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Where do I begin if, as part of my elective experience, I decide to conduct a research project involving human participants or their personal medical records?

First, you need to make contact with a local UCT-based supervisor who is willing to oversee all aspects of your research during your elective placement. You need to organise this in advance of your visit – ask your co-supervisor in your home institution to help you with these arrangements.

Your local supervisor will help you to identify a suitable research project which can be completed within the timeframe of your elective. Your research project must be feasible and within your level of expertise. Alternatively, your local supervisor may place you in an existing research project.

Will my research proposal need some kind of review?

Your research proposal must undergo two separate review processes. First, the departmental research committee where you are doing your elective will review the scientific and scholarly merit of your proposal. Second, the Human Research Ethics Committee in the Faculty of Health Sciences will review ethical aspects of your application. Your local supervisor will assist with these applications. Even if your proposal has ethical approval in your home institution, it still needs local research ethics approval. If you are joining a study that already has research ethics approval, your local supervisor still needs to obtain Human Research Ethics Committee approval to include you in the existing research.

You also need to ask your local supervisor if you must obtain additional administrative approval or authorisation from medical superintendents or managers to conduct your research, including accessing personal medical records, in specific settings such as hospitals, community-based health centres and non-governmental organisations.

For more information about how to apply for research ethics approval contact Mrs Lamees Emjedi, the Administrative Officer in the Human Research Ethics Committee. Her email address is Lamees.Emjedi@uct.ac.za
How long does it take to get research ethics approval?

Because it is time-consuming, we advise you to initiate contact with a local supervisor at least 6 months before your elective begins. In general, the length of time it takes to obtain ethics approval depends on the ethical issues inherent in your study. For example, ethical concerns may relate to the methodology, the study population or the level of risk in your proposed study. By anticipating the ethical issues and receiving proper guidance and supervision in the planning stages of your study, you are likely to reduce turn-around times between submission to the Committee and obtaining final ethics approval. Therefore, before submitting your proposal to the Committee you need to make sure it complies with the ethical principles laid down in the Declaration of Helsinki http://www.wma.net/e/policy/pdf/17c.pdf and the Research Ethics Guidelines of the South African Department of Health, 2004 http://www.doh.gov.za/docs/factsheets/guidelines/ethnics/
Your research must also comply with South African law, for instance the requirements for informed consent and special considerations when undertaking research among minors (<18 years of age).

Wherever possible, the Human Research Ethics Committee tries to review student proposals through an expedited process. This means that if your research project involves no more than minimal risk to potential participants, it may be reviewed by the Chairperson of Committee or someone designated by the Chairperson with expertise in the area in which you plan to undertake your study. However, the Chairperson reserves the right to decide if a full committee review is necessary.

For record-keeping purposes, please notify Ms Paschaline Jacobs, the Elective Officer in the Faculty of Health Sciences, when you receive ethical approval for your research.  Her email address is Paschaline.Jacobs@uct.ac.za
Once your study is complete, or within six months of Human Research Ethics Committee approval, you need to submit a detailed report of your findings to your local supervisor, the Committee and relevant stakeholders. This is important because your findings may directly or indirectly benefit the participants and communities who formed part of your research.

If you intend publishing your findings, in the early stages of planning, you need to discuss with your local and home-based supervisor any matters relating to authorship and acknowledgement.

Some general points:

· Become familiar with the cultural and socioeconomic influences in your participants’ lives. Find out about literacy levels in the areas where you will undertake your research.

· Bear in mind that many potential participants might not understand English or might prefer to be interviewed or answer questions in their home language which might be Afrikaans, English or Xhosa. Ascertain from your local supervisor whether your information sheets and informed consent forms need to be translated into the local languages and who might be able to assist you with this task.

· Remember that informed consent is a process and not simply signing a form. This is particularly important in an environment where participants might not readily understand the meaning of ‘research’ or the difference between treatment and research.

· Whenever you are ‘on-site’ doing your research ensure that you carry your Human Research Ethics Committee letter of approval with you, in case anyone questions who you are and what you are doing in a particular setting.

· Finally, keep in mind that all research involving human participants requires ethical approval by the Human Research Ethics Committee at UCT before you can begin piloting your study or recruiting participants.
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