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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	Exploring the Lived Experiences of Sanitation Workers in Northeast China: Work Meaning and Environment

	
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)

	In this section you will need to:
· Place the research topic in its historical, cultural and social context.
· Explain why the research is significant and important.
· Place the research in the current academic context.

Historical, Cultural, and Social Context
Sanitation work in China has been reshaped significantly since the Reform and Opening‐Up era (Liu, 2020). Once largely a state‐provided municipal service, many cities beginning in the 1990s adopted contracting‐out and public‐private partnership (PPP) models, altering workers’ employment status, wage stability, and oversight (Lyu et al., 2020). For example, a longitudinal case study in Guangzhou shows how contracting-out reforms led to protests over low pay and poor conditions, which eventually led municipal authorities to reverse many privatization steps (Chen, Chen, and Mitchell, 2024). The views of dirty work or occupation stigma are well-studied in the Chinese context, and the researchers can observe that sanitation and other physically disgusting tasks are linked to moral or social degradation, which makes the workers resort to various coping strategies such as emotional detachment and boundary-setting (Zhang, Huang, and Yin, 2022). The standard case of social stresses of northeast Chinese rust belt is Liaoning province. It has been struggling with the drop in population, aging (over 20 percent of the population are over 60 years), and brain drain due to the fall of the industry (World Economic Forum, 2018). The trends put strain on the sanitation infrastructure and reduce the working force that transfers workloads and burdens job security and status. The combination of these historic, cultural and social forces affect the perceptions of the sanitation workers in Liaoning in terms of their risks and wellbeing.

Importance of the Research
The research is important due to three reasons. The harmony of the entire range of the sanitation work is in the primary interest of public health, and of sanitation that is today a highly forgotten profession out there. The testimonies of workers can be considered to make the policies safer and the labour practices more ethical. Second, context-sensitive analysis must examine more special tensions that have emerged due to the socio-economic transition occurring in Northeast China, which is characterized majorly by an ageing population and institutional reform. Third, theory and practice that follows the ideas would be enhanced by a qualitative/worker approach that would relate the stigma theory, organizational justice, employee voice, and emotional labour to the enhancement that can be experienced in practice. The available literature indicates that the job satisfaction of sanitation workers is linked to well-paid salary, their perceived respectful attitudes of the masses, and training (Lyu et al., 2020). Globally, sanitation workers have been shown to suffer from insufficient protective equipment, poor training, and weak organizational support, especially during COVID-19 (Sharior et al., 2023). Insights from this study will inform employer practices such as wage transparency, grievance mechanisms, and safety training as well as policy reforms aimed at fostering dignity and justice in sanitation work. Furthermore, the researcher’s community connection to the target organization offers rare access, while reflexivity measures will safeguard study quality.

Current Academic Context
This study is positioned within a burgeoning academic discourse on the multifaceted challenges faced by essential, yet often marginalized, workforces. Globally, research has documented that sanitation workers endure high physical and mental stress, job insecurity, and poor managerial support, leading to significant mental health outcomes like burnout and depression (Tolera et al., 2023). In the Chinese context, this study builds upon existing findings that highlight workers' increased risks of infection and psychological stress during the COVID-19 pandemic (Ye et al., 2022), as well as a higher incidence of occupational illnesses due to inadequate protective resources (Yan et al., 2015). In addition to physical load factors, the study incorporates the developed theoretical models of emotional labour and organizational justice that have been reported to determine job satisfaction and psychological distress among frontline service workers in China (Yang, Chen, and Zhao, 2019; Sun et al., 2023). The research seeks to fill a substantial gap in the literature in relation to the qualitative and worker-based study by examining the lived experiences on Northeast China, through accounts of perceptions of safety and pay, the role of regional culture on status, and the effects of organizational practices. Finally, the study provides an essential contribution to the connection between the local circumstances and organizational practices with the global problems of psychosocial well-being, discrimination, and turnover, which are addressed by Maneen et al. (2025).


	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	In this section you will need to:
· Explain what you want to achieve through the research.
· Outline the aims of the research.

This paper aims to produce a sensitive and context-dependent understanding of the conditions of sanitation work in Liaoning Province by trying to understand the interplay between sociocultural norms, organization, and material conditions. The goal is to create a situation where workers feel that they receive fair pay, that the work they do is meaningful, that they have a voice, and that they feel well. Rather than treating remuneration, safety, and satisfaction as discrete outcomes, the research investigates them as interlinked phenomena shaped by regional histories, community hierarchies, and everyday management routines. 
Concretely, the objectives are: 
1. To document workers’ perceptions of pay, benefits, occupational hazards, and daily working conditions, paying attention to how formal contracts, informal payments, and safety resources are understood and negotiated on the ground.
2. To examine how local cultural values, family ties, and social stratification inform workers’ identities, status claims, and dignity at work, including how stigma or pride is performed in public-facing roles.
3. To investigate the effects of organizational practices, such as disciplinary regimes, communication channels, scheduling, and the introduction of new technologies, on motivation, emotional labour, opportunities for voice, and overall job satisfaction.
By linking micro-level narratives to meso-level management practices and macro-level culture, the study aims to show not only what conditions workers face, but how those conditions are interpreted and resisted, with implications for policy, occupational health, and labour inclusion. 
At that juncture, the specific research questions are:
1. How do sanitation workers in Liaoning Province perceive and experience pay equity, benefits, and working conditions?
2. In what ways do local cultural values and social hierarchies shape workers' sense of dignity and occupational identity?
3. How do organisational practices affect workers' emotional labour, voice, and job satisfaction?

	
Proposed plan of work including timetable

	Proposed plan of work



	

	Planned Development
	Target Date

	Submission of Research Proposal 
	October 2025

	PG2 and Ethical Approval Application
	November – December 2025

	Completion of Literature Review
	January – March 2026

	Pilot Survey & Refinement of Instruments (Survey and Interview Guide)
	March – April 2026

	Main Data Collection (Semi-structured Interviews, Document Review)
	May – July 2026

	Data Transcription and Preliminary Coding
	August – September 2026

	Data Analysis (Thematic Analysis: coding, theme development, interpretation)
	October – November 2026

	Drafting of Findings and Discussion Chapters
	December 2026 – February 2027

	Drafting of Introduction, Methodology, and Conclusion Chapters
	March – April 2027

	Full Draft Compilation and Internal Review
	May 2027

	Submission of First Full Draft to Supervisors
	June 2027

	Revision and Finalization of Thesis
	July – August 2027

	Submission of Final Thesis
	September 2027




	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	In this section you will need to explain how you will achieve your aims and objectives:

· Explain your disciplinary orientation/ approach
· Describe the methods you will use to carry out your research: (eg library-based research, on-line research, fieldwork (interviews/ participant-observation), analysis of visual data, combinations of these)

The research is placed in an interpretivist paradigm and follows a phenomenological qualitative paradigm, in an attempt to comprehend how sanitation workers in Liaoning Province, Northeast, China, make meaning of their experience of pay, status, health, risks, emotional labour, and voice in regards to their context in the organization and society. The disciplinary orientation is based on the research in the fields of sociology, organizational studies, and labour studies, especially on the theories of emotional labour, organizational justice and social stigma. These theoretical lenses will inform the interpretation of data and not just what comes out of the accounts of the participants. 
The Fulongma Group Co. Ltd. that is a large service provider and hires sanitation workers in the urban districts in Liaoning will be used to conduct fieldwork. Purposive sample of about 15-20 workers with a minimum of three years of employment shall be recruited to provide a variation in terms of age, gender, employment position, and contract/union membership. This sampling strategy aims to elicit the problem of lived experience as affected by different social positions. Moreover, the sample of 15-20 participants will allow for theoretical saturation whilst capturing diverse experiences across age, gender, contract status, and role.
The data, in this case, will be collected primarily in the form of in-depth interviews that will be semi-structured and that will last between 45 and 75 minutes. The interviews will cover domains such as work history and progression, perceptions of pay and fairness, experiences of stigma and recognition in the community, health and safety practices, emotional labour and worker voice, silence, complaint, and responses to organizational or technological change. Interviews will be conducted in Mandarin for easier communication and in locations ensuring participant comfort and confidentiality, as well as convenience. 
Additionally, document analysis will be used to triangulate narratives with formal policies and practices. Documents might include safety notices, pay sheets, work schedules, and disciplinary or procedural guidelines. It is important to note that access to organisational documents will be negotiated with management whilst protecting participant anonymity. Qualitative content analysis (inductive and deductive coding) of these documents will be performed through NVivo, which will generate codes and categories of documents. Document themes will be triangulated with interview themes, and where policy is in line or off course with worker accounts will be checked. Disagreements or differences will be considered as focal analytic tensions. The ethical approval will cover all the access and use of documents, and anonymity and redaction will be used to protect identities. 
All interviews will be recorded (with informed consent), transcribed verbatim, and translated if necessary to preserve meaning. In handling qualitative data, analysis will follow reflexive thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2019), proceeding through phases of familiarisation, coding, theme development, review, naming, and reporting, with reflexivity journals maintained throughout to account for researcher positionality (Corlett and Mavin, 2018). Member checking, which entails sharing preliminary themes with a subset of participants (Candela, 2019; Motulsky, 2021), will be used to check that interpretations resonate with participants’ own understandings. Triangulation among interview and documents will enhance credibility.
Theoretical concepts will be used to inform interpretation. Emotional labour is understood in its classical sense (e.g. display vs suppression, surface vs deep acting) as well as how organisational expectations shape emotion regulation and worker well-being. Organizational justice (distributive, procedural, interactional) will help interrogate perceptions of fairness in pay, rules, and interpersonal treatment. Social stigma theory will help analyse how workers experience recognition or shame in both community and organisational settings.
Ethical considerations will be carefully managed. For instance, the researcher will ensure informed consent (written), confidentiality via pseudonyms, secure storage of data, transparency about the researcher’s connections and positionality, especially given any insider access. Also, the researcher will make assurances to participants that no content will be shared with management in ways that could harm participants. The limitations of transferability rather than generalizability will be acknowledged as this study aims for depth and rich, context-sensitive insight.


	Introductory bibliography:

	In this section you should list a minimum of 30 titles that are relevant to your research. You should include all works cited in this form.
The list should be alphabetical using the referencing system appropriate to your discipline.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	In this section you should indicate:

· What facilities you will need access to including libraries, archives, institutions, specialist IT facilities
· Whether you have permission to access the facilities and resources
· Whether you need to travel to access the facilities and resources – where do you need to go, for how long, and how will this be financed
· Whether you will be carrying out fieldwork or interviews and whether you have followed the correct protocols, secured permission and ethical clearance.

Library and Institutional Facilities
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Library and its online research portal will provide access to large academic databases, such as Scopus, Web of Science, SAGE Research Methods, and Taylor and Francis Online. These will be used to get peer-reviewed research on the sociology of labour, organizational justice and emotional labour. Qualitative data analysis shall be done using NVivo 14 software with the help of the research IT services of the university to offer a consistent process of coding and thematic analysis in line with the accepted qualitative research methods (Braun and Clarke, 2019).

Access and Permissions
The field work will be carried out on the basis of Fulongma Group Co. Ltd that is a sanitation service provider operating in the Liaoning Province. Consultations with the management of the site have been done early, and they have indicated that they are ready to cooperate, but the institutional ethical approval has to be established. It has been successfully translated in past Chinese studies of sanitation workers such as that of Zhang and Friedman, (2019) and Gong et al. (2013).

Travel and Financing
The chosen Liaoning cities will be used to collect data in May-July 2026 and to conduct fieldwork, it will take approximately 8-10 weeks. The travel and accommodation costs will be borne by the researcher using his stipend. The estimated budget will incorporate the return transport, accommodation, in-country transportation, and the bare fieldwork expenses.

Fieldwork, Interviews and Ethical Procedures.
The study will involve semi-structured interviews of 15-20 sanitation workers and further review of documents. The Research Ethics Policy will be adhered to through the ethical approval seeking through the UWTSD PG2 process (NovemberDecember 2025).
All the participants will receive an informed written consent and be assured of confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms and safe data management. The interviews will be conducted in Mandarin in order to make the people feel at ease and precise in their articulation. The information will be saved in safe servers within the university, as per the UK Data Protection Act (2018). The awareness of the researcher positionality will be maintained by keeping reflexivity journals as proposed by Corlett and Mavin (2018). Validity will be improved through the use of reflexive thematic analysis as an analysis and triangulation method of audio recordings and organizational documents.
Previous studies on sanitation and waste workers indicate that ethical conduct and anonymity ought to be judiciously utilized to enhance trust and quality of information in sensitive research on jobs (Kisana and Shah, 2021; Motulsky, 2021). In performing this, any data will be stored within five years and destroyed in a secure way, as stipulated in the institutional policy.


	Special Issues

	In this section you should indicate whether there are any special aspects to the proposal that fall outside of what you have already described for example:

· If the research includes any non-written elements
· If the research is part of a Group project
· If the research is to be undertaken outside of the UK
· If a bar on access is being sought

No special aspects of the proposal fall outside of what has already been described




	Language in which submitted

	The thesis will be written in [please tick as appropriate]: Welsh	☐
· English	☐



Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence

In line with UWTSD guidance, Generative AI will be used in this thesis for the following purposes:

	
	Tick √
	YES
	NO

	RESEARCH
	I intend to use Generative AI to support my research, including searching for bibliography, using tools to summarise, compare and interrogate
materials.
	☐
	☐

	STRUCTURE
	I intend to use Generative AI to support structuring my thesis submission, including creating a draft argument structure, identifying parts and headings,
etc.
	☐
	☐

	PROOFREADING
	I intend to use Generative AI to check my own text/creation for grammatical and syntactical mistakes, including translation and rephrasing of my
own work within specific standards.
	☐
	☐

	WRITING
	I intend to use Generative AI to create text for submission.
	☐
	☐

	CREATIVE
	I intend to use Generative AI to create creative materials, such as images.
	☐
	☐

	PROGRAMING
	I intend to use Generative AI to create and check code.
	☐
	☐

	NONE
	I do not intend to use any type of Generative AI support. This includes research support, structure support, writing/proofreading support and creative
support.
	· 
	☐



Note: any use of Generative Artifical Intelligence will need to be considered and noted in the research ethics application.

Intellectual Property IP

	Tick √

	
	YES
	NO

	It is anticipated that Intellectual Property (IP) will be produced as a result of this research, other than copyright.
	☐
	· 

	If yes, is the IP already subject to a separate agreement with a third party (e.g. employer, sponsor or external funder)? If so please
provide details below
	☐
	☐

	Is the research dependent upon background IP owned by: If so, please provide details below
	UWTSD
☐
	A third party
☐

	Text box will expand

	Tick √

	I understand that:
	YES
	NO

	If any party other than the student is likely to be involved in the development of IP a separate IP agreement will be needed and it may be necessary for the student to assign the IP rights to the University.
	· 
	☐

	If there are no third parties involved in the creation of the IP the student is deemed to own the IP, however should the student wish to commercially exploit their IP and require the assistance of the University to do so, they will be required to assign their IP to the University. https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/iiced/protecting-innovation- and-creativity---intellectual-property/
	· 
	☐
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