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Introduction 
 
This Guide is about courtesy and the working relationship between researchers and the 

staff from all levels of the Department of Health including the National, Provincial, District, 

sub-district and health facility staff. It also has application to members of NGOs or 

community organisations assisting with research, whether in a paid or voluntary capacity. 

This document does not deal with ethical behaviour of researchers towards research 

participants, which is assumed to follow from the commitments contained in proposals 

approved by Research Ethics Committees. 

 

Courtesy is about respecting each other and building positive relationship with other 

people. In relation to health research in particular, courtesy refers to the mutual respect 

and good relationship the PHRC encourages researchers to develop with district and 

service point managers, and all the staff and clients in their facilities. Courteous and 

respectful behaviour will serve to maximise the potential for a positive work relationship. 

This ideal of a positive work relationship can be realized if the following behaviours are 

maintained  by researchers: consideration, respect, trust,  clear communication, clarity of 

roles, monitoring visits, dissemination of results.  
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1) Consideration  

Researchers should always be considerate to district and facility managers and all 
the staff in the facilities. Remember, researchers are visitors in the facilities and 
should always consider how they should behave in a facility that does not belong to 
them.  
 
Practical tips: Always introduce yourself, Name badges are useful. Do not use 
supplies (coffee, sugar, etc.) from the staff kitchen without asking first, and if you do 
use them, add to them by bringing your own. 
 

Another example of consideration is to acknowledge the Department of Health in 
any research manuscript prepared for dissemination or publication. If the 
researchers seek to mention specific persons or facilities by name, the individual 
staff members and the department should be asked for assent for this. 
 
 
Researchers should not expect special space or times for their research 

participants if this will interfere with the care that the facility staff has to give to other 

clients. This also includes careful consideration of any incentives given to some 

participants but not others. 

 

2) Respect  
 

Researchers are expected to respect the physical space and property of facility 
staff at all times. Respect means that all staff should be treated as if they are 
equals. Rude conduct is a sign of disrespect.  
 
Researchers should also remember that the facility staff know more about the 
health services and it’s functioning than most researchers.  Both services staff and 
researchers should be prepared to learn from each other. 

 
   

3) Trust 
 

It is essential that mutual trust exists for ongoing collaboration between researchers 
and facility staff. Building up trust requires time and patience and quite a bit of 
special effort. Cornerstones of trust are honesty and openness and these should be 
developed and maintained. 
 
Researchers must remember that good experiences built on trust and respect in 
the past promote trust in future. If there is a feeling that facility staff do not trust the 
researchers, it would be good to sit down and discuss what happened in the past 
that led to this distrust. If staff identify activities that led to them not trusting 
researchers, then the researchers should be willing to adapt their processes and 
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see whether they can accommodate these requests. Once trust is built up, it is 
essential to maintain this trust. 

 
Researchers, especially the principal investigators or the senior researchers, 
should always make initial contact with the facility staff and ask themselves how 
often they need to visit the facilities to have discussions with the staff once the 
study starts. It is not possible to build up trust without personal contact  

 
 
 
 

4) Clear communication  
 

 
Clear communication with facility staff at the start and throughout the research 
study is important to ensure smooth running of the research process. It is 
important that researchers be clear as to what their needs are and discuss this 
with the facility staff to find out whether the facility can accommodate them. 
Researchers should be specific and leave no room for ambiguity in any 
communications (written or verbal) made with facility staff. Researchers should 
ensure that the appropriate staff member(s) have the needed information and  
remember that their needs and the needs of the facility staff are different.  

 
 
Researchers should find out what the best way of communication with staff is. Is it 
meetings, electronic communication, telephonic? If staff prefer for example, to 
communicate electronically, but do not have the necessary skills or equipment to  
receive big spreadsheets with timelines, etc., then it might be worthwhile for 
researchers to offer to assist  with  developing these skills  and obtaining 
equipment. It is essential to decide on how often to communicate formally.  

 
Always specify in advance the starting date, time, need for space (storage, 
interviews), and need for staff time. Such an approach will serve to minimise 
confusion, save time, and help to meet the end date target of the investigation.  

 
5) Clarify roles and responsibilities 

 
It is essential to clarify roles and responsibilities at the start of the research study. 
Researchers should remember that their main goal is to do the research, while the 
main goal of the facility staff is to give care to the clients.  

 

It is best to do this in a face-to-face meeting and document it in writing and 
distribute to all.  
  

Questions that need to be answered include : What will the role of the facility staff 
be in the general care of research participants? When should research staff be 
informed about something that happened in the community (e.g. protest action that 
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might affect participant visits to facilities), in the clinic (e.g. stock-outs) or to the 
patient/participant? 
 

7) Monitoring visits 

Many studies, according to contract, have regular monitoring visits from external 

monitors. It should be made clear from the start that this is to monitor the study, not 

to supervise the facility. It is however, a good idea to regularly meet with the facility 

staff and give feedback about these monitoring visits. 

 

8) Dissemination of results 

Many facility staff feel that they have been involved in research, but never hear the 

results. Researchers should always have a dissemination plan for discussing 

results with the staff. This is sometimes difficult when many facilities are involved, 

but should be decided on before the study starts. Research results are usually 

published in scientific journals, but should also be disseminated in a way that is 

easily understandable to all levels of staff. One way of doing this is by via the 

Provincial Health newsletter. Another is by participating in the annual Provincial 

Health Research Day and or District Research Day(s). 

In addition, there is a system of submitting a final report (Annexure 9) of all 

completed studies and all research manuscripts to the appropriate health 

structures. (See  Guidelines) 

An important way to disseminate results at the end of the study, is to send the 
manuscript to the Department of Health before publication. The Department could 
be invited to contribute comment within a reasonable time, although it understand 
that freedom to publish is inherent in ethics and access approval obtained prior to 
the study, unless there is a specific agreement constraining this right in some way. 
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