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cecilia luzi

Adapting schedules and learning to 
collaborate: 
Reflections on a PhD experience in a 
group project during the pandemic

When I moved to Berlin to join the research project “Urban-rural migra-
tion and rural revitalisation in Japan” as a research assistant in late Septem-
ber 2020, I did not really know how a group project would work. I had lived, 
worked and studied in Paris for the previous ten years and in Tōkyō for one 
year just before the COVID-19 outbreak. Everything ahead was new to me. 
This was my first experience of team research after years spent studying for 
my degrees. I was not sure how independent research within a group pro-
ject was supposed to be conducted or how I would contribute to the work of 
other team members. However, I was excited to embark on this new journey, 
despite the uncertainties created by the ongoing pandemic. In addition, my 
unplanned pregnancy forced me to rearrange my personal schedule within 
the main framework of the project. These circumstances pushed me to find 
new paths for being creative and effective, both in my research and the way I 
worked with the team. Almost two years after commencing the research, this 
paper reflects on my experience of conducting a PhD within the project “Ur-
ban-rural migration and rural revitalisation in Japan” funded by the German 
Research Foundation (DFG) and directed by Cornelia Reiher at Freie Univer-
sität Berlin. 

In the first section I will introduce my own PhD project about urban-rural 
migrants in rural Kyūshū and outline the adjustments I had to make during 
the first year of my studies. I will then focus on my contribution to the group 
project and follow on with a discussion of teamwork. Finally, I will consider 
the impact of COVID-19 on the group project.

My PhD project and how it evolved
During the first months of 2022 at the beginning of my second year of doctor-
al work, I undertook an extensive revision of my PhD project due to the fact 
that it was impossible to conduct onsite fieldwork as I had originally planned. 
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My previous research was built on long-term ethnographic fieldwork, yet the 
pandemic forced me to reconsider not only my methods but also my research 
questions. Rewriting a doctoral project one year after starting research is a 
daunting task in itself. In my case, I also had to find a way of aligning it with 
the group project while trying to make my research accessible to my fellow 
PhD researcher and the project supervisor. In this section, I will first intro-
duce my current research project and then explain how I readjusted the orig-
inal project to accommodate these new circumstances.

Building a new home: Urban-rural migrants in rural Kyūshū
We are used to thinking of internal migratory flows in contemporary societies 
as movements of individuals and groups towards urban areas. Recently, how-
ever, a reverse movement pushing educated people out of the metropolis is 
gaining momentum in many post-industrial capitalist countries (Dolci / Per-
rin 2017; Gross 2009; Jacob 1997; Wilbur 2014). This is also the case in Japan, 
which, after having faced a long and profound process of rural deindustriali-
sation and depopulation over several decades, is now experiencing a growth 
in the number of people relocating to rural areas (Klien 2020; Muramatsu 
2017; Odagiri 2015). 

In Japan, scholars have investigated the effect on the migratory move-
ment of political governance at the local and national level (Klien 2020, 90; 
Reiher 2020; Hatayama 2016). The growing body of literature on urban-rural 
migration in Japan has also focused attention on the way national metropol-
itan centres—mainly Tōkyō and Ōsaka—and local peripheral areas relate to 
each other. This tension informs and shapes patterns of rural resettlement 
(Reiher 2020; Hatayama 2016; Odagiri et al. 2015). Additionally, the growing 
literature documenting the phenomenon has mainly focused on migrants’ 
personal reasons for moving from cities, with individual experiences of relo-
cation being widely investigated and discussed by social scientists, including 
anthropologists and sociologists (Klien 2019, 2020; Takeda 2020; Obikwelu et 
al. 2017; Rosenberger 2014, 2017; Odagiri et al. 2015). While recent literature 
on urban-rural migration in Japan has highlighted the precarity and instabil-
ity of the residency of internal migrants (see Klien 2020, 2021), the aim of my 
project is to reflect on the role that the quest for stability and belonging may 
have in their experiences (Ralph / Staheli 2011; Mallet 2004).

My research questions originally developed from the reflection that in-
ternal migration, like international migration, can be as much about pur-
suing mobility as a lifestyle as it is about finding a new home and settling 
down. During the fieldwork I conducted for my master’s thesis in a commu-
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nity of in-migrants in Wakayama prefecture, however, I started to reconsider 
this focus on mobility. I had the impression that the practices I witnessed in 
Wakayama of renovating old houses, participating in local cultural and polit-
ical events and building small businesses from scratch, as well as discourses 
about building a better future for children and living true to oneself, suggest-
ed a different story than that of relentlessly mobile generations. This led me 
to focus on how the experience of migration towards rural areas in Japan is 
related to the process of searching for an ideal home. It is important to “ex-
amine the ways in which migrants continue to ‘ground’ their lives in multiple 
locations and to consider how home is already inflected with mobility—and 
conversely, with the ways mobility is inflected with gestures of attachment” 
(Ralph / Staheli 2011, 519). In order to conduct my research, I will collect the 
life stories of individuals with multiple experiences of migration throughout 
their lives in an attempt to understand the ways in which this relationship 
between mobility and attachment evolves over the course of a migrant's life. 
Thus the aim of this project is to contribute to the debates around the concep-
tualisation of home in anthropology, sociology and human geography, as well 
as to the literature discussing urban-rural migration in Japan.

Redesigning a PhD project against the backdrop of the 
COVID-19 pandemic
As stated above, this research is the product of an extensive revision of my in-
itial PhD project undertaken during the first months of 2022. The aim of my 
initial project was to examine the evolution of everyday life in rural areas in 
Hasami and Buzen, two municipalities in Nagasaki and Fukuoka prefectures, 
making use of two different ethnographic approaches: relational ethnogra-
phy (Desmond 2014) and multi-sited ethnography (Marcus 1995; Falzon 2009; 
Candea 2007). The project aimed to investigate encounters between three 
groups of actors in the rural space, namely urban migrants, local residents 
and local authorities, in order to explore how rural communities envisioned 
discourses and engaged in practices of “rural revitalisation” in Japan. At this 
time, I had already started to conduct digital research in Berlin, but all the 
while viewed it as preparation for my fieldwork. As a young anthropologist 
starting my PhD, all my research questions presumed the possibility of eth-
nographic fieldwork and so finally renouncing the ethnographic part of my 
project was a hard decision to take.

Forced to redesign an anthropology project that could also be conduct-
ed away from the field, I had to find a group of actors for my research who 
were digitally accessible from Berlin, formulate new research questions and 
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define a new methodology that did not solely rely on the physical presence 
of the researcher in the field. The first part of this task was relatively straight-
forward, as I realised that the presence of in-migrants on various digital plat-
forms would make them easily accessible research participants. 

To find inspiration and formulate new research questions, I went back to 
the data collected during my master's fieldwork between 2018 and 2019. Look-
ing at the data from a different perspective, I began to think that although the 
theoretical framework of mobility explains some important features of inter-
nal migration to rural areas in Japan, contemporary analyses tend to overlook 
one important aspect: the efforts made by in-migrants to settle down and es-
tablish a new home. At that point, I began to dive into the relatively recent 
literature linking homing processes to international migration experiences 
(see Boccagni 2017). 

Finally, while reflecting on a methodology that could be adapted to dig-
ital research, I decided to conduct extended semi-structured interviews and 
collect life stories to reconstruct migrants’ individual trajectories. Although 
talking about “home” and migration is not a sensitive topic, at the same time 
it carries an emotional and sentimental load that facilitates exchange, even 
via a computer screen. Individuals I interview online are always happy to talk 
about their lives from this perspective and I often receive positive feedback 
as well as agreement for one or even more follow-up conversations. Collect-
ing narratives about migration and adaptation to a new place can be a pow-
erful tool for investigating the evolution of the idea of “home”. Moreover, the 
idea of engaging in a prolonged exchange with research participants and es-
tablishing personal relationships online revived my enthusiasm for the PhD 
project, which had waned considerably after having to abandon all hope of 
a long period of fieldwork a year and a half after the start of the pandemic. 
This allowed me to maintain my focus on Hasami and Buzen and to use a hy-
brid research design that combined online interviews and digital ethnogra-
phy with classic fieldwork. 

Contribution to the group project
When thinking of a new design for my PhD project, I always kept the DFG 
team research in mind and did my best to consider the needs of the other pro-
ject members. The other PhD student on the project, my supervisor (also the 
project leader) and the student assistant all had no hesitation in encouraging 
me to go ahead with the new idea when I first spoke to them about it. To make 
sure I was attuned to the goals of the DFG project, I constantly went back to 
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its objectives while thinking about the new research design for my work. The 
objectives of the DFG project are to study the impact of migratory flows on 
rural revitalisation and see how they challenge the original social structure, 
redefine the relation between centre and periphery and ultimately reconfig-
ure Japanese rural space. My contribution is to explore how migrants interact 
with rural space and the people who live and work there in order to show how 
the “rural”—as opposed to the “urban”—defines the possibility of home. Indi-
vidual narratives will help me understand these dynamics and in particular 
enable me to show how the place where urban-rural migrants choose to live 
is where it is possible for them to realise their ideal home.

Collaboration and interaction with the other PhD student in the project 
and my supervisor became more frequent once data collection commenced. 
My fellow PhD student was in Japan when I started to conduct online inter-
views in Berlin, but we exchanged constant updates to coordinate our com-
munication strategies. With the project supervisor, I discussed the topics to 
be covered during the interviews and the type of information I would need 
to obtain from the field once on site. In addition to collecting supplementary 
information to complete the life stories for my PhD work, the data gathered 
from fieldwork will represent an important part of my contribution to the 
overall project. The analysis of conflicts arising from political interactions on 
a local scale is an important objective of the research, and once in Buzen and 
Hasami I will have easier access to local residents to investigate how they be-
come embedded in the practices and discourses of rural revitalisation. Also, 
the comparative approach between two municipalities and the simultaneous 
study of migration occurring both within and outside government structures 
of support will help me understand how both locals and newcomers react to 
revitalisation policies and how different social, economic and political land-
scapes of the countryside are redefined by the influx of an urban population.

The most challenging part of data collection in the field will be making 
the information I have gathered accessible to my colleague and my supervi-
sor. Being the last to leave for fieldwork, I will greatly benefit from the work 
that my colleagues have already carried out. This is true with regard to my 
ethnographic work, the strategies to be used in the field, the contacts that 
have already been made and also in the way that data is organised so that it 
can be used by others. I am planning to share the most interesting parts of 
my fieldnotes and send any other observations that may be useful to the team 
members in the form of monthly updates. I will also make the transcription 
of my interviews accessible to the whole team. However, ethnography is a 
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complex methodology that relies heavily on serendipity and, for this reason, 
I will have to be particularly careful to note down every detail as new paths 
for investigation can emerge from any encounter.

Carrying out my project while at the same time contributing to group re-
search has undoubtedly proved to be the most difficult part of teamwork for 
me. The experience of the past two years has shown me that team members 
engage in a continuous process of learning to work and cooperate by find-
ing compromises. In order for the project to be successfully completed, each 
member has to take care of their own work while at the same time adhering 
to the group's schedule. This requires flexibility and good cooperation skills. 
In our case, the pandemic meant that from the very beginning in October 
2020 we had to readjust the schedule proposed by our project leader and also 
had to redesign some parts of the project as we went along, which took away 
time from the actual research. 

Teamwork
When the DFG project started in October 2020, the four team members—my-
self, our supervisor, my PhD colleague and the student assistant—already 
knew that the general organisation of the research would require some ad-
justments. For my part, it was clear from the outset that I would have to post-
pone my fieldwork as I was taking maternity leave from the following semes-
ter. However, none of us could have anticipated the multiple rescheduling 
and the frustration that resulted from the entry ban imposed by the Japanese 
government throughout 2021 to contain the COVID-19 pandemic.

The first semester in the project was spent building the team and estab-
lishing common ground to create a frame of reference for the project. We 
also set up an open discussion group with other PhD students from the Grad-
uate School of East Asian Studies (GEAS). After a few meetings, we soon re-
alised that this study group was an excellent opportunity for exchange and 
networking during a pandemic, so we agreed on opening the study group to 
other students and researchers around the world. Eventually, it became an 
extremely useful tool for developing a research network, receiving feedback 
and discovering potential research paths.

I left the team in February 2021 to give birth to my son, but my mater-
nity leave did not significantly impact the team schedule as it had already 
been thrown into disarray by Japan’s prolonged entry ban. When I returned 
to work in September, my colleague and my supervisor had their documents 
ready to leave for fieldwork, but they were again forced to reschedule their 



179Cecilia Luzi

departure. As a result, we resumed our teamwork thinking about new strate-
gies for each of us and for the whole project. I began the application process 
for my own visa so that I would be ready to leave as soon as the entry ban was 
lifted. With the help of my supervisor, I applied for a visiting research posi-
tion at Kyūshū University in Fukuoka, prepared all the documents for the visa 
request and organised the dispatch application from Freie Universität Berlin. 

During these past two years, with the help of our student assistant we 
also created a blog related to our project, which has been our door to the out-
side world and the tool that has kept us connected with the community of re-
searchers on rural Japan and beyond. Writing in a blog proved to be an exer-
cise in positionality. Putting observations and thoughts out for a wider, more 
diversified audience forced me to spend time reflecting on what parts of my 
research I wanted people to read and how to convey relevant insights in less 
than 800 words.

To sum up, doing a PhD while working as a research assistant in a group 
project has been an opportunity to learn from the skills and abilities of oth-
ers and has also taught me how to adapt my own pace and goals to those 
of the group. Interdisciplinary collaboration with colleagues from different 
backgrounds has enriched my approach and has shown me the benefits of 
intellectual exchange. I am learning to switch perspective and think in crea-
tive ways whenever I have difficulty adapting my work to the overall project 
objectives. At the same time, the sharing of data and points of view gives me 
food for thought for my research and broadens my knowledge of the field. 
These, however, are not the only benefits of working in a team. What I have 
treasured the most is the potential it provides for building a network of solid 
relationships and being part of a group for mutual support. This support has 
helped me face the difficulties brought about by the pandemic, especially in 
terms of motivation. Exchanging ideas and encouraging each other has al-
ways helped revive our initial enthusiasm and reminded us of our common 
goals in the project.

The impact of COVID-19: Negative and positive side effects of 
the pandemic
Our project began in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, which had an un-
deniable impact on both the design of our research and the organisation of 
our teamwork. On the positive side, the exceptional circumstances drove us 
to take certain courses of action that ultimately strengthened the spirit of 
collaboration in our group. While discussing how to overcome bureaucratic 



180 Reflections on a PhD experience in a group project during the pandemic

obstacles and adapt our research strategies, we were able to help each oth-
er overcome difficulties and stay afloat. Adapting to unprecedented working 
conditions and developing new methodologies also led us to discover new 
aspects of the field. We realised that the online space can be an excellent 
place to collect data and, even more importantly, we observed how the digital 
sphere is a crucial arena for many actors living and working in contemporary 
rural Japan.

After a couple of months of online research for my subproject, it became 
clear that for many migrants their presence in the digital space is much more 
than for purposes of entertainment and a relic of their “urban” habit of com-
munication. Many of them are entrepreneurs for whom social media repre-
sent an irreplaceable platform of exchange and communication for keeping 
their business activity alive. Observing the great effort in terms of time and 
skill that some migrants put into their visible online presence pushed me to 
consider the importance of the complementarity of offline and online spaces 
(Przybylski 2020). This is an aspect I would never have grasped had I not been 
forced to work from my desk for an extended period before leaving for field-
work.

Nevertheless, as I mentioned above, the COVID-19 pandemic also had 
a negative impact on our work. The Japanese government’s extended entry 
ban disrupted our schedule and forced us to repeatedly change our fieldwork 
plans. Initially, we had to abandon our plans for a preliminary trip, and later 
we also had to drop the idea of conducting joint fieldwork. This reschedul-
ing and changing of plans meant that more time had to be spent on complet-
ing burdensome bureaucratic procedures. In my case, this was accompanied 
by the intense stress of juggling my plans for long-term fieldwork with my 
family, the youngest member having been born in spring 2021. The repeated 
cancellations and deferments accentuated the precariousness of our situa-
tion and the pressure inevitably impacted my work and my contribution to 
the project. As for my PhD project, I realised that if I wanted to submit my 
thesis in time, I would have to start writing some parts while still in the field.

Conclusion
Research in a team project is certainly different from working on one’s own. 
It is not only the rhythm that changes but also the way that one conducts re-
search. For me, the most difficult part of working in a team has been balanc-
ing my contribution to the group project with the work for my own research. 
During these past two years, I have realised that negotiating the roles of be-
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ing a PhD student and a research assistant is an ongoing process that requires 
constant adjustments and compromises. After understanding the goal of the 
project, I had to learn how to contribute to it while at the same time building 
the design for my own research. This is not a straightforward process, and 
at times I still feel disoriented. The comparative dimension of the research 
helps me understand my role and contribution, as I am responsible for two 
municipalities that are distinct from those of the project leader’s research, 
and I also have a different disciplinary background from my fellow PhD col-
league. However, gathering anthropological data in a way that is potentially 
useful for others to build their own analysis is still a daunting task. Addition-
ally, the digital turn I had to take in order to continue my research during 
the pandemic forced me to adopt methodological solutions that are more of-
ten creative attempts rather than structured strategies that I can successfully 
share with others.

On the other hand, the team project has pushed me out of my comfort 
zone and taught me how to see my research from the perspective of different 
disciplines and, more importantly, of other team members. Also, throughout 
the whole process of redesigning my personal project, the encouragement 
of my colleagues has played a paramount role. After some initial hesitancy, I 
started to conduct online interviews in April 2022 along with the digital eth-
nography. There is extensive literature discussing digital methods and on-
line research (Beaulieu 2004; Pink et al. 2016; Przybylski 2020; Varis 2016), 
yet I found the most valuable guide was not so much in manuals as in the ex-
change and constant dialogue with others similarly “on the ground” of digital 
ethnography, who are experimenting to find creative ways of conducting on-
line research. Being the last one in my team to engage in the data gathering 
process, I was also able to benefit from the experience of my colleagues and 
their support was particularly important during the initial period of my on-
line interviews.

In conclusion, conducting research in a team has been an intense expe-
rience, in which my greatest challenge has been to negotiate my contribu-
tion and understand the place of my research within the project as a whole. 
However, I believe that the constant exchange between team members and 
sharing a regular work rhythm with them throughout the long months of the 
pandemic helped to keep my enthusiasm for the project alive and motivated 
me to continue despite the many challenges.
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