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Ethics review of all research, including social and 
behavioural research, has been mandatory in South 
Africa (SA) since the introduction of the current 
National Health Act.[1] In the course of ethics review, 
research ethics committees (RECs) need to establish 

that the proposal adheres to applicable ethics guidance.[2] One 
dimension of such guidance requires that RECs are satisfied that 
adequate prior community consultation has taken place with research 
stakeholders. Furthermore, RECs are required to ensure that respect 
for the autonomy of individuals is assured, usually operationalised 
through the informed consent process and documents.[3] If the 
research is to be conducted in an institutional setting and not in the 
public domain, permission needs to be obtained from the legitimate 
authorities in charge of such institutions to conduct research in 
such settings – based on the principle of respect for autonomy. 
Data suggest that RECs often withhold final ethics approval until 
the principal investigator (PI) obtains written permission from the 
authorised signatories of the institution that hosts the intended 
research participants.[4] This permission is often referred to as 
gatekeepers’ permission which is the focus of this paper.

The role and influence of gatekeepers in social science research 
has been the subject of some debate and remains a challenge 
for many researchers.[5,6] Despite most research ethics guidance 
emphasising the necessity of prior community engagement, including 
identification and engagement with gatekeepers, published[7] and 
anecdotal evidence from our own experience as REC chairpersons 
suggests that many social science researchers view this process as 
tedious, time-consuming and obstructionist. Reluctance to engage 
in this process is probably multi-determined and could include the 

need to meet tight timelines and funding obligations. There are 
legitimate grounds for debate when research is not being conducted 
on the physical premises of a specified organisation, for example, 
employees of organisation X might be recruited outside the legal 
entrance of the premises of an organisation, without any physical or 
electronic violation of the physical boundaries of that organisation. 
At the same time, entry into an organisation based on deception, 
disguise, manipulation or false pretences undermines the moral and 
ethical responsibilities of the researcher.[8] This would be a breach 
of ‘professional propriety and ethics’.[8] Researchers are morally and 
ethically obliged to engage in an open and transparent manner when 
seeking access to an institution for research purposes.   

A gatekeeper is described as someone who controls access to an 
institution or an organisation such as a school principal, managing 
director or administrator.[5,9-11] Research conducted in spaces such as 
shopping malls would also require gatekeeper permission because 
such spaces are usually privately owned or managed. Research 
in legitimate public spaces, e.g. streets, sidewalks, parks, public 
beaches, public markets, neighborhoods, taxi ranks, bus shelters, 
etc., are usually exempt from gatekeeper permissions, although in 
SA research in designated traditional areas would require gatekeeper 
permission from a designated traditional leader.[12,13]

All institutions and organisations have an autonomous right to 
permit or deny access to their information, space, personnel and 
clients and/or service users for research purposes, unless such 
information is already published in the public domain. 

This article will focus primarily on the role and influence of 
gatekeepers in formal and organisational settings and explore 
pragmatic methods to improve understanding and facilitation of this 
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process. An understanding of the communication processes and the 
identification of key stakeholders at various levels of the organisation 
with the potential to influence the support base for the study are all 
critical factors to consider.[9,14,15] 

REC chairs frequently field questions from researchers wanting 
to know when and why gatekeeper permission should be sought. 
SA RECs generally agree that a study can only be provisionally 
approved until the researcher can produce and lodge formal proof of 
gatekeeper permission, while other RECs might issue full approval with 
a stipulation that the researcher obtain written proof of gatekeeper 
permission before recruitment and data collection. Before an REC can 
approve a study, RECs are required to evaluate whether the intended 
research site has the resources to host the proposed study, and to 
consider the possible effects of the study on the site itself.[2,3,6] These 
are usually covered in a letter of permission from the site gatekeeper. 
The process of obtaining gatekeeper permission and support for a 
study may be a dynamic process and researchers need to be aware of 
multiple influences on this process. 

Access and cooperation
Access to an organisation to conduct research on its data, personnel, 
clients or service users can be complex, involving either a formal 
process of gaining entry into an organisation, followed by an informal 
process where the researcher becomes known to the relevant 
gatekeepers. It may involve a negotiated transaction between the 
researcher and the organisation.[8,9]  These different points of entry 
have implications for the research process. A formal process of access 
would require an understanding of the organisation’s operational 
hierarchy and rules regarding professional etiquette and strategic 
planning for recruitment and data collection. The informal process 
involves the researcher’s ability to respect the boundaries of the 
access granted, adopt an objective and formal stance to the research 
process even if he or she is known to the gatekeepers and research 
participants.[9] Ethical dilemmas can occur if the gatekeeper is coercive 
in influencing participant involvement in the research. Conversely, 
denial of access, by virtue of the researcher’s relationship with the 
gatekeepers, is also a critical issue to consider when planning a 
project.

Although the terms access and cooperation are used inter-
changeably, these are different processes.[10] Obtaining gate keeper 
permission from the higher levels of the organisation does not, and 
probably should not, guarantee cooperation from multiple layers of 
organisational membership, and should never overrule individual 
autonomy to refuse research participation.[10] It is important that 
researchers respect and understand the attitudes and context-
specific influences of intermediate gatekeepers within the institution. 
Both levels of gatekeepers are influenced, driven and shaped by 
different priorities, which in turn could impact on the project. 

Factors to consider
In order to maximise the possibility of being granted access to an 
institution for research purposes, it is important that the researcher 
persuade the gatekeeper (and the REC) of the social value of the 
study. This is a standard ethics review requirement in biomedical 
and social science research.[3,16] In addition, the gatekeeper has a 
right to know the proposed research processes and their potential 
consequent impact on the normal operational functioning of the 

institution or organisation, for example, a school principal will want 
to know how research on learners will impact on class learning time, 
and possibly even how results might reflect badly on the reputation 
of her school. The researcher must also articulate the potential risks 
and/or costs and benefits of the study, with particular reference to 
the value that this study can bring to the organisation, and similar 
organisations in question. A clear recruitment process that outlines 
the nature, process and considerations for participant recruitment 
is likely to attract a positive decision from the gatekeeper. In some 
cases, a direct benefit may not be possible and the researcher needs 
to be explicit about this issue.[10,17] At the very least, the researcher 
should offer the organisation feedback on the results of the study, as 
a way of operationalising the ethical obligation of respect for study 
participants.[3]

The recruitment process of potential research participants has an 
ethical dimension that RECs, gatekeepers and researchers themselves 
must consider carefully, especially when the researcher is part of 
the organisation or staffing structure being researched. It might be 
more difficult for colleagues, clients or service recipients to decline 
research participation when being recruited by a colleague. This 
could compromise the voluntariness of research participation and 
thus undermine the voluntary informed consent requirement.[18] 
Another example of this could be a scenario where the researcher 
is an educator/teacher and the study is a classroom-based activity 
involving learners. Although learners (as research participants) would 
have been assured of their right to decline or withdraw at any stage 
of the study, this can be difficult in practice, especially considering the 
power relations between the educator and the learner and when the 
research is conducted in classroom activity time.[19,20] Therefore a clear 
distinction needs to be drawn between the goals of research versus 
the goals of service delivery to ensure that the host institution’s 
functioning and core services are not disrupted by the research.  

All researchers have an ethical obligation to minimise foreseeable 
risks. These risks could include physical, emotional or informational 
risks, including pain, discomfort, embarrassment, emotional distress, 
breach of confidentiality, stigmatisation and ostracism. For example, a 
researcher investigating sexual violence among school children would 
need to assure both the gatekeeper (and the REC) that a strategy is in 
place to ensure confidentiality, privacy and anonymity in addition to 
outlining the selection and recruitment strategy, as well as providing 
information about pre-negotiated referral and care facilities for those 
expressing a need for psychosocial or other relevant support. These 
strategies must be planned for and clearly articulated in the formal 
application process for gatekeeper permission. Where the researcher 
is known to the potential participants, a clear indication should be 
given on how the researcher will minimise potential bias in sample 
selection and recruitment and maximise participant voluntariness. 
Use of non-institutional recruiters might be a sound ethical strategy 
to overcome these threats to the ethical and scientific quality of 
the proposed study. Qualitative studies, while utilising seemingly 
innocuous ‘conversations’[21,22] can mobilise much stronger emotional 
distress in participants than impersonal questionnaires or even 
transient pain caused by minimal risk routine biomedical procedures, 
and these must be anticipated and planned for.[3] Similarly, focus 
groups hold threats of disclosure of sensitive information that 
can harm individuals (and cause organisational instability) which 
the investigator cannot control, despite appeals to all members 
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to observe confidentiality.[18] Researchers 
should anticipate such issues and assure 
gatekeepers and RECs that all reasonable 
precautions to prevent or minimise harm 
will be taken and monitored. 

Broadhead and Rist also outline the 
potential influence of gatekeepers in 
determining the conditions of entry into the 
organisation, access to data and respondents, 
restricting and wanting control over the 
scope of data analysis and publication.[8] 
There may be circumstances where the 
nature of the research investigation may 
bring the research into conflict with the 
organisation, with the real possibility 
of access being denied. Here again, the 
researcher needs to engage with the 
gatekeeper to outline the potential benefits 
of having to investigate these negative 
events and to commit to constructive 
recommendations that will help to improve 
the organisation. Therefore, there is a need 
for social skills and professional integrity in 
such negotiations with gatekeepers. 

Other dilemmas could also potentially 
threaten the integrity of the research process. 
This is reflected in the scenario where a host 
institution may wish to influence or manipulate 
the data, or request access to the raw data. 
This could be particularly challenging if the 
researcher is employed in the same company 
or institution. Another scenario could be when 
a gatekeeper grants permission for a study 
and later withdraws support. This could create 
challenges for the researcher in terms of what 
happens to the data already collected. In a 
similar situation, a gatekeeper who granted 
permission to a student, who was an employee 
at the institution, resigned. This situation was 
resolved by allowing all data collected during 
the period when the gatekeeper permission 
was valid, to be used for research purposes. 
All data collected at and after the date of 
withdrawal was not considered usable. Ideally, 
the departed gatekeeper’s successor should 
honour the prior permission, but may not 
always do so. This highlights the importance of 
anticipating such issues and specifying them 
in the draft gatekeeper’s letter of agreement. 
Researchers (and RECs) are advised to provide 
a draft pro-forma of such a letter which 
specifies the purpose, nature and duration 
of the study, the sample and recruitment 
strategy, confidentiality and curation of the 
raw data, roles of sub-gatekeepers in the 
organisation (e.g. unit managers), publication, 
anonymity of the participants and possibly 

of the host organisation itself.[23] Such a 
letter could also include agreement on how 
premature withdrawal by either party will be 
managed and the fate of the incomplete data 
set. If unresolved the researcher should seek 
the advice of the REC that approved the study. 
RECs should also increase their competence 
to review such gatekeeper letters, much as 
Materials Transfer Agreements have become 
routine for oversight of biological samples 
over the past few years.[24,25]

Researchers should carefully consider any 
conditions placed by gatekeepers when 
providing access to staff or information. 
These conditions, e.g., access to the raw data 
or restriction on the publication of results, 
must be carefully considered before being 
agreed to by the researcher.

Further dilemmas could occur when resear-
chers generate sensitive data that could cast 
a negative image of the institution. There is a 
risk of publishing negative results and facing 
possible alienation or denial of access into 
the institution for future research. In general, 
researchers should assure anonymity of the 
host institution wherever possible,[23] espe-
cially if the findings are in the general public 
good. There may be circumstances where 
anonymity does not prevent deductive 
disclosure[26] because the host institution 
may be one-of-a-kind in the region.[27]

A practical guide 
Buchanan et al[28] postulate a four-stage 
access model involving ‘getting in, get-
ting on, getting out and getting back’ com-

Fig. 1. Process of gaining entrance into an organisation[9]

Entrance into an organisation 

Formal access Informal access 

Pre entry 

During �eldwork 

After �eldwork 

Getting back 

Informal ways of communication 
(informal emails, telephone calls to
familiar people)  
Formal appointments are usually
not necessary  
Bene�ts of research often taken for
granted by the organisation
Issues of anonymity and
con�dentiality assured  

Formal communication (online-
directory, formal telephone calls,
email, cover letter with o�cial
letterhead)  
Fix appointments based on
interviewees’ availability  
Need to emphasise bene�ts of
research; issues of anonymity and
con�dentiality assured 

Adapt to the cultural norms of the
research site (e.g. dress formally
might need to address interviewees
formally using surnames)  
Take into account the di�erences in
languages and accent  
Need to obtain permission to tape-
record interviews, take photographs
or video record the interviews,
observations, etc   

Adapt to the languages
comfortable and familiar to the
interviewees
Need to obtain permission to
tape record interviews 

Express informal thank you Send a formal thank you note
immediately 
Send a copy of the result (report)
to the respective organisation 

Exit research site by retaining
good rapport with the research
site for future needs (less
obstacles when getting back)  

Familiar with the research site,
easy to gain access again  
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ponents. This pragmatic guide could assist researchers in planning for 
the research process. The ‘getting on’ component of the model involves 
communication, personal appearance, tact, respect for persons, and 
recognition of diversity in culture and social norms and practices.[9,28] 
The ‘getting out’ component deals with adherence to agreed timelines 
to ensure minimal disruption to the host organisation or institutions’ 
operational functioning. The ‘getting back’ component is perhaps 
the most critical aspect of the research process. There is increasing 
concern that researchers are not giving organisations an opportunity 
to consider and utilise the findings, especially when the findings are 
negative and could harm the reputation of the host institution or 
organisation. The ethical obligation of respect requires that researchers 
provide participants and host institutions with appropriately tailored 
feedback, to maximise the benefits of the study[3] which, for example, 
allows the organisation to plan remedial measures if indicated by the 
data.

Johl and Renganathan also provide a useful phased framework for 
responsible engagement with organisations and their gatekeepers. 
They refer to the various components as ‘pre-entry’, ‘during fieldwork’, 
‘after fieldwork’ and ‘getting back’.[9] The pre-entry phase identifies 
both the formal and informal process of initiating communication 
with the gatekeepers (Figure 1). This process should be seen as a 
layered approach, fostering communications at multiple levels of 
gatekeeping. Issues such as recruitment of participants, impact on the 
organisation’s operational functions, confidentiality and anonymity 
must be explicitly outlined. There is therefore a need for strategic 
planning to build gatekeeper trust and support for the project.  The 
researcher should also ensure that ethics review and approval from a 
registered REC are in place before data collection commences. 

In the fieldwork phase, the researcher must ensure that all activities 
captured in the gatekeeper agreement letter are adhered to. Informed 
consent must be obtained from the individual participants for all 
aspects of the data collection process. Participants should be given 
the right to accept or reject the use of audio or video recorders or 
the use of photographs. In addition, the researcher should respect 
cultural diversity and the social dynamics that prevail in that work 
environment. The researcher should also adhere to the agreed 
timelines for data collection and ensure minimal disruption of the 
operational functioning of the institution. It is also good practice to 
send a note of appreciation to the gatekeeper at the end of the study.

Feedback sessions, where agreed to, should be done in a 
constructive manner, even when the study results are negative. 
There is an ethical obligation to present feedback in a form that is 
tailored to the audience so as to maximise understanding, utility 
and implementation, with acknowledgement of the limitations of 
the data, as required by scientific integrity guidance.[29,30] Feedback 
sessions could be conducted in different ways, for example, a 
presentation, workshop, event, or a summary electronic or hard copy 
report, tailored for each specific audience. 

Conclusion
Gatekeepers play an essential and undervalued role in the 
generation of good research data.  Conscientious and well-informed 
negotiations with gatekeepers are required in order to honour the 
ethical obligations to conduct appropriate stakeholder engagement 
before and during research, along with respect for the autonomy of 
institutions and their employees/clients/service recipients. Careful 

mutually respectful access agreements, which consider the needs and 
vulnerabilities of both the gatekeeper and the researcher, can improve 
the quality of the scientific data collected. Strategic planning in the 
research process must take these sometimes complex processes of 
gatekeeper permission into careful account. Although gatekeeping 
permissions are often a simple single administrative event, this is 
not always the case. It can be a complex, layered process approach 
involving layers of gatekeepers with the potential to influence the 
data collection process. Researchers should be respectful of this and 
well prepared to consider and understand gatekeepers’ concerns. 
Provision must be made to identify explicit and implicit gatekeepers 
to initiate and build collaborative networks that could best support 
the research process, bearing in mind that these collaborations could 
be biased by vested interests. Respectful work with gatekeepers will 
ensure that good quality social science research is conducted with 
consideration and respect for all parties concerned.

We hope that this article stimulates more critical reflection and 
practice by RECs and researchers of the role of gatekeepers in research. 
Future research could examine gatekeepers’ own perspectives on the 
issues arising when hosting researchers in institutional research 
settings.
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