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Compliance with South Africa’s Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) is a foremost governance challenge
for research involving high-risk and vulnerable groups such as children and adolescents. It remains unclear what
constitutes adequate safeguards to protect the personal information of the child under this new law. To meaningfully
adhere to the principal aims of POPIA, researchers must understand and address the implications of this legislation
on research governance practices. Navigating the additional POPIA compliance requirements within established
research projects additionally raises questions about how research can use POPIA to build on existing research
governance mechanisms without extreme additional burden on research teams.

Lucas Hertzog1
Camille Wittesaele2,3
Raylene Titus1
Jenny J. Chen3
Jane Kelly1
Nontokozo Langwenya3
Lauren Baerecke1
Elona Toska1,3,4

Centre for Social Science Research,
University of Cape Town, Cape Town,
South Africa
2
Department of Infectious Disease
Epidemiology, London School of
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine,
London, United Kingdom
3
Department of Social Policy and
Intervention, Oxford University,
Oxford, United Kingdom
4
Department of Sociology, University
of Cape Town, Cape Town,
South Africa
1

CORRESPONDENCE TO:
Lucas Hertzog

EMAIL:

lucas.hertzog@uct.ac.za

HOW TO CITE:

Hertzog L, Wittesaele C, Titus R,
Chen JJ, Kelly J, Langwenya N,
et al. Seven essential instruments
for POPIA compliance in research
involving children and adolescents
in South Africa. S Afr J Sci.
2021;117(9/10), Art. #12290.
https://doi.org/10.17159/
sajs.2021/12290

ARTICLE INCLUDES:

☐ Peer review
☐ Supplementary material

KEYWORDS:

POPIA, children and adolescents,
protection of personal information,
data management, research
governance

PUBLISHED:

29 September 2021

We invite readers to explore a series of best practices in safeguarding the personal information of children,
adolescents, and young people (0–24 years old) – a key age group that represents nearly half of South Africa’s
population in 2021. We will discuss possible actions which can be taken to ensure POPIA effectively builds on
existing data protection mechanisms for research projects at all stages of the research cycle. These actions
promote compliance to POPIA throughout the data life cycle. Our objective is to stimulate a broader conversation
on how to improve the protection of children’s and adolescents’ sensitive personal information in South Africa and
inform considerations that need to be addressed by the POPIA Research Code of Conduct.
We join the POPIA discussion as a research group generating evidence that influences social and health policy
and programming for young people in sub-Saharan Africa. Our contribution draws on our work adhering to
multiple transnational governance frameworks imposed by national legislation such as data protection regulations,
funders, and academic institutions. This has involved the use of several research governance mechanisms. In
this Commentary, we summarise seven essential instruments to assist research projects involving children and
adolescents to achieve POPIA compliance.

POPIA and research with children and adolescents
Since July 2021, researchers have been mandated to comply with South Africa’s newly ratified Protection of
Personal Information Act (POPIA), No. 4 of 2013. This Act has implications for all research involving vulnerable
populations such as children and adolescents. Compliance mechanisms must be adapted to secure children’s
and adolescent’s rights to privacy while balancing other rights and interests such as participating in research of
public interest. Under POPIA, the ban on processing personal information relating to a child has research-specific
exceptions that clarify the terms under which children’s data can be processed. This is stated in Section 35
alongside regulations on prior consent of a competent person for data collection, with specific provisions in Section
11. Nevertheless, the scientific community is uncertain about which specific mechanisms to implement towards
POPIA compliance within their research projects and what concrete changes are needed to research governance
structures and processes. POPIA triggers additional complexity for transnational research collaborations requiring
a reconciliation with other data protection regulations such as the European Union’s General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR). POPIA mentions that ‘appropriate’ and ‘adequate’ safeguards should be implemented to protect
the personal information of minors. It remains unclear what constitutes appropriate and adequate for protecting the
personal information of children, adolescents and young people (0–24 years old)1 who represent nearly half of the
South African population2.
As researchers, it is our ethical obligation to safeguard the rights and interests of research participants. We must
also comply with national legislation, regulations and Codes of Conduct imposed by governments, research
institutions, and funders. The roll-out of POPIA has created an opportunity to implement improved safeguards for
the secure processing of personal information in our research. We have been adjusting our research governance,
ethics, and data management processes to meet regulatory frameworks across multiple countries, research
institutions, and studies. This has resulted in the development and use of seven essential instruments that are
aligned with our vision to generate rigorous evidence for the public interest.
Stimulated by recent discussions initiated by the Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf) and the development
of the POPIA Code of Conduct for Research3, we propose instruments to support POPIA compliance in the context
of research with children and adolescents. Our objective is to: (1) share our research group’s experience in
safeguarding the protection of children and adolescent’s personal information; (2) outline the seven essential
instruments employed by our team to comply with POPIA and GDPR (Figure 1); and (3) stimulate a discussion on
how to improve the protection of sensitive personal information within research contexts in South Africa.
The following research governance and data management instruments were constructed in the context of our
research consortium primarily located in South Africa and the UK. Not limited to, but primarily focusing on
data collected in South Africa, our vision is to generate scientifically rigorous evidence to influence policy and
programmes to support children and adolescents to reach their full potential. Supported by various funders, we
work in close collaboration with policy and programming stakeholders such as UNICEF, WHO, UNDP, the South
African and other African governments. These instruments were constructed to safeguard personal information
in longitudinal social science studies and randomised trials, including a large cohort of adolescents living with
HIV, a cohort of adolescent mothers and their children, and several studies of parenting programmes in low- and
middle-income countries.
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DMP, data management plan; PIIA, personal information impact assessment

Figure 1:

Seven essential instruments for POPIA compliance in multi-partner research among children and adolescents.

Instrument 1: Enhanced ethical approval from research
ethics committees

a.

Consent must be provided by a competent person where data
subject is a minor, followed by participant assent.

Ethical responsibility to our research participants is our foremost concern.
Nevertheless, ethical clearance processes from existing research
ethics committees may no longer be sufficient in the era of increased
digitalisation. Research ethics committees are demanding increasingly
detailed information about the handling of personal information and in
some cases will make favourable ethical approvals contingent on the
opinion of an information regulator such as an institution’s information
officer, who may or may not be involved in research ethics committees
directly. Acquiring clearance for processing personal information from
recognised authorities should be regarded as equally important (in
terms of timelines, resourcing, and compliance) to acquiring ethical
clearance from existing research ethics committees. Each must be held
in continuous review and monitored simultaneously.

b.

Consent forms must clearly identify institutions and lead
investigators responsible for data management: cleaning,
analyses and sharing.

Section 34 of POPIA prohibits the processing of personal information
of minors unless provisions of Section 35 are applicable. To meet these
special provisions, ethical approvals from institutional review boards
are key to confirming whether the research and processing of personal
information are appropriate and for the public interest. Some ethical
parameters may be set out in research ethics applications enabling
researchers to ensure personal information provided by data subjects is
protected in accordance with principles of ethical research and protection
of personal information. Our ethical and methodological procedures are
informed by over 12 years of fieldwork experience in multiple South
African provinces4 and other studies working with vulnerable populations
in comparable contexts5,6, and are summarised below:
1.

Obtain ethical clearance from suitable research ethics committees.

2.

Obtain consent of each individual involved at each stage of data
collection.
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3.

Maintain data subject’s confidentiality in line with consent form.

4.

De-identify data sets at earliest opportunity and minimise the risk
of re-identification.

5.

Limit access to personally identifiable information on a ‘need-toknow’ basis.

6.

Appropriate retention of personal information records for historical,
statistical, and research purposes with sufficient safeguards
against the records being used for unauthorised purposes.

7.

Responsible parties should take measures to ensure that personal
information is always secure throughout data collection, processing,
migration, storage, sharing, archiving, and dissemination.

8.

Mechanism for personal information to be withdrawn at request by
the data subject and competent person.

9.

Data subjects are interviewed by trained interviewers in private
locations to maximise confidentiality.

Instrument 2: Informed consent for use of personal
information and voluntary participation
The process of obtaining informed and voluntary consent from research
participants is central to conducting ethical research.7 In basic terms,
it aims to ensure individuals are adequately informed about the risks
and benefits prior to providing voluntary consent for participation. In
the context of research with children and adolescents under the age of
18, consent is also a process of dialogue with caregivers in respect
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of their child’s rights. With the roll-out of data protection regulations,
researchers should also use this process to inform children and their
caregivers about their rights regarding their personal information and
privacy.8 This renders the informed consent process a fundamental
instrument for enabling data subjects to be informed about the risks and
benefits of providing personal information prior to providing voluntary
consent.

categories of data, specific provisions for research, data sharing, and
demonstrating POPIA compliance to research ethics committees and
information regulators. These training sessions were instrumental to
enhance understanding of the Act and its implications on research and
stimulated an internal POPIA-informed audit in our research governance
documents and protocols.
Second, to assess what adaptations each study should implement to
ensure POPIA compliance, a research governance team was established
within our research group. Study leads of each study completed
risk assessments in their data management plans for the research
governance team to identify the type and format of personal information
collected within each study, including high-risk information.3

When working with vulnerable groups, such as children and adolescents,
power relations and additional considerations should be accounted for.
Informed consent, and assent in the case of those under 18, should
be obtained from data subjects and a competent person prior to data
collection. When approaching caregivers whose children might be
eligible for a study, it must be clear that they are a competent person
who can allow their child’s personal information to be processed by a
data operator and responsible party. Data collectors must be cognisant
about the inherent power discrepancy at play throughout the data life
cycle. This is particularly important in South Africa, where adolescents
and caregivers may have low literacy rates.9 To mitigate the effect of
low literacy rates, information sheets and consent forms should be
constructed using accessible language. Both documents should always
be read aloud to the data subjects and competent person in their chosen
language. Ample opportunities should be offered for the data subject
and competent person to ask questions and decide about participation.
Continuous consent should be obtained by requesting consent prior to
each research activity and phase. If a participant withdraws consent
or requests for their data to be withdrawn, the data operator should
regain consent for the processing of any personal information that was
previously collected.

Finally, the research governance team proceeded to identify training
needs of data operators and data collectors. The team implemented
several data security enhancement processes such as direct uploading
of data onto protected servers using end-to-end encryption instead of
password-protected laptops. However, being POPIA compliant during
remote data collection – due to COVID-19 safety requirements – requires
reflections on: (1) how researchers provide participants with a copy of
the informed consent forms when working in resource-limited settings,
(2) how to maintain and track the process of consent (verbally, text
messages and voice recordings) for each phase of data collection,
including when providing referrals, and (3) ensuring participants
have contact details for the research team, ethics committees and
responsible parties. Importantly, it is critical to reflect how one can
ensure confidentiality of sharing informed consent forms given the high
rates of sharing of mobile devices in South African homes.10 Compliance
requires strengthening existing consent processes when sharing a
copy of the informed consent forms via mobile text, deciding on safe
mechanisms to share consent audio recordings with the participant
without breaching their privacy and confidentiality. These considerations
introduce additional administrative tasks for data collectors who need
ongoing support in transition to meeting POPIA’s requirements.

POPIA places emphasis on the ‘specific’ expression of informed consent
by the data subjects. Researchers should ensure that data subjects
are informed about: (1) which data protection regulations govern the
handling of personal information in the research, (2) the nature of data
that will be collected, (3) how it will be processed, (4) where it will be
stored, (5) what security measures will be in place to protect the data,
(5) who will have access to personal information, (6) how long their data
will be retained, and (7) how a data subject may request for their data to
be updated or removed. Particularly in longitudinal studies, researchers
should ensure explicit permission from data subjects is obtained to
contact them in the future.

Instrument 4: Data management plan
To ensure each study within the research consortium has ownership
of their data management practices, each study maintains: (1) a data
management plan and (2) personal information impact assessments.
This ensures that each document is tailored to the unique requirements
of each study within the research group. The development of a data
management plan assists study teams to make decisions about
how research data will be handled throughout the data life cycle (i.e.
collection, processing, analysing, preserving, sharing, and archiving).
Carefully planning and agreeing on how data will be managed at the
outset, and keeping this in review, minimises data protection risks
and enhances the public benefit of research. This document should
be brief to promote its use and adherence and cover at least four key
elements (Table 1). Data management plans should be treated as living
documents, to be maintained throughout the data life cycle, triggered by
key research cycle events: (1) when substantive changes in data needs
arise, (2) at scheduled timepoints, and/or (3) at key study stages.

Instrument 3: Capacity building and knowledge cocreation
POPIA triggers the need for capacity sharing spaces for researchers and
potentially research participants. Such spaces empower individuals to
learn about their rights and equip researchers to obtain essential research
skills. It also facilitates opportunities to enter discussions with POPIA
experts about the implications on research. Several opportunities were
mechanised in our team to simultaneously build understanding about the
provisions of POPIA while moving towards compliance throughout the
studies within our research group.
First, an internal forum with experts was established to provide capacitybuilding for our team. These focused on topics such as: special

Table 1:

Four key elements of a data management plan
Element

Indicative questions

1. Data collection and description

Will you produce original data and/or use existing data? Where and how will you get your data? What types and format of data
will you collect and how will you describe them?

2. Data curation and storage

Where will you store your data? How will you organise and name your data files? How large are your data?

3. Data security

What provisions for secure storage and transfer of sensitive data are in place? Are the data safely stored in repositories for
long-term preservation?

4. Data sharing and reuse

How and where will you share your data during and after the study? What are your plans for long-term data sharing and
preservation? Who will have access, under what conditions and for how long?
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Instrument 5: Personal information impact assessment

collaboration and individual studies. For example, the agreement may
include a ‘memorandum of understanding’ template which individual
studies may use to enter a collaboration with NGOs for research.
Additional addenda may be included in reference to processes unique
to individual studies governed the agreement. Additionally, a ‘data use
undertaking’ template may be included to ensure that both parties use
consistent terms for sharing data with external data users.

Conducting a personal information impact assessment (PIIA) is an
instrumental process for evaluating compliance with POPIA when
processing special category data. Unlike GDPR, POPIA does not contain
equivalent provisions for data protection impact assessments. However,
POPIA does outline that an information officer may conduct a PIIA to
evaluate whether adequate measures are enacted to comply with POPIA.
Given that our research involves a vulnerable population, each study
maintains both a data protection impact assessment and PIIA to ensure
that safe and lawful processing of personal information are embedded
in each study by design. Importantly, this enables researchers to
demonstrate and ascertain effective compliance with each regulation.
It is advised that emphasis be placed on the rights and interests of the
data subjects whose personal information is being processed when
completing these assessments. PIIAs call on the responsible party
to consider the necessity and proportionality for processing personal
information. It also includes a risk assessment detailing the potential
risks to data subjects, so the effectiveness of risk mitigation measures
can be reviewed. Each study also has a personal data workflow which
captures and presents the flow of all personal information throughout
the life cycle of the project (Figure 2). As with data protection impact
assessments, this assessment should then be reviewed by a relevant
authority. In tandem with the data management plan, PIIAs should be
maintained as living documents.

Instrument 7: Data collection, processing, and storage
POPIA highlights the importance of implementing secure measures to
protect personal information throughout data collection, processing,
and storage. To do this effectively, this must be adequately resourced
and budgeted for, and additional support may be required from services
within research institutions and technical experts.
During restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers
have transitioned from face-to-face to remote data collection, enhancing
the digitalisation of data collection processes. This demands the
implementation of proportionate security measures, and our team
uses reliable open-sourced data collection platforms such as REDCap
and Open Data Kit. Both have sufficient technical capabilities and
functionalities for data collection processes with end-to-end encryption
technologies. Research institutions may have their own processes for
evaluating the level of security of third-party services, devices, and tools,
reducing demand on research teams to resource this expertise internally.
Both the security and information protection compliance should be
assessed before use. Low-tech techniques (e.g. concealing sensitive
information by using unique identifiers or pseudonyms) may also be
used to ensure security of personal data. Electronic data captured should
be submitted to servers daily, and data should be encrypted between the
data collection device and the data servers. Finally, specific protocols
may be developed to support POPIA compliant governance of data
collection, processing, and storage, defining procedures and parameters
for: (1) data retention, (2) data de-identification, and (3) management of
access credentials to enable responsible parties to establish common
and compliant standards. This data management work needs to be well
resourced, as it incorporates additional layers of research governance
required by POPIA and data protection regulations beyond South Africa.

Instrument 6: Collaboration and data sharing agreements
Successful research collaborations are built on mutual respect,
cooperation, trust, and communication. Nevertheless, a collaboration
and data sharing agreement between collaborating research partners
may be useful to clarify terms of (co-)ownership and (joint) responsibility
for research data. Throughout years, our research group has maintained
such an agreement to facilitate transparency and fairness for treatment
of data, to ensure compliance with legal and ethical obligations and
to ensure that parties take appropriate technical and organisational
measures to protect the security and confidentiality of data.
This agreement has evolved to also clarify roles and responsibilities
for processing personal information under POPIA and GDPR. POPIA
stipulates that South African research institutions may only transfer
personal information if the ‘third party’ is subject to a ‘law, binding
corporate rules or binding agreement’ (Section 71 (1)(a)) which
provide an adequate level of protection for the handling of the personal
information. In the context of our research projects, this agreement
outlines the parameters through which data from children, adolescents,
and young people can be shared between the collaborating institutions
and which legislations govern this. Therefore, this agreement
demonstrates that South African research data may be transferred to
a third party governed by GDPR, which provides an appropriate level of
protection for the personal information of data subjects. It is important
to signal a few important elements in this instrument. First, it is set up as
a contractual document among all relevant parties, therefore institutional
representatives need to be involved. It is important that the agreement
clarifies names of entities and differentiates between the research

Figure 2:

Conclusion
POPIA presents an opportunity for researchers to further safeguard the
rights and interests of research participants. Although POPIA must be
read and applied alongside other relevant legislation for research11, we
advocate that researchers consider adjusted instruments to protect the
personal information of children and adolescents that are consistently
applied to all research projects. The seven instruments outlined here
should be taken as complementary and adaptive and are a response
to the risks brought by the increased datafication in research. Despite
challenges faced by their implementation, including the increased
resource needs, we share them as examples of positive practices, to
densify the ‘Discussions on POPIA’ series, and to achieve the wider
goal of safeguarding children’s and adolescents’ personal information
in research.

Data workflow from collection to open access repository.

Commentary
https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2021/12290

4

Volume 117| Number 9/10
September/October 2021

Discussions on POPIA: Seven essential instruments for POPIA compliance
Page 5 of 5

Acknowledgements

References

We thank all personnel at the University of Cape Town (UCT) and
University of Oxford involved in designing, implementing, and improving
the instruments outlined here. We also thank Dr Ciara Stanton for sharing
her incredible knowledge of POPIA and its applications to research, and
Professor Gayle Sherman for spurring our team’s thinking around POPIA
and our research. We also thank UCT’s Library Services for providing
rich information that fed Table 1, and Olusegun Akinwande for allowing
us to adapt and use his data workflow presented here in Figure 2. We
are particularly grateful to the children, adolescents, and their caregivers,
who continuously engage with our research projects and give meaning
to our research endeavours.

1.

Sawyer SM, Azzopardi PS, Wickremarathne D, Patton GC. The age of
adolescence. Lancet Child Adolesc Health. 2018;2(3):223–228. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/S2352-4642(18)30022-1

2.

Statistics SA. Mid-year population estimates. Stat Release. 2020;P0302.

3.

Adams R, Adeleke F, Anderson D, Bawa A, Branson N, Christoffels A, et
al. POPIA Code of Conduct for Research. S Afr J Sci. 2021;117(5/6), Art.
#10933. https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2021/10933

4.

Cluver L, Boyes M, Bustamam A, Casale M, Henderson K, Kuo K, et al. The
cost of action: Large scale, longitudinal quantitative research with AIDSaffected children in South Africa. Ethical Quandaries Soc Res. 2015:41–56.

5.

Hensen B, Mackworth-Young CRS, Simwinga M, Abdelmagid N, Banda
J, Mavodza C, et al. Remote data collection for public health research in
a COVID-19 era: Ethical implications, challenges and opportunities. Health
Policy Plan. 2021;36(3):360–368. https://doi.org/10.1093/heapol/czaa158

6.

Bostock L. “God, she’s gonna report me”: The ethics of child protection in
poverty research. Child Soc. 2002;16(4):273–283. https://doi.org/10.1002/
chi.712

7.

Strode AE, Slack C. Selected ethical-legal norms in child and adolescent
HIV prevention research: Consent, confidentiality and mandatory reporting
[revised]. European and Developing Countries Clinical Trials Partnership
(EDCTP); 2012.

8.

Strode AE, Slack C. Child privacy rights: A ‘Cinderella’ issue in HIVprevention research. South Afr J HIV Med. 2013;14(3):108–110. https://doi.
org/10.4102/sajhivmed.v14i3.62

9.

Khuluvhe M. Adult illiteracy in South Africa. Pretoria: South African Department
of Higher Education and Training; 2021.

We thank our funders: (UKRI GCRF) Accelerating Achievement for
Africa’s Adolescents (Accelerate) Hub (Grant Ref: ES/S008101/1);
the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement
No. 771468); UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa Office (UNICEFESARO), Oak Foundation [R46194/AA001; OFIL-20-057]; the National
Institute of Health (NIH)/ Fogarty International Center, National Institute
on Mental Health, under Award Number K43TW011434. The content is
solely the responsibility of the authors and does not represent the official
views of the National Institutes of Health; the Medical Research Council
(MRC) and the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) through
its National of Health Research (NHR); CIPHER grant from International
AIDS Society [2018/625-TOS].

Competing interests
Authors’ information

10. He E, Hertzog L, Toska E, Carty C, Cluver L. mHealth entry points for HIV
prevention and care among adolescents and young people in South Africa.
CSSR Working Paper [document on the Internet]. c2020 [cited 2020 Sep 21].
Available from: http://rgdoi.net/10.13140/RG.2.2.36698.98241

The authors are all members of the Research Governance team at
the UKRI GCRF Accelerating Achievement for Africa’s Adolescents
(Accelerate) Hub, co-led by the Universities of Cape Town and Oxford.

11. Swales L. The Protection of Personal Information Act and data deidentification. S Afr J Sci. 2021;117(7/8), Art. #10808. https://doi.
org/10.17159/sajs.2021/10808

We have no competing interests to declare.

Commentary
https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2021/12290

5

Volume 117| Number 9/10
September/October 2021

