnerability. Similar perceptions have been 317 
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highlighted and critiqued in other disciplines that center fieldwork, including Anthropology, 318 

Archaeology, Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences, Development Studies, and 319 

Political Science (Pollard 2009, Backe 2015, Kloß 2016, Valiex 2016, John and Kahn 2018, 320 

Tucker and Horton 2018, Hummel and Kurd 2020, Eifling 2021). Academic staff and students 321 

participating in fieldwork in these disciplines see fieldwork as a focal site of distress, anxiety, 322 

and ordeal, but feel unable to talk about this, with serious effects on mental health. 323 

 324 

Effects of the pandemic on fieldworkers 325 

The workshop revealed that the challenges of fieldwork have been hugely intensified by the 326 

pandemic, putting primatologists at even greater risk than usual. Pandemic travel 327 

restrictions meant that participants were unable to get to the field, affecting their mental 328 

health in multiple ways. In addition to worries about canceled or postponed data collection, 329 

our own experiences reveal that some primatologists are happiest in the field, find their 330 

inspiration there, and need regular fieldwork to maintain their mental wellbeing. The 331 

inability to travel during the pandemic, both to primate habitat countries and within them, 332 

led workshop participants to feel disconnected from field teams and frustrated at their 333 

inability to contribute. Participants missed the people and animals they work with in the 334 

field and reported concerns about their welfare and an inability to fulfill promises. 335 

Participants felt guilt and anger about privileged access to medical care and vaccines in 336 

comparison to colleagues and friends and concerned about the fate of habitats and animals 337 

where projects are closed, temporarily or permanently.  338 

Workshop participants reported that field projects have suffered reduced or 339 

complete cessation of funding and had to significantly modify their work to account for 340 
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Covid-19 restrictions. Participants running or working in rescue centers were concerned 341 

about how to pay staff or feed primates. Prolonged absences affected participants’ ability to 342 

recruit new staff (local or foreign), and projects that rely on volunteer labor and fees faced 343 

serious problems. Participants also commented that zoos also suffered financially, further 344 

reducing the funding available for field projects.  345 

More positively, some workshop participants felt that fieldwork experience made 346 

them more resilient to the social isolation of the pandemic.  347 

 348 

Inclusive cultures are safer cultures: what we can (all) do 349 

What we report here for primatology provides further evidence of a mental health crisis in 350 

academia, particularly those in training, on precarious contracts, and from minoritized 351 

groups. Mental health issues have a negative effect on the individuals concerned, on those 352 

close to them, and on primatology. For individuals, mental distress affects their quality of 353 

life, relationships, physical health, and productivity. Mental health difficulties interfere with 354 

academic work and productivity, leaving students unable to finish their degrees, and leading 355 

people to leave the field. Long-term work stress leads to physical and emotional exhaustion 356 

(‘burnout’). For those close to the individuals concerned, mental distress causes worry, and 357 

can be contagious. For primatology, the higher risk to minoritized and underestimated 358 

groups means that our discipline is less diverse, leading to impoverished science, and 359 

ineffective conservation strategies (Nielsen et al. 2017, Setchell 2019b).  360 

The workshop revealed that admitting to a mental health issue can be perceived as 361 

weakness and may impact how others view us. Internalizing this stigma can further increase 362 

anxiety. To address these issues, primatologists can all make mental health a more common 363 

part of conversation, creating a space like the workshop we ran more frequently and at 364 
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different meetings, and making it the norm to mention mental health as part of our careers 365 

(Fig 2). Senior primatologists, in particular, must learn to show their vulnerability. If only 366 

some people do this, we make little progress, because those people are stigmatized, and the 367 

problem persists. We can all acknowledge that positive intentions are not enough and work 368 

purposefully to create inclusive institutions. We can include mindfulness techniques in 369 

courses, fieldwork, and during conferences, to promote wellbeing (e.g., Weston 2023). 370 

Primatologists in positions of power can improve their own understanding of harassment 371 

(e.g., Cassito et al., 2003), use their influence to change workplace cultures, and work to 372 

dismantle institutional policies that protect harassers.  373 

Primatological societies can promote mental wellbeing by creating a space like the 374 

PSGB workshop more frequently and at different meetings, and retain online gatherings to 375 

allow those unable to attend in person to participate. To address elitism and cultures of 376 

disrespect, societies can require supportive, positive, and constructive feedback in 377 

meetings, diversify the criteria for awards and opportunities, and diversify leadership to 378 

include varied viewpoints. Societies can also create best practice guidelines and run 379 

workshops on mental health for PIs and supervisors. They can encourage groups, 380 

departments, universities, and other institutions, to adopt codes of conduct addressing 381 

issues of mental health in workplaces, including fieldsites. Societies can promote 382 

understanding in supervisors and employers that the current generation of students have 383 

not had the opportunity to gain fieldwork, and other, experiences.  384 

Primatological societies can also run workshops to clarify and explain processes 385 

related to recruitment and progression. Taking inspiration from the American Association of 386 

Geographers task force on mental health (Peake et al., 2018), societies can create and 387 

promote email discussion lists and social media groups to discuss issues around mental 388 
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health. They can create websites, and organise online peer support networks to increase the 389 

sense of community, collate tips for how to cope when things get tough, and share high 390 

quality online resources for mental health support. These must be carefully monitored for 391 

effectiveness, however. Resources in the form of seminars, brochures, and materials 392 

available via the Internet for veterinarians seeking help for mental health and wellbeing 393 

issues were not widely used, and for the most part, those who did use them did not rate 394 

them very highly (Volk et al 2018, Jaworski et al 2022).  395 

 396 

FIGURE 2 HERE 397 

 398 

In relation to fieldwork (Fig 3), we can all work to create manageable expectations. 399 

Reducing the length of field trips would reduce the mental health burden of long, isolated 400 

periods of work and make our discipline more inclusive by allowing people from a greater 401 

diversity of backgrounds to participate (Loyola 2019). Primatologists visiting a site or country 402 

for the first time should find out as much as they can about where they are going, including 403 

the language, culture, and history, so that they know what to expect. Such preparation is also 404 

essential for a decolonized approach to primatology (Waters et al 2022).  405 

Fieldwork organizers (PIs, managers, etc.) should undergo training in mental health 406 

awareness and first aid, and reflect on how to best support fieldworkers (e.g., Pollard 2009). 407 

They should develop a code of conduct for fieldwork, including mechanisms for reporting 408 

concerns including psychological wellbeing and inappropriate behavior. They should discuss 409 

mental health during fieldwork preparation, for example via seminars in which fieldworkers 410 

share their experiences. Organizers should provide details about the living environment (e.g., 411 

power facilities, contact facilities) and be available for questions, allowing people to make 412 
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informed decisions about their options. They should include mental health considerations in 413 

fieldwork planning and risk assessments for all staff and students, both local and foreign, 414 

including both ongoing and new conditions. Organizers should insist on downtime for 415 

everyone and provide mental health support structures in the field for all students and staff. 416 

This includes establishing a communication plan in advance, so that a missed contact is 417 

noticed immediately. Organizers should check in with all students and staff regularly about 418 

their mental health, provide emotional validation and take care not to dismiss, ignore or judge 419 

concerns raised. They should act on concerns, and ensure that everyone knows how to access 420 

help.  421 

Primatological societies can bring us together to discuss fieldwork concerns and invite 422 

experts to encourage us to reflect on how to best employ our privilege, and address 423 

compassion fatigue and other issues associated with fieldwork. Some other learned societies 424 

provide access to online resources to help academics and their students cope with the mental 425 

health challenges associated with fieldwork (e.g., Royal Geographical Society:  426 

https://www.rgs.org/research/higher-education-resources/mental-health/). The 427 

Metooanthro collective provides fieldwork training guides for students and supervisors 428 

(Hanes & Walters, no date provided). The Orangutan Veterinary Advisory Group has 429 

responded to mental health concerns with a combination of an anonymous group chat board, 430 

a Whatsapp group where all members monitor each other’s messages by mutual consent, 431 

and an anonymous psychological hotline (Sulistyo et al., 2022).  432 

In doing all this, we must ensure that people who experience mental and emotional 433 

distress are not excluded from fieldwork or other opportunities. We can all act to reduce 434 

stigma around withdrawing from fieldwork, or any other opportunities, if it has a negative 435 

impact on our mental health.  436 

https://www.rgs.org/research/higher-education-resources/mental-health/
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 437 

FIGURE 3 HERE 438 

 439 

Conclusions 440 

Primatologists study primates to understand, protect and conserve them, and to share this 441 

knowledge with the wider community. To achieve these goals, we must collectively 442 

acknowledge the mental health crisis we are in and support change. We need to discuss 443 

mental health more often, include all primatologists, and involve mental health experts in 444 

this discussion. We encourage all conference organizers to give space to this discussion as a 445 

core part of the program, people and organizations who run field sites to consider the 446 

mental health of all who live and work there, and learned societies and senior 447 

primatologists to champion mental health issues. 448 
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FIGURE LEGENDS 619 

Fig 1: Factors contributing to mental health concerns described by primatologists attending 620 

a workshop at the Primate Society of Great Britain Winter meeting 2021 621 

Fig 2: What we can do to promote mental wellbeing in primatology 622 

Fig 3: What we can do to promote mental wellbeing in primate fieldwork 623 


