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Abstract

In order to collaborate on human 
subjects research, social scientists 
require flexible approaches that 
allow them to adhere to legal and 
ethical protections specific to their 
community or profession. Such 
flexibility is illustrated in the Ebola 
100 Project (2018), a “voluntary, 
collaborative, multi-institutional, 
and international” anthropologi-
cal research project that captured 
lessons learned about organiza-
tional responses to the West Africa 
Ebola outbreak of 2014-2015. The 
inclusive project comprised almost 
a dozen investigators from govern-
ment and non-government orga-
nizations from several different 
countries. A few of the project’s 
United States contributors worked 
as part of the Translational Research 
Group, a research facility housed 
under the Marine Corps culture 
center. These researchers had ac-
cess to potential participants in the 
military and experience conducting 
qualitative research in compliance 
with Department of Defense human 
subjects protection regulations. One 
outcome of the inclusive and flex-
ible design of the Ebola 100 Project 
is that it allows for participation 
from relatively under-represented 
populations in traditional anthro-
pological research, such as United 
States military personnel. Upon 
completion of the Ebola 100 Proj-
ect, researchers interested in analyz-
ing the experiences and stories of 
individuals who responded to a 
global health emergency can access 
more than 100 interviews.
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THE EBOLA 100 PROJECT: A FLEXIBLE APPROACH TO 
COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH

The views represented in this work 
are the author’s and do not neces-
sarily reflect those of the United 
States Marine Corps, any other 
United States government agency, 
or her employer.

Background

On March 19, 2014, the infectious 
disease communication service, 

ProMed, distributed an email request 
for information regarding at least thir-
ty-five cases of an undiagnosed hemor-
rhagic fever in Guinea. By March 22, 
ProMed and other outlets announced 
that Guinean health officials had labo-
ratory confirmation that the cause of 
fever was Ebola virus disease (EVD). 
The outbreak would be the most geo-
graphically widespread and deadliest 
since EVD was first discovered in 1976 
(World Health Organization 2015). 
This outbreak triggered significant 
shifts throughout the community of 
humanitarian responders, who came 
from government and non-government 
organizations from many countries and 
local organizations, all interacting with 
each other and the local populations. 
In April 2015, medical anthropologist 
Sharon Abramowitz launched an effort 
to coordinate social science researchers 
in capturing lessons learned from these 
organizations and populations. The 
goal of the Ebola 100 Project, as stated 
on its website, was to “establish a 
permanent, open-access, online archive 
of the Ebola response that would be 
available in perpetuity to provide les-
sons for future epidemic and humani-
tarian events.” The project employed 
an open-door policy and relied on 
volunteers from a variety of qualitative 
research disciplines and professional 
fields to conduct interviews, transcribe 
the audio files, and archive the data.
 Members of the Translational 
Research Group (TRG) were invited 
to conduct interviews with EVD 

responders, especially those in the 
Department of Defense (DoD), as 
part of the Ebola 100 Project. The 
TRG was formed in 2010 under the 
Marine Corps University’s Center 
for Advanced Operational Culture 
Learning. The Marine Corps Human 
Research Protection Program (HRPP), 
and its associated Institutional Review 
Board (IRB), oversees their fieldwork-
focused research with human subjects. 
What follows is a discussion of how a 
research capability within the military 
contributed to an inclusive qualita-
tive research effort that is consciously 
“deviating from conventional models 
of research” (The Ebola 100 Project 
2018). But first, I will describe how 
researchers addressed risk to Depart-
ment of Defense participants in their 
independent IRB protocol, which was 
possible due to the flexible design of 
the Ebola 100 Project.

Addressing Risk to Human
Subjects in the Military

 Whether working with the military 
or in other applied or advocacy con-
texts, researchers must be attentive to 
“the potential for sponsor-based bias, 
[and] transparency of research design 
and results” (Fosher 2013:98). With 
regard to the protection of partici-
pants, research integrity can be (and 
often is) guided by a combination of 
researchers’ judgement, disciplinary 
codes of ethics, institutional policies, 
and federal law. Institutionally, the 
DoD views military personnel as a 
potentially vulnerable population. The 
DoD requirements for human subjects 
research note that the military chain 
of command can impose undue influ-
ence on research subjects. In addition, 
breaches of privacy or confidential-
ity may seriously impact a military 
career. Therefore, the consent process 
and data handling procedures are 
of particular importance to both the 
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Marine Corps IRB and the TRG. The 
independent human subjects proto-
col the TRG developed in order to 
contribute to the Ebola 100 Project ac-
count for these special considerations 
for the military population.
 The Ebola 100 consent procedures 
provided a foundation that the TRG 
augmented in its protocol. The origi-
nal protocol was approved in April 
2015 by the University of Florida 
(#2015-U-0412), where Abramowitz 
was an Assistant Professor of Anthro-
pology and African Studies. On the 
Ebola 100 consent form, research-
ers presented participants with three 
confidentiality options: (1) Public/on-
the Record, (2) Confidential, and (3) 
Anonymous/background. This allowed 
participants to use their own judge-
ment regarding identification and 
other risks. This protocol was writ-
ten such that other institutions could 
conduct research under it. The TRG, 
however, created an independent, as-
sociated protocol that deviated from 
the original in a few ways. In the DoD 
protocol, the three confidentiality 
options are similar: (1) Public/on the 
record, (2) Non-attribution/confiden-
tial, and (3) Anonymous/background 
information. However, the descrip-
tions of risk differ. For instance, risks 
of negative personal and professional 
consequences are explicitly mentioned 
in the public/on the record option in 
the military consent form. In the non-
attribution/confidential description, 
participants are reminded that they 
might be identified based on a com-
bination of factors, such as particular 
style of speech and location or activi-
ties, even though their names have 
been removed from the transcripts. 
 Once the Marine Corps’ IRB ap-
proved the independent Ebola 100 
research protocol in September 2015 
(USMC.2015.0011), TRG researchers 
conducted semi-structured interviews 
using an opportunistic sample of mili-
tary individuals who were involved 
in the EVD response in West Africa 
through the snowball sampling meth-
od of recruiting. The question guide 
the TRG researchers used was identi-
cal to the ten questions that the other 

Ebola 100 researchers were given. 
The guide allowed Ebola 100 Project 
investigators the flexibility to discuss 
the participant’s expertise and spe-
cific activities. TRG interviews lasted 
between one and two hours and were 
recorded via phone or in person. The 
total participant population included 
eight male military officers (field 
grade and above). Afterward, TRG 
researchers prepared the transcripts 
following a multi-step scrubbing 
process that preceded their release to 
the Ebola 100 archive administrators. 
This process is the largest deviation 
from the Ebola 100 protocol and sheds 
further light on research integrity.
 In the IRB protocol for the military, 
the three consent options described 
above entailed three scrubbing op-
tions. As written, the protocol states 
that non-attribution/confidential 
participants have a chance to review 
their transcripts and remove informa-
tion deemed sensitive. In practice, 
all the participants had this opportu-
nity, including the four participants 
who chose to be public/on the record 
(none chose the anonymous/back-
ground information option). Because 
the transcripts were long, numbering 
twenty pages or more, researchers 
flagged names and other information 
that may pose a risk to the partici-
pants, other individuals, or organiza-
tions before emailing the transcript to 
a participant. The hope was that the 
scrubbing effort would not place an 
undue time burden on the participants. 
Several of them read their transcripts 
with greater scrutiny than anticipated, 
correcting typos and minor errors 
that the researchers overlooked. Most 
removed information that posed a risk 
to themselves or others and provided 
replacement wording that preserved 
the meaning of the original statement. 
In a few rare cases, participants sim-
ply removed several sentences of text, 
especially when the statement posed a 
risk to their military partners or their 
colleagues. To maintain transparency, 
all these modifications are clearly 
marked in the transcripts. Though 
time-consuming and demanding, this 
inclusive process was justified by the 

mandate to minimize risk, particularly 
in a project where entire transcripts 
will be publically accessible in an 
online database.

Discussion

 The scale and severity of the 
EVD outbreak widened the notion 
of who should be part of a response 
effort. The United States military 
was just one of many organizations 
involved in West Africa that crossed 
new thresholds. For instance, Op-
eration UNITED ASSISTANCE 
(OUA), where military forces were 
sent to Liberia for a few months, 
was an unprecedented response to “a 
disease-driven foreign humanitarian 
assistance mission” (Joint Chiefs of 
Staff 2016). To capture this new nor-
mal, the Ebola 100 Project included 
researchers with and without conven-
tional anthropological field-based ex-
perience. Some researchers were not 
necessarily participant-observers in 
their communities, though in the case 
of the TRG, they are integrated into 
the institutional context enough to be 
familiar with the military population, 
its processes, and their required hu-
man subjects protections. 
 Future researchers who access 
these data through the Ebola 100 
database will have options for ways 
to conduct analysis, including by 
sub-population, by theme, or by using 
other approaches. One theme that 
appeared in the eight military inter-
views, and may appear in others, was 
about OUA. OUA deployed thousands 
of United States military personnel, 
primarily from the 101st Airborne 
Division, to Liberia to construct sev-
eral Ebola treatment units and provide 
other engineering and logistics in 
direct support to the United States 
Agency for International Development 
(USAID). It was a highly visible mili-
tary mission that totaled at least $112 
million in DoD funds (Lead Inspector 
General Quarterly Progress Report on 
U.S. Government Activities 2015). 
The DoD interviews included both 
critical and positive views of OUA. 
The criticism stemmed from the cost 
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and size of the United States footprint, 
which was larger than the existing Li-
berian military. That said, some of the 
participants mentioned that OUA was 
ended sooner than expected due to its 
success; and less measurable impacts 
were noted, such as the sense of relief 
among Liberians who viewed the ma-
tériel and other signs of military pres-
ence as indicators that they were not 
forgotten. Analysis of all the Ebola 
100 data may reveal similar mixed 
views among Liberians, expatriates, 
and other humanitarian responders 
who were interviewed by investiga-
tors. Such research may provide a 
nuanced understanding of how the 
United States military is perceived in 
a non-combat context. This is one of 
many research questions that can be 
answered by social scientists using the 
Ebola 100 data. The inclusive open-
source nature of the project allows 
researchers to select and bound their 
samples in ways that they could not 
do with a limited data set collected by 
a single researcher or institution. 

Conclusion

 In her seminal essay “Up the An-
thropologist,” Laura Nader (1972) ad-
vises that the “needs of mankind” lead 
the way for the discipline. To do this, 
she advocates studying the “middle 
and upper end of social power struc-
ture” (Nader 1972) where power and 
responsibility often lie. The Ebola 100 
Project follows her advice by including 
social science researchers who have 
relationships with organizations at the 
middle and upper end of social power 
structures, in addition to those who 
have more traditional anthropological 
relationships with local communities 
in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Guinea. 
Social scientists in the TRG were 
already familiar with how the United 
States military “does business” (Fosher 
2018). The military is arguably at the 
uppermost end of the social power 
structure Nader invites her colleagues 
to investigate. The inclusive nature of 
the Ebola 100 Project opens this com-
munity to anthropological study in an 
ethical and transparent way.

 EVD outbreaks will continue, as 
illustrated by the 2018 outbreaks in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
where a coordinated response has 
been ongoing. The value of a data-
base of lessons learned from hun-
dreds of individuals who responded 
to the largest Ebola outbreak in 
history is, thus, likely to increase. 
Should the Department of Defense 
be involved in future humanitarian 
response efforts, the interviews with 
those involved in West Africa may be 
instructive to future researchers and 
policymakers. As mentioned previ-
ously, researchers may investigate 
how the military, locals, and expatri-
ate communities share like or unlike 
views about the use of United States 
troops in a humanitarian response 
effort. Policymakers may note how 
these respondents critiqued the 
scale of United States involvement 
and weigh the benefits of sending 
a specific number of troops against 
committing certain capabilities. The 
Ebola 100 initiative illustrates how a 
flexible and inclusive design allowed 
various humanitarian responders, 
including United States military 
personnel, to contribute to a lessons 
learned archive that may result in 
improved epidemic response efforts 
in the future.
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