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Expectations, Tensions, and Brokerage:

A Discourse Analysis of Community Engagement with
Health Research in South Africa
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ABSTRACT Research is increasingly claimed to be done in collaboration with communities, but community members
may have entirely different expectations of engagement and research participation than what typically follows the logic
of academia. In South Africa, intersecting inequalities further complicate relationships with communities and stake-
holders. To understand how different actors view and construct the relationships between academic institutions and
communities, we undertook a multiperspective discourse analysis. We conducted 11 in-depth interviews with 12 par-
ticipants categorized as researchers, community representatives, and community members. These interviews reflect
three interconnected discourses: expectations, tensions, and brokerage. Expectations pattern intergroup dynamics, such
as community members’ expectations of research benefits, while tensions primarily capture challenging relationships
between different research actors. Our analysis also illustrates how, in the absence of comprehensive institutional sup-
port, community engagement relies on brokerage by community representatives, and how this reliance disproportion-
ately burdens them. There is a need to lessen this ethical burden and invite community input without also burdening
community members and representatives with the challenges of academia. Our findings also have wider relevance for
community-based health research because engagement practices are often hindered by institutional and structural fac-
tors.
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ommunity engagement is a recommended

practice in health research, building on demo-

cratic and ethical principles of involving in-
tended beneficiaries in the conduct of research.! There
are many ways to approach community engagement,
which can broadly be seen to encompass relationship-
building between research initiatives, communities,
and stakeholders of some relevance to the research.?
While commitment to community engagement and its
prioritization through funding have strengthened over
the past few decades,? there have also been critical dis-
cussions about the often tokenistic nature of commu-

nity engagement in connection with health research.
A recent realist review points to factors such as lack of
institutional flexibility or support and training for re-
searchers as some reasons current community engage-
ment and participatory research practices may hinder
the intended benefits of research or interventions.*
Challenges of community engagement are particu-
larly important to consider in settings where the inter-
secting inequalities associated with academic research
conducted with (or, perhaps more typically, in) disad-
vantaged communities heavily influence the potential
for transformative or meaningful engagement.’ In our
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health research in mostly urban areas of South Africa,
we have grappled with the complex layers of history,
power dynamics, institutional logics, and motivations to
do “good” through academic research despite academic
and systemic structural forces that can overshadow such
attempts.

Health research in many settings in South Af-
rica still often reflect historical dynamics of predomi-
nantly white and/or foreign, highly educated, relatively
wealthy, researchers doing research on and in predomi-
nantly Black and low-income communities. In addition
to academia and communities, an important group to
consider is also the interlocutors or brokers—the re-
search and project staff, fieldworkers, and community
engagement officers “in between,” (here called commu-
nity representatives) whose roles involve bridging the
two worlds of academic research and community re-
alities.® Kalinga” has written about this phenomenon in
an illustratively named piece, “Caught Between a Rock
and a Hard Place: Navigating Global Research Partner-
ships in the Global South as an Indigenous Researcher”
While Kalinga’s focus is on the dynamics of internation-
al research collaborations that often make assumptions
about the role of local Indigenous researchers as repre-
sentatives of the communities involved in the research,
we see very similar phenomena in the research carried
out by local (but not local to the communities involved
in research) South African research teams in contexts
that vastly differ from the lived experiences of the re-
searchers (differences due to historical and current in-
tersecting inequalities of race, gender, education level,
income, and more). In many research fields in South
Africa, many senior researchers are still white and
privileged from an economic and educational perspec-
tive, including in contrast to more junior research staff.
These local and often white researchers can still feel like
and/or be perceived as outsiders to the communities in
which they work. This sense can be exacerbated by the
involvement of international collaborators,? particularly
if they are also white and privileged.

To add further complexity in the South African
context, there are frequently nongovernmental, not-for-
profit, and/or community-based organizations that play
a critical role in health and human development, often
standing in the gap where government services are fail-
ing. How researchers engage with such organizations

can also reinforce entrenched power dynamics, and re-
searchers may be perceived to be out of touch with the
lived realities of communities, requiring the research-
ers to prove their credibility as equal partners. This
topic of identity and positionality has been tackled by
researchers in the early childhood development sector
who grapple with how these power symmetries can be
shifted through meaningful partnerships that acknowl-
edge the intersectionality of privilege.’

As part of a wider research agenda around devel-
oping ethical and meaningful community engagement
practices for our research in South Africa, we wanted to
better understand how different stakeholders approach
community engagement. As community engagement is

We identified three main discourses
that capture the dynamics and
interconnectedness of the three
participant groups’ perspectives on
community engagement: expectations,
tensions, and brokerage.

inherently relational, it is important to consider its dif-
ferent meanings for the different parties involved. From
our experiences, the diversity of research teams in South
Africa also brings enormous opportunities and richness
to the process, but problematic hierarchies are a reality
that cannot easily be done away with despite best inten-
tions and conscious efforts.

To move beyond our impressions and experiences
of hierarchical dynamics, we set up a qualitative study
employing discourse analysis to investigate the phe-
nomenon in more detail and to develop recommenda-
tions or cautions for the wider research field that may
be grappling with similar complexities in other global
contexts. We chose a multiperspective approach and
focused particularly on the social situatedness of dis-
courses to unpack the complex power dynamics and
hierarchies at play in the relationships built and main-
tained between academic institutions and historically
oppressed and disadvantaged groups or communities in
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South Africa today. The aim of our study was thus to
identify and analyze discourses about community en-
gagement with health research in South Africa from the
perspectives of different research stakeholders.

STUDY METHODS

We employed discourse analysis to generate an
understanding of what community engage-

ment means to different actors, and how they situate
themselves in the dynamics of community-research
relationships. We approached discourse analysis from
a constructivist standpoint, using critical and intersec-
tional social theory about power and social structures
to examine how participants representing different
perspectives construct discourses about community
engagement with research.!”

Our study focused on health research in South Af-
rica, particularly in the context of our own health re-
search in predominantly low-income urban settings.
The study participants represented broad perspectives
and multiple research settings and communities across
this country. In South Africa, the linkage between aca-
demic researchers and communities can be managed
through more formalized community advisory groups
and engagement processes, partnerships with commu-
nity-based organizations, and study advisory groups
made up of community members. Formalized commu-
nity engagement structures tend to be more common in
rural areas (often former “homelands” under apartheid)
where engaging with traditional and/or tribal authori-
ties is an essential part of the research process. Across
settings, community leaders may be a mix of local gov-
ernment representatives, faith leaders, and other com-
munity activists. While funders of scientific research
are increasingly requiring researchers to have estab-
lished community engagement plans and support these
within grant budgets, historically, these plans tend to be
project-based and hence difficult to sustain beyond the
lifespan of a project.

We recruited South African research stakeholders
from three categories: researchers, community repre-
sentatives (who represent communities but work in re-
search), and community members (also seen as activists
or “actives,” i.e., somehow working for their communi-
ties). The decision to target community members who
are activists or actives rather than community members

in general was based on their involvement in promot-
ing well-being from a community-centered perspective,
specifically without an academic lens or logic.

While we categorized participants based on their
representative perspectives, we did not take their rep-
resentation to mean speaking for their entire group,
but rather to situate their perspectives as being linked
to the roles they held or played in relation to commu-
nity engagement and research. Participants who were
researchers were, or had been, working and actively
involved in academic research that included commu-
nity engagement in South Africa. Participants who were
community representatives were employed in academic
research institutions as community engagement officers
or project staff and tended to be from the same com-
munities where they were doing research. Participants
representing community members were involved in
health-related community activism, community-based
organizations, and local government.

The sample size was not decided in advance but was
determined by reaching a reasonable balance of par-
ticipants representing different perspectives (research,
community, and a combination of the two), and was
based on considerations around data being saturated
when sufficiently rich for theorizing and generating
meaning.!! Sample characteristics are presented in table
1 in accordance with sociodemographic terminology
used in South Africa and based on participants’ self-
identification in terms of population group and gender.

SK interviewed 12 participants in English between
March 2021 and August 2023 through a combination
of in-person and remote in-depth interviews according
to participants’ preferences and South African Covid-19

Table 1.
Summary of Participant Characteristics

Participant characteristics* (n = 12 Frequenc

Represents research perspectives 3
Represents community perspectives
Represents both perspectives

Women
Men
Black African descent

South African Coloured descent
White South African descent

NN oo oo o &

* Sociodemographic terminology used in South Africa.
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Figure 1.
Relationships Between Participant Groups and Discourses

Community
representatives
working in research

Researchers

Expectations

Community members

Academia, other

researchers

restrictions in place at the time of each interview. Two
of the participants were interviewed together based on
their preference. We obtained ethical approval from the
Human Research Ethics Committee (Medical) of the
University of the Witwatersrand.

After receiving information about the study and
having opportunities to ask questions, all participants
gave written consent for being interviewed and for in-
terviews to be sound recorded. In the case of in-person
interviews, transportation reimbursement and refresh-
ments were provided, and all participants received a gift
voucher valued at ZAR100 (approximately £5 or $5).
Sound recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim
and transcripts were anonymized.

Our discourse analysis draws on earlier work in-
volving interview data from multiple stakeholder per-
spectives with a focus on ethical research and related
roles and dilemmas.!? The process began with read-
ing and immersion in a groupwise pattern,'3 based on
our strong impressions from the data collection phase
showing that the three different groups of stakehold-
ers brought distinct, complementary, insights to our
understanding of community engagement in the con-
text of health research in South Africa. Next, SK coded

each transcript for manifest content in an inductive,
data driven way, using MAXQDA qualitative analysis
software (release 20.4.2) to aid the process. SK then
organized these codes so that patterns across tran-
scripts within each group were captured, still keeping
the code systems separate between the three groups. By
this point, the similarities and connections between the
groups were familiar to us, and we were able to gener-
ate initial discourses that captured overarching patterns
while still bearing in mind that the discourses mani-
fested differently in each of the groups. We had exten-
sive discussions about the discourses and the nuances
and characteristics we considered important from each
group. As a result, we further refined the discourses,
reread transcripts, and reworked our interpretations of
their interconnectedness. Finally, our writing process
clarified and solidified our interpretation and resulted
in the discourses presented below.

To enhance the trustworthiness of our analysis, we
used critical friend techniques'® and a decision trail,'>
whereby each methodological choice and its rationale
was discussed and documented, and any changes or
new decisions were included in written correspondence
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between us to provide an easily traceable record of our

process.

STUDY FINDINGS

We identified three main discourses that capture
the dynamics and interconnectedness of the
three participant groups perspectives on community
engagement. These were expectations, tensions, and
brokerage. Each discourse comprised multiple and
varied themes and patterns that were partly specific to
participant groups and partly shared across the groups.
A visual representation of these three discourses (figure
1) illustrates how expectations (both constructive and
challenging) featured in the dynamics between all three
participant groups, while discourses of tension were
prominent but not expressed between researchers and
community members. Discourses of brokerage were
predominantly constructed by the community repre-
sentatives as they attempted to bridge the two worlds
of academia and community realities. Researchers also
expressed expectations and tensions held toward other
researchers and academic institutions or practices, and
we will discuss this to the extent that it relates to com-
munity engagement.

Expectations. Expectations characterize the dy-
namics between the different groups, with specific nu-
ances depending on which two groups were considered
in relation to each other. Discourses of expectations ex-
pressed by researchers and community representatives
roughly concerned what could be gained from the other
group, whether for themself or for the purposes and in-
terests of research or the wider community.

The community representatives tended to express
what they expected from research from the perspective
of the community, such as, for instance, improvements
they wanted to see in research practices. They also had
expectations of communities getting actively involved
in research and, for example, helping to reach recruit-
ment targets.

Researchers and community representatives tended
to display expectation in relation to their own work or
that of other researchers, also revealing the challenges
they were grappling with in pursuing ethical and com-
munity-benefitting work.

* Expectations of research being beneficial. Com-
munity members tended to generally consider research

as beneficial or expected it to be valuable in some way.
As this quote from a community member illustrates,
discourses of expectations concern both research or
researchers being impactful and researchers’ presence
in communities or their role in relaying information
to the community based on their research: “You know,
if researchers would be more visible in the community
engaging, you know, it will be very effective. And we’ll
be able to, to understand more of ourselves as human
beings ... . We need more communication from health
to teach us on our health, on how to live” (Interview 9).

These expectations also convey an underlying belief
that researchers who have knowledge about health also
hold knowledge on “how to live,” giving them enormous
power and responsibility. These expectations do not,
naturally, predict how evidence or information might be
received or what impact they would have, but they do
highlight the status that researchers and academics of-
ten have from the perspective of community members
working to improve things in and for their own com-
munities.

Related to expectations around knowledge and in-
formation are expectations around institutional con-
nections that researchers are assumed to have, leading
community members to see value in engaging with
researchers more generally. Assumptions and expecta-
tions about easy or “obvious” access that researchers are
believed to have to other researchers, health services,
and projects or faculties beyond their own, were both
explicitly expressed and implicitly held based on sug-
gestions made regarding future research and interven-
tions. Universities often appear as coherent or unified
institutions in the community members’ discourses,
where health researchers might easily collaborate with
other departments such as engineering, or across health
professions or disciplines. As one respondent noted,
“Maybe if you were to collaborate like you, you guys
are researchers. Obviously, you've got like your doctors,
your urologist, your[,] you know, all different types of
doctors. ... So since you guys do research, maybe if you
were to partner with those other institutions with the
doctors for them to at least explain it to us in a more
simpler way” (Interview 9).

These sentiments highlight the fragmented nature
of academic research, and show how the siloes research-
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ers tend to work in are not apparent or logical from the
point of view of communities’ needs or interests.

An expectation expressed by a community mem-
ber representing local government also points to per-
ceptions of research that the mere understanding of a
societal or health-related phenomenon is not enough,
that action, such as intervening on drug-related com-
munity problems, is needed more urgently. Interviewer:
“So when you recommend that research is done on that,
what expectations do you then have of what ... . What
would that research do? Ideally? Like what would be,
in what way could the research be useful and helpful to
the community with that issue?” Participant: “Going to
ask them to quit rather than waiting around to see what
causes these people to take drugs” (Interview 10).

Here, characterizing research as “waiting around”
when it seeks to understand a phenomenon is illus-
trative of how the purposes, processes, and impacts of
health research are difficult for community members to
observe or can lack credibility from their perspective.

» Managing expectations. Community representa-
tives were aware of expectations from both academia/
research and communities, and their discourses of ex-
pectations centered on navigating or harmonizing those
expectations from academia/research and from com-
munities. As this quote from a community represen-
tative shows, community members and research par-
ticipants were also anticipating what researchers expect
from them, expressed in this interview as “ulterior mo-
tives™: “So obviously, like, especially with the research
participants, there’s always like [a feeling], ‘What’s your
ulterior motive’? Right? ... you need someone to actu-
ally break it down, right? I, yes I'm employed by the re-
search project. However, let me break it down to you,
right” (Interview 11).

Similarly, community representatives were used
to anticipating the expectations of community orga-
nizations (as an example of community stakeholders)
toward research. According to one participant: “The
challenge that comes to mind when you talk about com-
munity organizations, is they always expect something
[from research institutions or researchers] out of their
participation” (Interview 8).

A common theme within discourses of expectation
was the need to manage and meet expectations of re-
search. Apart from understandably expecting benefits

or compensation, expectations among research par-
ticipants were commonly related to receiving feedback
about research. Community representatives expressed
frustration at not always being able to meet such ex-
pectations due to the project-based nature of health re-
search. Misunderstandings often arose among research
participants, even when information given about the
research had seemingly been clear regarding the ex-
tent of feedback participants could expect to receive.
Strategies to manage and meet expectations as best as
possible were therefore necessary. Said one participant,
“And even if it won't be like individual results, but try to
engage with your participants, let them know, ... what’s
the status of the data-collection. ... And if they ask you a
question, you must be able to answer. If you can’t answer
now, just assure them you’ll get back to them and make
it their point that by the end of the day, they leave the
unit with all the questions answered” (Interview 2).

The importance of keeping promises, and of not
making promises that cannot be kept, was similarly
stressed across interviews with community representa-
tives. As one community representative explained, “So
I think the dynamics to it is just around them knowing
what we're doing, and at least getting to trust how were
doing things and as just keeping our way, you know,
don’t make promises that you can't keep. Because at the
end of the day, it ruins the relationship” (Interview 8).
Another community representative expressed a similar
view about making promises: “Believe you me, you must
be careful when you talk to these kinds of [stakehold-
ers]. You must be smart because they will hold it against
you at the meeting if you didn’t do what you promised.
So whatever you say, you must act on it” (Interview 2).

While these aspects of accountability can be seen as
fundamental and obvious to any form of trust-building,
it was clear from the way participants stressed the im-
portance of keeping promises that this was, in fact, not
always obvious or regularly practiced in research, link-
ing many discourses of expectations to the tensions that
will be described in more detail.

¢ Researchers’ unmet expectations. While many
of the expectations different groups expressed or were
seen to hold were unmet, such as the more action-
oriented potential that community members viewed
research to hold, there was not much resentment or
disappointment expressed in the interviews with com-
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munity members or community representatives. Re-

search was one potential avenue for achieving change,
and while disappointment may lead to disengagement,
it was not something characterizing the discourses of
the two community-side participant groups. However,
researchers who had experience with community en-
gagement or participatory research practices expressed
having a hard time coming to terms with the limita-
tions of academic institutions and logics that hindered
preferred community engagement practices. These re-
searchers expected or hoped other researchers would
share their view of what “true” participatory research
or community engagement meant but acknowledged
that this was not necessarily the case. One researcher
noted that “T don’t think that you can claim to be do-
ing community-based research .. . Unless youre a
true participatory action [researcher] and youre doing
community-based research where the community really
needs the research ... and the community has a voice.
And that’s a very, very different type of research. Very
different” (Interview 6).

Expectations toward institutions were often col-
ored by disappointment. One participant explained
how engaged research may lead to enthusiasm from
colleagues but that institutions do not typically make
use of the momentum generated by successful commu-
nity engagement or participatory research, and so the
work continues without community insights resulting
in concrete changes: “When we have a completed proj-
ect ... we have an opportunity to feed back about our
work within the organization. Everybody is all of a sud-
den very excited, enthusiastic, saying, you know, ‘this is
what the entire organization should be doing. ... [I]ts
like, you know, we were the star of the show. And then
we go back after those meetings and then you start to
grind away again and forgotten. So it5s, it’s challenging”
(Interview 5).

These unmet expectations are closely linked to the
discourses of tensions discussed in more detail below.

Tensions. Discourses of tension were prominent
across different participant groups and captured ten-
sions between groups as well as tensions within aca-
demic research, research teams, or community initia-
tives. We will focus less on the expressions of tension
within communities, apart from where they directly
link to engagement with research.

o Researchers holding tension toward other re-
searchers and their practices. The researchers we inter-
viewed saw themselves as being somewhere in between
research and the communities their research was meant
to benefit, and their discourses often involved a demar-
cation between themselves and other researchers who
were not as community-minded in their work. A typical
criticism included unawareness of community realities,
which is how the researchers positioned themselves as
being more in tune, or as having some degree of insider
knowledge thanks to their experiences. Critiques were
aimed at both South African colleagues and interna-
tional collaborators, but particularly the latter. For one
of the participants, the lack of awareness about commu-
nity realities was cited as one of the reasons to leave a
research position: “They’ll say this research will influ-
ence policy. Which policy, do you know which policy?
Have you ever read the policy? Do you know how the
policy has been implemented on the ground? Have you
ever gone and spent a week in a hospital or a week in the
clinic? Have you spent a week with a community health
worker? Do you know what they do? I mean, it's unbe-
lievable to me. Unbelievable. Sorry, I'm going on a rant,
but you can see why I left” (Interview 6).

Another researcher described the institutional (in-
cluding funders’) demands on engagement and research
as being what ultimately guides action, and how diffi-
cult such a dynamic can be when pursuing partnerships
and community engagement: “But I think a big one ...
is really that we do joint community engagement and
yet our KPIs [key performance indicators] are slightly
different on just the community engagement outputs.
[Name of institution] has different KPIs for community
engagement versus the other partners. But we're trying
to pursue joint community engagement. And so being
able to agree on what is priority and what is not. What
activities that we take, even those things become some-
thing. And yet we are all under pressure to, you know, to
show that we use the funds the right way” (Interview 1).

Here, it is interesting to note the participant’s use of
the acronym KPIs. While some researcher participants
focused on the meaning and nuances of participatory
research or community engagement practices, this par-
ticipant working with a range of nonacademic stake-
holders used corporate expressions such as “KPIs” and
“community engagement outputs” to describe challeng-
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es such as prioritization. This language comes across as
more pragmatic than idealistic when contrasted with
the earlier discussed unmet expectations and tensions
other researchers expressed regarding to community
engagement practices within academia.

« Sitting on a fence between the community and
research. The internal tensions of academic research
clearly restricted researchers” ability to engage in the
kind of community-centered research they wished to
conduct, and often left the researchers grappling with
ethical and professional tensions. As one researcher
noted, “T always felt all the time I was sitting on a fence,
you know, and if you jump off the fence and then you’re
on the side of the community too much. ... Then if you
jump on the side of the researchers too much, then the
community’s not getting what it should” (Interview 6).
The researcher went on to describe tensions between
research activities and prioritizations, such as meeting
certain daily targets of recruitment and data collection
versus dedicating time to giving participants sufficient
information or feedback (in the case of long-term par-
ticipation) regarding research: “But, of course, that costs
money because then it's more time. So instead of seeing
five, five people in a day in the field, we see three because
they’ve got to really explain what the results, what the
research is advancing” (Interview 6).

This scenario reveals how the interests of research
are often in contention with those of participants or
communities, and such challenges become an ethical
burden on researchers who feel they are “sitting on a
fence” As one participant explained, “You have to get
funding. That's OK. ... But it’s hard. But you know, that
you really are working with the community is not some-
thing that I think a unit such as [institution A] or even
[institution B] is particularly set up to do. I think that we
have to be very honest about researchers, that they also
have their careers to look after” (Interview 6).

According to researchers’ discourses, the wider
institutional and systemic context of academia could
overshadow the motivation and commitment of indi-
vidual researchers to work in ways they felt important
and impactful. This led to frustration, especially among
researchers with less power or autonomy within their
own organizations. In contrast, some more senior re-
searchers expressed more hopeful sentiments about
community-centered work while acknowledging the

challenges of balancing research and community objec-
tives. “The work typically is delivered as per protocol,
and there isn't a lot you can do within the study that’s
often that creative. But I think that the creative space
maybe comes after that. Obviously, that takes effort
because the finances that pay your time to continue to
think about that have dried up as well. So you're forced
onto the next opportunity .... So it’s definitely not easy; ...
but I've always found that action is better than inaction
and doing something [for the community] and causing
trouble [within the institution] and then having to fix
it. ... Youre causing trouble. But you also find you're ac-
tually moving somewhere versus worrying about how

We call for caution and critical
consideration of how much we as
researchers ask of research
participants and communities in our
efforts to improve our own practices.

to do something because youre going to likely cause
trouble” (Interview 5). This interviewee suggested that
by “causing trouble,” theyd managed to make progress.
“OK, well, ... something’s going to go wrong. But let’s do
something. Let’s act and see how we can respond once
we see what’s come of that” (Interview 5).

The way this more senior researcher speaks about
opportunities to “cause trouble” (as a way to challenge
the status quo to make positive change) and about how
they make progress once formalities have been fulfilled
is likely at least partly reflective of the longer experience
and professional security they have been able to achieve
within an academic institution. Seniority may thus af-
ford a higher degree of autonomy and “creativity” in
terms of incorporating community-centered action into
research.

» Rigidity of research practices. Community rep-
resentatives working in research also described tensions
between themselves or their work and the typical prac-
tices of researchers or academic research. For example,
the project-based nature of research and the lack of
continuity in research-community relationships were a
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source of tension and frustration, and community rep-

resentatives working in research had tried to think of
ways to improve the situation. According to one partici-
pant, “I feel ... we can improve on and make it a point
that we stay in contact with these people” (Interview 2).

A paper trail and other elements of institutional
memory and coordination were clearly lacking in the
project-based research practices described by partici-
pants, and this often led to repeated or duplicated ef-
forts.

More generally, participants representing both com-
munities and research tended to point out the shortcom-
ings of processes laid out in advance when working in
complex and dynamic environments. While acknowl-
edging the importance of institutional requirements
such as standard operating procedures (SOPs) and ethi-
cal standards like Good Clinical Practice (GCP), this
participant emphasized the need for flexibility within
boundaries: “Have a picture of how everything will be
done, then revise it as you start with your pilot. Because
whatever you always have on paper, it's not exactly how
it's going to work out there. So we will, researchers, we
tend to type everything, following ethics, following
whatever knowledge we have in our heads, then, when
we get to the field, you'll find that not, that procedure
that you've said you take might not really yield the best
result at all. So at least get your team to know the GCP
rules so that even if they have to adapt, they may not
deviate from the SOP and protocol” (Interview 8).

Navigating a delicate balance between key institu-
tional frameworks and the realities of fieldwork will be
further examined under discourses of brokerage.

Brokerage. Discourses of brokerage were expressed
by community representatives as they grappled with
the varying or even conflicting expectations of differ-
ent actors involved in research and community engage-
ment. These expectations often manifested in the way
they would try to reconcile community needs with rigid
research practices, but also in how they made efforts
to ensure community members and potential research
participants really understood what the purpose and
process of a research project was.

e Getting communities onboard. Similar to the
use of corporate terms like KPIs by researchers under
pressure from funders, a community representative also
talked about navigating the research-community rela-
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tionship and particularly recruitment through, initially,
a sales approach centered on the needs of research, but
how they later realized that would not be compatible
with the needs and interests of participants. As one par-
ticipant pointed out, “It’s not a sales environment, but
the approach is sort of a sales pitch, right? “This is the
product that I have, do you want to take part and inter-
act?” (Interview 11).

While it was unclear whether the sales approach was
encouraged by project superiors, the participant went
on to elaborate on how they had reflected on the ap-
propriate approach to engaging with potential research
participants, and formed practices that were in line with
their personal ethics in representing both research and
community perspectives: “We should not see partici-
pants as subjects, but as actual people ... because if we
humanize the research project, then we can definitely
actually like assess like ‘is what I'm doing to the par-
ticipant or from the participant, is that in line with my
ethics and whatnot? Yes, yes, it does! Okay, then carry
it out, right? ... And if youre working with that kind of
context, means that it's a chance to change, the research
environment needs to change, so that we enable partici-
pants to be willing at any time to withdraw or refuse or
whatnot” (Interview 11).

In addition to grappling with the ethical challenges
of research and recruitment, there were also many other
examples of how the work done by community repre-
sentatives within research projects involved constantly
adapting and developing one’s approach, and this kind
of problem-solving was a typical example of brokerage
they engaged in because the solutions were not pro-
vided by the projects’ senior leadership. “When COVID
happened,” said one participant, “it became very diffi-
cult to engage with communities. So I had to come up
with another strategy which is engaging with commu-
nity members by engaging, finding someone within the
community who they know in that community to assist
you ... So, with the help of the community, I start seeing
the wheels [of recruitment] turning. ... So those are the
kind of big challenges that you encounter convincing
people in the community” (Interview 2).

Indeed, this participant’s description of engaging
community members, enlisting their help for recruit-
ment, and ultimately “convincing people in the com-
munity, demonstrates the kind of brokerage strategies
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that community representatives working in research
engage in, whereby they are not necessarily the right
people themselves to reach enough people, but they
make use of their connections to fulfill research targets.
In this case, the participant also talked about how the
compensation that they were able to provide to commu-
nity members assisting in recruitment was beneficial,
and thus how their brokerage also involved leveraging
research resources for the benefit of others in the com-
munity: “So it also gives back to the community and
in some instances, because like, theyre able to put the
bread [on the table] at the end of the day. So, yeah, it’s
very helpful” (Interview 2).

However, skillful brokerage is also required for nav-
igating politically sensitive relationships and for manag-
ing the expectations around one’s ability to “leverage”
research resources. Specific expectations may arise from
engaging stakeholders such as local politicians, who of-
ten act as gatekeepers in terms of community entry or
other aspects of relationship building with communi-
ties. One participant pointed out that “You meet with
a ward councilor, and with ward councilors generally,
there’s also like, the word that I used, ulterior motives,
right. So there’s gatekeepers. And there’s the political in
the sense that because in urban and rural areas, right, it’s
highly political. So whatever you need to do, you need to
get permission and support. ... It’s kind of like ‘Scratch,
scratch, scratch your back, I scratch your back’ Right.
And from our aspect, we can't, can't scratch it, we don’t
have the leverage to scratch your back” (Interview 11).

Pursuing reciprocity in research-community rela-
tionships becomes particularly challenging when it may
be understood to involve political favors rather than
more simply “giving back to communities” “Ulterior
motives” can thus come up in a more compromising
way. The language around “scratching someone’s back”
alludes to exchanging favors in ways that are outside of
what can ethically or practically be done in the context
of academic research. This highlights the need for bro-
kers to adopt different strategies of engagement than
would perhaps be locally relevant in other types of ac-
tivities, or from what they know is expected of them.

e Advocating for participants and communities.
Through discourses of brokerage, community represen-
tatives expressed ways to ensure that participants and
communities were heard and their interests served. De-

spite not having worked in research very long, one of
the participants reflected on their role in pushing for
certain practices they knew were of importance to the
community and participants: “I've been pushing it with
this one, that, ‘can we please, because that was the most
concern we got from participants. ‘People never come
back and give us results, right? And I'm like, ‘can we
please definitely ensure, as much as we've been explain-
ing that they won't get individual results, but something
back, just to tell them that, ‘hey, you know what, you
took part in this project. As you know, were not giv-
ing like individual feedback, but this is what the study
found out” (Interview 11). The community representa-
tive went on to explain that it wasn't a lot of information,
“but it's something for participants, right, to give them
something that ‘actually, I contributed towards some-
thing’ So it’s something like that” (Interview 11).

This kind of brokerage illustrates how respecting
community priorities may require personal efforts be-
yond one’s job description, and how relatively junior re-
search team members brave the challenges of research
hierarchies. The participants’ accounts revealed that the
prevailing practices are rarely set up to ensure that com-
munity preferences or interests are served. As a result,
community representatives working in research often
made extraordinary efforts to give back to participants
or communities in ways they felt were appropriate
and warranted. Community engagement was typically
seen as the natural avenue for bringing the benefits of
research closer to communities and potentially even
inspiring community-led action through research in-
sights and encounters. “If you have community engage-
ment where you can just bring insight and say, ‘OK, can
we try this?” It doesn’t have to work, but at least we've
tried it. It makes people kind of always want to think
of how to better their communities, you know? ... You
have to have more community building, community
engagement interventions where people can somehow
take ownership. ... So it's no small thing where you like
‘what, what can I do to just bring about the change?” You
know? But I think there is no solid structure, especially
in [the research institution], to just put like emphasis on
community building because it’s looked upon as a small
initiative. But I think if you get it right today, who knows
what you can do?” (Interview 7).
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These reflections about how research and commu-
nity engagement could play a role in “community build-
ing” and “bringing about change” also illustrate the
personal burden of navigating academic research while
being crucially aware of community needs, which may
not be the case for colleagues who are less embedded in
the communities involved in research.

While there were some examples among researcher
participants of developing ways to achieve outcomes
that serve the interests of communities by changing or
challenging academic practices (“causing trouble” or
changing “the research environment”), the discourses
of brokerage expressed by community representatives
tended to be more about working within academic sys-
tems and projects through making the most of what is
possible. Discourses of brokerage thus capture the bal-
ance that community representatives working in re-
search seek between fulfilling their job requirements
and bringing the benefits of research to their commu-
nities. As this final quote summarizes, the desired im-
pact will take time and perseverance: “I think research
is an amazing thing. ... It’s a space that we need more
and more of. It is an amazing thing. It’s, I don’t think we
should, because we are not winning as we thought we
would, just close the whole shop. No, I just think it will
take time” (Interview 7).

DISCUSSION

n our multiperspective discourse analysis, we identi-

fied three connected discourses of expectations, ten-
sions, and brokerage. These discourses are used some-
what differently by different participants who have
different relationships with research and community
engagement. While participants often constructed dis-
courses around difficult aspects of research and com-
munity engagement, highlighting both institutional
and structural challenges, their ways of responding to
expectations and tensions also revealed hopefulness
(e.g., opportunities for “causing trouble”) and tactical
brokerage (e.g., bringing research benefits to commu-
nities to satisfy both project demands and community
expectations).

A recent systematic review of ethical challenges af-
fecting health research staff in low- and middle-income
countries highlights the impacts of disadvantaged re-
search participants’ requests for help, and related feel-
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ings of guilt among the issues research staft face through
their work.!® We found such challenges to be present
in the discourses constructed by both researchers and
the research staft representing the communities they
work in as well. While we also have personal experience
of navigating the expectations and tensions related to
this from the perspective of “outsider” researchers, we
want to stress the added pressures such factors place on
colleagues who face expectations from multiple direc-
tions,!” and who are often left in the role of broker, miti-
gating conflicts and tensions that others can perhaps
more easily switch off because they don't have personal
ties to the communities in question.

There are calls for more transformative, power shift-
ing approaches to community engagement and commu-
nity-based research in general,!8 but without significant
institutional changes, brokerage becomes the main so-
lution for managing the relationships between research
teams and communities, characterized by expectations
and tensions. As our discourse analysis shows, this puts
the onus on the brokers—the actors who represent both
parties or who try to harmonize and navigate the dy-
namics between researchers and participants due to
their own ethical commitment. Similarly, researchers
committed to doing “true” community engagement or
participatory research are torn between the different ex-
pectations and tensions arising from interests that are
rarely fully aligned.

Our analysis also pointed to positive experiences
and sources of hope, particularly relating to research-
ers or research teams finding ways to incorporate
community-beneﬁtting activities, service provision, or
other ways of giving back to communities. These are not
perfect solutions, and they feed back into the discourses
of expectations, as they strengthen the image of research
organizations having unlimited resources or power.
However, through committed efforts, and particularly
through long-term research initiatives that achieve some
continuity or cause progressive “trouble” in the settings
where they work, researchers felt they could contribute
more to communities than the research alone. A previ-
ous critical discourse analysis of participatory research
located practices along a continuum from instrumental
to transformative.!® This seems to be one of the key ten-
sions researchers we interviewed point to when express-
ing their disapproval of other researchers’ practices,
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that the research practice was more instrumental than
transformative, which went against the expectations the
researchers held about their own and others’ work with
communities.

The phenomenon of brokerage has been extensively
theorized and studied in development studies and other
fields,?® and its implications for health research has also
been examined in the context of, for example, broker-
facilitated interviewing or recruitment procedures, with
ethical and methodological implications.?! In our analy-
sis, we found the discourse of brokerage to cover a num-
ber of relationships and practices, but it primarily cov-
ers the actions of community representatives working in
research trying to harmonize the interests and practices
of research institutions and communities. The limita-
tions of brokerage were also evident in the discourses of
community representatives involved in research. As the
example of “back-scratching” illustrates, skillful broker-
age involves recognizing the limits of action when rep-
resenting research institutions, even if it may go against
the logic of getting certain actors on board. In view of
developing a future ethics of brokerage, there is scope
for more research to examine and theorize around dif-
ferent typologies and limitations of brokerage in com-
munity engagement.

As with the review of ethical dilemmas,?? brokerage
has been particularly described as a form of negotiation
in the context of North-South development practice,
but in our research in South Africa, we see similari-
ties in power dynamics due to the country’s history
of racial oppression and current inequalities that still
largely follow the patterns of apartheid. Senior research-
ers without lived experience from, or personal ties to,
participating communities are often in similar positions
vis-a-vis the communities as foreign researchers from
the global North, and brokerage becomes the responsi-
bility of research staft representing the communities in
question.?? In practice, (improvised) brokerage fulfills
the purpose of community engagement in many situ-
ations where research institutions lack the foresight or
capacity to pursue community engagement in a more
organized and coherent way. This is because improvised
brokerage fills the gap of intentional relationship build-
ing. However, while it may work well in practice, this
brokerage places undue pressure on the research staff
who are able to successfully broker these relationships,

and seldom involves appropriate recognition or com-
pensation for work done beyond what research proto-
cols capture. Some brokerage would likely occur even
under more favorable institutional conditions, and it
need not automatically be problematized. Reliance on
individuals to make up for a lack of institutional support
is what we find ethically and practically concerning.

The need for brokerage to facilitate successful com-
munity engagement is in line with a recent systematic
review of community engagement in research in Sub-
Saharan Africa,2* which identified factors such as spe-
cific cultural, historical, and religious practices, as well
as communication challenges, as key barriers to engage-
ment. Overcoming such barriers understandably re-
quires or benefits from skillful brokers who can navigate
the rules and logics of both academic research projects
and local communities. While providing a crucial solu-
tion to community engagement challenges, community
representatives thus easily end up, through their skillful
brokerage, standing in where institutions fall short.

Compared to community representatives and re-
searchers, the community members participating in our
study expressed more optimistic expectations and less
cynical reflections around the impact that research can
have. However, we recognize that we had an easier time
analyzing the discourses of research-side participants
than community members due to our own positionali-
ties and ability to relate to the ethical and professional
conundrums they face. This was a shortcoming in our
study and limited the extent to which we felt comfort-
able interpreting the more latent content of community
member interviews. Our analytic output centered on
the perspectives of researchers and community repre-
sentatives.

We have reflected on how it is important to ensure
that community perspectives are effectively incorporat-
ed into research processes, but at the same time, we can-
not as researchers expect community members to fix
the problems of academic institutions. As such, we find
it challenging to balance the degree to which commu-
nity views are solicited, since community members not
involved or experienced in research may, understand-
ably, have little interest or practical capacity (e.g., avail-
able time) to inform research practices. We have found
practices such as scaffolding through specific questions
and prompts to be helpful in gaining feedback in such
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situations, but we call for caution and critical consider-

ation of how much we as researchers ask of research par-
ticipants and communities in our efforts to improve our
own practices. While these learnings are highly relevant
in South Africa, we believe they have relevance beyond
our research context. Community engagement—and
the importance of effectively capturing community per-
spectives—is critical in all global settings, but especially
where structural factors and unfair knowledge practices
have historically contributed, or continue to contribute,
to the devaluing of local and community perspectives.?®
Furthermore, the related challenges experienced in aca-
demic research and institutions are not unique to South
Africa, or even the global South,2® and community
members should not have to bear the burden of these
challenges in any settings.
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